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    I wish I could have heard you play.

  


  
    - One -


    Fifty cents secured the last private room at the 41st Street hotel, but the musty sheets and the brazen frolic of mice under the bed left Sutton thinking he should have saved the change and slept on the sidewalk. Awakened in the wee hours by a pounding at the door, he was convinced of it. Rising, he felt his way to the door and cracked it open, to be blinded by police lanterns. The frightening thought that his family had sent police after him woke him fully and he shielded his eyes as much to hide his face as block the light. “What is it? What do you want?”


    Behind the light, an irritated voice muttered, “It ain’t him. Too young.” Another offered an officious apology as a gloved hand grabbed the doorknob and shut out the intrusion, leaving Sutton in the dark, listening to a noisy retreat.


    They were looking for a lawbreaker. And that wasn’t him. Not yet, anyway. Deciding he’d had enough sleep, he dressed and left the hotel, amid the crash and squabble of policemen still searching door by door. He headed east, away from glum apartments as worn down as he felt, away from the odors of fish and sewage and coal fires, toward the distant lights that promised shops and restaurants and possibly jobs.


    Though only October, he felt chilled in his coat. From street lamp to street lamp he walked, all but holding his breath in between, in awe of the darkness that hid doorways and stairwells and swamped passages between buildings. He’d never been fond of the dark and, while this wasn’t nearly as miserable as huddling in a dugout hours before dawn, he found the strain to his hearing and eyesight an altogether too familiar experience.


    This wasn’t the New York he remembered from the handful of trips taken in the shelter of family and friendsnor the one that had been a passing rush of color, light, and noise on his way overseas. The trip home from France was only a memory of endless parades; even now, he could see traces of confetti in the gutters and pavement cracks.


    This New York was bigger and faster than the one he knew. Neither the troopship nor the crowded camp where he’d trained had seemed so rampant with life and movement. It brought to mind the enormous beehive he and the neighbor boys had once knocked out of an oak at his grandfather’s farm. It had been a wild race back to the house and he’d still been stung. His grandfather had joked that it was a lesson in doing unto others. His father had said in all seriousness that if you thwart a fellow’s industry, you can expect to bear his wrath. Sutton remembered being astonished that so many creatures could dwell in such close quarters and still carry on as if they had all the room in the world.


    This humming nest of humanity appeared to be managing it nicely and, further, took no notice of him whatsoever. Everyone he passed seemed to know the trick of surviving where you knew no one and no one wanted to know you. He saw it in their faces. And it was a secret they were not predisposed to share. Let him scramble as they had. It had been his own decision to jump in. Let him sink or swim. No one would bend the rules for his sake.


    That was all right. He wouldn’t ask them to.


    “Well, hello.”


    The voice out of the darkness made him jump. He noticed then that his meandering had led him to a park. Dense stands of trees and hedges hid paths. A match flared and the stranger lit a cigarette. “You’re at the hotel down the street.” He offered Sutton a cigarette and when Sutton declined it, shrugged. “Know I’ve seen you. Lonely place, ain’t it?”


    “The mice don’t seem to find it so.”


    The comment won him a chuckle and the man moved nearer. “Yeah, it ain’t too clean, either. You leaving, then?” He nodded at the suitcase.


    “Yes, probably. The Y might have something later tonight.”


    The man drew on the cigarette. “Not likely. Soldiers, they’re taking the rooms. Taking the jobs. You a soldier?”


    “I was,” Sutton said, expecting that would end the conversation.


    “How many of them Jerries you spike?” He made a spearing motion and Sutton, uneasy, backed away. The man stepped into the lamplight, hands upraised. “I didn’t mean nothing. Wanted to go over, myself. Bum knee.” In the light, he looked older and wearier. “I’m Lem, by the way. Sure you won’t stay another night? You can bunk with me and we’ll split the cost. Hell, I’ll pay the whole thing. I just hate sleeping alone. You know how it is.”


    Maybe it was the man’s self-deprecating grin or the clumsy invitation, but Sutton believed him. “You want to share a room?”


    “You thinking about it?” Lem kept his voice low, as if they were conspirators plotting something illegalwhich Sutton supposed they were. But as lonely as he was, he couldn’t bring himself to rush into something new. Lem might provide a distraction, but he would also be a reminder. Sutton needed more time to forget.


    “I’m not looking for aroommate. Or for anything else, except a job.”


    Lem caught his sleeve. “You’re making it a whole lot more complicated than it is. Honest, just one night. Keeps you from being alone. Keeps me from being alone.” Fingers circled his wrist, a callused thumb brushing his palm. “What’s your name?”


    Blinding white light hit them. Lem swore with sudden vehemence and broke to run. The policeman grabbed him. Sutton realized it was the same officer who’d been searching the hotel. A second officer looked Sutton up and down. “Well, damn. You get lost on your way back from the ball, Cinderella?”


    Confused, Sutton shook his head, but the first officer cut in. “On his way back to Yonkers, more like. Chasing after kids now, are we?”


    The last, directed at Lem, provoked an indignant sputter. “The hell with you. It was he come up to me, not the other way ‘round. He’s the one with the hotel room,” he added with a nod at Sutton’s suitcase.


    Shaken, Sutton tried to explain himself, but Lem continued to complain so ferociously, he couldn’t get a word in. The policemen turned a deaf ear to them both and walked them across the road to the wagon. At the police station, Sutton was shown to a crowded cell; most of the men were asleep on benches or, worse, the stained cement floor. In one corner, a noisy group laughed and carried on, unperturbed by the surroundings. They paid him no mind, except one dark-haired man his own age who bold as brass winked at him. Sutton moved to a relatively unoccupied corner and wrapped his hands around metal bars like ice. He hoped the wait would only be a few hours, because he didn’t think he could bring himself to use the toilet in the corner. And he couldn’t fall asleep. He didn’t dare.

  


  
    - Two -


    In the cell, Lem grinned as if it were all a game. “You know, we’ll be out in a few hours. Come over and sit with me. No one’ll care.”


    Sutton looked at him in disbelief. “We’re in jail.”


    Lem shrugged. “If you’re going to be arrested for it, might as well enjoy it. Enjoy what you can. You ought to know that better than anybody, soldier boy.”


    “Have you done so beforein here?”


    “Heaps of times.” Lem’s grin came back. “You thinking about it?”


    “I’m thinking I’d like to be alone for a while.”


    “Not going all moral on me, are you?” Lem pressed closer and laid a clammy hand on the back of Sutton’s neck. “Come on, then,” he said softly. “I’ll warm you better than whiskey.”


    Sutton tried to pull away, but Lem’s grip firmed as if Sutton were a stray pup to keep in check. “Cozy corner for us over here,” he said, and pushed Sutton toward it. Sutton resisted, with a push that sent Lem stumbling backward to land hard on a bench. Lem was on his feet instantly, easy-going pretense gone, and Sutton backed away, though there was nowhere to go.


    “For Christ’s sake.” The dark-haired fellow had wandered over. “Here, have a drink.” He held out a flask and Lem, after a hostile glance at Sutton, accepted it. “Name’s Jack,” the fellow went on cheerfully. “I’m getting up a card game. Want to join? One of us’ll win enough to pay up when they collect the fines.”


    Sutton felt sick under an assault of fresh anxiety. A fineand the alternative would no doubt be a lengthy prison sentence. He grasped hopelessly for a way out that didn’t involve asking his father for the money.


    “Your first time?” The dark-haired fellowJackwatched him with a certain sympathy. “Waiting’s the worst. Come over and play a few hands.”


    It might be a welcome distractionbut telephoning his father to pay a gambling debt in addition to a fine would decidedly not improve the situation. “I’d just like to be alone, if you don’t mind.”


    Jack shrugged. “Offer stands, if you get tired on your own.”


    Three hours later, Sutton had to agree the waiting was something other than enjoyable. The only break from worry came when the policeman inquired after a John Smith and half the men in the cell stood. Sutton had to laugh and, for a few minutes, awe overtook anxiety. It was all so unreal, so far from anything familiar. It seemed impossible that he could be endless miles from home and in such terrible straits. When he had been expelled from school, he hadn’t imagined things could get much worse. He should have been grateful the university trustees hadn’t turned him over to the police, thenbut he’d felt only disappointment that no one had debated the harm of his caring for David or David for him.


    The idea of returning to Topeka to explain to his family just why he’d been expelled had made his slim prospects in New York seem worth the risk. But days of navigating unfamiliar streets and evading unanswerable questions had taken the shine off the adventure. With no references nor even a letter of recommendation, a job proved difficult to come by. Talk of rising rents had added to his doubts. In a letter, he had confessed to his family that he was in New Yorknothing more. He dreaded facing his father after all that had happened. A fellow couldn’t breathe around the man without being told just how to do it.


    But nowhere he was, in a city that took his breath away altogether. God, how he missed schooland David. He missed the brush of fingers on his hand when David passed him in the crowded halls. He missed the tousled head on the pillow beside his and the arm draped comfortably across his stomach. He missed falling asleep with the scent of Egyptian tobacco in the air.


    Fishing in his coat pocket, he withdrew a folded rectangle of linen paper, the worse for having been unfolded a number of times.


    Sutton,


    I’m sorry we couldn’t have a proper good-bye, but it’s best this way. You know I won’t forget what you’ve done. Some fellows would’ve given me up. I wish I could return the favor and help you land on your feet somewhere, but you know the difficulty in it. Perhaps we’ll meet in a fairer world. Until then, bonne journee. Think kindly of me, if you can.


    David had been sensible enough to not sign it. Too sensible and ready to call it quits when they might’ve found a way to see each other. Sutton folded the paper and returned it to his pocket. Had he been in David’s place, he wouldn’t have been so smart. He might have given up the teaching position, to run away together and start fresh.


    At first light, the cell began to empty as, one by one, prisoners were led away. Another hour crawled by and still Sutton waited, feeling with a sinking heart that he must be last on the list. He dozed offand what seemed a moment later, the shout of his name startled him awake.


    Chilled to the bone and worried anew, he shivered all the way down the long corridor to the courtroom. He had come up with a plan to sell his best suit in order to pay the fine, if the judge was amenable. But as he stood before a stoop-shouldered man who looked as though he’d been up most of the night himself, the plan seemed suddenly foolish and naive. The judge gave him no more than a glance, but took the paper a clerk handed over and frowned at it. “Degenerate disorderly conduct.” He rested his head on his hand and yawned. “And here we have one Sutton Albright?”


    Sutton found his voice. “Yes, sir. If I might” He cleared his throat. “It’s true I was in the company of the man the police were searching for, but only because he accosted me.”


    The judge looked at him then. “Why were you wandering about at two in the morning?”


    “Isometimes don’t sleep well. Walking about is a help.”


    The frown eased a fraction. “That so? You claim New York residency.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Where are you from? Originally,” he said, with a perceptible twitch of his lips.


    “Kansas.” The judge waited and Sutton tried to swallow his dread. “Topeka.”


    “Topeka,” the judge said with a slow nod. “Interesting. I just recently read in the Times about a fellow who made his fortune with the rail line out of Topeka. A Phillip Albright. Any relation?”


    “I’m not sure I understand the need for these questions, sir.”


    The judge’s hint of a smile became the real thing. “Mr. Albright, I suggest you take whatever money you have in your pocket and buy a ticket back to Topeka. I’m sure New York seemed like an exciting place on your way overseas, but you look to me like a fellow who’s run up against more excitement than he’d planned on. Go home and live a long, happy life. I don’t want to see you in front of me again.” He thrust the document at the clerk. “Get him out of here.”


    As the bailiff escorted him from the dock, Sutton’s legs threatened to give out from under him. He heard the judge mutter to his clerk. “One more boy in here and I’ll take it up with the city, myself. Goddamned war.”


    With a firm nudge from the bailiff, Sutton left the courtroom and made his way downstairs to the lobby. His suitcase returned to him, he was back on the street, a street transformed since he’d last seen it. People passed with a purpose in their step. He still shook with relief that he had regained his freedom.


    He couldn’t go home. He knew there would be recriminations and he cringed at the thought his parents might decide the war had damaged him in mind as well as body. His sister’s beau, John Campbell, had come home from France forever changed. After electroconvulsive treatments, people said he was better. They had insisted he was. But when Sutton had chaperoned his sister on a visit to the Campbell farm, John had been a quiet figure rocking all evening by the fire.


    It was a sight Sutton had never been able to forget. And despite what had happened to John, his own parents might want to turn him over to doctors. His mother would be inclined to think he suffered from some sort of nervous exhaustion she’d read about. Once a doctor assigned a respectable name to his behavior and his father cubbied him into a respectable position to keep him out of trouble, his mother would find a foolish girl willing to trade love for social position and arrange an entirely respectable marriage. The rest of his life neatly mapped out and all he had to do was live it.


    A steady rain fell and people hustled past under umbrellas and wet newspapers. His own umbrella long since sold, Sutton let his hat take the brunt of rainfall. He wanted to walk until he hated New York and felt desperate for home. But by the end of the morning, chilled, damp, sick at heart, he still didn’t want to leave. Maybe New York was hard and vasteven a little frightening. But he had seen its promise. He had believed in its possibilities, believed it could ease the heartache that the nightmarish weeks in France had left him. And if those possibilities didn’t shine as brightly now, he still wanted to hold on and hope.


    It was just awfully hard to hold on with thirty cents in your pocket.


    On the corner stood a luncheonette, its lit interior beckoning through the plate glass. He fingered the last of his change, trying to decide how best to divide it between dinner and breakfast. If he skipped dinner, he could still while away one last hour over coffee. He could listen to the chatter of strangers and dream that home was here in the city and he was free to live as he liked. Maybe the feeling would stay with him on the dreary walk to the station and the long train ride. Maybe it would even shield him from the grim disappointment in everyone’s faces when they saw him again.

  


  
    - Three -


    It was something to marvel at, how quickly an hour could pass when a fellow preferred it to crawl along. Sutton shook his head when the waitress asked if he’d like more coffee. She gave him an inquisitive smile. “Suppose I ought to tell you about our specials today. We’ve got some fine goulash or chowder with toast for ten cents along with your coffee. Since you’ve already had the coffee...” She was pretty in a tomboyish way, with a figure as straight as a lamp post, carrotty hair that didn’t care for the restraint imposed on it, matching frecklesand green eyes so sympathetic, he felt cheered.


    Not to mention hungry. “The goulash sounds rather good.”


    “Then let me freshen up your coffee and I’ll be right back.”


    Hardly five minutes passed before she was back with a steaming bowl and a plate of toast. She slipped around the counter to scoop up a fallen napkin, wincing as she bent down. Sutton caught up the napkin and handed it to her. “Are you all right?”


    “Thanks. Just lifted one too many vegetable crates, I guess.”


    “You lifted them?” She was so slim and small. “Do you need some help? I’ve a few minutes”


    “Aren’t you the gentleman.” Back came her cheery grin. “It’s all right. I suppose Ida will hire someone in a day or two when neither of us can get up the dropped napkins.”


    “Hire someone?” The coffee wasn’t settling so well in his stomach. “You’re hiring?”


    “Ida’s looking for an errand boy.” She pointed to a small sign pinned on the wall by the kitchen door.


    Sutton stared at it, then at her. “Please don’t be offended butwouldn’t it make more sense to hang the sign in the window?”


    The waitress had a likeably throaty laugh. “Ida means to give the job to someone who eats here regular. Someone who knows the neighborhood.”


    “Do you think she might consider me?”


    “You? But”


    “I’m looking for work. I’ll do whatever you want.”


    She studied him. “Well, I don’t know. You live around here?”


    “Not exactlybut I’m becoming better acquainted with the neighborhood by the day.” God knew he felt as though he’d walked every foot of it. “Whatever you’re looking for, I’m sure I’m the fellow for it. I’ll take on anything.”


    Her smile came back softer. “You’re eager enough. It’s a lot of cleaning, lifting, carrying”


    “I can do it.” His arm had healed suitably for that work, anyway.


    She patted his shoulder. “I’ll talk to Ida. Eat up, if you can sit still.” She was laughing as she went.


    Sutton sat, but he could hardly bring himself to eat. The job would probably pay a pittance and he’d be back to sleeping in the mice-ridden hovel of the night before, but...


    The woman who came around the counter wasn’t more than an inch over five feet, but seemed taller as she stood with thin, sinewy arms folded and feet apartmuch like his old sergeant, he musedright down to the hobnailed boots. Her gray hair worn in a thick bun at the nape of her neck made all more prominent her black brows and a jaw as square and indomitable as any man’s.


    “You’re looking for work?” She tilted her head and the line of her mouth thinned further. “Answer me quick.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    “The job’s cleaning, lifting, delivering, some fixing of meals, and whatever else I might think of later on.” Her gaze narrowed. “Why would you want it?”


    “To stay in New York. It’s my last chance. My only chance. I’ll work hard.”


    “That you will. Can you start today?”


    The question took him by surprise. “I don’t see why not”


    “Good. You live nearby?”


    Hesitation couldn’t be helped. “I” He sensed it would be a fatal mistake to lie to her. “I’ve no place to stay just yet, but I’ll find one later tonight.”


    “Whatever suits you. I’ve a room to let, upstairs. It ain’t much but it’ll be convenient, if you’re interested. Of course it will come out of your pay.”


    “Naturally.” Well, it couldn’t be worse than where he’d been sleeping. “I’m grateful to you, ma’am.”


    “Esther will show you the room.”


    She turned to go back to the kitchen and Sutton realized the interrogation was over. “She never even asked my name. Or for references or anything”


    “She’ll keep you on if she likes your work. And if she wants you,” Esther said, cupping her hands around her mouth, “she’ll just bellow, ‘boy!’ and scare you out of your socks.” She grabbed his hand and gave it a shake. “Esther Clark, by the way.”


    “Sutton Albright.”


    “My, that’s gilt-edged. Good luck, Sutton. You’ll need it.”


    She led him up a narrow flight of stairs into a short hallway. There were two rooms on either side and then the hall turned, leading to more stairs. Behind the stairs, a door opened into a room barely large enough to contain a cot, small table, and chair. The single window looked out upon the bricks of the building next door.


    “You’ll want another blanket,” Esther said, oddly subdued. “I’ll scare one up for you.”


    He didn’t like to think she felt bad about the accommodations. True, there was hardly space to move around inbut at the moment it looked like all the room in the world. “Thank you, Esther. And not just for the blanket.”


    She studied him. “You’ll be okay?”


    “I’m sure it will take some getting used to. But that’s all right. I’m grateful for your help.”


    The concern in her eyes eased. “I’ll get you the blanket.”


    Sutton dressed in the soft-collared cotton shirt and brown wool trousers he had purchased a few days after selling his second-best suit. He put his suitcase under the bed, leaving the rest of his clothes inside. It was just as well he’d pawned his books, pocket watch, and everything else, as he had neither shelf nor drawer for personal possessions. Not that it mattered. What he needed most at the momenthopehe’d gotten back in spades.


    By ten o’clock, all he wanted or needed was a bed upon which to collapse. He had hauled in and unpacked crates, peeled potatoes and carrots and shelled peas, pounded steaks, bussed tables, washed dishes, and scrubbed down the kitchen at closing. His hands were raw, his shoulder aching. When the last customer left, Esther mentioned to Ida that someone next door had asked her to bring over a sandwich and a bowl of chowder. Ida turned a dubious eye on Esther as she reached for her coat.


    “You lollygag over there too much, girl. He’ll go this time. You tend the pots.”


    Sutton took the basket Esther prepared and went out into the chilly night. A dim light shone through the plate glass windows across the way, but he could hear the faint sound of a piano. Though the shop sign read closed, he followed Esther’s directions and went in without knocking. The piano’s bright notes filled the place and he stopped to listen. As his eyes adjusted to the light, flashes of color lurking in the shadows took shape. A pair of china dogs guarded either side of the door and a few feet further in stood a painted wooden elephant, waist-high, its jeweled eyes glistening with lifelike interest. Japanese lanterns bobbed in the breeze from lazily circling fans. Old and new maps of the world adorned the shabby walls and, overhead, a map of the heavens.


    There were toys everywhere, some he remembered from childhood. He knew he’d owned a spinning top like the one perched on the windowsill. And the rocking horse nestled between two bins had a familiar air. He wanted to explore but, remembering why he was there, followed the music through the aisles to the back of the store. He assumed the dinner was meant for the pianist and, judging by the way he played, the poor fellow needed nourishment right away. An inviting collection of old books filled several shelves and Sutton promised himself he would come back sometime. Daylight would be preferable, anyway, to lingering in darkened aisles while the eyes of several stuffed creatures peered down at him from the topmost shelves. Someone with an impish sense of humor had poised them to make the customer half-wonder if he was not about to be pounced upon.


    Ducking past the wings of a stuffed owl, Sutton walked until the aisle ended. There, beside a cluttered workbench in the corner, stood the pianoa handsome, older upright with a fresco of doves carved in the front panels. Persian carpets in need of a beating covered the back wall and he realized they muted the sound or he would have heard the music much more clearly from the street. Taking up most of the space on the workbench, amid coils of wire and scattered tools, sat two varnished boxes faced with knobs and switches, the whole contraption attached to the horn from a phonograph. A radio set, he realized. He’d seen one before, in a magazine. This one was not as sleek, but looked far more complex with its numerous dials, bulbs, and the wire running everywhere. He thought the pianist was sending out musicbut the bulbs were not lit and Sutton had an idea they should be, in order for the thing to work.


    If the pianist did intend to play on the radio, it was surely not any time soon. He hunched over the keys, hands poised with aching uncertainty as he squinted at the sheet music. Reluctant to interrupt him in the midst of a piece, Sutton looked around for a place to sit and noticed the light coming through the pebble glass of a door to his right. He knocked politely and when there was no answer, tried again a little more urgently.


    In mid-knock, the door swung open, putting him nearly nose to hawkish nose with a man who reeked of cigar smoke and impatience. Wiry of hair and of figure, he had eyes so dark brown Sutton thought at first they were black. They sparkled out of a face with sharp corners that nonetheless looked capable of good humor. At the moment, a frown twisted the mouth, the initial hope in the dark eyes fading to frustration. “We’re closed” He noticed the basket. “Oh. From next door?”


    “Yes, sir. I think Esther’s only packed enough for one.”


    “That’s what I asked for.” He turned back to his pile of paperwork while he puffed his cigar, thoughts clearly elsewhere.


    In the amber glow of light through the lampshade, Sutton took in the old oak desk with its multitude of drawers, the leather sofa scattered with pillows, and a haphazardly stuffed bookshelf behind the desk. He quietly cleared his throat. “Is the dinner for the gentleman playing the piano?”


    “What?” The man squinted at him, puffed on the cigar, and then waved away the smoke. “No, it’s for the gentleman pounding the life out of the damned thing.” He picked up a half-full bottle of scotch and poured some into the glass. Already a damp ring surrounded it on the blotter. “Good God, give it to him, already. I can’t take much more of this.” He swung another look at Sutton. “Where’s Esther?”


    “She’s doing the washing up.” Sutton extended a hand. “I’m Sutton Albright. Mrs. Carlisle’s just hired me.”


    “Yeah?” He seemed dubious, but shook Sutton’s hand. “Harry Warner. And the gentleman playing the piano,” he said with a wryly mocking emphasis, “is Ox.”


    “Ox?” Well, it did suit. “Just Ox?”


    “Vivian Oxtoby. But I’d stick with Ox, if I was you.” He went out and Sutton followed. Ox struggled his way through the same piece, still coming too jarringly with the chords. Harry winced and wrapped a hand around Ox’s wrist. “You keep hitting them like that and they’ll start hitting back. Take a break and have some supper.”


    Ox let his hands slide to his lap. “Doing my best.”


    “I know.” Harry clapped a broad shoulder. “Jack does, too.”


    “He ain’t back?”


    “Not yet.”


    Sutton sensed the worry passing between them and wondered if he should just put down the basket and go. But then Ox raised his head and, pushing a shaggy fall of brown hair out of his eyes, smiled shyly at Sutton. “That’s for me?” He rose from the bench to tower close to half a foot over Sutton’s five eleven. “Esther didn’t want to come over?”


    Harry dismissed the question with a shake of his head. “It’s Ida, looking after Esther’s virtue. Or keeping track of the time she wastes here.”


    None too sure about the former statement, Sutton was at least able to reassure on the latter. “Ida mentioned lollygagging.”


    “She would, the old” The telephone interrupted, making Harry jump. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” he snapped and spun on his heel to hustle back to the office. Ox hurried after him and Sutton followed with the basket. He reached the doorway as Harry picked up the receiver. “Yeah? Yeah, that’s me. Go ahead and put him through.”


    Ox hovered over the desk. “It’s Jack?”


    Harry hushed him with an agitated wave. “Hey, are you all right?” he said into the telephone. “Where are you? Oh, hell. Jack, I swear to Godyeah, yeah. We’ll be there in a little while.” He hung up and sank into the chair with a groan.


    Ox sank into the chair opposite. “How much does he need?”


    “Twenty-five. He’s scraped together fourteen. You coming with me?”


    “Sure.” Ox handed over six dollars. “That’s all I got. Including the dollar in my sock.”


    “Your socks are better off than I am.” Harry counted out four dollars and change. “Goddamnit. Ten lousy cents.”


    “I’ve got that bond,” Ox said. “And some thrift stamps at home.”


    “Keep your stamps. Maybe Esther’s got some change”


    “Wait a minute,” Sutton said, remembering. “I’ve got a dime.” He tossed it onto the pile and both men turned their heads to stare at him.


    “Who’s he?” Ox whispered.


    “Ida’s new errand boy.” Harry jabbed the cigar in Sutton’s direction. “Albright, ain’t it? Thanks, kid. I owe you.”


    On his way out, Sutton stole a glance at the piano. He could stay away from concert halls and band pavilions, but he apparently couldn’t avoid music the rest of his days. It found him even in this rough and tumble corner of New York. He supposed even a simple tune whistled on the street would make his heart ache for a long time to come.


    But there was nothing to do for it. Six doctors had confirmed that the damage to his hand was permanent. He had refused to accept it until the cast came off and he’d played again, to find the pain had not faded with the knitting of bones. When his technique deteriorated with subsequent practice, his parents had relegated the piano to the back parlor. The plan to permit him to study abroad after college was forgotten, and the conservatory teacher his father had hired returned to Kansas City for good.


    In the months afterward, Sutton had toughened his spine with the knowledge that others had come home from the war in far worse shapeor hadn’t come home at all. If some of the spark had gone from life, at least he was alive to grieve.


    With a piano just next door, he’d have to toughen his heart. New York was home now and here he would find new dreams to replace the old. Looking forward was the only thing to do. If his hand wouldn’t heal, his heart would. Until then, he could find books at the library and he hadn’t the pocketbook for noveltiesand if Bailey’s Emporium offered anything else of interest, he was probably better off remaining in serene ignorance.

  


  
    - Four -


    There were idiots and then there were idiots. Jack, according to Harry, had achieved a standing heretofore unknown to ordinary men. And Harry meant it, judging by the glum silence which had replaced most of the usual exasperated muttering. Though he had pretended otherwise to his fellow jailbirds, Jack was battling enough guilt over his arrest. Having Harry sore at him on top of that was a feeling he wouldn’t have wished on old Fritz himself.


    Other than the initial grumbling, not a word did Harry say to him until they’d bid Ox good night and trudged out of the shop and upstairs to Jack’s apartment. Harry appeared intent on making sure he was all but tucked in before daring to leave him alone again. Jack didn’t know whether to be annoyed by it, or relieved that Harry gave enough of a damn to bother. Settling for a mix of the two, he dropped onto the sofa and rested an aching head on the pillows.


    “Going to give me hell now or in the morning?” He tried for light, but it came out weary.


    “Nice to know you expect me to return the favor.” Harry switched on a lamp and looked around. “Don’t you ever clean this place?”


    “I said I was sorry. I wanted to ring you earlier. They wouldn’t let me.”


    “If I was the cop hauling in that rowdy crowd, I wouldn’t have let you out five minutes, either. You find what you were looking for?”


    Surprise took the edge off Jack’s sleepiness. “First time you’ve ever asked for details.”


    “Jesus. I ain’t now.” Harry sat across from him and leaned elbows on knees. “I just wanted to know if it was worth it.”


    “You’re asking if I had a good time?” Jack shrugged. “I didn’t have a bad one.”


    “Yeah? You like getting yourself tossed into jail with a bunch of deviants?”


    Jack looked at him steadily. “If they’re deviants, so am I.”


    Harry, as usual, refused to be fazed. “You have to go around with those low class types?”


    Jack pulled off his coat, tossing it to a chair, and lit a cigarette. “We were just out for some fun.” He decided not to mention the side trip to the baths. “You know the crowd at the ‘mat. They cut up, sure, but they’re good as gold, underneath.”


    “Yeah, if only the cops could see it that way. I’m just glad you rung me up instead of Chase.”


    “Well, maybe I shouldn’t have.” He knew Harry was tired, because Harry wasn’t the sort to throw another fellow’s mistakes in his face. Godawful tired, himself, Jack couldn’t help taking him to task. “You aren’t my dad”


    “Thank God for that.” Harry pushed out of the chair with a grunt. “It’s turning me prematurely gray just being your friend.”


    “Let me live my life.” Jack snubbed out the cigarette. “I survived a goddamned war”


    “So you can throw yourself into any trouble you want? Is that what you’re trying to prove?”


    Jack pushed his fingers through his hair, cradling his head in his hands. Harry had gotten used to his sojourns but this was the first time that night had turned into a long day without any sign from Jack that he hadn’t been robbed, drowned, or shanghaied.


    So maybe Harry had every right to be sore. But Jack was too tired to argue and too out of sorts to concede that Harry might have a point.


    Harry seemed to realize it. “Get some sleep,” he said. Still gruff, but weary, too.


    Then the door closed and Jack was alone, with just the night left to face.


    The apartment was cold but Jack didn’t feel like wrestling with the radiator. Switching on the kitchen light, he eased the milk bottle from the back of the icebox and poured himself a gin, neat. He considered the bottle for a long minute before taking it with him down the hall to the front bedroom, where he kept his old radio receiver. It remained a work in progress he liked to tinker with, spread over two tables bathed now in the moonlight of a clear night that promised the sort of reception any sane man would trade sleep for in a heartbeat. It looked like it belonged on the table beside his mother’s sewing machine, where it had sat since he’d built it his last year at school. If his mother had liked listening to music over the radio, maybe everyone would. Dreaming of the possibilities made life worthwhile again.


    It seemed too much to hope that a little music on the radio could lure customers into the emporium. The parade of imports from all over had been a constant delight to Jack while he was growing up. His dad had always said they peddled a necessity; a little fun to nourish the soul. But curiosities were pricier and more difficult to come by in a war-ravaged world. The emporium had become a rundown shop in need of repair, in need of more inventoryin need, really, of one James Bailey, Sr.


    Jack’s heart shrank in his chest at the thought. His dad wouldn’t have been happy to know about the frequent trips to the pawnshop these days, nor the money borrowed from people who would do a whole lot worse than throw him in jail if he didn’t pay it back. Harry had been none too pleased about the latter. Sure, it hadn’t been the brightest notion to borrow from Marshall Chase, but with the ban on transmitting lifted, Jack couldn’t bear to wait. A hundred had shored up the month, assuring the cash to cover living expenses and providing him the opportunity to build a new transmitter, buy more vacuum tubes, and barter for the parts to cobble together a microphone. That had inspired him to enlist a reluctant Ox to play pianoand as skeptical as Harry was over the whole idea, he had to realize it was their last hope.


    Sleep didn’t encroach again until well past midnight, letting loose of him before any nightmares could gain momentum. Jack lay in the early light and wallowed in the happy possibility that every sleep from now on could be as sane and uncorrupted as it had been before he’d gone globe-trotting at President Wilson’s invitation. He’d always wanted to see the worldbut snaps of charred fields and broken bodies were not scrapbook material. Still, he had survived that hell on earth and he could remember his elation on the ship to New York. It was as vivid as his memory of a grim-faced Harry and teary-eyed Ox waiting at the gate, with news they hadn’t been able to put in a letter.


    How fresh and full life had seemed, up till that moment. All through the voyage home, he’d imagined the pride in his dad’s eyes, the joy in his mother’s. He still tried to imagine it whenever he had a bad night. It didn’t help as much as the gin.

  


  
    - Five -


    Sloughing off the clothes he’d slept in, Jack immersed himself in a tubful of warm water, a small pleasure he had learned never to take for granted again. When he was clean and dry, he stood over the kitchen sink and emptied the remaining gin. The liquid slipped away down the drain and he watched with a regret that was mild for the moment. Breakfast had a greater appeal. He went across to Ida’s, hoping to wheedle at least some toast and coffee from Esther, and maybe pie. He had already run a tab as long as Ida allowed and if she was around this morning, he could forget even the coffee.


    But Esther had opened. He saw her red curls go by as she hustled at the busy counter. The kitchen hadn’t warmed the place yet and Jack kept his coat on like everyone else as he grabbed an empty table. Leaning elbows on it, he buried a yawn behind his hands. It was going to take more than two nights’ sleep to catch him up.


    “Good morning.”


    The voice was vaguely familiar. Jack turned to connect it with a face and sat up in surprise. He remembered that solemn smile and the eyes, a soft gray that took the starch out of an apparent reserve. It was his fellow jailbird, still in a crisp shirt and perfectly knotted tie, but this time with his sleeves rolled up and apron wrapped around his trim build. And he seemed equally startled to see Jack.


    “You!”


    The simultaneous reaction drew the attention of the diners around them. Jack, tickled by the coincidence, couldn’t resist. “Decide to walk the straight and narrow?”


    Fair cheeks flushed at that. “Please,” he whispered, leaning toward Jack. “Don’t tell Mrs. Carlisle. She won’t keep me on if she knows.”


    “Not a word.” Jack backed up the promise with a reassuring smile and reconsidered the breakfast possibilities. “I’ll have eggsscrambledand toast, coffee, baconextra bacona couple of wheatcakes and some of Esther’s doughnuts, if there are any left.” Once it was eaten, Ida would just have to put it on his tab.


    “Is someone joining you?”


    “If they do, they’ll have to order their own eats. Got a newspaper?”


    “I’ll try to find you one.” He started for the kitchen just as Jack remembered the pie.


    “Oh, hey, Mabel” Jack snagged a handful of apron strings. “Any of Esther’s apple pie left?”


    The waiter favored him with a wryly arched brow, but added the pie to his order. When the coffee came, Jack shrugged out of his coat and settled in to kill an agreeable half hour. He made it to the twenty minute mark before Ned Hennessy swung through the door. Though Jack scowled pointedly at him, Ned didn’t take the hint. Greeting Jack with a slap on the shoulder, he sat and helped himself to the newspaper and a leftover piece of bacon.


    Jack leaned toward him. “You going to take that out of the money I owe Chase?”


    Ned looked up from the paper with sour amusement. “Smart guy. You used to be, anyway. Come on, Jackie. You know your dad wouldn’t want you to live like this, day to day on borrowed cash. He wouldn’t like it and I don’t either. Maybe you and me had a misunderstanding. No point in letting that come between us.” He grinned suddenly. “Remember the jobs we pulled on the tourists? The money we made, escorting those saps through our sinful little corner of town? Good days. We could have those again, only better.”


    Jack tossed a half-eaten donut on the plate. “A little misunderstanding?”


    “Sure. Harry was just talking through his hat, like always. I never threatened him. And I sure never talked to the landlord. Why would I do that? You got the best goddamned rent in town. Mrs. Madigan hikes up your rent, what good’ll that do me?”


    “You didn’t tell Harry she was raising our rent? Never said you’d make up the difference if we signed the lease over to you? Never swore up and down you and I agreed the shop was yours if I didn’t make it back home?”


    He found a certain fascination in Ned’s lies. Jack wanted to think the best of himhad, until Harry put him wise to what Ned had been up to while Jack was overseas. Ned hadn’t known what a good friend Harry had become, what a lifeline, in letters back and forth all the months Jack had been gone and Harry had kept shopfor his parents when they couldn’t, then for him. Ned hadn’t pulled any wool over Harry’s sharp eyesand he seemed to be catching on that Jack wasn’t the same trusting kid who’d followed him everywhere when they were younger.


    Ned sighed like he’d caught on to a lot of things. “Believe what you want, but I was just trying to do you a favor. A lot of guys didn’t make it home. You really think Harry was going to keep shop forever?”


    Jack smiled at the thought. “Maybe.”


    “Harry’s a hell of a lot more practical than you. He’d have sold the place in a heartbeat. He was just hanging on for your sake.”


    “Friends do that kind of thing, I hear.”


    “What friends do is tell it to you straight. You want to make a bundle of money, you’ll come into this deal. Sure, it’s a different kind of business, but Chase knows all about it. He can get us going and whatever else we need to know, we’ll pick up along the way.”


    “The cops would shut us down the minute Chase brings in the booze.”


    Ned shook his head. “The man knows how to keep the cops happy...” His lip curled, eyes darkening, and Jack realized it was directed at the waiter, who’d been clearing a table next to theirs and, no doubt to Ned’s mind, overhearing more than he should. Ned grabbed the fellow and pushed him into a chair. “Doing a little eavesdropping, pal?”


    There was a telltale shifting before the confession came. “It wasn’t intentional. Wiping down tables doesn’t call for a lot of concentration. I suppose my thoughts wandered”


    “That sort of thing can get a guy into trouble.” Ned’s tone played friendly. “What’s your name?”


    “Sutton Albright.”


    “Yeah? Sounds like somebody. You somebody?”


    Sutton’s mouth twitched. “Not these days, no.”


    Ned clapped a hand on Sutton’s shoulder and leaned in close. “I know what you overheard. I also know you’re going to keep it to yourself. You know how I know?”


    “There’s no need to threaten me,” Sutton said. “I’m not someone either the police or the judge will hold to as a credible source.”


    “You’ve been in Dutch with the law?” Ned snorted. “Get this one,” he said to Jack. “A regular hooligan, ain’t he?”


    Sutton with his fair-haired spit-and-polish looks didn’t strike Jack as a criminal eithereven though beyond the surface innocence lurked a certain rueful variance with the world in general. Of course a slew of experiences could put a fellow at odds with the world and with himself to boot, and Jack figured he could safely narrow it down to one in particular that probably haunted Sutton. Hell, no one came away from that experience without the ghosts of the dead trailing after him.


    “I think he gets the picture, Ned. Let the kid go back to work.”


    Ned waved a dismissive hand. “Go on, get out of here,” he said and, as Sutton obliged, added, “Make sure you stay out of other people’s business.”


    “Stay out of other people’s business.” Jack savored the words. “Good advice.”


    “Unless it’s business you’ve got a stake in. Which I do.”


    “So you’ve been saying.” Jack got up. “How much of my breakfast did you eat?”


    Ned took out his wallet and tossed a dollar bill to the table. “That should take care of it. And there’s plenty more where that came from.”


    “Nice. Chase hire you on to break legs full-time? Or did you squeeze that out of Gertie?”


    “I don’t take money from my sister.”


    “No? Where is she these days, anyway?”


    Ned shrugged. “Off chasing some Rockefeller, I guess. What’s it to you?”


    “She miss me?” Jack couldn’t resist. Gert had been stuck on him for ages, to Ned’s annoyance. Ned deliberately ignored the question and went back to finishing off the bacon, no doubt feeling obligated since he’d paid for it.


    Jack left him to it and went across to the shop to find that Harry and Ox had moved the piano right up beside the transmitter. Maybe Harry hadn’t been too keen on the plan to try advertising on the radio, but he was being one hell of a sport about it.


    Amused, Jack went to find him and found Ox instead, settled on the office sofa with a pile of sheet music in his lap. “Guess I worried you guys a little.”


    “You scared us.” Some people called Ox slow, but Jack knew he figured things out with his heart instead of his head. If that took a little longer, who could say it was a bad thing?


    Jack sat beside him. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”


    Ox nodded. “I ain’t mad. Did you go to the club?”


    “Yeah. The ladies send their regards.”


    Ox reddened. “They remembered me?”


    They’d remembered him as that shambling, bashful boy who’d ordered a root beer. Ox had been overwhelmed by the bawdy jokes and merciless flirting, until Jack had spirited him to the automat and split a handful of nickels between them so they could eat all the pie they pleased.


    “They want you back.” Jack bumped his shoulder. “Never met such a gentleman before, they said.”


    Ox’s blush deepened. “You don’t really kiss them, do you?”


    “Only the way I kiss you,” Jack said, planting one on his cheek.


    “He’s saving himself for the right fella,” Harry drawled, coming in with a handful of sheet music. He met Jack’s gaze. “Quit with the penitent look, will you? I ain’t about to feel bad for bawling you out. You get any sleep?”


    “Boy, did I.” Jack cherished the memory of it.


    “Glad to hear one of us did.”


    Some apologies were more difficult than others, but he could get to the heart of the matter, too. “HarryI’m sorry.”


    “Yeah, and I’m sorry I bet on Dizzy Legs in the fifth. We all got regrets.” His tone went quieter. “Don’t worry about it, will you?”


    “I’m glad you’ve got such a soft spot for longshots,” Jack said ruefully.


    Harry sent cigar smoke spiraling with an impatient wave of his hand. “Here...” He handed the sheet music to Jack. “The simplest chords you can find. I’m going over to Rosen’s and see if they still want a little help with the books.”


    Regret that had been throwing only the occasional punch at him kicked him squarely in the gut. “If anyone’s taking on extra work”


    “Now calm down. I was just thinking they’ve got a phonograph they might be disposed to lending, in return for the help.”


    “How’re we going to buy records? We’ll need more than just a few. We play the same music over and over and we’ll bore everyone to tears.”


    Harry sank into his chair behind the desk. “You dump the booze again?”


    “How’d you know?”


    “Had a feeling. Damn, some good gin, too. Next time, give it to me.”


    “I’m figuring this was the last of the next times.” Jack kept his attention on the sheet music. It was enough that he could feel the weight of Harry’s troubled gaze.


    “You know, Jackie, the doc can give you something to get to sleep”


    “God, no thanks. From drunken bum to opium fiend. I’m swimming in enough debt already.”


    “Chloral, you ass.”


    “Oh, hell no. I’d chuck it like I did in the hospital. Where’d you two come up with all this music? It’s a million years old.”


    Ox made a face. “Two years of lessons. And it ain’t that old.” His blue eyes were all sympathy. “How about a cup of milk? I always get to sleep with a cup of milk.”


    Jack shuddered. “You guys’ll do me in. Here” He waved a sheet. “This one’s got hardly any notes.”


    He sailed it over the desk to Harry, who snatched it out of the air. The music still aloft in his grip, Harry wrinkled his nose, then promptly tugged back his coat lapel to bury a sneeze. Anxiety stirred in Jack’s gut, but Harry was quick with a diagnosis.


    “Dust.”


    “You sure?”


    “You want to take my temperature?”


    “Maybe later. Anyway, you can quit sneezing all over your coat. No one’s coming in to arrest you.”


    “Dust,” Harry muttered. “Just dust.” He blew a cloud of it off the sheet music. “Come on, Ox. Let’s see if you can pick out this one.”


    The morning crawled by without a single customer, so Jack encouraged Ox to keep practicing. That lasted until Esther came around the aisle and stopped short at the sight of Ox tapping the keys. As he limped to the end of the piece, she set down her basket to applaud. Ox lurched off the piano bench. “Got a delivery to pick up”


    “Hello, Ox,” Esther said before he could go.


    “‘Lo, Esther,” Ox gasped as he shot past her. The shop door slammed an instant later.


    Harry chuckled. “I’ll bring him back. Save me a sandwich.”


    Jack hopped off the workbench, giving Esther room amongst the clutter to open up the basket and unearth sandwiches and coffee. “Ida let you escape for an early lunch?”


    She nodded, looking him over. “You all right?”


    “As rain. Harry buy all this?” He wasn’t hungry, but Esther’s feelings were bruised enough for one morning.


    “When he stopped in for breakfast,” she said. “He thought you two would be busy this afternoon. With the piano, I mean.”


    “Not busy selling, that’s for sure.”


    Esther scooted onto the workbench and smoothed her apron over faded brown-checked skirts. She gingerly picked up a headset. “You really going to have Ox play on the radio?”


    “Maybe in a week or so. He needs to brush up.”


    “I’ll say” She broke off, biting her lip. “I’m sure he’ll be tops by November.” She laid the headset on the basket. “Jack? I’ve got a couple of dollars”


    “Can’t let you do that, Es.”


    “But”


    “Not in your wildest dreams. If I have to, I’ll borrow money for a phonograph.”


    “You do that and Harry’ll be standing in line behind Chase and the rest to pummel you. And God knows what’ll be left to pummel. You know what Chase did to Ray Walker last year? And he owed half what you do.”


    “Have a sandwich, Es.”


    “I’m serious. He”


    “Okay, okay.” Jack swallowed a mouthful of warm coffee. “I won’t borrow any more, I swear. If Ox can’t do it, I’ll learn to play this monster myself.” He sat at the keyboard and looked over the notes on the page. How Harry and Ox translated that mess into music, he’d never know. He cracked his knuckles, and plunked a few discordant notes from one end to the other.


    Esther laughed. “Why do you need music? Just tell them about the emporium.”


    “I’ve got to give them a little something to remember me, to get them to stop by.” He tapped a plaintive note. “If they’ll come. Sometimes I look around at the odds and ends my folks collected and I think it belongs to a world we left behind somewhere.”


    “Same old world,” a pleasant voice cut in from behind him. “Same restless, disenchanted world yearning for a little distraction.”


    His stout figure bundled in a long overcoat, snowy beard nestled in the fur collar, Marshall Chase perused the used books at the end of the aisle. Chase wasn’t the only one who had stopped by. Jack saw the fierce scowl on Esther’s face and he didn’t have to ask. At least her warning kept him from reacting when Ned patted his shoulder, less a greeting than an opportunity to show off his ringreal gold from the look of it. “Business a little slow today, Jackie boy?”


    “Seems downright dead.” Chase’s deep bass sounded the last word like a knell. “Could be no one’s in a playful mood. Understandable.” He closed the book and scooped a tin soldier out of a bin. “Well, I’ll be damned. The very men I commanded in my youth.”


    “Me, too, Mr. Chase.” Ned helped himself to a sandwich. “Not bad eats, Red.” He smirked at Esther. “Ida ought to let you do all the cooking.”


    “You can’t take this place from Jack.” Esther’s voice shook. “And you can’t bully him into breaking the law”


    Jack gave her hand a squeeze. “Better go before Ida comes looking for you.”


    “I won’t leave you here with them,” she whispered.


    Jack wondered where the hell Ox and Harry had gotten to. “There won’t be any trouble. Right, boys?”


    “No trouble.” Ned brushed the crumbs off his hands. “Just showing the place to Mr. Chase, that’s all. Now that he’s an investor, too.”


    Chase tapped a piano key. “Good sound for an upright. What, twenty years old? We could certainly put it to use.” He gazed around. “Plenty of room back here for a band. You’d have the theater crowd coming in from just down the street...” He fell quiet as he looked over the radio. “Build this, yourself?” He twisted a dial and, at Jack’s protest, smiled. “It’s a grown-up world now, Mr. Bailey. You’ve seen it firsthand. Survived the worst of it. Time to leave the toys and junk behind. Step into the twentieth century with the rest of us.”


    The shop door opened with a mad tinkling of the bell and a thunder of feet. A breathless Harry and Ox appeared and, finding Jack still in one piece, collapsed on each other in relief.


    “Of course,” Ned added, “we’ll have to do something about the riff-raff that keeps wandering in.”


    “We ain’t had any luck keeping them out,” Harry wheezed.


    Ned turned away as if Harry wasn’t worth the trouble to jab back. “As I was saying before, Mr. Chase here, he’s interested in what you got to offer, Jackie”


    “Who says he’s offering?” Harry asked. “May I remind you Mrs. Madigan keeps Jack’s rent stable out of respect for his folks? What makes you think if you take over, she won’t hike it up to match the rents all over town?”


    Ned sighed. “Jack, I ain’t putting you out of business. Mr. Chase and me, we want you in with us. You’re sitting on a goldmine and we want to help you dig up the goods. There’s plenty to go around. Ol’ lady Madigan won’t know the difference from sunny Fifth Avenue. It’s just between you, me, and the man with the connections.”


    Ned smiled sweet as milk at Chase, who chuckled. “I’m a businessman, Mr. Bailey, and your place looks like a good investment.” Chase tucked the tin soldier in Jack’s breast pocket. “You can pay back the loan. Or you can come in with us and I’ll forgive it. I’d prefer the latter.”


    “That’s what I’ve been telling him, Mr. Chase” Ned yelped as a scaly snout swung from under the workbench skirting and spread wide to show off needle-sharp teeth. Ned scrambled back in near panic. “I thought you guys got rid of that thing.”


    “Get rid of Woodrow?” Ox looked appalled.


    Harry laughed. “Woody’s our watchdog. Takes care of the riff-raff,” he said, lighting up a cigar.


    Claws scraped the floor as Woodrow emerged from under the skirting. All five feet of him, yellow-brown and mud-caked, came to light, and Esther skipped back, too. “Maybe he is a million years old, Jack, but he gives me the willies.”


    Marshall Chase hadn’t batted a lash. He laughed and clapped Jack on the back. “You do know how to keep things interesting, Mr. Bailey. I have something of a knack for that, myselfas you’ve no doubt heard. You will give the possibility of an alliance your keenest consideration, won’t you?”


    Jack was relieved when Chase doffed his hat to Esther and strode out. Ned had something of a problem following; namely a normally docile croc snapping at his trouser cuffs.


    Jack gave up trying to contain a grin. “I think he likes you, Captain Hook.”


    Ned glared at him. “Call it off. Call it off or I’ll turn it into a pair of shoes.” He reached under his coat, but Ox lurched at him and grabbed his wrist. Ned tried in vain to twist free. “Jesus, all right, all right. Let me go. I ain’t shooting the damned thing.”


    Ox gave him a push in the direction of the door and Ned kept walking. “Crocs and gorillas. You got a goddamned zoo in here.” He tugged down his rumpled vest and smoothed his sleek head with the heel of his hand. “Enjoy it while it lasts.”


    The door slammed hard enough to rattle the glass. Esther burst out laughing and Ox and Harry joined in, Harry wheezing on cigar smoke. For one perfect moment, life felt honest-to-God normal again. Jack held on to the feeling, wanting to keep it. Maybe the first few months back had been bad, but Harry had looked after him with the ferocious devotion of a parent and Es was always sympathetic and Ox, who’d lost his own mother, carried a share of the grief. And then there was the damned crocodile, half-blind and older than Methuselah, that they hadn’t yet found a home for. If that wasn’t enough to make a fellow feel closer to sane, nothing could.


    Jack handed Ox a broom. “Here, scoot him out before any real customers show up.”


    Ox obliged, tapping on Woodrow’s tail to keep him moving toward the back. When they were out of sight, Esther threw up her hands in disgust. “He ain’t afraid of a crocodile, oh, no. All teeth and claws, could eat him up if it took the notion, but that don’t bother him at all.” She muttered as she threw the leftovers into the basket, pushed a sandwich into Harry’s hand, and stalked out with all the dignity of a woman fed up with being scorned.


    Harry shrugged and made himself comfortable in the armchair, propping his feet on the piano bench. “Roast beef, done to perfection. Ox must be out of his mind.”


    “I’m starting to think I am, too,” Jack said. “Oxhe can’t really play so well, can he?”


    “He stinks,” Harry said around a mouthful of sandwich.


    “Come on, Harry, reconsider, will you? Playing on the radio, it could make you famous.”


    “I like my anonymity, thanks. Anyway, I don’t play any better than Ox. Especially with a whole lot of people listening” He grimaced. “You think war’s bad? You ain’t lived in real terror till your mother drags your eight-year-old ass to the piano to pound out something for all the neighbors at the tea party. Never again,” he said, stabbing the air with his sandwich for emphasis. “Not while I can do sums, anyway. So you’d better keep Ox practicing what music we’ve got or your radio show’s going nowhere.”


    Nowhere was where the practice session went, though Ox did his best. Jack could tell by his morose face that he would rather have been uncrating deliveries or in the yard, feeding Woody chicken scraps. Another practice late in the day did no better and a frazzled Harry shut himself in the office to soothe his soul with a little bookkeeping. Jack swept out the storenot that it needed much with the lack of trafficand turned the small handful of cash from the register over to Harry. “Any chance of that phonograph?”


    Harry brightened, but not enough to raise Jack’s hopes. “Mr. Rosen’s got one, all right, but it’s busted.”


    “Will he let me take a look at it?”


    The corners of Harry’s mouth curled up. “He said if you can fix it, you can borrow it as long as you need. He’s got about half a dozen records, though.”


    “It’s a start.”


    Before closing for the night, Jack enlisted Ox to walk with him to Rosen’s Second-Hand Furniture to pick up the phonograph. It was a ten-year-old machine with a familiar rattle deep in its bowels. Jack spent the evening cleaning the motor and concluded he would have to make a trip to the junk shop to salvage some parts.


    The generous sandman of the night before didn’t pay him another visit. After tossing and turning an eternity, he gave up and decided to cajole an early breakfast from Esther. As he dressed, he peeked down to the street to see if she had opened. There was no sign of her, but Albright, his dark blond hair golden in the morning sun, swept the stoop below. The apron underneath his coat fluttering around his legs, he worked with methodical care from top step to bottom. Jack knew why Ida had hired him over any of the rowdy neighborhood boys. Conscientious and reliable were all but stamped on his forehead and he would live up to Ida’s expectationsat least until homesickness got the better of him.


    Jack shrugged into his coat and, combing back his hair with his fingers, pushed on a hat. Perhaps he wasn’t really being fair. Hell, of course he wasn’t. Albright seemed like a reasonable guy, good-hearted and, above all, trusting. Maybe even the kind of guy a fellow could talk into lending the bicycle Ida kept for deliveries.


    It was a damned long walk to the junk shop.

  


  
    - Six -


    Sutton returned the broom to the cellar and went back into the cold for the newspapers. They waited on the cellar steps as Esther had said, wrapped with twine. The door closed behind him and he remembered too late Esther’s warning to prop it openotherwise, the door might stick. Finding it had, he hefted the papers in his arms to carry them around to the front.


    “‘Morning, Mabel. Need some help?”


    The cheerful voice overhead nearly startled Sutton out of his skin. It was the fellow he’d met in jail, the one who had left his thuggish compatriot to pay for his breakfastJack, if he remembered correctly. Jack grinned over the rail at him as if they were longtime friends and produced a pocketknife, to Sutton’s dismay. He’d heard of bootleggers and conmen who had no qualms about killing. That fellow in the restaurant yesterday had been up to no good and if Jack was in league with him, maybe they’d decided Sutton had overheard too much.


    Jack possessed no physical advantage, but the knife persuaded Sutton that retreat would be wiser. He fumbled for the doorknob, then remembered the stuck door. “I’ll summon the police,” he gasped, a bit of bravado that got him a bemused stare, until abruptly Jack’s face cleared, eyes brightening.


    “For the newspaper string.” He made a cutting motion with the blade. “You didn’t really thinkoh, hell, you did.” He burst out laughing.


    Sutton dropped to a crate to let his shaky legs recover. Perhaps he read too many novels. But “You can hardly blame me for thinking the worst, after yesterday.”


    Jack sank to the step, gasping for breath. After another moment, he wiped his face with his sleeve. “I’m not in cahoots with Ned Hennessy. He’s got his eye on my shop. That’s why he’s hanging around.”


    “Your shop?” Sutton looked at the faded sign across the alley. “Bailey’s Emporium?” Realization struck. “You’re Bailey?”


    “I didn’t introduce myself before? Jack Bailey.” He stuck out a hand. “I guess you’ve met Ox and Harry?”


    “Yes, I have.” Sutton stood, clutching the rumpled pile of newspapers along with his equally rumpled dignity. “And you owe me ten cents.”


    Slim eyebrows rose. “Ned come up short for the breakfast?” Jack followed as Sutton headed around to the front of the restaurant. “Just put it on my tab”


    “Your tab, Mr. Bailey, appears to be at its limit.”


    “It’s Jack. And don’t worry. I’ll square it in a week or two. Hi ya, Ida,” he said as she appeared with a brown bag. She raked Jack over with a suspicious eye, sniffed, and turned to Sutton.


    “The address is on the receipt. I want you back here quick, so take the bicycle. And don’t leave it in the street or some no-account will run off with it.”


    “Bicycle?” Neither he nor his siblings had been permitted anywhere near a bicycle after a cousin he’d never met had been struck by a motorcar while riding one. He’d always regretted not learning to ride, but never more than at the moment. “Mrs. Carlisle, I have to confess” She swung an impatient gaze on him and he faltered. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll take care of it right away.”


    He hung up his apron and retrieved the bicycle from behind the coat stand. Through the window, he saw Jack leaning against the lamp post, apparently interested in something besides breakfast. As Sutton brought the bicycle down the steps, Jack crossed the sidewalk toward him, a knowing light in his eyes which Sutton resolutely ignored. Jack popped open the wicker basket on the back and Sutton put the bag in and strapped it securely. “Thank you.”


    “Sure. Never been on a bike in your life, have you.”


    “I can manage it.”


    Sutton gripped the handles and eased a leg over the seat. He got both feet on the pedals and pushed, but the front wheel turned, the whole contraption sliding under him. Before he toppled over, Jack grabbed him. “Why don’t you let me help you make your delivery before it starts stinking like something even Woody wouldn’t eat. What do you say? Then after your shift, I’ll show you how to ride.”


    “What? No, I can’t let you take the bicycle,” Sutton said as Jack nudged him. “Mrs. Carlisle wouldn’t like it.”


    “Ida’s always kicking about something. Come on, we can go together. No one the wiser.” Easing him off, Jack got on.


    “Together?” Sutton realized what he meant. “I don’t know”


    “You said you’d take care of it right away. I can get you there and back before she heats up her frying pan.”


    Sutton didn’t like it, but after letting Ida believe he could ride, it was either walk or allow Jack to give him a lift. “You’re sure you can do this?”


    “Quick as the wind. Hop on and hold tight.”


    The wind had nothing on the resourceful Mr. Bailey. Sidewalk or street, wherever the path was clear, Jack raced with lightning precision, sometimes missing a motorcar or lamp post by a hair’s breadth. Somewhere between terror and exhilaration, Sutton held on until the ride ended, at the stoop of a derelict brownstone. Sliding off the bike, he wrapped his arms around a post while he recovered his equilibrium.


    “Soup’s getting cold,” Jack said cheerfully, pushing the bike up the steps.


    A boy of about twelve opened the door into a cozy front room warmed by the morning sun. “Hello, Jack!” he said. “Come and see!” He ran to a corner table cluttered with the same radio equipment Sutton had noticed in the emporium. An elderly woman dozing on the sofa sighed and a girl reading in a chair nearby jumped up with an exasperated hiss.


    “Dan, for heaven’s sake. Get along to school.” She smiled an apology at Jack. “Where’s Esther?”


    Jack told her and she looked Sutton over with shy curiosity. “You were quick. Ida will like that.” She took the bag. “I’ll just see if it needs heating.”


    Jack moved to the table where Dan tinkered with his radio. “Picked up anything?”


    Dan looked forlorn. “Just once. I had it fixed so’s Gran could listen in. Now it won’t work.”


    Jack nodded. “Want me to take a look?” he said, already doing so. The young woman returned and invited them to stay for breakfast. Aware of the time, Sutton wasn’t confident he could pull Jack away. He and Dan were both too absorbed to be roused. Thinking it might be in Ida’s interest for him to befriend her regular customers, he gave up his coat and sat down to a cup of tea. It was nearly seven-thirty by the time he rose to goand discovered just why Jack had been so eager to help with his delivery.


    “Five minutes. That’s all. We’ll be back at Ida’s before eight.” Jack bounced the bicycle down the last step to the sidewalk.


    Still feeling obliged to Jack for his help, Sutton reluctantly agreed. “If you’re certain you won’t be more than five minutes”


    “I swear it.” Jack patted the bar. Sutton grimaced and got on, closing his eyes as they started off at an all too familiar speed. When he was able to look again, residences had given way to rundown shops and factories and in their midst, a rough crowd went about its business. Jack skidded to a halt before a two-story tumbledown building with a sidewalk blocked by everything from bed frames to bicycles, none of it in a condition worth stealing, let alone purchasing. A fat black catwell-fed on rats, no doubtyawned at them from the interior of a doorless icebox as they passed into the shop. The bright gleam of metal and warmer gleam of enamel crowded shelves to the ceiling. Sutton leaned toward Jack to whisper, “What is this place?”


    “No junk shops in Nebraska?”


    “Kansas,” Sutton said, then realized Jack had done that on purpose. His wicked smirk confirmed it. “Do you ever inquire about anything the regular way?”


    “Would you’ve told me?”


    “Probably.”


    “You wouldn’t. You already think I’m a shady character,” Jack said, apparently unoffended. “You’re kin to that Albright in the newspaper, then? The fellow in Topeka?”


    That damned newspaper story. “Distantly.”


    Jack laughed. “Fifteen hundred miles, that’s a pretty good distance.”


    Sutton let the comment pass and trailed Jack to the counter at the far end of the shop, where a reed-thin man in a plaid vest and collarless striped shirt hovered over various pieces of what looked like a disassembled toaster. Though he neither lifted his head nor removed grease-blackened fingers from his work, he offered up a greeting. “Damn, it ain’t even been a week. You using those tubes to read by?”


    Jack snorted. “Sutton, this asshole is Keeler. Keeler, Sutton. He gave me a ride down here.”


    “Oh yeah? Where’s your bike?”


    “Sold it.”


    “Well, they say walking’s good for you.” Keeler’s grin showed off crooked teeth. “Oh, you know what? Something came in you’ll want a look at.” He wiped his hands on a towel filthier than he was, and skittered up a ladder to a top shelf. “Some genius bought himself a beauty of a set and never figured out how to work it, so he sells it to me cheap.” He came down with a cardboard box in hand. “Sold off most of the parts the first day, but take a look at what’s left, see if there’s anything you need.”


    Jack peeked into the box. “Don’t suppose you could tuck it under the counter for a couple weeks? I’m a little short”


    “Perhaps he could put it on your tab.”


    Sutton’s arch suggestion won him a wary look from Keeler and the flicker of rueful good humor from Jack.


    “I don’t run tabs, I run a business,” Keeler said. “I’ll trade, maybe, if you got anything.”


    “No” Jack hesitated. “Yeah, wait a minute.” He offered his pocketknife. “Any good?”


    Keeler ran a fingertip over the blade. “Army issue,” he muttered, then looked apologetic. “Forget I said that.”


    “Said what?” Jack hooked a finger over the rim of the box and drew it across the counter, Sutton leaning with him to get a better look. The contents seemed a pile of junk, but Jack’s face lit up like he’d stumble on a pot of gold. “How much you want for all of it?”


    “More than this knife’s worth. I’ll give you a quarter.”


    “Guess I’ll take it. I need some parts for a Victor. Got anything?”


    “A few Vics over in the corner there. Help yourself.”


    Sutton perched on the dusty edge of the shelf as Jack began to search through the row of old phonographs. “Soyou were in France?”


    Jack pushed one machine out of the way to reach another. “What’d you do to these things, Keeler? Leave them out in the rain?”


    “Any rust you may find you’ll have to take up with the previous owners.” Keeler disappeared behind the counter.


    Sutton tried again. “I was in France, myself.”


    “Good for you. Hand me a pair of pliers? The kit’s behind you.”


    Sutton pulled the wooden box from the shelf and dug around. “This?”


    “Are you kidding?” Jack exhumed something that was a fair approximation. “Didn’t dig any trenches while you were in France?”


    “I’m well acquainted with the shovel.”


    Jack’s lips twitched. “That’s a start.” He opened the top of another phonograph machine and peered inside. “Ah. First class.”


    Sutton didn’t see anything first class about scraps, but he held up the lid while Jack plundered parts. Keeler looked them over and gave Jack ten cents for the knife. The two of them argued over the radio parts while Sutton waited in increasing concern at the hour. When he couldn’t bear to wait any longer, he plucked at Jack’s sleeve. “It’s after eight.”


    “Ah, hell. Let’s go.” Pockets clinking, Jack bid good-bye to Keeler and pushed Sutton ahead, out the door. “Sorry,” he said as they took the bike down to the curb. “I lose track of time in Keeler’s. You should’ve warned me.”


    “Yes, my fault entirely.”


    The easy grin came back. “Don’t take all the blame. How about half?”


    “Half in theory, if you like, since I should have known better after all the time you took on Dan’s radio. But as far as Mrs. Carlisle’s concerned, the burden of fault lies entirely with you.”


    “All of it?”


    Sutton noted the mock horror and nodded. “She can’t fire you.”


    “Buy me a cup of coffee when we get back?”


    Sutton planted himself on the handlebars and Jack pedaled like a man possessed, until they had gotten as far as the house where they’d made the delivery an hour before. There, Jack braked so abruptly, Sutton lunged off the bar and staggered for a minute to stay on his feet. “Jack? What” Jack was already up the steps to the door. “Jack!”


    “I’ll be right back,” he said before vanishing inside.

  


  
    - Seven -


    Sutton stared after him. They had been making such good time and now another unscheduled stop was surely going to have him fired and back looking for worka dreadful possibility that clearly didn’t matter at all to Jack.


    Done with being a good sport, Sutton pushed the bike into the road and climbed on. It was a struggle to keep the wheels aligned, but he pedaled a few feet before he and the bike toppled over, much to the amusement of a group of boys on the stoop across the street. Ignoring them, he yanked the bike off the ground and climbed back on. The disrepair of the road made a wobbly ride even wobblier. He pedaled faster straightaway and though with each revolution of the pedals the bike veered from one side to the other, he stayed upright for several feet before toppling again.


    “My old granny rides better!” one boy yelled and the others whooped with laughter.


    Sutton brushed dirt off his trousers, wincing at his bruised palm. If he could just pick up enough speed to stay balanced, he knew he’d be all right. But when he tried, he started again to veer. Suddenly a hand was at his back and a firm grip forced the handlebars straight. He glanced wildly around to see Jack beside him, running to keep up. “You’re doing it. Get your balance and keep pedaling. Come on, faster. Go, go!”


    Sutton pedaled for all he was worth and Jack let him loose. The boys on the stoop cheered him onward, but as he neared the corner, cheers turned to shouts, with Jack joining in. Sutton caught his breath in alarm at the sight of a grocer’s truck lumbering through the intersection ahead. He tried to circle back, but went into a slide toward the curb. The front wheel slammed into a lamp post and he landed on the pavement, entangled with the bike.


    A breathless Jack stumbled to a stop beside him. “Jesus, I thought I’d killed you. Everything in one piece?”


    “I am, but I’m not as sure of the bicycle.”


    Jack looked it over. “Damn tire’s punctured. We’ll have to hoof it back.”


    Sutton stared in dismay at the damage. “How can I explain this to Mrs. Carlisle?” Or pay for the repair if she decided to fire him.


    “She won’t ever know about it”


    “I have to tell her.”


    “Not if I patch it up.”


    “Can you?” He could forgive Jack everything else in exchange for such a rescue.


    “Let’s get it home. You’ll have to tell Ida a story to put her off till I’ve finished.”


    They wheeled the bike into the emporium sometime later, to find Harry in the midst of an inventory. His gaze went to Jack’s grease-stained hands and he grunted. “Didn’t come home with any magic beans, did you?” He patted Jack’s pockets, then pulled out a part from the machine Jack had plundered.


    “For the phonograph,” Jack said, taking it back.


    “Yeah. No radio parts?”


    “Not a one. Really, Harry, you ought to trust a fellow”


    “Whose bike?”


    “Ida’s.”


    Harry backed away, hands upraised. “I didn’t hear that. I know nothing about it. And I won’t ask for details, even if you pay me. I’m going back to work, Jack. It’s been swell knowing you.”


    “Would you quit it? I just got Sutton all bucked up and here you go scaring him again.” Jack started for the back, hauling the bike. “I’ll have it good as new in a few minutes and no trouble from Ida, I promise.”


    Harry looked soberly at Sutton. “Sorry, kid. I should’ve warned you about him. Didn’t cross my mind at the time.”


    “Is he always soenergetic?”


    Harry’s sudden cough sounded more like laughter he couldn’t hold back. “Jack’ll keep you on the jump, if you let him. Say, Esther was over here about twenty minutes ago looking for you. I had the idea you might’ve gotten a little lost. She figured the same. I guess you can take it from there.”


    Lost. That was apt. “Thank you. If you’ll pardon me, I must keep tabs on that bicycle if I want to keep my job.”


    The back of the store seemed deserted. Sutton peeked into the office to find it empty. The piano stood silent, expectant, as he walked past. He wondered where Ox had gotten to and if the lessons were going any better. Below one of the hanging carpets, a short hallway ended at the back door. A few battered pieces of discarded furniture crowded the porch and beyond that, weeds and wildflowers obscured the path to the gate. A young maple in autumn red provided shade for most of the yard, the remainder awash in sunlight. Basking in that light before Sutton’s disbelieving gaze lay the motionless shape of a fat brown crocodile. It rested in a puddle of water under the arch of a cracked clay pot lying partially buried in the mud.


    When the crocodile didn’t move, Sutton let out a breath of relief. It was one of the emporium’s stuffed creatures. He took a curious step closer and the crocodile’s narrow snout slithered a quarter turn in the thick grass to point inquisitively in his direction. Sutton stumbled backward, to collide with Jack in the doorway, and grabbed him to keep him from going any further. “There’s a crocodilea very much alive crocodilein your yard”


    “Oh, that’s Woodrow.” Jack pulled him inside and shut the door. “Woody’s all right. Wouldn’t hurt a fly. Come on, this way.” He pushed aside a carpet and opened the door behind it, leading Sutton into what appeared to be a combination of workroom and storage, the windows barely bringing in enough light to dispel the musty atmosphere. Jack had already set the bike on a workbench. “Make yourself at home. This won’t take long.”


    “Butthein your yard”


    “Woody hasn’t bitten anyone since he got here. Not even Ned.”


    “You keep it as a pet?” Sutton sputtered.


    “Well...” Jack appeared to consider the question as he prodded the tire. “We get deliveries from all over the place. Sometimes not exactly what we ordered.” He couldn’t seem to contain a smile. “Harry won’t even come in the yard while we’re uncrating, anymore.”


    A decision with which Sutton sympathized wholeheartedly. He wondered if there was anything Jack didn’t take in stride. “What other creatures do you have lurking?” He peered under the bench.


    “Nothing with a bite any worse than Ida’s.”


    “That doesn’t reassure me. All those pieces for the radio Keeler sold you, you gave them to Dan?”


    Jack stayed quiet a long minute, his face shadowed with a seriousness Sutton hadn’t seen before. “Keep it to yourself, all right? Harry’s been worrying about money.” A corner of his mouth lifted, a hint of embarrassment in the twist of it. “Keeler had the parts Danny needed. I couldn’t pass that up, could I?”


    A properly shady character would have. “About before, when I nearly deserted youI’m sorry. You see, this is my first job and a miracle I found it because I’d been planning to go home”


    “And going home with your tail between your legs was about the last thing you wanted to do then or now.” Jack gave the wheel a spin. “Forget about it. I’ve walked to Keeler’s and back plenty of times and in all weathers.” He suddenly grinned. “You ain’t got it so tough, Dorothy. Wait till you’ve lived through a New York winter. Why do you think Ida’s so mean? She’s lived through seventy-five of them.”


    To Sutton’s amazement, the irrepressible man who’d spent the morning tormenting him became the soul of patience and attention, as the hands that did half his talking patched the tire with sure fingers. When he finished, Jack set the bike on the floor and Sutton looked it over, to find it in fine shape. “Remarkable.”


    Jack, to his surprise, looked sheepish. “It’s all right. Ready to sweet-talk old Ida?”


    Sutton wasn’t by a long shot, but Ida had to be faced. They went into the quiet restaurant, the hour past nine, and Esther stopped scrubbing the counter to look at him with alarm. “Where’ve you been?” As Jack followed with the bike, she rolled her eyes. “Jack, get out of here. Ida will”


    Stomping echoed on the cellar steps. The door was kicked wide. Ida, her thin arms stretched taut around a sack of potatoes, fixed a sharp eye on Sutton and he didn’t think his own father had ever regarded him more fiercely. “You’re late.”


    Sutton fished the dollar from his pocket. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Carlisle. I did make the delivery”


    Jack startled him with an exasperated laugh. “Sutton, for God’s sake, tell her. Hell, you were a regular hero.” Jack hardly paused for breath. “You should have seen him, Ida. We’d just delivered Mrs. Barrow’s breakfast when those kids from the pool hall grabbed some old lady’s pocketbook, practically right in front of us. Sutton took off after the kidsand damn if he didn’t send ‘em packing. I’ll bet he picked that up in France.” An elbow nudged Sutton, “Right?”


    Jack’s smile was so frank and full of confidence, Sutton half-believed the story, himself. “Hell of a thing to be modest about, pal. Really“ He turned the engaging smile on a stony-faced Ida. “I just wish you’d seen it. Battered the bike a little, chasing them down, but I fixed it good as new. No charge, of coursebut if you feel obliged, you could forgive my tab and call us square.”


    Esther made little choking sounds behind the hand over her mouth and had to flee to the kitchen, a maneuver Sutton envied. He’d never in his life heard such a lie proclaimed so earnestly. He held his breath, waiting for what was sure to be a scorching dressing-down before Ida ordered him to get his things and go.


    Ida looked at Jack, then back at Sutton. “Is that the truth?”


    “It’s difficult to believe, I realize” He choked on the words and Jack jumped to his rescue again.


    “I know I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it myself. Goddamned smart of you to hire him, Ida. Pardon my French.”


    Ida gave in with a long-suffering snort. “Take these potatoes. Folks will be in for lunch, so don’t dawdle.”


    She wasn’t going to fire him. Dazed, Sutton took the bag. Jack winked at him on the way out. “If there’s ever anything else I can do for you, just let me know.”

  


  
    - Eight -


    Jack finished his coffee and yawned again. Two cups and he still couldn’t keep his eyes open. A nap might be called for. He’d gotten used to catnapping while overseas. The noise and bustle, the endless discomfort, and the constant presence of his fellow soldiers had contributed to a pattern of sleep doled out in minutes instead of hours. The falling of night, once an easy drift into dreamland, these days left him with a restless feeling, a need for vigilance that would not go away.


    He had eaten his breakfast, but left the newspaper unread. There was more entertainment to be found in watching Albright scurry from counter to table, ignoring him every time. Come to think of it, Albright had been ignoring him for a few days, ever since the trip to Keeler’s.


    “Hi ya, Mabel,” Jack said as Sutton walked past.


    Sutton barely glanced at him.


    Jack grabbed a corner of his apron. “Come on, slow up, will you? You’re going to make me think you don’t like me.”


    “I have work to do, so if you willletgo” He tried to pull away, but Jack hung on.


    “Ida giving you trouble?”


    “No, you are. Will you let me go, please?”


    “Ida’s not mad and you didn’t get the boot. What are you sore about?”


    “I’m not sore. I’m just trying to keep my job.”


    “Esther associates with me and she’s still working here.”


    Sutton groaned. “If I say I like you, will you let me go back to work?”


    “Only if you mean it.” Jack grinned.


    The corners of Sutton’s mouth grudgingly lifted. “Have you finished?” He nodded toward the plate, where a scrap of egg remained.


    Jack tossed him the quarter. “No change this time.”


    “And the ten cents you owe me?”


    “Mind if I pay Chase first?”


    “Who is this Chase?”


    “Remind me to tell you later.” Jack hopped up and went out before Sutton could press any more questions on him. He was at the curb when the sight of customers heading into the emporium stopped him in his tracks. Both he and Harry had begun to wonder if the till would see another penny before the rent was due. Now three customers at once seemed like a gift from above. A belated urgency hit him and he dashed across the alley and into the shop at their heels, there launching into a welcome that had Harry peering dubiously around the aisle.


    He didn’t get far before one of the women gestured toward the back, from whence came Ox’s less than sprightly rendition of Moonlight Bay. “Mr. Baileywhat is that?”


    “Oh. Our pianist. Tops, ain’t” He paused, certain for an instant he’d felt the gentle swat that had been his mother’s way of correcting him. “Isn’t he?”


    Ox stopped abruptly, then started over. The women exchanged nervous smiles, vaguely promised to return, and made their escape. His own elation fading, Jack didn’t have to look around to picture the expression on Harry’s face. “Okay, I’ll tell him.”


    “You do that,” Harry said, “before the cops arrest us for disturbing the peace.”


    Jack pounced on Ox and pulled him into the office to rearrange the practice schedule. The day improved after that and Jack wondered aloud to Harry if maybe the intermittent announcements over the radio were having some effect. That hope kept him peddling energetically through the day, though by late afternoon he was nearly asleep on his feet. When he couldn’t hold out any longer, he asked Harry to wake him in thirty minutes and dropped onto the office sofa.


    With the sound of activity distant and lulling, he melted into the cushions to his bones. If he dreamt of crawling through the mud while shells rocked the heavens, Harry’s hand on his shoulder would startle him awake to discover nearly an hour had passed and they were ready to close for supper. Hell, maybe the slow whirr of the fan and the steady tap of the clock were the dream and he would wake in a dim dugout, his head pillowed on burlap, the crusted layer of mud on his clothes serving as a blanket. He would rise, every muscle aching, and climb out, to see barren fields, frosted even in the daylight. He would feel the chill wind running unceasingly through him and the slick duckboard underfoot. He would hear the distant whistle in the air and know the shell was flying, that it was coming for him, and he had nowhere to go and nowhere to hide before it burst


    But no searing metal rained. No smoke tinged with the terrifying whiff of gas choked him. The world went silent and for one fragile moment he thought he’d escaped the nightmare.


    He hadn’t. Around him lay his fellows, his comrades at arms. His friends. No longer knowing anythingor perhaps knowing everything. He searched their gray faces, upturned toward a cold sun, and their eyes stared through him as if he were the ghost. Death found them before they had an instant to realize it. And that was the only way. Better than lying conscious under a smoke-blackened sky while his heart slowed with every breath and his mind grasped at what last thoughts it couldGod, he couldn’t bear that. He would turn from that unending expanse, curl up on his side and fumble for the hand of the soldier nearest, and while there was a little warmth left between them, believe he wasn’t going alone. Maybe his thoughts would keep coming afterward, churning and twisting in the wind. Maybe that was how he would find his way, riding on the wind, to a place where no wars could follow. Heavenif that shelter was granted him.


    “Jack?” Never was a voice so unsuited for gentleness so gentle. “Jack, come out of there. You know where you are. Come on, son. Look at me.”


    The dreamwhich was the dream? His insides churned with sickening confusion. The war was over. Home wasn’t a wistful creation. It was reality, if a changed one. Which was the goddamned dream? He was afraid to open his eyes. The arm around his shoulders prevented escape. The bayonet was next. Or a bullet to the head. Either way, deathwith all the time in the world to realize it.


    “Calm down, Jack. Ox, give me that blanket. And get them all out. Close up, for Christ’s sake.”


    Cold, he was so cold. Colder than the muddiest foxhole on the darkest, longest night of the year. But the gruff voice rambled on and its warmth seeped into him. It surely meant he was someplace safe. “Harry?”


    “Thank God. Yeah, I’m here.” A hand brushed roughly over his hair. “I’m right here.”


    He ran in his mind, ran madly back to wakefulness. His chest tightened and he gasped for breath. “Harry?”


    “It’s okay,” Harry said. “You’re all right.”


    Squeezing shut his burning eyes, he pressed his face into Harry’s sleeve. He was home. A hand moved in soothing circles on his back until he could breathe easier. He drifted and the next thing he knew, he lay on the sofa, under the quilt that he used to cover the radio at night. The hand around his wrist was warm and real.


    “Some better?” Harry asked and his voice was less than steady.


    Not trusting his own voice, Jack nodded. When Ox peered around the door, Jack waved him in and apologized to both of them at once. Harry let out a breath he must’ve been holding too long and settled back in his chair. “Maybe you’ve got some things to be sorry for, but that ain’t one of them.”


    “Harry’s right. I know.” Ox’s stint had lasted two months, until a busted leg put him in the hospital and his mother’s death got him all the way home to the bedridden father who needed him. His father had mended and the only sign of Ox’s injury was a limp on rainy days. But even two months was enough to bring home the lion’s share of nightmares.


    “Glass of milk help then?” Jack asked.


    Harry pointedly ignored the change of subject. “What the hell did you see, Jack?”


    Jack started to sit up, but Ox’s hand on his shoulder held him still. “Come on, you can tell us.”


    Jack lay back and rubbed eyes that felt as achy as his head. “Pair of tough guys. When I go bugs up, think you’ll be tough enough to put me away?”


    He heard Ox’s startled breath and saw Harry scowl. They ganged up on him and all but carried him upstairs, to imprison him in his apartment without any chance of parole.


    “What makes you two think I want to get any more shut-eye?”


    Harry pushed him toward the sofa. “Who says you have to sleep? I’ll keep you company to make sure you don’t.”


    “I’ll stay, too.” Ox started to take off his coat.


    Harry looked at him. “Go on, get some supper and don’t worry about Jack. I’ll look after him.”


    Listening from his sprawl on the sofa, Jack wanted to tell them both to beat it. He felt like a goddamned invalid, too dependent on his friends just to live through each day. Ox had nightmares, yeah, but they didn’t knock him flat. Even Albright had come back from France looking in no way scathed or brutalized by the experience. No, he was the weak one, the one who’d fallen apart. Hell, maybe the time had come to put himself away. He could move into that cozy asylum upstate with doctors trained in the latest voodoo. No longer did they chain lunatics to the walls in dark lonely cells. At least he was pretty sure they didn’t. Sooner or later he’d find out.


    Harry shut the door after Ox and came to sit beside him. “Got anything to drink here?”


    Jack leaned over the arm of the sofa and opened the bookcase door to wriggle loose the bottles squeezed in with the books and magazines. One bottle had been a trade for repairing Mrs. Valmeer’s music box. The second one he’d wheedled from the boys at the club. “Here you go.”


    “That’s it?”


    Jack had to smile at the sarcasm. “Well, no, there’s”


    “Never mind. Speaking of gin, want to play some?”


    Harry won five games in a row, until Jack roused himself to pay closer attention. Then the wins went back and forth until well after dark when a yawning Harry started slipping and Jack won every game. Jack drained another glass and Harry grimaced. “Your liver’s going down without a whimper, Jackie.” Harry studied him as Jack lit a cigarette. “You’ve got to be tired. You ain’t tired?”


    “It’s only ten. Why don’t you go on home? You’re not a nanny.”


    Harry’s gaze narrowed on him. “You’re in no kind of shape to be out carousing. Anyway, I ain’t all that beat. You got anything else to do around here?”


    Jack shrugged. “I’m never here. I think I’ve still got that box of checkers Ox gave me for Christmas.”


    “Mind if we” Harry tried to stifle another yawn. “Take it and the gin to the bedroom?”


    Jack broke into a grin. “Trying to seduce me?”


    “Christ, do you have to say shit like that? I’m not that desperate to get you to go to bed.”


    “Yeah, you’re just hoping once we get there, I’ll drop off.” Jack followed him down the hall. “You ought to know better.”


    Harry pushed a pile of magazines off the mattress and sat with a pillow propped at his back. “Yeah, sometimes I forget how goddamned obstinate you can be.”


    Jack went fishing under the bed for the checkers. “Jesus, Harry. You’d think I was swearing off sleep on purpose.” He popped back up and overturned the box, spilling game pieces everywhere. “You know, we could skip the game and go for a ramble”


    “You ain’t been arrested enough this week?” Harry snorted. “What you need is a pal who won’t get you in trouble. Like for example that kid next door.”


    “Nah, not Albright.” The checkers in orderly formation, Jack turned the red pieces toward Harry. “He’s a little too buttoned down.”


    “Well, I’m sure you’d unbutton him.” Harry bit off the last word with a groan. “Forget I said that. Too much gin andgin.”


    Jack couldn’t resist. “Unbutton him. There’s an idea. Think of the hush money I could get out of Albright senior.”


    “Good God, don’t even joke about that.” Harry captured a checker and slumped back, yawning. “He’d have you arrested.”


    “Or shoot me. But I’m sure Sutton’s got a girl back home, pining for him in the cotton fields.”


    “Corn. Around Topeka, anyway, I think.”


    “Yeah? You suppose he knows how to build a still?”


    Harry blinked at him in disbelief and Jack fell to studying the board, mostly to hide a grin. He saw his chancethree checkers, his for the taking. But a soft snore from the other side of the bed made the victory short-lived.


    “I guess we’ll call it a draw.” He covered Harry with a blanket before getting up to peer into the street. The corner was quiet, the restaurant closed, but a light still shoneEsther and Sutton, probably sweeping up. Jack rested his head against the foggy glass and traced the curve of a smile and a pair of eyes closed in peaceful slumber.


    Behind him, Harry woke with a start. “Jack?”


    “Don’t worry. I’m not going anywhere. Not to sleep, for sure.”


    “Well, yeah, unless you’re a horse.”


    “I’d lie down if I thought it would do any good.” He turned from the window. “You still have that chloral?”


    Harry pushed away the blanket and sat up, sharp-eyed despite his weariness. “You’re sure you want it?”


    “Unless you want to just knock me out with a good right to the jaw.” Did he sound desperate? Judging by the way Harry’s face softened, he must have.


    “I’ve got the bottle in my coat.” Harry climbed out of bed and Jack trailed after.


    “Are they great big pills? I hate great big pills.”


    “You can break them up small, I suppose.”


    “And mix them with gin?”


    “I wouldn’t recommend that. Say, when did you last eat?” Harry switched on the kitchen light and opened the icebox, to sigh at the bare shelf. “You know you can keep things besides ice and booze in here, right?”


    Jack produced a tin of crackers from the cupboard. “Between this and the gin, I’ll keep the pills down.”


    “For God’s sake, Jackie. Come on, let’s go to Ida’s”


    “She’s already closed. Esther’s just finishing up.”


    “So she’ll give you a sandwich or something.”


    Jack doubted they’d even make it downstairs before Esther left, but what the hell. He obediently pulled on his shoes and coat and trudged after Harry. Light still shone in the restaurant window, but Sutton, mop in hand, was the only one inside. “We can find some other place to eat,” Jack said with a tug at Harry’s sleeve.


    “Wander around in the cold at this time of night? Let’s just ask Albright. The kid seems all right.”


    “He won’t open the door. He’s too afraid of losing his job.”


    “I say we give him a try.” Harry tapped on the glass, taking Sutton’s attention from his steady back and forth with the mop. Sutton came to the door and unlocking it, leaned out, only to hastily retreat at the wind. His gaze rested with the usual suspicion on Jack before shifting to Harry.


    “Is everything all right?”


    “We know you’re closing up,” Harry said, “butlook, can we come in for a minute? It’s damned cold out here.”


    “Of course.”


    “Thanks, kid. Esther gone home?”


    “Yes, I’ve asked Ida to let her go earlier since I’m here to close.”


    “Yeah?” Harry gave Jack an I-told-you-so look and Jack rolled his eyes. He wished he’d just eaten the crackers. He wouldn’t ordinarily have minded bothering Esther or even Albright after hours, but he was tired of playing the invalid.


    “Since Esther’s gone, we’d better let you get back to workright, Harry?”


    Harry got hold of him as he started out the door. “Would you wait? I’m just going to ask. Say, Albright, I know it’s late, but any chance we could get a couple of sandwiches? Anything you got, that’d be fine. Jack’s a little under the weather” He paused at Jack’s warning look and discreetly rephrased. “We were busier than usual today and never got around to digging up some supper. I’ll pay you something extra for it,” he said, taking out his wallet.


    Sutton looked at Jack, too curious for comfort. Jack plucked at Harry’s coat again. “Let’s just skip it, all right? It’s late. We shouldn’t have come over. I’m sure Sutton’s beat”


    “Sandwiches, you said?” Sutton pulled out a chair. “You’re in luck. I’ve gotten very good at sandwiches.” He vanished into the kitchen and Harry pushed Jack toward the chair.


    “Saved from a trip to that noisy dive you call a club, thank God.” Harry dropped into another chair. “I didn’t intend to mention the pills, you know.”


    “I know. I just don’t want a fuss. Especially from a guy I don’t know. I’ve been enough of a charity case already.”


    The sandwiches were good and even better was the cocoa Sutton brought instead of coffee. Jack wrapped a pill in a corner of the bread and swallowed it down with a warm mouthful. He still didn’t believe he’d sleep, but he felt steadier than he had all evening. Harry left Sutton the extra he’d promised and as they went out, reminded him to lock up after them. Sutton joined them at the door and smiled at Jack with unexpected warmth. “I hope you feel better tomorrow.”


    “Yeah, thanks.” Jack managed something of a smile in return. Leaving Harry to say good night, he hopped down the steps to the curb and waited there. When they reached the apartment, Jack checked at the window, to see the light still on below.


    Harry peered over his shoulder. “Conscientious kid.”


    “To say the least.”


    Throwing off his clothes, Jack pulled on a nightshirt and crawled into bed. Harry had dropped into a chair with a magazine. “You staying?”


    Harry shrugged. “Ain’t walking home at this hour.”


    Jack patted the mattress. “You can sleep over here. I promise to keep my hands to myself.”


    Harry picked up his hat and put it on top of the lampshade, dimming the room, then deliberately settled further back into the chair cushions.


    Jack smiled. “Thanks, Harry.”


    “Go to sleep already, will you?”

  


  
    - Nine -


    Jack woke to the sight of Harry, still in shirt and trousers, drooling peacefully on a pillow. Tempted to take a snap for posterity, Jack decided to fetch up some breakfast instead.


    Dressing, he went down to find that Ox had opened and was bashfully assisting two ladies with the assortment of Japanese wraps. Despite his shyness, Ox always had as much fun showing folks around as they had exploring the place. Jack knew why. The emporium was still as magical to Ox as it had been when they were kids. Jack felt a certain gladness over that, doubly so because he didn’t believe the shop would ever regain its magic for him.


    And it didn’t help to walk out the door and find Ned Hennessy leaning on a sparkling new brougham at the curb. The brilliant shine of his black hair couldn’t match the harder shine in his eyes.


    “Well, if it ain’t Chase’s favorite trained monkey” His gaze slid to Vance Fletcher, who was probably putting a permanent dent in the running board as he sat there, smoking a cigarette. “Oh, sorry. Second favorite,” Jack said, turning down the temperature in Ned’s gaze even further. “You boys waiting on Chase?”


    Vance heaved himself to his feet and stood in the middle of the sidewalk, an impassable mountain of muscle that reminded Jack of stickball days and the way Vance always left the other kids, Jack included, lying in the road groaning. He did not impress as handily with the weedy brown moustache, the eyes dull as dirtand the brain behind them that Jack figured hadn’t seen half the use his fists did.


    “We ain’t waiting on Mr. Chase.” Ned unbuttoned his coat just enough to let the Colt .32 automatic catch the sun. “We’re waiting on you.”


    Ned had never been much of a fighter, unless cornered. The lethal weapon he liked to keep under his carcoatthat, Jack recalled vividly. “Trade in your Luger?”


    Ned smiled and opened his coat further to show off the piece tucked in the holster. Jack snorted. “Swell. Why don’t you lend one of them to Brainless Bates here?”


    “He’s a lousy shot.” Ned seemed to notice the irritated jut of Vance’s jaw and went on hastily. “Of course, who ain’t, compared to me?”


    “You’re really coming up in the world, Ned. Breaks my heart I’m not in your set anymore.”


    “I’ll bet.” The smile didn’t waver. Ned had to keep up appearances, after all. “Speaking of breaking...”


    He nodded at Vance, who laid a heavy hand on Jack’s chest and pushed him in the direction of the alley. Jack’s disgust shifted into uneasiness. “Now hold on a minute. I told Mr. Chase I’d pay him back.” He sidled toward the shop door. “You’re breaking bones a little prematurely.”


    Ned slipped an arm over Jack’s shoulders. “Slow up a minute. Give me a chance to explain Mr. Chase’s policy.” He moved into the alley, dragging Jack along. “It’s like this. Your other bill collectors, they send you a friendly little notice hinting you should pay up before they shut off your gas or quit sending over your groceries, right? Mr. Chase gave you till the end of the month but he still likes to send out a notice, you might saya reminder your payment’s coming due.”


    “You couldn’t just drop me a note in the mail?”


    Ned chuckled. “Same old Jackie. Always trying to be funny. You know, it’s a mean shame you had to borrow from Mr. Chase in the first place. You should’ve listened to me when you had the chance.”


    Vance wrapped a hand the size of a Delmonico’s porterhouse around Jack’s arm while Ned rambled. “Don’t you worry we’re putting you in the hospital, not when you got to work to pay us back. Sure, Vance has cracked some ribs in the past, accidental-likebut who goes to the doc over a couple of busted ribs?”


    Jack glanced up to his bedroom window, and wished he hadn’t kept Harry awake so late. “Chase didn’t send you. You came up with this idea on your own because you think a little roughing up’s going to get me to sign over the shop” He stifled a gasp as Vance’s grip threatened more than just his circulation.


    “A little roughing up?” Vance twisted his arm. “Maybe I’ll crack your head open“


    “Shut up,” Ned told him. “We ain’t cracking heads. Yet.” He leaned in, lip curled as he studied Jack’s face. “You were a tough little kid, Jackietill your folks knocked you in line. Still running ‘round with them fairies down 42nd? I figured for sure France would’ve toughened you back up. Guess a stint in the army didn’t change nothing.”


    “What would you know about it?”


    Ned’s jaw tightened and he flexed black-gloved fingers. Across the alley, the side door to Ida’s creaked and Jack hoped rescue was near. He would have welcomed either Ida or Esther with Ida’s shotgun in hand. Naturally it had to be Albright, come to get the morning papers. Jack expected him to scramble indoors at the sight of Vance and Ned, but Sutton only scooped up the bundled newspapers, pausing long enough to smile inquisitively at the three of them. “Good morning, gentlemen. And Jack,” he said, wry humor shading the polite tone. “Do any of you by chance own that brougham parked at the curb?”


    Ned fixed on Sutton with over-ripe suspicion. “If we do? What about it?”


    Sutton brightened. “Of course. I thought that boy looked a little young to be driving a motorcar.”


    The off-hand comment sucked the color from Vance’s ruddy cheeks and shot Ned’s spidery eyebrows nearly to his hairline.


    “Son of a bitch,” Vance said. “Mr. Chase’ll skin us.”


    “You,” Ned choked out. “You idiot.” He turned on his heel and sped off, overcoat flapping behind him.


    Vance swore again. He pushed Jack against the bricks. “We ain’t done,” he said, but let go to catch up with Ned.


    Jack ran to the side door and trailed Sutton down the narrow hall to the stairs and up to the landing. From there, Sutton led him into a bedroom hardly bigger than a broom closet and pushed up the window sash. Jack squeezed in beside him and immediately spotted Ned and Vance skidding and stumbling through the traffic in their panicked hunt for the missing brougham.


    Jack sucked a breath into aching lungs. “What the hell did you do with it?”


    “Dan drove it around the block and parked it. There he is.”


    Dan strode along the sidewalk, whistling. When Vance and Ned lumbered past him, he looked after them and laughed. Sutton laughed too as he sat on the cot in the corner. “Esther and I came up with the idea and Dan was quite willing to be our accomplice. I think he felt he owed you something.”


    Jack dropped into the chair. “That was goddamned brilliant.”


    Sutton beamed. “It did come off well, didn’t it? You’re all right?”


    “As rain. How did you know?”


    “They came in asking for you and not in a friendly sort of way. I guess you weren’t in the emporium this morning? Esther wanted to run for Ox, but then we agreed moving the car would be quicker.” Sutton tilted his head. “You owe them money.”


    “There’s more to it than that. I don’t suppose Chase’ll leave me alone even after I pay him, but you bought me some time.” Jack summoned his best carefree grin and held out a hand. “Thanks.”


    Sutton cautiously shook hands. “If you spoke to the police about it”


    “Trust me, that would only make it worse.”


    “Perhaps you parted with your knife too quickly, then.”


    That sense of humor again. Jack liked it, even if Albright was as upright as a stalk of Kansas corn. “Maybe you could lend me yours.”


    “I lost mine somewhere in France.”


    “Tough luck.” Jack noticed the suit lying folded neatly at the foot of the cot. “Don’t tell me you sleep in this closet?”


    “It’s not so bad. I’ve pawned nearly everything I brought to New York, so I’m not lacking for space to keep things. And there are certainly places where a fellow would feel much more closed in,” he said, more to himself than Jack.


    Having a good idea what Sutton referred to, Jack changed the subject. “You go out much? After Ida sets you free, I mean.”


    “I’ve explored a little, while making deliveries, but I can’t wander far. Ida seems to know precisely how long a delivery should take.”


    “I’m sure she’s timed Esther at most of them.” Jack leaned the chair back on two legs and took in the rest of the room. The white walls and wood floor were bare. The bed, army neat with a couple of frayed blue blankets, and the pile of clothes were just about the only signs of habitation. From the stack of library books on the table, Jack picked up a fragile copy of the latest Maugham novel, its boards loose, pages dog-eared. It was the one he’d lent Esther a few weeks back. “Spend your free time reading?”


    Sutton leaned his chin in his hand. “It helps me sleep on certain nights.”


    “Certain nights?”


    “Well, some nights are longer than others.” Sutton smiled faintly. “I suppose you know what I mean.”


    “Can’t say as I do.” Every night ran just as interminably. “Maybe you could shorten them with a little fun once in a while. Something besides this.” He tossed the book to the bed.


    “I hesitate to ask what your definition of fun might be.” Sutton tucked the book under the pillow. “Nightclubs, I suppose?”


    “Sure.” Jack set the chair back on four legs and settled elbows on his knees, hands clasped between. “You like jazz?”


    “I’m not familiar with it.”


    “Let me guess. Opera?”


    “You don’t like opera?”


    “I don’t, but there’s a nice old grandma at the corner who’s got it playing night and day on her Vic. You and she might really hit it off. Want me to introduce you?”


    Sutton seemed amused. “Poke fun all you want. You don’t know what you’re missing.”


    “Ever been to a club?”


    “No”


    “Why not? You’d meet the friendliest sort of girls there.”


    “Respectable girls?”


    “Respectable?” Jack shrugged. “Esther goes with me now and then.”


    Sutton broke from the steady gaze, then found it again with a glimmer of apology. “I do think Esther is respectable, of course”


    “Good,” Jack said. “I don’t really want to bloody your nose after you spared me a beating.”


    “I’m sorry.” Sutton stared out the window, one hand absently massaging the other. “There’s been so much to adjust to, lately. Just when I’m accustomed to one thing, something else comes along.”


    He seemed genuinely bothered, and Jack regretted his harsh words. “Getting the hang of hauling crates?”


    “What?” Sutton followed Jack’s glance at his roughened hands. “Oh. Not as much of a challenge as the cooking, really.”


    “God knows you couldn’t be any worse at it than Ida.” Jack put on a smile. “Anyway, I’ve left Ox on his own long enough. I just came over to pick up some breakfast.”


    When Jack got to the office and opened the basket Sutton had packed, he found the bacon, eggs, and coffee he’d ordered, along with doughnuts and pie he hadn’t. He allowed that Albright was a nice enough fellowbut after their conversation, Jack didn’t see much hope of friendship between them. And he didn’t see any point in trying to find common ground. Albright might’ve survived France, but New York was a whole ‘nother kettle and Jack didn’t think he had it in him to hold out much longer.


    And at the moment, Jack wasn’t particularly confident of his own shot at survival. He knew he couldn’t mention his run-in to Ox and Harry. They were worried enough and he wouldn’t make that worse. He’d have to hide his own worry over Chase’s interest in the shop and make sure, one way or another, he had the cash at the end of the monthnot that it would help. The business was failing and he’d let it fail before he’d turn his dad’s shop into a gin joint. If Chase kept after him, he’d sink that ship by going to Mrs. Madigan and asking her to hike his rent sky high. He’d never met the woman, but he could just imagine her reaction to that. Of course she’d do it. And then he’d hunt down Ned Hennessy and wring his thick neck. And then...


    And then Harry would find work elsewhere and Ox would go back full-time delivering ice for Mr. Cartelli, and Jackhe didn’t know what he’d do. Maybe Keeler would take him in. It wouldn’t pay much, but he wouldn’t starve. And he’d keep up with Harry and Ox. If he let them slip away, he would, tooto some place there was no coming back from.


    Assuming, of course, he wasn’t already well on his way there.

  


  
    - Ten -


    Sutton locked the restaurant door and shut off the light, transforming the cheery interior into a shadowed terrain where moonlight reflected off tables and milky linoleum, but never reached the long counter to the kitchen beyond. He leaned against the door, soaking in the quiet. He had the job well in hand and went about it as if he’d done it all his life. Even so, there were moments, especially when he was alone at closing with no one around to drag him from his thoughts, that he marveled over this peculiarly ordinary pattern he’d settled into. It hadn’t seemed possible for a while that life could assume a steady, commonplace shape again. Yet here he was, in an alien world that was taking on the feel of home.


    Broom in hand, he walked the length of the restaurant, running a mental checklist to make sure he’d done everything. After one last glance around, he put the broom away and hung up his apron. Treading gingerly on the creaky step, he noted that the light was already off under Ida’s door. She went to bed earlier, trusting him to clean up and close.


    Esther had left at eight to stay the night with a cousin in Brooklyn and attend church in the morning. Ida closed on Sundays because, as she had mentioned more than once, decent folk ate Sunday dinners with their families. She herself attended a church dinner to which she had invited Sutton on his first Sunday working for her. The only attendee under the age of fifty, he’d found it pleasant enough, much like church socials at homebut not something he cared to make a habit of.


    He was at loose ends again, with another Sunday on the horizon. Apart from Ida, Esther, and the fellows working in the emporium, he didn’t know anyone in town. He had considered visiting one of the nightclubs Jack was so enthused about. He had also considered writing to David and inviting him up to visit. He’d done neither, sure the results would prove disappointing.


    Back in his room, he pushed up the sash to let in the cool night air. At this rate, he would be a lonely old man as bad-tempered as Ida while he went about the cooking and cleaning, and then up to bed alone. It was ridiculous to come to such an end when he was in a place so filled with things to see and people to meet. How he could meet any of them properly and spend the amount of time necessary for friendship to form, he wasn’t entirely sure. Sundays, as Ida said, were for family. But those folks new in town, where did they go on a lazy Sunday afternoon? Or a Saturday night like this?


    Picture shows, carnivals, and the like were lonely amusements for a soul on his own. He didn’t care for dance halls, and he wasn’t sure just how comfortable he might find the cabarets and saloons in New York. He thought of the hotel where he’d made a delivery last Saturdayone of the nicer in the area, with a restaurant and bar that catered to middle-class tourists. Some fellows had been playing cards in the bar and one of them had smiled at him in a particularly friendly way. Sutton had wanted to stay and join in. Now he wondered if the card games went on every Saturday and if they were even now, though it was past eleven. He might walk down and find out for himself


    Laughter rose from the street and Sutton leaned out to see Jack, Harry, and Ox at the corner. Ox disappeared back into the store, but Jack and Harry remained, chattering away as they stood under the street lamp. Sutton had seen them head home late before, but never as late as eleven. Perhaps they were all going somewhere togetherto one of the infamous nightclubs, if Jack had as much sway with Harry as he seemed to.


    When Jack happened to glance up and, seeing him, touch the brim of his hat in greeting, Sutton wondered if he might be invited along. Though he and Jack hadn’t struck up a friendship, they’d developed a cordial tolerance for each other. But Jack only resumed his conversation with Harry and when Ox reappeared, the three of them headed down the street.


    It may have been more sensible to get a decent night’s sleep, but Sutton felt less inclined to do the sensible at the moment. He changed into his suit and left by the side door, hoping he hadn’t wakened Ida. Accustomed to going to bed after closing up, he stood in the cold alley, feeling at a loss. He couldn’t trail after Jack in the hope of ending up somewhere interesting. That would look pathetic. He thought of the hotel and decided that, even if the card games were done for the night, he might find someone to talk to over a drink.


    After he had traipsed four blocks through the cold, the hotel was a welcome sight. He went into the comfortably appointed lobby where people were checking in even at the late hour, and there basked in the light and warmth before wandering into the bar. It was just as he remembered, with a cheery hearth warming the polished wood and sparkling on the row of bottles. The card players, if they’d been in earlier, were gone. The room was deserted, but for a couple cuddling near the fire. Disappointed, he decided to stay for a drink anyway. As he settled on a stool, the bartender, a weary-eyed fellow, dredged up a polite smile.


    “Cocktail, sir?”


    Sutton nodded. “Nothing with gin, thanks.” He’d been fed enough of it in the army.


    The bartender seemed to understand. “Will you be putting it on your bill?”


    “I’m not a guest. I shall have to pay you up front.”


    “Two-fifty.”


    He hadn’t heard correctly. “Two dollars?”


    The bartender looked a little wearier. “Two dollars, yes, sir, and fifty cents. And that’ll seem like nothing, come New Year’s.”


    He couldn’t spend that on one cocktail. Not if he wanted to eat for the next couple of days. “Thank you. Perhaps another night.”


    “You just back from overseas?” The man was being kind about it, for which Sutton was grateful. He started to go when the bartender put down a glass. “First one’s on the house for the boys. Hotel policy.”


    Sutton sat back down and watched him mix a Manhattan. Expressions of appreciation were becoming fewer and further between, which he didn’t mind. Fighting to survive a nightmare hadn’t left him feeling brave or special. As nice as the acknowledgements were, he felt embarrassed by them. But he didn’t wish to hurt the man’s feelings. And it did look like a very good Manhattan. “Thank you.”


    “Give me a yell if you need anything else,” the bartender told him.


    Sutton looked around the bar. The couple by the fire had left and the place was empty. He nursed the drink as long as he could, hoping some late-arriving guests might be in the mood for a game of cards. But midnight came and, his drink nearly finished, he felt sleepy and decided there was nothing for it but to go home.


    “Hello there.”


    At the other end of the bar stood a tall, slim fellow, lighting a cigarette. Russet hair almost obscured blue eyes. “Kent,” he said, and ordered a drink. “Positively dead tonight, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, I came hoping for a card game”


    “Did you? I thought only the older gents came here for that.” Kent drew on the cigarette. “Care for parties?”


    Sutton could imagine just how different New York parties must be from those back home. “I suppose.”


    “I thought you might.” Kent took the stool beside Sutton’s. “I’m going along to one in a minute. Care to come? Number of girls there. Friendly girls, if you take my meaning. Boys, too,” he added, “if the girls don’t suit.”


    Sutton looked around at the bartender, but he didn’t seem to have overheard. Kent laughed and patted his knee. “It’s all right. He’s seen all types in here. Why do you think those older fellows come in? Only to play cards? They’re terrible flirts, the lot of them.”


    As much as he didn’t want to appear naïve, Sutton couldn’t conceal his amazement. “So publicly? And no one minds?”


    Kent leaned closer. “We aren’t the only lads to come back from France with more avant garde tastes. If you want to meet the right people, this party’s the place to do it.”


    Sutton hesitated. He’d never feel entirely at home in New York until he learned to plunge in with both feet. “I’m not dressed”


    “You don’t have to, not for this sort of party. Some will dress, but most come how they please.”


    “You’re sure it’s all right? They won’t know me from Adam.”


    “After a bit of conversation, they might.” Kent winked. “Didn’t I?” He tossed down the rest of his drink and finished his cigarette while Sutton emptied his own glass and, thus fortified, joined him on the windy sidewalk. Kent stepped lively in the direction of Times Square and Sutton wondered if it might be a theater party.


    “Are you an actor?”


    “Funny you should ask. You’ll have to tell me what you think, once you’ve seen me perform.” He turned down a side street. “Just this way, I believe. Do you like the theater? You haven’t been in town long, I’m guessing.”


    “Not long at all. Do you live in this neighborhood?”


    “All my blessed life.” Kent studied the street numbers. “Damned chilly for this time of year. If I can just remember” He cut through to the next street, where Sutton saw only a few lights, subdued behind window shades.


    Kent was frowning. “Well, I’m sure I came this route last time. Give me a minute and I’ll figure it out.”


    Sutton listened for music, voices, any sign of a party in progress. But the whole worldor at least everyone on this particular streetseemed to have retired for the night. Kent ducked between buildings and Sutton followed, though his enthusiasm waned the further they strayed from familiar territory. He hadn’t made any deliveries in the neighborhood and the darkness made it even more foreign. “Do you remember the street name? We might ask someone.” Though there was no one about to ask.


    “No need,” Kent said with a satisfied air. “We’re here.”


    Sutton saw glowing tips of two cigarettes in a dark doorway. The men smoking them came out of hiding and their assessing smiles were a less friendly echo of Kent’s. Fear overshadowed Sutton’s uneasiness. He stared at Kent. “All this trouble to rob me?”


    “No trouble at all,” Kent said. “Convincing, wasn’t I? Good enough to be on the stage.”


    One of his cohorts spoke up. “You sure about him?”


    Kent’s smile thinned. “I made sure. He won’t go to the police.” He shoved Sutton into the arms of the other two and began to search his pockets, starting with his overcoat. He found the wallet and its pathetic contents right away. “Four dollars?” The wallet and money went into Kent’s pocket and he resumed the search. “Where’s the rest of it? You only had one drink, I know. You’re too sober for more. Where is the goddamned rest of it?”


    He punctuated the demand with a fist to the gut. Sutton doubled over, shocked at the pain and struggling for breath. He gasped, “That’s all”


    “You’re a lying son of a bitch. Expensive suit and shoes, three dollar drinks. Do I look stupid to you?”


    Sutton turned up his palm to expose the calluses. “You didn’t make sure enough,” he pushed out, still breathless.


    One of the men behind him snorted. “Queers putting you wise, Kent?”


    “Shut your fucking mouth.” Kent shoved Sutton again, nearly sending all three of them sprawling. “I’ll get more than four dollars out of you.”


    The blow landed on his cheek, jerking his head backward, and the pain from the first punch faded into nothing beside the pain spreading through his head. The blow after that he barely felt, somewhere below his ribs. Hands pulled open his coat, dug through his pockets and, finding nothing, became fists again. He got an arm loose and swung blindly, to hit a bony jawand succeeded in making it worse for himself. They pushed him against the bricks and pain burst so sharp and sudden, he cried out. But as quickly as it came, it went, and everything else followed.

  


  
    - Eleven -


    Sutton woke to feel a hand, cool and comforting, on his forehead. He could make no sense of the muffled voices nearby and he couldn’t find the strength to inquire before he drifted away.


    The next time he woke, everything had gone quiet. He was draped with blankets, a cottony cocoon over limbs that had been still too long. If he had died and this was Hell, it was rather more tolerable than he’d expected.


    He didn’t want to, but he went to sleep again. No dreams came to jar him awake, and he was glad because he had a sense that waking hard would hurt. Hands returned occasionally, to smooth the blankets and touch his forehead. The voices, still not clear, reassured him all the same. He concluded he was in the hospitalunless Hell was populated by soft-spoken nurses, which seemed unlikely.


    He turned his head, hoping to see something more than the white expanse of ceiling, and was rewarded with a row of ivory-linen beds and two ghostly figures trotting around between them. It was much the same as the hospital he’d lived in for a while after the war. His arm hadn’t hurt right away, then, and whatever was broken now didn’t hurt much either. But it would hurt later, and quite a bit.


    For now, he was grateful to lie still and watch the white-gowned nurses glide from bed to bed. One would eventually come his way and he could find out what was broken without having to test it for himself.


    “Good evening,” said a voice at his elbow. Sutton looked up in confusion. He hadn’t seen her moving to his bed and he wondered if he’d fallen asleep again.


    “Good evening,” he said without much of a voice at all, but the woman seemed pleased with his response.


    “They’re gray,” she said cheerfully. “And Therese and I were certain they’d be blue. Now, dear, can you tell me your name?”


    “Sutton.” The peaceful haze began to melt away. “I’ve slepthow long?”


    “You were brought in Saturday night. Today’s Tuesday. Can you remember what happened? Do you know who robbed you?”


    Nearly three days? It couldn’t be. He tried to sit up and she pressed him back down. “No, not just yet. You’ve taken a nasty knock on the head. Nothing broken, but you’re bruised enough to hurt like the devil for a few days.”


    She was right. Just trying to sit up turned his head into an aching weight. “I have to go. My job. If I haven’t lost it already”


    “You’re hurt and in the hospital, Sutton. They’ll understand. Tell me whom I might call for you. Your family must be worried.”


    “You can’t call anyone. I’ve no family here.” He was awake now, painfully awake in mind and body, and he couldn’t have said which felt worse. The nurse pushed for details, but he sensed she must already know why he’d been lurking in alleyways in the middle of the night. She might be too decent to put it into words, but she recognized him for what he was. He couldn’t tell her anything more. If they had him arrested, he knew he wouldn’t get away with a warning this time.


    When the nurse went to find a doctor, Sutton got out of bed. It was a slow and miserable process just to get to his feet, but once he was standing, he thought he might be all right. As he moved past the row of beds, none of the other patients seemed to notice. Most slept, but one sat staring into the distance. Soldiers, men his age still recuperating from their injuries. It was a stark reminder of where he’d been thirteen months ago. He had been one of them, thenan honorable man who’d done the best he could. Since then, he had proved he was not so honorable or decent. What word had the judge used? Degenerate. It was as ugly as anything else he’d been called, and as true.


    He found his clothes and a linen closet where he could dress. It was a wonder Kent and the others hadn’t stolen his suit and overcoat. Perhaps they’d meant to and someone had come upon them and prevented it. As Sutton worked to button his coat with hands that wouldn’t stop shaking, he tried to think what he would tell Ida and Esther. Ida would be furious and quite within her rights to fire him. What made him feel worse was that Esther wouldn’t be furious, just disappointed. She’d been so kind and he had repaid that by vanishing on her. Though he’d surely lost his job, he had to apologize to Esther. He didn’t know what he could say, but he owed her that.


    When visitors occupied the elderly nun at the lobby desk, he slipped out into the cold evening. He hadn’t a dime in his pocket and his head throbbed, but he was fortunate Kent had done no worse to him. He wondered if the three of them had been apprehended or were still on the loose, luring others like him into their trap.


    Other degenerates.


    No wonder everyone regarded him with doubt and disapprovalmaybe even revulsion. His brother, his father, the boys at school, the policehe could imagine what they thought when they looked at him. It had been easier once to pretend he was respectable. With David, there had been friendship first, then something moresomething tender and sweet. And it had been much the same with Paul for the two weeks they’d fought side by side, until they’d both been hurt and sent home. While he had never been able to explain those feelings to anyone, he hadn’t believed they were something to be ashamed of. At least, he hadn’t wanted to believe it.


    He knew what he’d hoped to find at the party. He couldn’t deny he longed for more than just a new friendship to fill his spare time and ease his loneliness. He’d wanted someone to catch his eye, make his blood race, steal his heart. Someone who would come to want him around all the time and miss him when he was away. Someone who would curl up with him so he wouldn’t wake in the small hours and wonder if he were the only soul left in the world.


    But wandering off with Kentand the consequences of that decisiontook the bloom off those romantic notions and left him feeling base and contemptible.


    He stumbled into a doorway sheltered from the wind and leaned against the wall, needing its support. If he was going to pass out, better to do it someplace besides the middle of the sidewalk. He could still hardly grasp that in one stupid moment, he’d wrecked everything. He could have gone somewhere besides a hotel bar and he might have never tangled with Kent. If Ida wouldn’t take him back, where could he go? Not homenot now. They’d see his bruises and they’d know how he came by them. He’d put his family through enough shame.


    Where did one go when even New York wasn’t far enough away? He could hop a tramp steamer bound for some remote spot. That life sounded lonely, too. He supposed he could get used to anything, even a hard life aboard a ship thousands of miles from the familiar. But it disheartened him to even consider it.


    The clouds had gone black and he could feel the occasional stinging cold droplet on his face. Not wanting to be caught in a deluge, he pushed himself to put one foot in front of the other, staying near the buildings so he could hang on to something each time he had to stop to catch his breath. He didn’t know the time, but with just a couple of blocks to go, he thought he could make it to the restaurant before closing. Then it occurred to him that Ida could have closed early. She sometimes did when a storm threatened.


    Dreading the thought of being stuck outdoors all night in bad weather, Sutton forced himself to get moving again. The wind numbed his face as he trudged along a nearly deserted sidewalk.


    Despite the rain, he stayed on the corner as he tried to put together an explanation for his absence. He’d gotten a glimpse of his battered face in a mirror in the window of Rosen’s furniture shop. Ida and Esther would know he’d been in some sort of fight. He could tell them he’d been robbed and hoped they discerned no more than that. If his face was red with shame, maybe they would attribute it to the bruises.


    With the lies and half-truths on his tongue, it took everything in him to go inside. The restaurant was toasty warm, as always at the end of the day, and humming with the chatter of diners. He wanted to just stand by the door and absorb the warmth and the host of smells awakening hunger despite the nausea that came and went. A chair at an unoccupied table nearby looked inviting, but as he considered it, Dan came through the cellar door, lugging a pail of apples. It should have occurred to him that Ida might quickly replace him. Of course she needed someone and Dan was a smart boy, big for his age, and probably reliable. Certainly more so than her former errand boy.


    “Sutton?” Esther moved past him with a tray in hand and placed it on a table before turning back. “Sutton, where in the world” Her eyes widened at the sight of his face. “What happened? Were you robbed?”


    He just nodded. The lies wouldn’t come and the truth couldn’t. “I’m all right. Only bruised”


    “Heavens. Why didn’t you let us know? It’s been days and Ida figured you’d gone for good.”


    “She’s hired Danny?”


    Guilt shadowed the sympathy in her face. “I told her we ought to find out where you’d gone, because I didn’t think you’d leave your things. You might not have wanted to take the work clothes, but your suitcase” She shook her head. “I had a mind to send a message to your folks, but I didn’t have the money.” She reached out to touch his cheek. “I’m so sorry. God, Sutton, what they did to you.”


    He forced his voice to stay steady. “I hope you will forgive me for disappearing. I would hate to lose your friendship, Esther. You’ve been so kind.”


    Her face lit with affection. “You poor thing. Sit and I’ll bring you a cup of coffee. We can talk later, okay?” She patted his arm and pushed him toward the table before she went.


    But he couldn’t sit. If Ida saw him, he didn’t suppose she would be as generous as Esther. And there was no use in making Dan feel bad about winning his job. It would be better to go.


    Remembering his suitcase, he knew Esther might feel obliged to contact his parents about it and that wasn’t a good idea. He would have to take it with him. One leaden step at a time he made it upstairs, to find the suitcase outside his door. The sinking regret in his stomach was worse than the nausea. He couldn’t go home. He didn’t want to think about the shame and public embarrassment his parents had dealt with since his expulsion. They would have been spared that if he had just died in the war, instead of returning with his arm entombed in plaster from collarbone to fingertip, his future forever changed. His father would have employed him, but he’d chosen to go back to schooland that hadn’t lasted long.


    Now there was no going back. There was no going anywhere because there was no place that would welcome him, no haven where the eventual questions wouldn’t leave him exposed and outcast.


    He was so tiredtoo tired to even curse his own stupidity.


    Someone was coming up the stairsIda, to take her opportunity to rail at him. She might as well have the satisfaction of turning him out. He picked up his suitcase and, briefly closing his eyes when the effort made his head spin, he turned, to find himself face to face with the last person in the world he cared to see.


    “Where have you been?” Jack was cheerful as ever. “We thought you’d caught the train foroh, Jesus.” Sutton ducked his head too late to hide his face. Jack touched his chin gently, then let loose a low whistle. “I hope the other guy looks worse.”


    “Other guys.” Sutton coughed, trying to rid his voice of the hoarse edge. “I believe they came through all right. A few dollars ahead, in fact.”


    Jack grimaced in sympathy. “Welcome to New York. Guess we should’ve warned you”


    “It’s no one’s fault but mine.” Which only made him feel worse. “Anyway, I’m glad Dan’s got the job. He’ll be able to buy his own radio parts.”


    A corner of Jack’s mouth lifted. “A good thing, since I’ve got nothing left to trade.”


    “I’d give you my suitcase but it’s all I have left, myself.”


    “Yeah, hang on to it. Always good to have something to hock. So” A note of concern superseded the humor in Jack’s voice. “You’re leaving?”


    “Yes” Sutton laid a steadying hand on the bannister. “Tell Esther good-bye for me, would you? She’s busy and I didn’t get to say a proper farewell. So if you would.”


    “Sure. You don’t want to wait around? Have some supper? You look like you could use a bite to eat.”


    “I’m all right. Thank you, Jack. I’m sorry...” He wasn’t sure what he was sorry about, in Jack’s case. He hadn’t really thought they might be friends. “Well, I’m sorry to have to go so suddenly.”


    He held out a hand and Jack took it, all the while watching him with something inexplicably like regret. “So long. Guess I’ll see you around.”


    “Yes, well, probably not.” He cleared his throat, but said nothing else. He didn’t know how he could feel so poorly and still be on his feet. Even his thoughts seemed to shift and fade before he could make sense of them. Once he stepped away from the shelter of his room under the stairs, away from the familiar street cornerhis corner of a vast, cold cityhe would keep walking, into the dark, until it swallowed him up. He would find a place where he could curl up and drift to sleep as easily as taking a breath and letting it out.


    He started to turn away and a hand settled in the crook of his arm.


    “You going back to Topeka?”


    “No, I don’t think so.” He tried to keep moving, but Jack held on.


    “You have any money?”


    “I’ll be fine”


    “It’s nine-thirty, Sutton. And pouring down rain, and I’m guessing you don’t have a nickel for a cup of coffee. Where the hell are you going?”


    The question confused him, as did Jack’s concern. “I’ll find something. I’ll be all right.”


    “Something?” Jack shook his head. “The water’s cold as hell this time of year.”


    “It won’t bother me long.” The words dropped from his mouth without emotion. He wondered if he had the strength left to walk away. Jack’s hand on his arm felt like the only thing holding him upright.


    “Better wait until morning.” Though Jack teased, his grip was resolute. “More likely to be someone around who’s willing to fish you out. Harry’s always telling me to wait till I’m well rested before I do anything especially stupid. It takes more energy than you’d think.”


    “Sometimes you can think too much. Just let me go. You don’t owe me anything.”


    “I owe everyone,” Jack said with a laugh. “Anyway, what about that ten cents?”


    That damned ten cents. From somewhere deep down, where Sutton had thought no feeling was left, a laugh welled, bone-weary and rough. It crumbled what remained of his composure, and his eyes burned. As he sucked in a breath and tried to hold himself together, Jack rambled on.


    “I always square my debts. One way or another.” He dug a crumpled kerchief from one pocket and tucked it into Sutton’s hand like a spy passing documents. “Hey, you know what, I’ve got a place you can bunk a while”


    “No. I can’t pay you for rent or food”


    “You’ll find another job. Anyway, you’d be doing me as good a turn. My place is too big for one. It’s like wandering around a damned tomb. I’ve been thinking about finding a roommate. And just by coincidence, here you are, looking for a room.”


    Jack was willing to help himJack, who barely seemed capable of looking out for himself. Sutton didn’t know what to make of it. He couldn’t guess Jack’s reasons and Jack didn’t give him the chance to mull it over. “The tough job now is getting you out before Ida finds you and goes hunting up her frying pan. You know, if we’d sent her after old Fritz, the war would’ve been over in a week.”


    Chattering on, Jack led him downstairs to the side door and stopped there to instruct him to pull up his collar. With a hand around Sutton’s wrist, Jack plunged first into the cold and dark, guiding the way across the alley to a door that opened into a grimy flight of stairs going into pitch blackness. “One floor up,” Jack said, studying him in the light of the bare bulb directly overhead. “You all right?”


    “Give me a minute.” Sutton leaned against the wall. Just drawing a breath made his head throb anew. “One flight, you said?”


    Jack’s brows knit. “Aw, hell. You were in the hospital, weren’t you? You walked back here? From St. Elizabeth’s?” Jack took his suitcase and put an arm around him, starting him up the stairs. Every few steps they stopped to rest and by the time they were near the top, Sutton leaned on him out of sheer necessity. Jack didn’t seem to mind. “Saturday, right? When we went out. You were upstairs. I would’ve asked you along but I didn’t think you’d want to go. You play pool?”


    “No. Well, billiards.” Sutton let out a breath of relief as they came into a hallway and stopped in front of the first door.


    “Yeah, I figured.” Jack unlocked the door and switched on a standing lamp. The room, with its older furnishings, would have been as respectable as any Sutton had seen if it were anything close to tidy.


    “I take it you don’t care for housekeeping,” he said, breathing a tired laugh.


    Jack set down the suitcase. “I said it was big. Never said it was clean.” He waved a hand toward a claw-footed sofa half-buried under magazines and a couple of old quilts. “Make yourself at home. Want something to drink?”


    “Please.” Sutton took off his coat and draped it over his suitcase. Jack had gone into the kitchen so he moved to the sofa and sank against a cushion to wait for his drink.


    The room was chilly but he didn’t mind it. He was glad to be sitting, surrounded by a quiet broken only by distant street sounds and the occasional footfall on the floor above. It seemed unreal that he was safe again, and sheltered, instead of walking the dark streets to God knew where. If Jack suspected the true reason behind his disappearance, he showed no sign of it. He was being so generous, Sutton felt guilty for not divulging the whole truth. Jack might not be bothered by itbut Sutton couldn’t face taking the risk just yet.


    That worry yielded to a more immediate concern brought on by crushing weariness. He didn’t suppose Jack would mind if he went to bed earlyor even closed his eyes for a few minutes just now. The miserable combination of an aching head and sick stomach had eased. He didn’t know whether Jack meant him to sleep on the sofa, but he could sleep right where he was and be content for the longest imaginable time. Not forever, just yet, but long enough to find the world if not tender and consoling, at least grudgingly sympathetic when he woke.

  


  
    - Twelve -


    Jack had his share of overnight guests, but none who’d slept on the sofa before. Even Harry bunked with him, at a wary distance of course, or slept in one of the other two bedrooms. But Sutton was lost to the world and Jack saw no point in waking him just to move him to a bed.


    Sunday night, Esther had mentioned not seeing Sutton all afternoon, but Jack hadn’t thought anything of it. When Sutton didn’t show up for work Monday morning, Jack figured he’d done what Jack had expected him to do eventually. Tuesday morning came and Esther had reported worriedly that Sutton had left his suitcase and some clothes behind. And though Jack had reassured her, he found it a little worrisome, too.


    He had considered telegraphing the railroad offices in Topeka, himself, to make sure Sutton had gotten home. But in the middle of supper, who should walk in but the wayward errand boy, looking as though he had taken a pretty sound thrashing. Finding him in even sorrier shape than he’d seemed, Jack had realized that someone needed to throw a net under him fast or he wouldn’t make it to morning.


    Emerging from the kitchen with drinks in hand, Jack noted that his new roommate didn’t have much of a knack for making himself at home. He loosened Sutton’s tie, eased off his shoes, and maneuvered him into a more comfortable position, with the quilts to keep him warm. Satisfied he had done all a good host could do to provide for his guest, he poured Sutton’s gin into his and settled in a chair, magazines on his lap. He’d only just gotten comfortable, himself, when a rap at the door startled himthen made him laugh. He would’ve bet every penny he owed Chase that he knew just who stood on the other side.


    He opened the door and immediately noted the paper bag in Harry’s hand. “You moving in, too?”


    Harry’s gaze darkened. “Too? Okay, what’s going on?”


    “Shhh,” Jack whispered as Harry peered past him. “Don’t wake him up. He’s had a rotten day.”


    “I know the feeling.” Harry handed him the bag. “Esther packed up the rest of your supper. What’s with Albright sleeping on your sofa?”


    Jack stepped into the hall and shut the door. “Look, I had to. What was I going to do? He got between me and a crocodile, Harry.”


    Harry’s brows slid together, mouth twisting downward. “What?”


    “He needed help. If you’d seen him” Jack blew out a breath. “I knew what was in his head. Hell, I’ve had the same thoughts.”


    That frown softened. “I hate to be the practical one, kid, but you ain’t got the funds to look after every stray in New York.”


    “Don’t worry. I’ll help him find work.”


    “Whereat a nightclub?”


    “Why not?”


    Harry groaned. “Eat your supper” He poked a finger in the bag. “If you ain’t already drunk it. And get some sleep.”


    Sutton hadn’t stirred since Jack’s sojourn to the hall. After waving a hand in front of his face to make sure he was still breathing, Jack took the leftovers and the gin to bed with him and dozed off around five. What seemed only a couple of hours later, a gentle voice prodded him back to wakefulness. Jack resisted, hoping the voice would give up and go away.


    “Jack?” Light fingers patted his shoulder. With a long-suffering sigh, Jack rolled onto his back and reluctantly opened his eyes. On the verge of an inappropriately-worded reproach, he noticed he did not have Sutton’s full attention. Not where he expected it, anyway. Irritation gave way to amusement and he wrapped his fingers around the necktie dangling inches from his face.


    “I beg your pardon.” Sutton went red. “I just wanted to” He cleared his throat. “I’ve made breakfast, if you’re hungry.”


    “Really?” Jack let him go and managed not to laugh as Sutton immediately put a couple of feet between them. “You made something with what’s in the kitchen?”


    “God, no. I went to the market on the corner. Your tab is overrun there as well, but Mrs. Reilly kindly let me have a few things on account, since you repaired her toaster.”


    “Oh. Yeah, she’s a peach. What time is it?”


    “After nine.” Sutton looked even more embarrassed. “Don’t you open at eight?”


    “Well, Harry does.” Jack yawned and sat up to pull on his dressing gown. “By the way, I forgot to mention the house rule. Look, but don’t touch.” Standing, he grinned. “Unless you mean it.”


    He wouldn’t have guessed Sutton could go any redder. “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”


    “Good boy. So what’s for breakfast?”


    Sitting down to scrambled eggs, bacon, rolls, and coffee, Jack mused that having a roommate might not be so bad for a while. Recalling his conversation with Harry, he decided it was as good a time as any to help Sutton hunt for work. “If you can stand the idea, I might be able to get you a job in a nightclub.” He paused as Sutton looked up from his own plate without the wariness Jack expected. “I figured we’d go around to one or two and you can see for yourself what they’re like. Maybe it won’t suit your idea of respectable.”


    Sutton poked the eggs with his fork. “I don’t think I can tell what’s respectable anymore.”


    “Guess this is a hell of a step down for you.”


    “What?” Sutton looked at him. “I didn’t mean”


    “Don’t worry about it.” Jack offered a nonchalant grin. “The pay might be better, but it’d still be the same boring fetch and carry. So if you want to look around a while, go ahead. I’d wait a day or two, though. Dockhand’s the only job you’ll get with those bruises.”


    Jack didn’t mind the attitude all that much. Whatever had led Sutton to leave home and strike out on his own in the first place, Jack admired his pluck. But Sutton had taken it a little far last night. It had to be one hell of a falling-out when a fellow was ready to chuck it all rather than ask his folks for help.


    After Jack had bathed and dressed, he found Sutton looking around the small third bedroom, though there wasn’t much to look at. The old receiver occupied a fair corner, leaving just enough room for the spare bed against the opposite wall. Sutton had in hand one of the red silk poppies scattered around the sewing machine. “I’m sorry. I should have asked before nosing among your things.“


    He started to put it back and Jack stopped him. “You’re entitled. And you can take this room if you want. It’s sunnier, especially in the winter. The other room...” He shrugged. “Not so sunny.”


    Sutton put the poppy in his suit coat pocket. “Thank you. I’m grateful for all your kindness. And I will repay you.”


    Jack brushed a sleeve over the receiver’s vacuum tubes and it struck him there was one thing Sutton could do for him right off the bat. “Want to come downstairs with me? I’ll show you around, if you’re up for it.”


    The shop was deserted. Ox sat at the keyboard, playing softly. Jack led Sutton into the office, where Harry was sorting the mail. “Harry, where’s that announcement I wrote up? Sutton’s reading it today.”


    “He is?” Harry glanced at Sutton and grimaced. “Sit down, kid. Take it easy.”


    Jack waved Sutton to the sofa and straddled a chair, himself. “He’s perfect for it, honest to God. He’s got that sort of politewhat’s the word? You know. What’s he sound like?”


    “Like someone who never played hooky from school?”


    Sutton choked back a laugh and Jack smiled at Harry with a saint’s forbearance. “Enunciate. That’s the word and no thanks to you. He enunciates like a son of a bitch.”


    Sutton shifted, leaning forward to rest his arms on his knees. “You want to put me on the radio?”


    “It’s easy as pie,” Jack said. “You only have to read from a piece of paperif I can find the damned thing.” He dug through the snow drifts on the desk until Harry protested.


    “You mind? I just got this stuff organized. Your announcement’s out there by the microphone.”


    “Why didn’t you say so?” Jack hopped up, Harry following, Sutton anxiously trailing.


    “I don’t know anything about speaking on the radio”


    “If I can do it,” Harry told him, “so can you. Say, I forgot to mention I was talking to Mr. Rosen and he’s looking to hire a steady, responsible sort to help him around the store.”


    “Well, thanks for thinking of me.” Jack threw him a wry glance over one shoulder as he scooped up the sheet music from the workbench.


    Harry snorted. “You’ve got work. Anyway, didn’t I just say responsible?”


    Sutton, smiling, caught Jack’s eye. “Rosen? The furniture shop down the street?”


    “That’s it. Soon as you’re done here, I’ll take you over and introduce you, if you want.” Harry snatched the music from Jack and upended the pile to peel away the announcement at the bottom.


    “I was getting there.” Jack handed it to Sutton, who looked it over with such seriousness Jack didn’t know whether to feel more pleased or amused.


    Worried eyes met his. “Should I commit it to memory? So I don’t trip up?”


    Harry patted him on the back. “You ain’t Wilson boring the masses. Just read it through, like the rest of us poor saps do.”


    “Stand here.” Jack put him in front of the microphone. “Let me get set up and when I point at you, start talking, all right?”


    “Without an introduction?”


    Amused won out. “I usually leave that to our call letters.” Jack tapped the top of the page. “2JB. That’s us. But if you want to introduce yourself, go ahead.” He tucked another couple of books under the microphone to accommodate the extra couple of inches Sutton had over him. “Ready?”


    Sutton clutched the paper and nodded. Ox stopped playing and, in the utter quiet, Sutton plunged in. When he finished, Jack let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.


    “Music to my ears,” Harry said. “More so than that,” he added with a jerk of his head in the direction of Ox’s halting resumption of Pretty Baby.


    “One thing at a time,” Jack said. “We’ll put Sutton on just before Ox plays and they’ll think they’re listening in on a Carnegie concert.”


    Sutton looked surprised. “Ox? You intend to have him play piano on the radio?”


    Harry’s answer was a rueful sigh, but Jack would not be daunted. “Sure. He’s getting better.”


    “He is,” Sutton said, “but...” He lowered his voice. “He’s not ready for an audience. Why not give him some time to improve? Perhaps lessons?”


    Jack shook his head. “No money for lessons.”


    “Or time to let him improve,” Harry said.


    Sutton looked back and forth between them. “Are you on some sort of deadline?”


    Jack sent an exasperated glance Harry’s way. “We’re just trying to boost business, that’s all”


    “Wait a minute,” Sutton said. “Does this have anything to do with the fellows who were dragging you down the street last week?”


    The sheet music slid out of Harry’s grasp to land in a colorful pile at his feet. Jack groaned. He knew there was something he’d forgotten to tell Sutton not to tell Harry. Just then, the telephone came to his rescue and he flashed Harry an ingenuous smile. “Better get that.”


    Vance and Ned weren’t the only ones who wanted to hang him from the nearest lamp post, just judging off-handedly by Harry’s face as he marched past Jack and into the office. Jack knew that wasn’t the last of the conversation. He bent to gather the music. “Great. Wonderful. Thanks a lot.”


    Sutton seemed to have wandered off into his own thoughts. “Hmm?”


    “I realize,” Jack continued as he dumped the music on the piano, “you don’t know yet what’s hush-hush when it comes to Harry, so play it smart and just keep everything to yourself.”


    Harry came striding out of the office, still annoyed, but seemingly less at Jack than whomever had called.


    “Jack, Mrs. Scofield’s wanting to know if it’s twelve Turkish oil lamps or twelve dozen we wanted.”


    “What are we going to do with twelve dozen of the damned things?”


    “That’s what I told her, but she wants to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”


    “Oh, forall right. You taking Sutton over to Rosen’s?”


    “Ah,” Harry exclaimed. “Yeah, kid, hold on. Let me get my coat.”


    Jack followed him into the office, dropped into his chair, and picked up the receiver. “Horse’s mouth,” he said genially.


    Harry gave him a reproving glance but the trace of a smile ruined it. Leaning back in the chair, Jack propped his feet on the desk. “Sorry, yes, it’s Jack Bailey, Mrs. Scofield. Twelve lamps. Yes, I realize they’re popular.” Jack checked a sigh as Mrs. Scofield went into her spiel. Fighting an urge to hang up on her, he tried to forestall the usual list. “No, no more rugs. Bells? Maybe in December.” Jack paused to mouth “help” at Harry.


    Harry leaned over the desk and with a wicked grin, whispered, “Ask her about her sciatica.”


    Jack glared at him. “Just the lamps, yes, ma’am. You really have twelve dozen lamps in stock? No, ma’am, not making fun of you at all. Fair enough to double-check. Yes, thanks, bill to the same address. Good afternoon, Mrs. Scofield.” He hung up with a profound exhalation of relief. “Don’t ever do that to me again. You know, I probably should’ve pushed that order up to December, too.”


    “We sold the last batch.” Harry fished his cigar from the ashtray and relit it. “Maybe you should’ve taken her up on the twelve dozen.”


    Jack got up and came around the desk. “Can I fire you?” he asked as he handed Harry his hat and scarf.


    Harry smiled. “You could. But I wouldn’t recommend it.”


    Ox hit a wrong note and Jack winced. He could tell Harry was thinking the same thing he was. “Time to let go of this one?”


    “His heart’s in the right place, but his fingers ain’t. I don’t think it’s going to work, Jackie.”


    “I know. I should’ve let it go earlier. I just hoped.”


    “Well, there’s no reason to stop with the announcements. And when you get that phonograph fixed, play a couple of songs in between. That’ll bring in a few customers.”


    “Listen to you, trying to sound optimistic.” He tugged at the brim of Harry’s hat. “Whatever happens, just don’t get too far away, okay?”


    “We’re not throwing it in yet. Hell, if we’ve got to, we’ll change the name of the shop to Bailey’s Turkish Lamps. You’re the optimistic one, so stay that way.”


    “Well, it’ll cheer Ox up to quit practicing. And you know, I was thinking of selling the piano”


    “Your folks’ piano?”


    “They wouldn’t want us to starve. Why don’t you ask Mr. Rosen if he’s interested in a second-hand upright.”


    Harry launched into an argument, but it faded into background noise as the strains of Pretty Baby, bright and lively, captured Jack’s attention. “He’s getting the hang of it...” Harry’s smile told him what Harry had figured out a skip and jump ahead of him. “That’s not Ox.”


    They crept to the door and peered around it. At the piano, Sutton breathed life into the tune Ox had left for dead. Of course it made sense. Rich kids always had piano lessons. He didn’t know why he hadn’t asked before.


    “Harry, do you believe in guardian angels?”


    Harry took the cigar from his mouth and scratched his chin. “Can’t say as I do.”


    “Maybe you should start.”


    Ox, hovering at Sutton’s shoulder, grinned. Jack motioned him to stay quiet and perched on a stool to listen. Sutton played on, seeming unaware of anything outside the music, and it sounded so damned good, Jack’s hopes lifted.


    Not until Sutton finished did he wake to his audience. Then a flush stole over his face. “You don’t mind, do you? Ox needed a little help.”


    “Son, Ox needs a lot of help.” Harry scooped up the pile of music and sat to page through it. “You never mentioned you play piano.”


    “I don’t play as I used to. Not since France. Doctors say”


    “Now what are you listening to doctors for?” Harry thrust a piece of music toward him. “Think you could handle this?”


    Sutton took it. “A rag?”


    “You don’t play rags?”


    “At school I have. Not at home.” He studied the sheet. “Fond of leaping octaves, isn’t he?”


    “I can find you something easier,” Harry said, without, to Jack’s bemusement, making the slightest move to do so.


    Sutton spread the music in front of the keyboard and jumped into the turbulent river of notes on the page. Even though Harry was being deliberately nonchalant, Jack caught on that he was just as impressed. Jack felt a little breathless himself, his heart keeping time with Sutton’s fingers, his mind racing ahead with dizzily building hope.


    Harry seemed determined to stay cool and calm. When the last notes faded, he acknowledged the performance with a thoughtful nod. “Not bad.”


    “Not bad?” Jack said. “For God’s sake, Harry. Sutton, look, we can’t pay you right away...” He glanced at Harry. “We can’t, can we?”


    Harry somberly shook his head and Jack hurried on. “Okay, we can’t right away, but we’ll be able to”


    “Maybe.”


    “--if it works like I’ve planned. So what do you think?”


    Sutton looked from Harry to Jack. “I’ve never given lessons, but I might be able to teach Ox a few things. I can’t guarantee he’ll”


    “Not lessons,” Jack said. “You playing. For us. On the radio.”


    Sutton’s eyes widened. “But I haven’t played in months.”


    “And you’re miles better than Ox. Sorry, Ox” But Ox was grinning. Jack went on, not wanting to give Sutton a chance to say no. “Just think about it? You can get work at Rosen’s, and it’ll pay better, in the beginning anyway, and hell, I can’t swear I’ll ever be able to pay you, but you can stay with me as long as you want and Esther’ll feed you and if this doesn’t work, I’ll help you find a job as respectable as all get-out, if you’ll just give it one shot”


    “Jack,” Harry said gently.


    Sutton’s smile lingered somewhere between guarded and sympathetic. He settled one hand on the keys, a caress. The other hand joined the first and he brushed the surface, the piano silent under his touch. Whether the piano waited and he considered, or the other way around, Jack had the feeling some communication passed between the twoand Sutton’s soft exhalation only strengthened the impression.


    Piano and pianist appeared to find each other worthy and a chord hummed with the gentle press of keys. Melody blossomed, but what Sutton played, Jack didn’t recognize. It smacked of symphonies and concert halls before slipping irresistibly back into joyous syncopation. Jack ached to switch on the radio. People would listen to thatin fact, people already were. A handful of customers had wandered in and gathered near. When Sutton finished, the smattering of applause made him start. Humor shone beneath his mortification, that wry sense of humor Jack had seen in him more than once, and a wistful sort of triumph, too.


    “Okay,” he said.


    “Okay? You will?” Jack flung both arms around him with a whoop of delight. “We’ll start tomorrow. Or Friday, if you want a day to brush up. We’ll send every couple of hours, beginning at eight. Time signals, maybe a weather report, and you playing foroh, half an hour to an hour at a time? Not too long anyway or we’ll be spending any money we make just replacing tubes. So? What do you guys think?”


    Ox looked grateful, Harry skeptical but amused as he turned all the sheet music over to Sutton. “I think you two got yourselves a radio show. I just hope someone out there will be listening.”

  


  
    - Thirteen -


    He had played. After too many months, he’d sat at an old, slightly out of tune upright in the back of a dusty shop and pounded out a little melody. The pain that had kept notes lagging and faint the last time hadn’t bothered him. His hands worked, the sheer pleasure of playing had consumed him the way it used to, and for a few minutes there were no doubts, no worries, only music. He could live the rest of his life hand to mouth, existing on coffee and goulash and spending his days playing the modern music his parents detested, for an audience he’d never see nor hear. He could play and that was all that mattered.


    But he needed practice, a good deal of it before he played on the radio. Jack was ready to jump right in. Sutton, curled up comfortably in bed, smiled at the thought. Jack had relentless energy for a fellow who got so little sleep. Sutton could hear him pacing about the apartment and it was nearly three in the morning. It was a regular insomnia, too, judging by the bottle of gin he’d seen on Jack’s bedside table. He didn’t know what kept Jack awake, but he could guess. He knew fellows who had come back from the war with the determination to seize every moment and wring it dry. If underneath they were coping with memories made fresh by the occasional nightmare, enough alcohol robbed those memories of their clarity.


    Memories could keep him awake as well, but anxiety and the lingering remains of a headache caused his sleeplessness at the moment. When he heard Jack leave, a new worry pulled at him. Where in the world would Jack go at such an hour? Now too curious to sleep, Sutton dressed and went downstairs. The street was nearly deserted and the moon’s glow almost prevented him from noticing the faint light in the shop window. He slipped inside but proceeded no further when it occurred to him that some sort of tryst might be taking place.


    Thinking he should discreetly turn and leave, he hesitated again at the sound of a faint tapping. He crept down the aisle to the back and saw that the light came from the three smaller bulbs atop Jack’s radio and a brass lamp set well off to the side. Jack was alone, headset askew as he lay sprawled on the workbench, asleep.


    Sutton debated leaving him be, still appreciative that Jack had left him to sleep on the sofa the night before. But he’d been more comfortable than Jack looked now.


    “Jack?”


    “What’re you doing up?” Jack muttered.


    “Wondering what you’re doing up.”


    Jack pushed off the earpieces and sat, yawning. “Just thought I’d listen in for a while. I usually do it on that set in your room, but I didn’t want to wake you.” A tired smile lifted his mouth. “Want to play a little something for our fellow owls?”


    “At three o’clock? Who in the world could be up besides you and me?”


    “That’s what’s so interesting to find out. You ever have a radio?”


    “No”


    “Oh, Mabel. Not even a crystal set? You don’t know what you’ve missed. Have a listen.” He disconnected the headset and unwound the cord of a second set, the earpieces of which were attached to the base of a phonograph horn. He connected them and a low hiss issued from the horn. “Too much battery,” he muttered and reached across the front of the box to the furthest knob. “Tubes get fussy about the voltage.” At his touch, the bulbs seemed to go dimmer and the hissing gave way to a faint voice jabbering on cheerfully about the cold weather in Philadelphia.


    “I can hear him,” Sutton whispered. “From Pennsylvaniamy God. How...” He stopped short with a shock of realization. “This fellow in Pennsylvania, he can hear you?”


    “I sometimes get reports from stations as far as Chicago, but don’t worry. No postcards from Kansas yet.”


    “It isn’t just that. If I play on your radio”


    Jack’s smile faded. “If?”


    Sutton pressed on. “How many people will be listening?”


    “No idea. You haven’t played with an audience before?”


    “Not whole entire states of them”


    Hands on his shoulders steered him to the piano bench and sat him down. “You’re not so familiar with rags, right? Bet I know why.” Jack shuffled through the sheet music. “Here’s something Mom and Pop Albright probably approve of. You know this one?”


    Sutton glanced at the cover. “Let Me Call You Sweetheart. Yes, I’ve played that before, but”


    “Play it now. Just for me. Soft, like a lullaby.” Jack spread the music in front of him.


    Sutton glanced over the first few measures and let the notes play in his head. Then they were under his fingertips, pianissimo, as sweet as the lullaby Jack had in mind. He played for his audience of one and it didn’t occur to him until the last notes faded that he’d had more listeners than Jack led him to believe. If the glow from the larger bulbs wasn’t evidence enough, Jack’s impish eyes confirmed it. “You’ve had it transmitting the whole while.”


    Jack threw back his head with a laugh. “Want to play another one?”


    “You might’ve warned me,” Sutton said, smiling. “That will have to do for tonight. I’m going back to bed.”


    “What do you say to a game of gin?”


    Sutton looked at him in amazement. “Jack, when do you sleep?”


    Jack snorted. “You’re no fun.”


    “If you’re staying up, why don’t you listen in on the radio upstairs. It’s too cold down here.”


    After falling asleep to the clack of a telegraph key, Sutton woke to find Jack snoring beside him, the headset discarded on the blanket. He had a feeling Jack usually slept in the spare room rather than his own, after spending late hours tinkering with the radio. Absent the beguiling grin, he was a different Jackif just as handsome. Sutton noticed it, then banished the thought in exasperation. He could not think of Jack that way. Jack waswell, Jack. And life had gotten complicated enough.


    Still, he couldn’t seem to help an imprudent curiosity where his new employer was concerned. On his way to bathe, he passed the third bedroom and stopped to give it a backward glance. He hadn’t seen Jack once open that door and after Jack had dismissed the room as inadequate, Sutton had grown keen to steal a look inside. Expecting a dark, disheveled corner for storage, he eased the door ajar to find a perfectly ordinary bedroom. Sun stole in through muslin curtains, to rest gently on an old brass bed, dressing table, and a pair of armchairs huddled beside the radiator.


    Though a layer of dust covered everything, the bed was neatly made, as though the occupants might return any day to settle back in. A lone remembrance card lying on the table said otherwise. It, too, was covered with dustbut Sutton could see, without picking it up, the prayer inscribed and the small photograph of a smiling, middle-aged couple who both bore a striking resemblance to Jack.


    Sutton left the room as he’d found it, with the door securely shut. The terrible sympathy he felt for Jack awakened an odd pang of homesickness for the people he had parted with, himself, of his own choice. He thought he might write a letter home, just to let his family know he’d found workand not just any work, but playing piano on the radio. Yet as pleased as his parents might be to learn of it, he expected his father would respond with a prompt telegram demanding his return home. Or worse, might come to New York himself, to insist that Sutton come back to Topeka with him.


    With that possibility weighing on him, he couldn’t bring himself to write. Perhaps when he had established himself so inextricably that his father could do nothing but accept itwhen his family had reason to feel pride instead of disappointmentmaybe then.


    Bathed and dressed, he felt better than he had the day before. Leaving a sleeping Jack to rise when he was ready, Sutton went downstairs, hoping Harry had opened. He found Harry holed up in the office and, gaining his permission, Sutton returned to the piano. How strange yet normal it felt. He remembered the tension in his hands and shoulders the last time he had touched the keyboard back at home. Though that was absent now, a sense of caution pressed him to spend longer warming up.


    By the time he had moved on to the sheet music, Harry had opened for the day. Jack came in, bearing donuts and coffee, and grinned sleepily at him. Sutton continued playing, meaning to ease back into a routine, but the time got away from him. After lunch, he offered to assist Jack with the customers and Jack assured him he was already providing all the assistance they needed. Encouraged, he worked his way through the sheet music, alternating with songs he knew by heart, and it wasn’t until Jack came by with receipts in hand that he realized they were closing for the day.


    Jack dropped onto the bench beside him and draped an arm over his shoulders. “We did more business today than we’ve done since summer, thanks to you. Want to come with us to Ida’s? I’ll keep her from jumping on you.”


    “I’ll have to brave her sometime, I suppose.”


    Jack clapped his shoulder consolingly. “She won’t kick you out, unless she wants to lose some of her best customers.”


    Touched and dismayed, Sutton shook his head. “I can’t let you”


    “You bet you can. After all, you gave up a chance at a good job for me.”


    Ida came over to their table and after a long look at him, stomped back to the kitchen, muttering about disreputable influences. Harry poked Jack with an elbow. “You don’t think she was referring to you?”


    “I’m only the best kind of influence.” Jack winked at Sutton. “Right?”


    “Unparalleled,” Sutton said and caught Harry’s smile as Harry buried himself behind the newspaper.


    There was reluctant good humor in the twitch of Jack’s mouth. “What do you know about disreputable? You’re the type who stays on the sidewalk.”


    Sutton put half a spoonful of sugar into his coffee. “And you prefer being run over by the bus?”


    The newspaper quivered and behind it, Harry cleared his throat. “Soyou think there’s something to those rumors about the Sox?”


    Jack scooped a spoonful of sugar and dumped it into Sutton’s coffee. “War’s over. Have as much as you want.”


    “That was as much as I wanted.” Sutton eyed him with exasperation and switched their coffees before Jack could sweeten his own.


    A familiar sparkle shone in Jack’s eyes. “Harry, I’m going out tonight.”


    “What?” The paper drooped, exposing a suspicious gaze. “Where?”


    “To a party.” Jack hauled Sutton from his chair. “Albright’s coming with me.”


    Harry groaned. “Jack”


    “Don’t worry. It’s only one of Theo’s roof-toppers.”


    Sutton got a glimpse of Harry’s alarm before Jack pushed him ahead through the doorway. “Who’s Theo? And why is Harry turning red in the face?”


    “He hates heights.” Jack ushered him up the stairs to the apartment. “You can borrow Harry’s dress suit”


    “Without asking him?”


    “You’ll take good care of it.” They went inside and Jack produced the suit from the closet. “He keeps it here so if we decide to go someplace swanky after work, he doesn’t have to run home for it.”


    He pushed Sutton into the bathroom and shut the door. Sutton stood in front of the mirror, trying to catch his breath. Well, he had wanted to go to a party. But he couldn’t help wondering what sort of party it was that Harry so blatantly disapproved of.


    Washed, combed, and dressed, he crept out to find Jack the picture of insouciant elegance as he lounged in white tie and tails, flipping through a battered copy of Radio Amateur News. Jack glanced at him and his smile was distinctly appreciative. “Good-bye, France. Hello, Broadway.” He tossed the magazine onto the table and got up. “Okay, I promised Harry I’d warn you before getting you into trouble”


    “You’re getting me into trouble?”


    Jack laughed. “The kids who show up at Theo’s parties are plenty chummysometimes a little rowdymore than you’re used to, I’m sure. Go to a lot of college parties?”


    “A few.”


    “This’ll probably be worse. Ready?”

  


  
    - Fourteen -


    They walked down to an apartment building on 42nd and took the stairs to the roof. The doors opened upon a garden like nothing Sutton had ever seen. Palms in brightly painted pots ranged around the edge of the roof like a privacy screen from all eyeswell, almost all, he amended, with a wry glimpse heavenward. The wall of greenery waved in the evening breeze seemingly in time with the music from a Victor at the far end of the roof. In the illumination of Japanese lanterns, under an arbor overgrown with sweet pea and creeper vines, dancers fox-trotted. Cake and champagne weighed down a table at one end of the dance floor and those who weren’t dancing were eating, talking, and chasing each other through the foliage.


    “Which is Theo?” Sutton whispered as three disparate men approached. The oldest of the three, smartly tailored, silver-hairedthough surely not far past fortyhad to be the most likely candidate. He looked at ease in the latest style of jacket, leaving Sutton feeling old-fashioned even though he wasn’t the only fellow wearing a tailcoat. The two younger men walked arm in arm, chatting away even as they came within earshot, and Sutton couldn’t help noticing how striking was one, how plain the other. The handsome one gave Sutton an unsmiling glance which grew only colder as it shifted to Jack. The other fellow, tall and ungainly in a poorly-fitted dress suit with, of all things, a showy white orchid for a buttonhole, appeared much friendlier. His pale hair slicked back from paler skin, he seemed all smiling green eyes above a hooked nose and toothy grin.


    “Lewis, didn’t I tell you our dear Mr. Bailey would come to the party?” He flung welcoming arms around Jack. “Sweet boy, you didn’t have to bring a gift! And such a delicious one.” Letting go of an amused Jack, he seized Sutton’s hands. “And it blushes! Darling, I’m Theo, but let’s begin with the endearments right off, shall we?”


    Jack gave Sutton an encouraging clap on the back. “Your blushing gift is Sutton Albright. He’s staying with me for a while. Sutton, this is Theo, that’s Lewis,” he said with a nod at the handsome one, “and Miles, who’s got the patience of all the saints rolled in one to put up with us.”


    Lewis looked Sutton over. “Very Savile Row. Your taste continues to improve, Jack.”


    Jack rolled his eyes. “Oh, for God’s sake, we’re just pals.”


    Theo cleared his throat. “Champagne?” Before Sutton could answer, Theo had an arm around his shoulders, spiriting him to the arbor to pour him a generous glassful. “Do tell me. Are you just friends? I won’t let on that I know, I swear it.”


    Sutton smiled. “I’m afraid so. Are Lewis and Jack”


    “Oh, nothing you need worry about. Dear Lewis, he thinks any fellow he’s bestowed affection upon must be devoted to him henceforth. Let us set him aside, because I want to hear all about you. You’re more than a visitor to our little seaside village?”


    “Yes”


    “You’re not a thespian, are you? You could be, you know. Such delicious eyes and, oh my, such lovely diction. How did you meet our dear Mr. Bailey?”


    Sutton did his best not to laugh, unsure if Theo was flirting. “I worked in the restaurant next door to his shop.”


    “And what is it you do these days?”


    “I play piano, at the moment”


    “You play! So do Iwell, to be frank, I sing much better than I play. I entertained at the canteen for the boysbut only for a few days. The good gentlemen at the Red Cross felt I was a little toocolorful. If only they’d warned me that most of the fellows preferred bawdy numbers about the fairer sex” His eyes sparkled. “Oh, my dear, you really have to play something for us. Won’t you? We have a piano just over there, where I’ve set up a cozy corner under the palms. We indulge in some singing past midnight. When everyone is good and drunk,” he whispered, laughing. “So drink up. Go where you like, do as you like. One word of warningsteer clear of Conrad Oldfield. The boy’s a bit of a mauler. In very bad taste, I know, and I wouldn’t have invited himbut some people like that sort of thing.”


    Theo left him nursing the champagne and wondering where Jack had gotten to. More guests were arriving and none of them Sutton knew. They were all remarkably friendly, smiling as they passed to the table for cake, but he felt out of place. He liked Theo well enough and Miles appeared a regular sort. Lewis seemed to resent him, but Sutton did not make much of that. Confirmation that Jack was intimate with men caught him a little off-guard, though not as much as the way everyone spoke of it so jokinglyand so freely. Whenever he’d talked about such things with David, it had been with a certain seriousness and a good deal of caution.


    Here he found no hint of caution or restraint. On one frowsy sofa under the palms, two girls kissed, while a man and woman, squeezed into a chair nearby, engaged in the same occupation. Two young men danced, heads bent close, and Sutton’s heart reacted in sympathy. As carefree as college dances had been… Had the world changed so much or was there something magical about New York?


    “Sutton?” Miles wore an inquisitive smile. “I thought you might care to dance. Unless you think Jack will mind“


    “Jack and I are only friends.”


    “Really? It isn’t easy to tell, with Jack. He’s a wicked flirt, that one. Dance, then?”


    “Sutton cannot dance,” Theo said, coming up behind them. “Eleanor’s fetching another album of records and a fresh box of needles. While she’s downstairs, we need a piano player. Give us something pretty, will you, Sutton? I shall be in your debt.”


    Not prepared for an impromptu recital, Sutton nevertheless couldn’t decline. While he played, most of the guests danced, but others gathered to listen, Jack among them. Sutton hadn’t considered Jack a flirt because Jack was glib and breezy with everyone. Even now, he gabbed with other guests, most of them male, between songsand Sutton had to wonder if he would be walking home alone.


    When Eleanor appeared with the records, Sutton stood and the guests swamped him with enthusiastic applause. Theo bestowed another glass of champagne on him and with an arm around his shoulders, took him on a circuit of the rooftop to introduce him to the other guests. They were interrupted en route by a young blond woman in a beaded blue gown who introduced herself as Amelia and boldly asked if Sutton wanted to dance.


    Taken by surprise, he had no chance to stammer agreement before she pulled him to the dance floor. It wasn’t his first dance with a girl, but it felt surprisingly less awkward than usual. Half-expecting to be vamped, he was relieved when Amelia chattered with all the guileless charm of girls he knew back home. When she let him go, he discovered that the other girls were just as forward in requesting a whirl around the floor. He escaped for a bite to eat, only to find Lewis prowling in the arbor as if he’d been waiting for a moment to talk to Sutton alone.


    “Enjoying the party?” Lewis asked.


    “Yes, very much.”


    “Jack’s always one for a bit of fun, isn’t he?” Lewis lit a cigarette and tilted his head back as he exhaled a cloud in the lantern light. “He tells me you were in some trouble and he helped you out.”


    Sutton wondered if Jack had offered the information or if Lewis had asked. He looked toward the dance floor where Jack two-stepped with a laughing Theo. “Yes, I owe him quite a bit. More than I think I could repay.”


    Lewis followed his gaze. “Making your best effort, all the same?”


    Sutton wanted to laugh. “We barely qualify as friends. I don’t know why everyone’s so quick to assume there’s more to it.”


    Lewis raised broad shoulders in a careless shrug. “Jack can do as he pleases. God knows he does, anyway. Just don’t suppose you can make anything out of it. His feelings don’t run that deep.”


    “You can’t always know what’s in another man’s heart.”


    “Ah. Been jilted, too, have we?”


    Before Lewis could provoke him into saying something he would regret, Sutton smiled distantly. “I think I’ll walk around.” He was having the most fun he’d had since coming to New York and he didn’t intend to let anyone spoil it. Amelia ran into him again and, after appropriating a bottle of champagne, led him to a comfortable sofa. Other guests wearied of dancing joined them one by one, until Theo appeared and suggested a round of pantomimes.


    Lewis rolled his eyes. “If you can spare us scenes from your own productions this time.”


    “Ah, but my patrons deserve the advantage.” Theo winked at the group. “Never mind. To be fair, I will let Miles choose the game. And not blind man’s bluff or we’ll lose someone over the side.”


    “The game we played at that party in August,” Miles said.


    “Oh yes,” Theo said, “I remember. Peppered a poor soul with all sorts of intimate questions”


    “And if he refuses to answer,” Miles said, “call for a forfeit.”


    “What are the forfeits?” Amelia asked with a nervous giggle.


    Theo looked thoughtful. “The usual, I think. Song, joke, or kiss. All right?” He grabbed a couple of pillows and, dropping them onto the threadbare Persian carpet, sat cross-legged. “Well, come on. Who’ll be our sacrificial lamb?”


    The others rose, bringing pillows, and sat to form a wide circle. As Sutton looked for a spot, Theo snagged his trouser leg. “You’re next to me, baby chick. I’ll keep you safe if they play too rough.”


    Amused, Sutton sat between Theo and Miles and, he noted, directly across from Jack, who waved. Amelia’s nervous laughter had spread to the rest of the women as they tucked their skirts carefully and waited for Theo’s decision. Theo cast a considering eye around the circle, but before he could choose, Lewis got up. “I’ll be first. I’m not afraid. Ask anything you like.”


    “Everyone may have a turn,” Theo said. “And if you make it all the way around the circle with no forfeits, you may have a song, joke, or kiss from anyone you choose. All agreed?”


    “Oh do let me ask first,” Miles said as Lewis took center stage. “How many bad reviews did you get for your Hamlet?”


    “They’re meant to be cruel questions, then?” Lewis inquired of Theo, who appeared to be suppressing a grin with some difficulty.


    “I’ll rephrase it,” Miles cut in, hands upraised. “How many good reviews did you get?”


    At everyone’s half-stifled giggles, Lewis smiled thinly. “Three. And not merely good, but excellent.”


    More laughter bubbled, along with assuaging applause. Theo patted Sutton’s knee. “Your turn, my dear.”


    Caught unprepared, Sutton blurted out the first question that came to mind. “Have you ever been in love?”


    Theo threw an arm around Sutton’s shoulders. “A true romantic. I should like to hear the answer to that, myself.”


    “I have.” Lewis looked forlorn. “Several times, in fact. Tragically. Always tragically.”


    “That would be with someone other than yourself?” Miles asked.


    “Miles, you’re heartless,” Theo said, preempting Lewis’ retort. “My turn, and I have a perfectly delectable one. Have you ever broken someone’s heart?”


    Lewis snorted. “Wouldn’t I first have to be involved with a man in possession of one?”


    All turned Jack, who smiled. “I’d prove it exists, but I think I lost the pawn ticket.”


    The laughter that followed chastised Lewis. Questions came rapid-fire then, Lewis bravely answering each until it was up to Jack. “Have you ever been arrested for indecency?”


    Soft gasps followed and Lewis sniffed in disgust. “Trust you to turn it into something vulgar. Really, Theo, we’re going to put up with this?”


    Theo looked reprovingly at Jack, but the light in his eyes was good-humored. “Now, boys, it’s all in fun.”


    Jack’s smile gained a wicked edge. “I wouldn’t ask anything I’d never answer, myself. Forfeit?”


    “I won’t dignify that lurid question with any sort of response,” Lewis said. “But good sport that I am, I’ll play along and forfeit.”


    Theo looked relieved. “Song, joke, or kiss?”


    Lewis’ smile turned as wicked as Jack’s, with a sour edge Sutton didn’t like. “A song, I think. Quite the popular one.” He drew back his shoulders and sang in a pleasant bass. “‘Smile the while you kiss me sad adieu. When the clouds roll by, I’ll come to you. Then the skies will seem more blue’“


    Theo interrupted with hurried applause. “Wasn’t that lovely? Shall we have one of the ladies next? Amelia?” He said it almost pleadingly.


    “It appears the days of the patriotic sing are over,” Lewis said. “Think I’ll go dance, instead, and leave you to your gutter games.”


    Sutton was glad Theo had put an end to it. No song in the world could hurt the heart like that one. It would have cast a lingering gloom over the evening for everyone. Still, he wanted to feel sorry for Lewis. He could never have answered Jack’s question, himself, without dying of mortification. If only Lewis hadn’t seemed so intent on unsettling Jack


    But Jack wasn’t unsettled, judging by his bright grin as he coerced Amelia onto her feet. Further, it was clear he had inspired the others to new heights of mischief when Amelia quickly ended up with a forfeit as well. She thought for a moment and came up with a riddle. “Why is a woman’s heart like the moon? Because it changes constantly and always has a man in it.”


    “Always?” At Theo’s sly smile, Amelia went scarlet. The champagne bottle came around the circle and Theo filled his glass and Sutton’s. “Jack, since you’ve got us all behaving so deplorably, I think it’s your turn.”


    A chorus of agreement rose. Jack obligingly hopped to his feet. “Go ahead. Do your worst.”


    “Have you ever been arrested for indecency?” Theo asked. Judging by his dry tone and the anticipation in everyone’s face, Sutton guessed most of them already knew the answer. But Jack offered it without hesitation.


    “Three times.” He paused. “You did mean this past year?”


    That set everyone off so spiritedly, dancers out on the floor looked to see what the commotion was about. Miles nudged Sutton with an elbow. “He’ll make it all the way around. You just wait.”


    Jack answered every question fired at him as promptly as the first. The questions began to come at a slower pace, each more artfully designed than the last.


    “If you had an hour left to live,” Miles asked, “what would you do with it?”


    The question spurred several of the women to clap their hands over their ears. Theo groaned. “Oh, my dear, you’ll have the SSV after all of us in a minute.”


    “The SSV?” Sutton whispered to Miles.


    Miles blinked in surprise. “Society for the Suppression of Vice.”


    Sutton laughed, feeling a little light-headeddreamily light-headed and happy. He’d had too much champagne, a fact that didn’t particularly disturb him at the moment, though he knew it would later. Jack’s sly grin softened and Sutton sensed that the answer everyone awaited in delicious horror would not be the one Jack gave.


    “If I had an hour left, I’d spend it with Harry, Ox, and Esther. And an expensive bottle of whiskey.”


    In the midst of appreciative laughter, Sutton asked the final question. “How would you spend the last dollar in your pocket?”


    Jack’s grin stretched from ear to ear. “A bottle of bootleg whiskey?”


    Sutton shook his head. “Forfeit.”


    Jack looked ready to argue. Then he laughed. “Oh, hell, I guess you know better. It’d all go to vacuum tubes. One of them, anyway,” he added with a rueful grimace.


    “Bravo, Sutton,” Theo said. “All right, Jack, my boy. Song, joke, or kiss?”


    “A pity Lewis left,” Miles murmured and Jack shook a fist at him in mock threat.


    Theo’s eyes sparkled. “As the host of this glorious shindig, I shall have to choose a suitable partner for Jack.”


    Jack feigned chagrin. “Is it too late to tell a joke?”


    “You’ll have to ask Sutton,” Theo said, “after you’ve kissed him.”

  


  
    - Fifteen -


    Jack’s expression of surprise lasted only an instant before a wicked leer took its place. As he sauntered over, Sutton’s heart seemed to quicken to 2/2 time. He didn’t know if Jack felt the same attraction, the one coursing with sudden heat through his blood. He wanted to think sobut Jack seemed to play to the crowd as he dropped onto Sutton’s lap and, draping both arms around his shoulders, drew closer for a kiss. Jack’s breath warm in his face reminded him to breathe and he did so, audibly. But at the last second, Jack brushed his forehead with a brotherly buss and everyone exclaimed in good-natured protest.


    Jack was unrepentant. “That’s how they kiss in Kansas,” he said and turned laughing eyes back to Sutton. “Tell ‘em, Mabel.”


    Deciding to correct that misapprehension, Sutton took him by the lapels and kissed him. He could feel Jack’s initial shock in the lack of response. Then Jack kissed back, sparking something neither of them could blame on the champagne. His momentum dropped them backward to the pillows, Jack still kissing him as if he never wanted to stop, and Sutton didn’t mind in the least if it went on forever. He ignored the whoops and whistles from their audience and Jack did too, until Theo stuck his nose in. “Would you gentlemen care for the key to my apartment?”


    Jack broke from the kiss, meeting Sutton’s gaze for barely an instant before turning to smirk at Theo. “Satisfied?”


    Theo looked only more amused. “Just what I was about to ask you.”


    Disentangling themselves, they sat up and Jack made a show of straightening Sutton’s coat and tie before rising to swagger back to his spot. Sutton avoided all the laughing faces and wondered if he’d gone too far. No one else seemed to think so or care, so he tried not to care, either. But he couldn’t bring himself to look Jack’s way until the game had broken up and the others had returned to dancing. By then, Jack had vanished in the crowd and before Sutton could look for him, Theo pounced to ask without pretense this time if he would play the piano again.


    ***


    It was after midnight when Sutton wandered to the edge of the roof for a little fresh air and a sumptuous view. A welcome breeze blew in his face along the shadowed walk behind the palms. He found Jack leaning on the parapet, his features in unusually quiet repose as he took in the view. Unbidden came the thought that Jack was terribly handsome and rather dear, besides.


    Jack looked around at his approach and smiled easily. “You ready to go home?”


    “No, I just wanted towell, I hope I didn’t embarrass you earlier. In the game,” he added, at Jack’s puzzled look.


    “Oh, that?” Jack laughed. “Nothing to worry about. Unless Topeka law says we’re engaged.”


    “Not even promised. In our case, anyway.” He felt foolish. The kiss had been part of a silly game. He shouldn’t have brought it up.


    “Champagne?” Jack picked up the bottle on the ledge and filled his empty glass.


    “No, thank you. I think I’m done with that or I’ll be sick.”


    Jack downed the glassful. “You’ve been to fancier parties than this. Your folks must throw some real hummers.”


    “Yes, justdecidedly different.” He shuddered to imagine what his parents would think of the goings-on at Theo’s.


    “No kissing? Or dancing?”


    “Dancing, of course. But of the proper sort.”


    Jack rolled his eyes. “A party’s no place to be proper. Your folks don’t know you dance with boys?”


    “I never have,” Sutton said, then realized Jack meant more than dancing.


    “You always blush that easily?” Jack grabbed his hands and whirled him around in an unsteady circle.


    “Jack, for heaven’s sake.” But he couldn’t keep from laughing.


    “You can’t fox-trot worth a damn, Mabel.”


    “Is that what you’re trying to do?”


    “Smug bastard.” Jack grinned and pushed him. “You don’t even know how to get good and drunk. I think you met me just in time.”


    “I think you met me just in time,” Sutton said, pulling him away as Jack leaned over the ledge. “Sit down before you wind up on the pavement.”


    “Think I’ve had enough?” Jack upended the bottle and the wind sprayed the last of the champagne to the street. “Do you think anyone will notice it’s raining booze?”


    “The police, perhaps.” Sutton let him lean, but kept a hand wrapped around his coat-tail just in case.


    Jack slumped, resting his chin on his arms. “Ever imagine what it would be like to just slip right over and fall all that way to the ground?”


    Traffic still trundled along the road and people scurried along the sidewalks wrapped up in their own thoughts and worries. “It would be quick,” Sutton mused. “Once you let go.”


    Jack’s eyes were dark, unreadable. “Quick. That’s what they always ask. Whether we got blown to bits or took a bullet, they want to knowwas it quick?”


    Sutton eased the bottle out of Jack’s grip before it went down to the street, too. “Come have cake and I’ll teach you to properly fox-trot.”


    A corner of Jack’s mouth lifted. “Can you call it proper if you’re only teaching me?”


    “I’m not sure anything can be called proper where you’re concerned. But I’ll make do.”


    ***


    They reached the arbor just as the rain began. There they huddled, eating cake and watching as a few stalwart souls continued to dance in the increasing drizzle. It was only when lightning streaked across the sky that Theo called a halt and everyone proceeded to cover the furniture, roll up the rugs, and push the piano indoors to the landing.


    Sutton was given an armful of albums to transport and he proceeded down a dark stairwell with the other guests, all damp, laughing, and loud enough to wake everyone in the building. Jack, a champagne bottle in each hand, stumbled behind him. Sutton heard him trip and instinctively braced himself to keep them both from falling. Jack bumped against him and wrapped his arms over Sutton’s shoulders, kissing the back of his neck. “You’re slowing the line, Albright. Quick march now. Left, right, left, right.”


    The girls behind Jack giggled. Sutton smiled ruefully into the darkness. True enough that Jack was a terrible flirt and none of it to be taken seriously, but Sutton worried over how susceptible he felt. “My quick march may leave you flat on your face,” he said, keeping up the spirit of the moment. “Hold on tight.”


    Jack did, with a clink of champagne bottles, as Sutton bounded down the remaining steps and through Theo’s doorway. Someone had started another record and couples danced in the dim but warm front room. Theo left them to it, taking Jack and Sutton into the kitchen to ply them with tea and sandwiches. “I can’t send you two home in this weather. Stay over and you can bunk with me.”


    The licentious grin that accompanied that suggestion made Sutton laugh. Theo looked pleased. “Jack, I think we’ve gotten him over his blushes. A pity. So few fellows still blush after their stint in France. Now both of you look sleepy as cats. Let me put you up for the night.”


    Sutton wouldn’t have minded, but Jack was set against it. When the storm had eased into a steady rain, they borrowed an umbrella and traipsed the few blocks home. Except for the motorcars sloshing past, it was a quiet walk. Jack seemed tired and Sutton, as weary, stayed in his own thoughts.


    They found a chilly apartment waiting for them and Sutton half-wished they had stayed at Theo’s. With a muttered good night, Jack disappeared into his room. Sutton, after a futile search of the kitchen for a hot water bottle, crawled into cold sheets and tried to get to sleep. Moments at the partyin particular, that kisskept playing in his mind alongside worries about his radio performance, but he drifted offonly to jolt awake at the sound of a crash from somewhere beyond his door.


    Remembering the hoodlums who were after Jack, he scrambled out of bed and looked around for some means of defense. A slim wooden pole wrapped with wire stood in the corner behind the radio. Taking it, Sutton crept into the front room and saw by the light coming in from the street that no one had broken in.


    Concerned, he tapped at Jack’s door and when there was no answer, peeked inside. The bed stood empty and he stared in bewilderment. Jack surely hadn’t gone out again. The rustle of sheets from somewhere on the other side of the bed heightened his concern and he came into the room to look around. He found Jack huddled in the narrow space between the bed and the wall, head buried in his arms.


    “Jack?” Sutton crept nearer. “What’s wrong? Are you ill?”


    Jack gave no sign of hearing him and, alarmed, Sutton touched his shoulder, to feel skin much too cool. He reached for the dressing gown lying at the foot of the mattress, then realized his would be warmer. “Jack, what are you doing out of bed?” He took off his gown and draped it over Jack’s shoulders. “I can go for a doctor, if you”


    Jack lifted his head from his arms and stared past Sutton. Something in his face compelled Sutton to lower his voice to a whisper. “Did you have a nightmare?”


    Jack’s eyes were wide and dark. “Listen.”


    “Listen? To what? Jack, you’ve got to go back to bed or you’ll be down with pneumonia“


    “Can’t leave my post,” Jack whispered.


    Sutton felt suddenly chilled, himself. “Jackyou’re home. That’s all done. You’re home now.”


    Jack’s mouth twisted, his eyes an agonized gleam in the darkness. Sutton stared at him helplessly. “Jack, listen to me.” He hesitated, fearful of making things worse, but he didn’t know what to do. “Jack, you’re relieved. I’ve come to tell you. You’re to get some rest. All right?”


    He didn’t dare hope it would work, but Jack allowed himself to be maneuvered from floor to bed. Once there, he wouldn’t lie still. Sutton coaxed him into a restless huddle with both arms wrapped around a pillow and his head on Sutton’s knee.


    After a while came a plaintive, “Sutton?”


    He didn’t sound very sure, but Sutton was just glad to find him lucid again. “Yes?”


    “I need a drink.”


    He could barely stay awake and he wanted a drink. Sutton couldn’t blame him for it. “Close your eyes.”


    He brushed a soothing hand over Jack’s forehead. Jack closed his eyes, then opened them again. He twisted onto his side and lay there, his face buried in Sutton’s pajamas. “You smell like Rinso.”


    “That’s what comes of trying to clean clothes in Ida’s old washtub,” Sutton said and smiled at Jack’s muffled laugh.


    “So have you?” The query was soft, riding on a weary exhalation. Sutton shivered pleasantly at the breath warm on his skin. Maybe he was still drifting from the champagne, but it felt good. He focused on Jack’s question, sensing it had nothing to do with laundry.


    “Have I what?” he asked.


    “Been in love,” Jack said with faint impatience.


    Sutton might have easily answered a few weeks ago. Now he couldn’t say whether he even knew what it meant. “I thoughtwell, to be honest, I don’t know.”


    “What the hell kind of answer is that?” Jack’s lashes fluttered with one final effort, then exhaustion won out. His chest rose and fell with the even pattern of sleep. His fingers stayed wrapped around a handful of Sutton’s shirt.


    Sutton let out a not so steady breath of his own. “The truth.”

  


  
    - Sixteen -


    Jack woke to a warm weight against his back and soft snoring in his ear. He knew he hadn’t brought anyone home with him from Theo’s party. Anyone besides Sutton. Easing over, he noted with relief the pajamas Sutton wore. He didn’t think he and Sutton had done anything last night to warrant the removal of themthough after that kiss at the party, they could well have.


    Slipping to the edge of the mattress, he rose, and then padded down the hall to the bathroom. He had no doubt Sutton felt something more toward him than simple gratitude. And maybe he felt the same attraction, but yielding to it could cause more problems than he wanted to consider. He would just have to find ways to keep from yielding. Not with Lewis, of course. That had gotten ugly fast. What he needed was a regular spreeboys, booze, and Broadway, as Theo liked to sayso he could come home too exhausted for anything but sleep.


    He wanted to burn off the headache and miserable rumbling in his insides. It had been a while since he’d felt so sick after drinking. Champagne didn’t sit well and he had a feeling Sutton wouldn’t wake in much better shape. He couldn’t be much of a drinker, poor kid, to end up in the wrong bed...


    Jack held on to that thought as he looked at his tired reflection in the bathroom mirror. The dressing gown he wore was Sutton’s. Putting down his razor, he forced himself to Sutton’s door and peered into the room. The bed was unmade. Which meant Sutton had gone to bed, then left it to come to Jack’s bed in the middle of the night. That spurred the missing memory. He vaguely recalled seeing Sutton from a familiar vantage point on the floor, the same spot where he once in a while saw Harry first thing in the morning. Sometimes from the depths of the tub, sometimes behind the sofaand there was the time Harry had hauled him out from under blankets and sheets on the fire escape. He still remembered the grim worry in Harry’s face and the fierce argument they’d had over whether it was safe for Jack to live alone.


    In the end, Jack had kept his freedom, even though it meant Harry and Ox took turns checking on him night and day. As much as he appreciated their worry, he hated the constant invasion. Even worse was trying to explain it to the fellows he occasionally brought home. The handful of people who’d seen him in those moments when his nerves got the better of him usually hadn’t been interested in seeing him again. What the hell, that made it easier to keep from getting too involved with some of them. But he didn’t want to think he’d already scared off Sutton. Aside from the predictable attraction, he needed Sutton if the business was going to surviveand he had to admit he liked having Sutton around.


    Steadier after a bath, Jack tried his hand at breakfast. Maybe Sutton had not been all that bothered by whatever he’d seen last night. He had stayed, so he must not have been afraid that Jack was insane. Not insanejust a coward. Plenty of people saw it that way. Jack personally preferred to be thought of as insane. But the crux of the matter was that whatever Sutton had thought, he’d stayed...


    Perhaps just having fallen asleep debating whether to lock Jack in the bedroom and call for a wagon from Bellevue.


    Jack gave up stirring the pasty oatmeal. Leaving it on the stove, he went to his room and rapped lightly on the door. “Hey, Mabel. Breakfast is up. Assuming you can keep anything down.”


    It took another couple of taps to get Sutton to emerge from the blankets. His eyes were screwed shut and his grimace made Jack’s face hurt in sympathy.


    “Oh, God.” His voice was plaintive and hoarse. “Was I hit by a bus?”


    Despite his lingering worry, Jack had to laugh. “You’re the one who keeps to the sidewalks, remember? Go wash up. You’ll feel better.”


    Sutton went, while Jack nibbled half-heartedly on toast and hoped Sutton had forgotten as much as he seemed to. But when he appearedlooking steadier, himselfand sat at the table across from Jack, the hesitancy in his manner was all too familiar. Jack decided to spare them both and jumped in before Sutton could tiptoe around the subject.


    “About last night” He paused at Sutton’s faint smile.


    “You should have warned me?”


    Jack pushed his spoon into now-cold oatmeal. “I should have, yeah. Harry’ll put you up and his place is a whole lot cleaner than mine”


    “Wait a minute. You’re not kicking your piano player out into the street?”


    His tone was teasing, but Jack couldn’t meet his gaze. “Well, I just thought it’d be easier” If Sutton would have just made it easier by agreeing to go. Jack pushed the spoon deeper into the oatmeal and left it there. He was never eating oatmeal again. “We don’t have to dance around this, all right? Stay or go. Suit yourself. There’ll be no hard feelings.”


    “It’s my decision?” Sutton asked, mild as ever. He sipped the coffee, then coughed. “What in the world”


    “Oh, sorry. I put in a little gin.” A smile crept up on him and he met Sutton’s gaze. “I thought it would help with the headaches.”


    Sutton set the cup aside and studied the oatmeal with even less enthusiasm. “I will stay on one condition. You do not cook breakfast ever again.”


    Jack rolled his eyes. “If you hadn’t been so long in the bath”


    “You can’t blame me. I find it hard to believe this was ever edible.” He looked pointedly at Jack’s untouched bowl.


    Jack felt his stomach unknot a little and figured it wasn’t entirely the champagne after all. He was relievedhell, he was glad Sutton had decided to stay. If that decision had been made partly in pity, he couldn’t see it. “Let’s go downstairs and beg Es to feed us.”


    After wheedling breakfast from Esther, they found Harry just opening for the day. Sutton went straightaway to the piano to practice and by the time both he and the radio were warmed up, he’d drawn an audience from the day’s first shoppers. Jack warned them with a finger to his lips to hold their applause. At the microphone, he introduced Sutton and, stepping away, gave him an encouraging grin.


    Sutton’s shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath, and he played. The music cast the same spell as before, taking him someplace wonderful. His audience followed with wistful smiles. Jack let himself trail after, part of his attention tuned to the glow of vacuum tubes and flow of current.


    At the end of their first hour, he signed off and nearly jumped out of his skin at the spontaneous burst of applause. It tickled Jack to see Sutton acknowledge it with a bashful nod before vanishing into the storeroom. Jack found him at the sink with dripping fingers pressed to his forehead. “You all right?”


    Sutton patted his forehead dry with his sleeve. “I didn’t think I could do that again.” He stopped breathlessly and his grin came out of the blue, lighting every corner of his face. “They liked it, don’t you think?”


    Jack hadn’t really considered how much the performance might mean to Sutton. Seeing the delight in Sutton’s eyes, he felt an unexpected elation, himself. “Hell, yes. They loved it. Would they stand around this joint an entire hour if they didn’t?”


    Harry leaned through the doorway. “Jack, get in here and take care of the telephone calls, will you? We’ve had six in the past ten minutes.”


    Jack stared at him. “About the program?”


    “Well, they ain’t about the price of kewpies.”


    Sutton returned to the piano and Jack dashed into the office, Harry following, just as the telephone rang again. When the caller asked for a list of the records Jack had played over the ether, Jack almost laughed aloud. “That was a live performance. Come and see it for yourself.” He gave out the address and, hanging up, dropped into a chair. “Can you believe it?”


    Harry leaned elbows on the open ledger before him, gaze going distant as a sunny melody filled the place. “Yeah, he’s good.”


    Something in Harry’s voice gave Jack pause. “How good?”


    Harry shrugged. “We’ve only heard him play a few rags. Who knows how well he can pound out the stuff they play at Carnegie.”


    Jack, listening, wondered what they played at Carnegie that could possibly sound better.


    Harry smiled. “I think you’ve got customers, Mr. Bailey.”


    Amazingly, he did.


    ***


    By eight, tired from the first full day of selling he could recall since springtime, Jack reluctantly turned the sign in the window and locked the door. He handed the receipts over to Harry, set up for the evening program, and let Sutton run with it. Presiding from his perch on the workbench, he watched with some amusement as nine o’clock came and Sutton kept playing. When the tune ended, Jack tossed a wad of paper at the blond head bent over the keyboard. Roused to the present, Sutton hastily withdrew his hands and waited while Jack bid their listeners good-night and switched off the current. “Jack, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize”


    “You don’t have to.” Jack handed him his coat and hat. “You just play. I’ll wake you when the hour’s over.”


    “Ox and Harry? They’ve gone?”


    “Harry plays poker Friday nights. Ox is taking his dad to a picture show.” Jack waved him out and locked the door. “Oh, I forgot. Here’s a key to the apartment. And one thing we need to be clear about. If I have any overnight guests, I’ll leave a note to give you fair warning. It would be good if you’d do the same for me,” he added, with a clarifying wink.


    “Oh.” Sutton ducked his head with the pretense of putting on his hat. “Yes, of course.”


    Jack turned his collar against the cold and to hide his amusement. “Thanks.” He stepped off the curb.


    “Aren’t you going to dinner?”


    Jack turned, still walking. “I’ll get a bite later. I can’t stomach Ida’s Friday specials.” He made a face. “Corned beef hash. As if we haven’t choked down enough of that in the past couple of years.”


    Sutton looked as though he intended to say something more, but Jack gave him a farewell wave and turned to trot to the opposite sidewalk while the road was clear. He had introduced Sutton to a few people at Theo’s party and offered him a taste of the fun to be had in New York after dark, but he wasn’t about to give up his evenings to play host or tour guide. He had plans in mind that didn’t involve a sedate night at the opera.


    He wound his way to the club and, after the show, invited Theo to come for a steam. Agreeing that it was too chilly to parade themselves in the park, Theo joined him in the warm fog at the baths and amid the clanking of pipes, kept up a steady conversation that nearly managed to distract Jack from his own busy thoughts. He more than half-wished now that he had gathered up Sutton, Harry, Esther, and Ox to go out for a celebratory supper. They’d made a good start toward saving the emporium and he fairly percolated with ideas to push it along. The usual Friday night tramp about town didn’t seem as flavorful, in contrast.


    When Theo wandered away with a tall, tattooed redhead, Jack found a quiet room with a cot, where only a faint light coming through the overhead mesh disturbed the comfortable gloom. Intending to steal a nap, he spent a half hour musing over the events of the past few days, until a hand on his shoulder brought him back to earth. It was someone he’d seen around before, though no names had been exchanged. Friendly blue eyes offered a little uncomplicated funand Jack, never averse to fun, made room for him on the cot. Warm hands coursed the damp contours of his body, but he turned from the lips seeking his, not in the frame of mind for that sort of intimacy. The lips explored agreeably elsewhere and he returned the favor. But as a distraction, it worked only slightly better than Theo’s cheerful chatter.


    Afterward, he waited at the pool for Theo and they wandered back up Broadway to the automat. Chilled to the bone, Jack went for coffee first. Hot cup in hand, he patted the lion’s head spigot appreciatively before turning his attention to the rows of cubbied plates. Ham and cheese enticed from behind the glass and Jack bought two sandwiches just in case one would not suffice. He ventured into the sea of crowded tables and found Theo in a corner spot with only a cup of coffee before him. “Aren’t you eating?”


    “Well, I suppose I can’t be so ill-mannered to sit here without at least a slice of pie.” Theo leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Can you loan me five cents?”


    “Why didn’t you say so, you idiot?” Jack gave him a dime. “Bring me a piece too, will you?”


    Theo, returning with pie, dropped into his chair with an exclamation of disgust. “That evil-tempered old Peabody is throwing nickels tonight. We’ll have to behave or she’ll have the police after us again. Busybody, the Lord should have named her. You don’t suppose if we found her a man of her own, she’d boss him to death and spare the rest of us?”


    Jack, smiling, pushed one of the sandwiches toward him and received a grateful look. Cheerier, Theo poured a spoonful of sugar into his coffee. “Speaking of busybodies, Bill’s getting married to one of them next week. A woman, I mean. Can you believe it? We’re throwing him a wake on Sunday, if you care to come.”


    “Decided to suppress his vices?”


    “For the time being. Oh, and bring your lovely foundling with you.”


    “Sutton? I’m not so sure you want me to do that.”


    “Why ever not? He seems to like a bit of fun.”


    “He’s from Kansas,” Jack said, yawning.


    “And what’s wrong with Kansas? They do turn out fellows who know how to kiss,” Theo said with a sly smile. “Heavens, Jack, if you don’t want him, I’ll take him off your hands. What does he like? Coin-collecting? Mountain-climbing? I’m flexible.”


    Jack shook his head. “How the hell should I know? Opera, I guess. Piano. Watching the wheat grow.”


    “Sorghum, isn’t it? Anyway, the opera can be jolly. All sorts of assignations and the occasional colorful demise.” Theo took another spoonful of sugar. “And pianooh yes. Sutton’s quite the superb pianist.”


    Jack studiously stirred his own coffee. “You think so?”


    “Jack.” Theo’s gaze narrowed shrewdly. “Jackie. Jackest of Jacks. Oh, you do like him.”


    Jack groaned. “For God’s sake.”


    Theo bounced on the chair. “You like him!” He leaned in. “You really haven’t gone to bed with him?”


    “Do you go to bed with every” Jack caught the green sparkle under Theo’s pale lashes. “Never mind. Anyway, I learned my lesson after Lewis“


    “Oh, my dear, you take his wounded dramatics much too seriously.”


    Jack shrugged. “He can put on a show, but I know he doesn’t really expect anything more from me. Not the way someone like Sutton would.” Which would make him feel far worse when everything fell apart, as of late it seemed to do.


    “But you like the boy,” Theo said softly. “I know I’m a hopeless romantic, but I think there’s someone for everyone. Even us.”


    “You’re right,” Jack said. “You are hopeless.”


    “You’re impossible.” Having scraped the apple out of the pie shell, Theo proceeded to eat the shell first. “By the way, I did invite Lewis to the wake. But you mustn’t avoid my parties. He can be an absolute stick, I know, but he always brings a few bottles of something nice. And it’s getting dearer every day. I think this is the first time I’ve ever dreaded New Year’s.”


    “Better buy yourself a still while there are some left in the shops.” Jack held back a yawn, making his jaw ache, but Theo saw through it.


    “You need to get some sleep, love.”


    “Yeah. Remind me how it works again. I think I’ve forgotten.”


    “Go home and ask that handsome laddie to sing you a lullaby,” Theo said. “Did I show you my new scarf? I’ve finally gotten the trick of those knitting needles.” He peeled back his coat to show off the greens and golds nestled around his throat.


    “Beautiful. You’ll be thrown out of only the best places.” A lullaby. Sutton had played one for him, and Jack could still hear the strains of it, soft and sweetas sweet as Sutton was, himself.


    A gentle tap on his shin woke him to Theo’s knowing smile. “Let’s go. I’ll walk you home.”


    “You don’t need to walk me,” Jack said. “You’ve got far enough to go, yourself.”


    “No one’s going to pester me unless I want them to.” He gave Jack a peek at the Colt .32 automatic under his coat.


    “Christ, Theo. You know how to use that thing?”


    “Are you serious? My mother taught me as soon as I could lift it.”


    After they parted, Jack meandered through the shadows toward home. Friday nights usually saw him home well past four, and tired enough to fall on his pillow and go immediately to sleep. Now he felt a vexing combination of weariness and restlessness, neither of which would yield to the other long enough for him to know what to do with himself.


    The apartment was too dark, too quiet. He figured Sutton had long since gone to bed. Then the door at the end of the hall opened. Jack didn’t like anyone waiting up for him. But judging by the pajamas, tousled hair, and sleepy smile, Sutton hadn’t.


    “You’re home.” Sutton peered toward the end of the hall. “You’re alone?” When Jack nodded, he frowned. “Not because I’m here? You needn’t disrupt your usualehhabits. I’m not at all uncomfortable withwell, what I mean isI don’t mind if you“ Even out of the light, the sudden color in his cheeks was evident. He exhaled, an exasperated sound. “So you see.”


    Jack folded his arms and made himself comfortable against the door jamb. “You know, I’m not sure I do. Could you be a little more specific?”


    A trace of humor flashed behind the vexation. “Good night, Jack,” he said before vanishing back into his room.


    When Jack crawled into bed, he was still laughing.

  


  
    - Seventeen -


    As Jack wandered half-awake from bedroom to bath, Sutton’s initial effort to be polite and look elsewhere was subverted from first glimpse. Works of art were made to look upon and Jack’s lithe musculature would please the most discerning sculptor. He was as lovely a creation as anything fashioned by nature and God.


    The thoughts he inspired, however, fell short of such a noble aesthetic. Sutton went back to perusing the day-old newspaper and read several paragraphs without absorbing a word. He’d meant to remain immune to the charms of any and every man until he could be certain of him. That resolve faltered every time Jack smiled his wayand Jack had to know it. It would explain why Jack had gone out on his own last night, to discourage what was not welcomehis own flirtatious tendencies to the contrary.


    It was just as well Jack could resist him, because he was finding it difficult to resist Jack. But he’d had a sharp lesson on the perils of behaving like a lovestruck fool. He would be smart this time, prudent, and betray no further interest.


    Jack reappeared in a dressing gown and collapsed into a chair, yawning. “You didn’t wake me.”


    Sutton folded the newspaper. “You told me not to.”


    “Oh. Well, if you’re up first, you can wake me. Just not on Sundays.” Jack leaned elbows on the table and combed his fingers through his hair, ostensibly to tame it but only shaping it into a more unruly mess. He dropped his chin on his arms and squinted at Sutton. “How do you look that good at seven in the morning?”


    “It’s eight. And thank you.”


    Jack’s mouth twitched upward. He eyed the plate of toast. “You made breakfast again. Enough for two?”


    Sutton pushed the plate across the table. “Only toast and oatmeal. We’ll have to make a trip to the corner if you want more than that.”


    Jack went to the kitchen and came back with a cup of coffee. “Esther’ll feed us. We’ll” He fell quiet, brow furrowed.


    “We’ll what?”


    Jack looked at him. “You don’t have any money.”


    “Well, no. I’m playing for room and board. Isn’t that what we agreed?”


    Jack set down the coffee and dropped back into the chair. “No. I mean, yes, that’s the agreement. I just forgot” He shook his head. “You had supper, didn’t you?”


    “I ate here, atthe apartment.” Home was not the appropriate word, if Jack felt burdened by the additional cost of feeding and sheltering him. “I’ll keep track of my expenses, if you like.” He smiled. “If you will allow me to run a tab.”


    “Damn. Sutton, I’m sorry. God knows you were entitled to a decent supper. Next time just knock me on my ass, will you? Before I go running off like one,” he muttered, more to himself than Sutton.


    “I had a perfectly decent meal. And I want you to go about your usual business. I can look after myself. I’m grateful to you for giving me a place to stay and work to do. More grateful than I can say.”


    It didn’t occur to him that the expression of gratitude might make Jack even more uncomfortable, but Jack was out of his chair and off to dress with startling energy. When he came back, he hauled Sutton away from the table without a word and, handing him his coat and hat, pushed him ahead down the stairs and across the road to Ida’s.


    Listening to Jack order for them both, Sutton guessed he intended to make up for a meager dinner with a surfeit of breakfast. After tea, apples, and oatmeal the night before, Sutton was glad for the steak and eggs.


    Grinning from ear to ear, Jack paid a suspicious Ida, who stalked back to the kitchen without comment. “I think I just ruined her day.” He divided the remainder of his cash and pushed two dollars into Sutton’s hands. “And from now on, you’re getting a percentage of the take. Harry may have a conniption but I don’t care.”


    “You are keeping something aside to pay back those fellows?”


    “Harry’s keeping it. He’s got this silly idea that money in my pocket tends to end up a little too quick in someone else’s.”


    “Such as Keeler’s.”


    Jack rolled his eyes. “Well, I’ve got an excuse to buy radio parts now.”


    “I’m your excuse?”


    “You’re my piano player,” Jack said cheerfully.


    Before Sutton had a chance to ponder how that simple declaration could warm him as much as it did, Jack hurried him out the door. They were at the curb, Jack rambling about the performance schedule, when Sutton noticed a familiar figure loitering in the alley. He slowed, uneasy, and beside him, Jack went quiet.


    “Vance Fletcher?” Sutton whispered.


    Jack nodded and gave him a little push in the direction of the emporium. “Go on inside.”


    Sutton had no intention of leaving him to face Vance alone. As Vance lumbered toward them, Sutton masked his uneasiness with what he hoped was convincing determination and, before Jack could stop him, confronted the man, himself. “It’s my understanding you’ve given Jack until the end of the month to pay you. A gentleman would abide by that agreement as a common courtesy.”


    “Gentleman?” Jack snorted. “He barely passes for human”


    With a growl that only bolstered Jack’s assertion, Vance started for himuntil a voice spoke up from behind Sutton. “You really ought to stop riling him, Jackie boy. He might start breaking bones that ain’t so easy to fix.”


    Sutton recognized the mock congenial voice and managed not to flinch as Ned Hennessy put an arm around his shoulders. Ned’s broad smile stood at disturbing odds with the cold contempt in his gaze. “Look who we got here. Ida Carlisle’s errand boy. Mr. Chase tells me you Albrights are in the clover. So how come you’re slumming in this part of town?”


    “Let him go.” Jack stepped in front of Ned, and Sutton did flinch at the look in Jack’s eyes. “Leave him alone. He’s got nothing to do with this.”


    Ned’s smile faded. “You see what happens when you throw in with society types,” he said conversationally to Vance. “They put a little cash in your pocket and you ain’t got a sense of what they call proportion no more. You get too high hat to remember the pals who looked out for you when you were nothing but a dumb little kid. And speaking of dumb” He mussed Sutton’s hair with a rough hand. “You wouldn’t be the wisenheimer who moved our brougham, would you?”


    Uneasiness gave way to sheer annoyance and Sutton pulled away from himjust in time, as Jack shoved Ned hard enough to send him crashing to the sidewalk. Vance grabbed a handful of Jack’s coat and yanked him backward before he could take a swing at Ned. Jack swore and twisted around, swinging at Vance, instead.


    The blow to Vance’s substantial jaw hardly seemed to faze him. He raised a fist like an anvil and slammed it into Jack’s ribs. Sutton threw himself against the massive shoulders and wrapped both arms around a neck thick as a bull’s. Vance backed into the nearest wall and the air left Sutton’s lungs with brutal suddenness, a nearly-forgotten pain shooting from shoulder to fingertips.


    And yet it was nothing compared to the cold dread that washed through him at the uncompromising retort of a gun.

  


  
    - Eighteen -


    As Vance’s hold loosened, Sutton fell against the wall and clutched at it to stay on his feet. Esther at the side door brandished a sawed-off shotgun nearly as big as she was. “Get out of here,” she told Ned, her voice trembling. “Go on.”


    Ned started to retrieve the gun he’d dropped when Esther had fired hers, and she shook her head. He darkened but said nothing. Vance was likewise silent, but his hands were curled into fists as he left with Ned. They were no sooner out of sight than Harry appeared around the corner, clearing the space that separated him from Jack in a heartbeat. He dropped to his knees and tried to peel back the arm Jack held to his stomach. “Jack, for God’s sake, let me look.”


    Jack leaned against him. “The son of a bitch just got a lucky punch. He caught me off-guard.”


    “Yeah?” The color didn’t appear any too ready to return to Harry’s face. He looked over at Sutton. “Albright? You okay?”


    He was, but he sensed his nod didn’t convince Harry. Esther, looking none too steady herself, helped Harry get them into the office and onto the sofa to catch their breaths. By then, Jack had expressed in vigorous terms just what he intended to do to Vance, Ned, and even Chase as soon as he had the chance. The talk might reassure Harry he was all right, but Sutton didn’t find it comforting in the least.


    When Esther came back minus the gun and bearing towels full of ice, Harry moved Jack’s hand away from his ribs and pressed the towel in its place. Jack winced. Sutton realized the other towel was for him and he shook his head. “I’m all right, Harry, really”


    “Take it,” Harry said, applying the damp bundle to Sutton’s wrist. “And you ain’t playing today. Let it heal up or you won’t be able to play at all.”


    Sutton started to protest, but Jack nudged him to stay quiet. When Harry left the office, Jack leaned over and whispered, “Humor him, will you? He’s kicking himself right now.”


    “If I can’t play, let me help with your customers.”


    “Really?” Jack chewed on his lower lip. “I don’t know.”


    “You must let me earn my keep. Maybe I’ve no experience, but I’ve watched you and Harry at it and I think I can do all right.”


    Jack got up and fished a receipt book and pencil from the desk drawer. “You’re officially a junior clerk, if Harry asks. And your first task is to take these towels and ice and dump them in the storeroom sink.”


    When he’d done that, Jack took him up and down the aisles with dizzying speed, then left him on his own as the first customers straggled in out of the breezy morning. By lunch, he’d made his first sale, but when Jack led him out of the aisle, he sensed it was his last.


    “How’s the arm?”


    Sutton laughed. “I take it my career as junior clerk is over.”


    “You’re doing fine. But folks are asking if you’re playing today. So I thought, if your arm isn’t hurting”


    “Are they really? But Harry”


    “Don’t worry about Harry. He gave me an earful and that calmed him down.” Jack grinned. “Go ahead and warm up.”


    Reassured, Sutton gave up the receipt book and returned to the keyboard. He had only just started to warm up when the scent of lilacs and a light tap on the shoulder stole his attentionand the postcard-perfect vision before him kept it bound and secured. She stood draped in a white coat trimmed with snowy fur, her delicate ears and creamy throat dripping pearls, her hair a cap of pale, sleek waves that made her eyes seem all the bluer. Her crimson lips curled demurely. “Well, hello.”


    Sutton swallowed. “How do you do.” She looked just the sort of woman one saw in the pictures and never believed could really exist. He realized he was staring, but she didn’t seem uncomfortable with the attention.


    “I heard you on the whatsit,” she began.


    “Radio,” Jack muttered from the floor, where he sat untangling the wires that ran beneath the workbench.


    She cleared her throat gently and continued with perfect aplomb. “As I was saying, I heard you, and I had to come by and meet the talented pianistand my goodness, I didn’t dare imagine he was handsome, to boot.” From the wealth of fur, she extended a hand. “Gert Hennessy.”


    Sutton contained a smile at her pronunciation of pianist and took her hand. “Sutton Albright. I’m glad you enjoyed the program. It’s good of you to stop in just to say so.”


    A snort came from under the workbench. “We know why you’re here, Gertie. Beat it.”


    Sutton looked at Jack in surprise.


    “She’s Ned’s sister,” Jack said, as if that were all anyone needed to know.


    “It’s hardly fair to judge Miss Hennessy by her brother’s behavior. Siblings can be extraordinarily different people.”


    Jack rolled his eyes and Sutton, sensing a rather hollow protest meant more to keep up appearances, turned back to Gert. “Please forgive him. You’re certainly welcome to stay and listen as long as you like.”


    At that moment, Harry emerged from the office. “For the love ofwhat’s she doing here? Could this day go any less swimmingly?”


    With dogged aplomb of his own, Sutton removed the sheet music from the armchair and pushed the chair closer to the piano. “Please, won’t you have a seat, Miss Hennessy?”


    She fingered the lacy trim of her hat. “Albright, you said? As in Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe?”


    Harry stopped in his tracks and plucked the cigar out of his mouth. “The cops could track bank robbers with that nose.”


    Jack choked, then crumbled, laughing until he fell helplessly behind the workbench skirting. Sutton looked at them both reproachfully as he took his seat at the piano. Gert lit gracefully on the cushion and let her coat slide off her shoulders. “You going to play a number on the whatsit? Maybe you could dedicate it to me.”


    Jack groaned, but didn’t get the chance to disparage Gert further, as Ox came barreling past. “Ox, I need that braided wire in theOx? What’s gotten into him?”


    Jack jumped up to go after him and Sutton followed. They found him huddled forlornly on the bench in the storeroom. With the barest glance at Sutton, Ox bent his head, dark hair falling over his brow. “It ain’t nothing.”


    Jack put an arm around his shoulders. “Sutton’s all right. Come on, tell us.”


    Sutton was pleased to hear he was all right. Still, he didn’t want to make Ox any more uncomfortable. “I’ll go.”


    “No, it’s okay,” Ox said. “It’s justwell, that fellow who’s been coming into Ida’s the past couple of weeks. You know. Frank Hollister?”


    Jack rested his chin on Ox’s shoulder. “The one who flirts with Es?”


    “That’s him.” Ox looked even more dejected. “He was talking big when Es wasn’t around. Saying he’d take her to supper. Maybe dancing.”


    “Want me and Sutton to beat him up?”


    The trace of a smile pulled at Ox’s mouth. He shook his head. “She don’t like fellows flirting with her while she’s working. But she laughed when he did it. What if she loves him?”


    “Why don’t you ask her to dinner before he does,” Sutton said.


    Jack nodded. “Ask her to go dancing”


    “I can’t.” All six feet four inches of Ox hunched into an even more pathetic heap on the bench. “I don’t know how to dance.”


    “We can remedy that,” Sutton said.


    Jack brightened. “We’ll teach you the Grizzly Bear. Just the dance for you, Viv.”


    That sparked a warning flash in Ox’s eyes, but Jack only grinned. Leaping to his feet, he took off and Ox bounded after him. Sutton had to laugh. Harry surely felt as though he were running a home for wayward boys. But going back out, Sutton found that Ox and Jack had succumbed to good manners or perhaps a warning from Harry. They were engaged in a stilted fox-trot, Jack attempting to teach Ox his right foot from his left.


    Customers caught up in the spectacle were smiling. Harry nodded toward the piano and Sutton obligingly played, at a tempo to suit Ox and Jack’s uncertain pace. The dance lesson progressed until Ox accidentally stomped on Jack’s foot. Amid giggles from their audience, Jack collapsed on the piano bench almost on top of Sutton and pressed fingers over the toe of his shoe.


    Gert rolled her eyes. “Such a baby.” Leaving her coat and hat in the chair, she hooked slim fingers around one of Jack’s suspenders. “Come on. We’ll show him how to do it.”


    Jack scowled at her. “Who asked you for help?”


    “Jack, for heaven’s sake.” Sutton gave him a push. “Ox needs it.”


    “So she can dance with Ox.”


    “I ain’t letting that lummox scuff my new shoes.” Gert leaned over Sutton’s shoulder. “Play what you was playing before, sweetie.”


    Sutton began again, smiling when Jack twisted around to glare at him. “I’ll get you back for this,” Jack vowed as Gert dragged him off the bench.


    Sutton doubted the Castles themselves could have charmed a crowd as thoroughly as Jack in his shirtsleeves, unruly curls flying, and Gert in her chiffon, showing off ivory-stockinged calves with every bounce and hop. Jack’s lead was energetic even for a trot and Gert kept up with ease. She was smiling at him, the same flirtatious smile of before, and when she leaned in to whisper something, Jack suddenly smiled back. The tempo dragged under Sutton’s fingers and he picked it up before anyone else caught on. When the dance ended with a burst of applause, Jack dropped breathlessly onto the bench beside him. “I’m still getting you back for that.”


    “You seemed to enjoy yourself. I’m not sure how much Ox may have gained from it. Perhaps we’ll find out,” Sutton added as Esther slipped through the dispersing crowd, bearing lunch.


    She wore a curious smile. “What have I missed?” Her glance went to Gert, who’d reclaimed the armchair and was fanning herself with her hat. “Was there a defection?”


    Gert eyed her with pouting suspicion. “Gert Hennessy don’t come with no defects, honey.” She stood, smoothing clinging skirts over her hips. “So’s you can see.”


    “Do you mind?” Harry said, passing behind her. “This is a respectable place.”


    Esther giggled. “Well, I’ve only packed lunch for four. You’ll have to share.” She put the basket on the workbench. “Ida made the coffee, so better add a little water to it.”


    “Or scotch,” Harry suggested, opening the basket to look inside.


    “Or gin,” Sutton said, only loud enough for Jack’s ears.


    Jack leaned against him with a look of wicked cheer. “What have I done to you?”


    Sutton didn’t have an answer for that, as much as he might’ve wanted one. “This is a respectable place.”


    “You think so?” Jack’s tone was quiet and inquisitive and he leaned all the harder. The jealousy sparked by seeing him dance with Gert dissolved into a pleasure nearly as painful and yet welcome. Sutton noticed the sandwich Esther held out to him and took it with a flustered thank you. Esther seemed amused. Did everyone notice his distraction, or was it his imagination?


    “I’ve got to go,” Esther was saying. “The lunch crowd will be in, if they’re not all over here.”


    Jack nudged Ox, who sat staring at the unwrapped sandwich in his hands. Ox went pale, but he put down the sandwich and got to his feet. “Es?”


    She turned back. “Did I forget something?”


    Ox seemed to have the same trouble breathing Sutton had, moments ago. “Iwewe’re going out. That’s tonight and Iwe’re going to supper. And, you know, dancing. So maybe you could come with mewith us,” he said, so shyly that Sutton’s heart ached for him. “Sowhat do you say?”


    “Probably ‘huh?’,” Harry muttered.


    “Hush,” Jack said. “She’ll say yes.”


    “You’re sure?” Sutton asked.


    “‘Course. She likes him plenty.”


    If that was the case, Sutton had to think her feelings had changed. She shifted the basket in her grip and retreated in the direction of the door. “It isn’t that I wouldn’t like to go dancing. Justnot tonight. Dan’s in a school recital and Ida wants me to stay late.”


    Head hung, Ox shuffled backward a few steps. Esther looked ready to cry, herself. “Another night, all right? Ox”


    He fled and Esther’s face crumpled. Tearing, she turned and ran, but Jack caught her at the door. “Hey, hold on a minute. What the hell was that about?”


    Harry promptly swatted him. “Let her get her breath, will you?” He gave Esther his handkerchief. “What’s wrong, sweetheart? Ida really making you work tonight?”


    “I’ll work the rest of your shift,” Sutton said. “Ida will agree to it if she doesn’t have to pay me.”


    “Even Cinderella had a night off,” Jack said. “Come on, Es. You’ve been waiting ages for Ox to get up the nerve to ask. Sutton and I will take your shift. Between the two of us, we could just about keep up. You’ve done so much for us, it’s only fair.”


    “I appreciate it. I really do.” A little calmer, she wiped her cheeks. “You boys just can’t understand and I can’tI’ll go another time, all right?”


    “Oh, honey...” Gert pushed past Harry and Jack, and draped a companionable arm around a startled Esther’s shoulders. “Don’t trouble yourself trying to explain anything to these dopes. It’s tossing precious time out the window, you know? Anyways, you’re about my size” Her gaze dropped to Esther’s front. “More or less. But that ain’t nothing to worry about. With these new dresses, a girl don’t need a bosom, anyhow.”


    Esther laughed despite her tears. “I can’t”


    “Why, sure you can. You don’t want to break that dumb lug’s heart, do you, honey? Because I have this enormous closetful of gowns and, well, there ain’t enough parties in a day, really.”


    “And she ought to know,” Harry said.


    Gert ignored him. “I was poor once, same as you, honey. Poor as a mouse, selling cigarettes and gum and putting up with things you wouldn’t believe. My whole life was nothing but sandwiches and beer on the top floor of a stinking walk-up, till a sweet old daddy gave me my first taste of champagne.” She turned a slender wrist, making the diamonds in her bracelet sparkle, and smiled in satisfaction. “So...” Her blue eyes narrowed on Jack. “What time are you boys coming ‘round for us?”


    “What?” Jack sputtered and Harry cut in swiftly, “Nine o’clock. That all right with you, Esther?”


    Esther looked dazed. “I suppose so”


    “There, it’s all settled,” Gert said. “You still on your lunch hour, honey? You come on home with me and we’ll take a look through the goods.”


    The door swung shut behind them and Jack scowled. “She’s one floozy of a fairy godmother. You know Ned sent her to spy on us. I should’ve told her straight that she can be as sweet as sugar and do us all the favors in the world and it won’t get her anywhere. Bailey’s Emporium isn’t a nightclub and won’t be, not now and not ever.”


    “Apart from the music and dancing,” Sutton pointed out with a laughthen wished he hadn’t as both men looked at him. “I only meant“


    “We got customers.” Jack brushed past him, leaving him standing with the feeble explanation still on his lips.


    Harry offered a weary smile. “Don’t worry about it, kid. He’s just trying to work some things out, that’s all.”


    He started to turn away and Sutton caught his arm. “Harry, this is personal, I knowbut I can’t leave it.” However presumptuous Harry would think him, he couldn’t let Jack fall the way of John Campbell. “I know Jack’s having some difficulty getting past his time in France, butyou won’t ever let him go in for electric shock, will you? It might hurt him so you won’t even know him anymore. I couldn’t bear to think of it” He hesitated, conscious of what he might be revealing, but the words wouldn’t stay unsaid. “Jack has so much spirit. So much heart. You can’t let that be lost.”


    Harry nodded. “Tell you the truth, I wasn’t considering it, though the doc at the hospital suggested it last spring. I couldn’t understand the idea of torturing nerves already on edge.” Gratitude softened his sardonic tone. “Sounds like you had your turn bringing him back from France.”


    “Bringing him back?” Sutton smiled wryly. “I suppose I have.”


    “I should’ve told you. Jack wouldn’t. He hates fuss. He tell you you could come stay with me?”


    “Yes, but I told him I wanted to stay where I was.”


    The worried lines around Harry’s eyes eased. “Yeah? I’m glad to hear it. Look.” He fished a scrap of paper from his pocket and the pencil from behind his ear. “Here’s where you can ring me up if you need some help with him. A lot of times he’s up all night, but other times he goes to sleep after one of those spells. Takes a lot out of him. I left a bottle of chloral over there in case he needs it, but I’ve got to practically hold him down to get him to use it. You familiar with the stuff?”


    “Chloral? Yes, I remember it.”


    “And none too fondly, eh?”


    “To be honest, I’m not sure I can encourage Jack to take it.”


    “No?” Harry’s gaze was shrewd. “Maybe that’s all right, then. You know what he’s going through.” He started back to the office. “While I’m thinking of itdon’t play pool with him unless you’re broke already. That goes for checkers and cards, too. And don’t let him talk you into going out on the town at four in the morning. And don’t...” He looked around at Sutton and considered a moment before shaking his head. “Never mind.”


    Sutton sensed this was something he needed to know. “Never mind what?”


    But Harry only chuckled to himself and kept walking.

  


  
    - Nineteen -


    From his crouch beneath the workbench, Jack traced a finger over the acid burns in the wood floor and pondered putting a tray under the batteries. Unraveling a length of cord, he secured the batteries in the corner, then gave the floor another rueful glance before crawling from under the workbench. Chase would have a lot of work on his hands to turn the old place into a nightclub, that was certain.


    Brushing the dust off his trousers, Jack hopped onto the workbench and checked the wires to be sure he hadn’t knocked anything loose. As he switched on the current, he thought of Sutton’s off-hand comment and had to laugh. For months, he’d fought Ned on the idea of turning the emporium into a club and now here he was, turning it into a transmitting station. No matter how strenuously he assured himself it was necessary to the survival of the business, he couldn’t deny he enjoyed it a hell of a lot more than selling novelties.


    Besides, Sutton hadn’t known all the details of his long battle with Ned. He hadn’t knownand yet he’d stepped into the fray when Vance and Ned came calling. Jack wouldn’t have guessed Sutton had it in him to jump a tough like Vance, especially when he knew Ned could have shot him for his trouble.


    “Jack?”


    He heard Sutton’s regret. “Yeah?”


    Sutton glanced warily at the microphone. “It isn’t switched on, is it?”


    “Don’t want to make an apology to the whole world?”


    “Sometimes I feel as though I ought to.”


    “To hell with that. You haven’t done the world any harm. Or me, so just forget it.”


    Sutton searched his face. “You’re sure?”


    “What kind of pal would I be, to get sore at you for pointing out the obvious? You don’t know the whole story about Chase and Ned and” Jack sighed. “I’ll spare you most of it. Ned’s folks and mine were friendsnot close, but friendly. After I was born, my mother was in a bad way and went into the hospital for a while...” An ache rose in his throat, but the sympathy in Sutton’s eyes made him plunge on before questions could come.


    “My dad had to pay the doctors, so he borrowed money from Ned’s dad, who was pretty flush at the time. He was into all types of schemescons, really, and he ended up in the Tombs. My dad went to pay him back, but he wouldn’t take it. Maybe he sensed he didn’t have much time left. He died in prison and passed all his schemes on to Nedincluding what he figured was an investment in our business. The short of it is, my folks tried time and again to pay Ned backtried to help him out any way they could. Hell, my dad offered him a job, but Ned wasn’t interested. Then I topped my dad’s mistake by borrowing from Chase and now he and Ned want to take over this place and turn it into a club.”


    “They can’t force you to go along”


    “Ned’s leaning hard to get me to. But if I can’t make the rentwell, it won’t matter one way or another.”


    Sutton nodded solemnly. “I believe I’m ready for another performance, if you are.”


    That calm confidence knocked down the worries piling around Jack. Staying open until the last customer had gone, he locked the door at eight and walked the store, arranging shelves and picking up toys that had been left out of their bins. Harry finished an accounting of the day’s receipts and, emerging from the office with the biggest smile Jack had ever seen on him, promised to be back at nine-thirty with Esther and Gert.


    Jack sent Ox home to dress and swept the shop by himself. By the time he reached the back, he found Sutton had dozed off in the armchair. A stray blond lock fell over his brow, the slightest smile curving his lips. He might have been slumbering among the wildflowers at home. Nothing seemed to disturb his sleep and Jack envied him that. It had to be a hell of a magic potion that spared him the usual nightmares.


    Jack’s glance strayed to the sheet music, where notes in dense, bewildering stands crowded each bar. He took a seat at the pianothe one place, he mused, where Sutton always seemed at homeand tapped middle C, wishing he could play something his mother had taught him. She’d given him a handful of lessons one summer when he was eight, before she had wryly concluded she would have to tie him to the piano bench to compel him to practice.


    A sentimental melody she had loved came to mind and note by slow note, he hunted for it, humming when he wasn’t sure which key to try. One note refused to be discovered and he swore under his breath as he plunked up and down the keyboard in search of it.


    Sutton’s laugh was drowsy and affectionate. “You want B flat.” He sat up and tapped the key. Jack tried again, unexpectedly self-conscious with Sutton listening. Sutton sat beside him and tossed in some chords while he struggled along with the melody. When Jack stumbled, firm fingers maneuvered his, and the voice in his ear was all patient encouragement. He put his left hand tentatively on the keys and with Sutton guiding, added chordsand for a wonderful moment, he played the piano.


    “Well, damn.”


    The murmur elicited another laugh from Sutton, who leaned against him, still warm from his nap. “Have you considered lessons?”


    “You offering?”


    Those gray eyes, interested, intrigued, offered something more. Jack felt momentary alarm at how willingly his heartnot to mention various other parts of himreacted to the invitation.


    An invitation he had to decline. “We’d better dress.”


    Sutton let go of his hand. “Yes. If we’re going to be on time to aid the course of true love.”


    “You read too many novels.”


    “You don’t believe in happily ever afters?”


    “Happily for just now suits me fine. Supper, music, dancing, and getting Ox and Esther together so Ox’ll quit moping over her and she’ll quit pretending not to mope over him.”


    “Highly practical of you.”


    “Ain’t” Jack coughed. “Isn’t it?” He waved Sutton out of the shop and locked the door after them. “I can’t figure why Harry doesn’t appreciate that about me.”


    “I’ll put in a word on your behalf next time I see him.”


    “Good. That’ll be in about thirty minutes.”


    ***


    After a nap in the bathtub, Jack wrapped himself in a towel and went to make coffee. Without time to percolate a pot, he settled for the instant. Even after months, he couldn’t stomach the taste, but it warded off the cold. He was warming his hands around a steaming cup when he heard an exclamation through the doorway at the end of the hall. He had never heard Sutton swear before. He leaned around the door to see Sutton sitting on the bed, wrestling with his tie. “Need some help?”


    Sutton dropped his hands to his lap. “I do it every time. The damned thing.”


    Jack put down the coffee and studied the knot. “Maybe I should’ve kept my army knife.” He bent closer and the sweet, clean smell of shaving soap and coconut shampoo became a distraction. He exhaled and, when Sutton glanced at him, hastily focused on the tie. “Damn, you did get it tangled. Who rescued you at home?”


    “Mary, most often. But I usually took the scissors to it.”


    “Mary?” He felt a sting of disappointment. “You’ve got a girl back in Topeka?”


    “Sister.”


    The sting vanished. “Oh.” He tugged at the knot and only succeeded in dislodging his towel. As it slipped, he started to grab for it and Sutton beat him to it. “Saving me from a fate worse than death,” he said with a grin.


    “I imagine you’d survive it.” Sutton’s fingers warmed his skin. “You’re bruised,” he said.


    “Yeah, well, you’re still bruised, yourself.”


    “How do you know that?” Sutton’s smile said he had already guessed the answer. The smile hinted at other things, tooand worse were the fingers tracing a tender line over Jack’s ribs. A tingle raced in reaction along his spine and he ignored it. But he couldn’t do anything about the way his heart picked up speed.


    “House rules, Mabel.”


    That gray again, that fond, inviting gray, drawing him in. “You did say if I meant it.”


    “I did?”


    Sutton nodded. He seemed to hold his breath and Jack hardly breathed, either. He thought they might well suffocate between the two of them if they didn’t find that kiss. He’d tasted it at a party such a while ago and, God help him, no kiss was ever going to live up to it.


    Except maybe this one. At the first crush of Sutton’s mouth on his, he knew and he was pretty convinced Sutton did, too. It ignited some kind of insanity between them that had Sutton flat on the bed, Jack sprawled on top of him. They breathed just to stay conscious from one kiss to the next. Sutton seemed starved for him, Sutton who’d barely known him any time at all. His own desire was as sharp-edged as it had been when they’d kissed at Theo’s party. He didn’t understand it. He and Sutton were not a bit alike. If they had anything in common, he’d yet to find out. All the same, they kissed and groped and encouraged in heated whispersuntil an insistent knock at the door made itself heard. Jack lifted his head and blinked, struggling to remember where he was.


    “It must be nine-thirty,” Sutton whispered.


    “Hell. Why is he always so goddamned on time?” Leaving off now, with the taste of Sutton’s skin on his lips, was almost more than he could do. Somehow he sat up, then felt around for his towel. Sutton seized his wrist.


    “Wait. You can’t”


    Jack didn’t need to hear why he couldn’t. Sutton handed him a pair of drawers and he put them on, buttoning hurriedly while Sutton tied the strings for him. That did not resolve the problem. Trying in vain to suppress a smile, Sutton handed over a dressing gown. Jack slipped into it. “Better?”


    “Well”


    “Maybe you should go, then.”


    Sutton crossed his arms over his lap. “I think not.”


    Laughing, Jack mussed his hair. “I’ll brave it alone.” He smoothed down the front of the gown. “Hand me that magazine, will you?”


    With the Saturday Evening Post preserving what decorum it could, Jack opened the door to let in a merry crowd. Harry in white tie and tails always unsettled Jack, he was so accustomed to the ink-stained cuffs and rumpled suits. Ox, on the other hand, hadn’t found the best fit nor had he been entirely successful in slicking down his hair. But despite too much cuff and collar and the hair in his eyes, he looked as happy as Jack had ever seen him, no doubt due to the vision at his side. Gert had gowned Esther in one of the floaty concoctions she was so fond of, in warm shades of green, and had tamed the red curls into waves pinned with pearl combs and let loose down her nape in silky ringlets. But the changed thing about herthe thing that made her, in his estimation, even prettier than Gertwas the flush of excitement high on her cheeks and the blissful light in her eyes.


    She caught Jack’s stare and smiled as if all the fluff and trim embarrassed her. He grinned back. “Still no bosoms?”


    “Jack,” Harry muttered. He gave Esther a kiss on the cheek. “You look beautiful, sweetheart.”


    “Cleans up nice, don’t she?” Gert looked around and wrinkled her nose. “Say, speaking of cleaning up”


    “Drinks, anyone?” Jack ushered them in, one hand still firmly around the magazine. Harry eyed him dubiously.


    “I’ll get the drinks. You go get dressed.”


    Jack escaped to the bedroom and found Sutton ready to leave. Hardly a word passed between them as Jack dressed, but the desperate looks and the hands that could barely keep to themselves made conversation dispensable. At the bedroom door, Jack stole one more kiss, doubting it would even carry him through supper.


    Supper became the topic as the two of them joined the others and went downstairs to brave the chilly evening. “Reisenweber’s?” Jack said. It would be pricier than their usual haunts, but he wanted some place Ox and Esther could reminisce over for years to come.


    Harry shook his head. “They’ve got to be booked for the night. We’ll never get in.”


    “I can get us in,” Gert said.


    “Yeah?” Harry wasn’t convinced. “You got some kind of sway with the manager?”


    “Have I got sway?” She let her furs glide down her arms as she sashayed along the curb. Passers-by slowed to stare. One tripped and nearly fell headlong into the gutter.


    ***


    Columbus Circle stood ablaze and the crowd that fluttered to the lights seemed intent on the same destination. Despite the restaurant’s bottlenecked doorway, Gert succeeded in getting a table. Jack planted himself beside her, determined to find out why she was cozying up to the enemy. But Gert had hardly settled in her chair before some nervous lug wandered over to ask her to dance. The instant she was gone, Jack leaned across to Esther. “What’s she up to?”


    Esther shrugged. “She was nice as pie to me.”


    “She didn’t say anything about Ned? Or Chase?”


    “Not a word.” Esther hesitated. “She did ask about Sutton, but”


    “What did she ask?” Jack pretended not to see the curious smile Sutton threw his way.


    “Oh, you know.” Esther smoothed her napkin. “What he’s like, if he has a girl, that sort of thing.” She cast a glance at Ox, who was hanging on her every word. He grinned and they both quickly looked away.


    Jack rolled his eyes. “Will you two go dance?”


    Ox looked alarmed but, at Esther’s wistful glance, seemed to find enough breath to get the words out. “Would you like to?”


    “Oh, very much.” She started to jump to her feet, but stopped as Ox clambered to his and gingerly drew back her chair. He left a polite distance between them as he put an arm around her, but as he took her hand, she slipped closerand they were off.


    “Hope she’s got steel toes in those silk shoes,” Harry said. “I think he’s near ready to pass out.”


    “Esther’ll catch him if he does.” Jack glimpsed Gert whirling by with a new partner. “Say, Harry, why don’t you dance with Gert? See if you can get her to talk.”


    “I don’t dance,” Harry said. “And she talks plenty already. Too much, if you ask me.”


    “All right, I’ll dance with her. The sacrifices I make. Suttonwell, where’s he off to?”


    “That music.” The band at the other end of the dance floor had started a rollicking number. “By the time his folks come up to drag him home, they won’t recognize him.”


    “Thanks to me.”


    “Don’t tell me you ain’t corrupting that kid in every way there is.”


    “Where’d you get that idea?” Jack turned at the waiter’s approach and ordered a round of drinks. Harry added steaks to the order and Jack grinned. “No fried frog tonight?”


    “No fried frog ever again,” Harry said. “And I got that idea from you coming to the door wearing Sutton’s dressing gown. I know something’s going on. So are you going to tell me before Sutton ends up in jail or worse?”


    “Nothing to tell,” Jack said. “And you’re shaking a finger at the wrong guy. He’s as wicked as I am. Honest to God, Harry.”


    “Uh huh.” Harry fished a cigar out of his pocket and tapped it on the tablecloth. “What the hell are they playing? I like a peppy little rag as much as the next fellow, but this”


    “It’s jazz. Grows on you like mad if you give it a chance.” Jack got up. “I’ll be right back.”


    “Jack”


    “I’m just going to rescue him before that blond piranha devours him.”


    “As if he’s any safer with you.”


    Jack wandered along the edge of the dance floor until he was within five feet of the band. There he found Sutton. It wasn’t Gert nor any other predatory female who had her hooks in him. Jack circled him with a critical eye and concluded he may have just made a convert. “Like it?”


    Sutton blinked as if he were waking from a dream. “What did you say?”


    Jack laughed. “You want some supper, don’t you?”


    “Oh. Yes, when they’ve finished, all right?”


    “They’ll be playing for hours yet. Come and eat.”


    Sutton was quiet through supper and Jack let him alone so he could listen. Gert hadn’t come back and God knew where Esther and Ox had gone. A buxom woman in a beaded satin gown joined the band to sing a ballad and couples on the dance floor huddled like lovebirds to the sleepy sway of the music. Jack scooted his chair closer to Sutton’s. “Want to sit in with the band?”


    Sutton laughed. “I wouldn’t have a hope of keeping up.”


    “You’d play like an angel.”


    “Angelic is one thing this music ain’t,” Harry said around a mouthful.


    “It’s got something of Heaven in it,” Sutton said. “I don’t think even angels could sit still.”


    “If they can’t, why should we?” Jack tugged at his elbow. “Feeling brave?”


    Harry groaned. “Jack, can we get through supper before you get us tossed out?”


    “They won’t toss us out. Theo and I got away with it. Everyone thought we were part of the show,” he explained to Sutton with a laugh.


    Ox and Esther returned with Gert in tow. As they sat, flushed and cheerful, to eat their suppers, Jack felt a little wistful. He leaned over and whispered in Sutton’s ear. “When the band starts up, what do you say?”


    “Harry will never forgive us.” Sutton didn’t seem particularly perturbed by the thought. Still, he said, “Perhaps you should ask Gert.”


    Jack found his hand under the table and clasped it, interlacing fingers. “I don’t want to dance with Gert,” he whispered.


    If Sutton had been learning not to trust him, growing affection was wearing down that wisdom. At his nod, Jack sprang out of the chair. “Harry, if we get tossed out, meet us at Childs. I’ll buy you pie and coffee.”


    Harry grumbled something that was lost in the thunder of a trumpet and Jack sallied away, with Sutton in his wake.

  


  
    - Twenty -


    Dancing with Theo had been a prank. With Sutton, it was something more. They flew light as air on a jubilant rhythm, leaving the ordinary world a small, distant place behind them. If the world looked on in disapproval, Jack couldn’t guess and didn’t care. Sutton stayed steadfast and Jack could do no less, until a firm hand on his shoulder wrenched him back down to earth. The manager, Jack assumed as he turned to take in a salt and pepper moustache and, under it, a smile as neatly arranged. Jack savored a passing desire to stomp on the man’s foot, just to see if the smile would waver. “Something wrong?” he asked.


    The manager leaned in. “A word with you in private, sir?”


    Jack knew what that word would be. “We were just on our way back to our tableunless you’re throwing us out.”


    “Not at all,” the manager said smoothly. “Enjoy your evening.”


    “We can’t dance?”


    It was a gloriously foolish question and asked as if Sutton believed there might come an answer that made sense. Jack looked at him in admiration, wishing he’d asked it, himself.


    The manager’s smile gave a fraction. “There are any number of young ladies, sir”


    “Suppose a fellow preferred to dance with the boys?” Sutton threw the faintest smile Jack’s way. Couples around them had stopped dancing, to soak in the disturbance with keen interest. Jack heard their comments, some joking, some seriousmost disparaging. In another minute, the band would quit playing and the manager’s effort to deal efficiently with the matter would be for naught. If Sutton was as aware of it, something in him seemed determined to hang on. “What’s the harm?”


    The music fell into a plaintive cacophony and, along with the chatter, trickled away. A flush rose in the manager’s cheeks. “We understand the need for celebration at a time like this,” he said, his low voice carrying well in the quiet, “but we are obliged to maintain certain standards.” He raised a hand to summon assistance. “If you’ll come with me, this issue may be better resolved downstairs.”


    “Standards?” Sutton’s weary laugh was so soft, Jack felt sure no one heard it but him. “We were only dancing.”


    “Not much of a reason to kick a fellow out,” Jack said. “Now this” He grabbed Sutton and kissed him, to a chorus of gasps, whistles, and raucous laughter. A grip like iron forced him away from Sutton and forward through the crowd, which scrambled to clear a path for them and the gentlemen escorting them from the floorliterally, Jack mused, as the goliath at his back hoisted him nearly off his feet.


    Sutton, in the same predicament, clutched at Jack’s coat sleeve. “Couldn’t wait until we were home, could you.”


    Jack wasn’t drunkbut so ridiculously pleased, he thought he might as well have been. He started in lustily on the first song that came to mind, an innocent melody that belonged to a lost world. “Kiss me, my honey, kiss me and say you’ll miss me as I’ll miss you. Love me, my honey, love me, like stars above me, say you’ll be true, while away every day I’ll be thinking of you”


    Laughter and applause submerged his voice and Sutton rescued him, harmonizing with at least a few of Jack’s off-key notes. Once escorted to the street, they ran through the cold to the crowded cafeteria down from Reisenweber’s.


    “God, I’m freezing.” Jack dropped into a chair beside Sutton and pressed his face in the smooth wool of Sutton’s lapel.


    “Jack.” Exasperation and affection, stirred in just the right amounts. “Why did you do that?”


    “The kiss?” Jack considered as he wriggled a little closer. “That was your fault, for being so brave and reasonable with unreasonable people.”


    Sutton laughed. “And the singing?”


    “I suppose I wanted to leave them thinking we aren’t such bad fellows.”


    “I don’t think we are,” Sutton said softly and put an arm around him. “Even Harry may forgive us.”


    “If he starts throwing plates, can I hide behind you?”


    “Better do it quick.”


    Esther and Ox arm in arm behind him, Harry came in and sat down across from Jack with a glare that wasn’t nearly as ferocious as Jack had anticipated. But after a cup of coffee, he’d warmed up enough to indulge in a little reproach. “You could’ve ruined their evening, you know.”


    Jack followed his nod to the other end of the table, where Esther and Ox sat, sharing cake and cocoa. “They don’t look like they’re suffering.”


    Harry rolled his eyes. “My evening, then.”


    Jack pushed the last piece of blueberry pie toward him and Harry accepted it as penance. He was laughing to himself as he broke the crust with his fork. “Gertie. Says she can’t believe you led her along all this time.”


    “Heartless of me. Where is she, anyway?”


    “Still playing eenie meenie minee moe.” Harry yawned. “I’m heading home. I take it you’re not?”


    Jack shrugged. “Maybe we’ll go ‘round to some place less respectable.” He winked at Sutton, who went red and avoided Harry’s gaze.


    Harry shook his head. “Watch out for this boy, Sutton, or you’ll never sleep again.” He clapped Ox on the shoulder. “You want to whistle down a cab? You and Es can come with me. Be cheaper.”


    Jack suspected once the cab left Harry off, Ox would walk Esther home just to spend more time with her. Sutton yawned and Jack poked him in the ribs. “You’re not drooping too, are you?” Maybe it was time to head home, after all, or Sutton would be asleep on his shoulder in the cab. That had its appeal, but Jack’s thoughts had been returning all evening to something a little more intimate.


    Sutton tried to hide another yawn. “We’re going some place less respectable now?”


    “Heaps less,” Jack said with a laugh. He hailed a cab and climbed in after Sutton. The cold night air agreeably revived him and seemed to have the same effect on Sutton, for no sooner had the cab started than he fished pencil and paper out of a pocket. In the intermittent flare and fade of street lamps, Jack saw the musical staff crowded with notes. “The tune at the restaurant?”


    “I want to remember it.”


    Jack burrowed against his shoulder. “Let it go for tonight. If you forget, I’ll hum it in the morning.” Numbers at the bottom of the paper caught his eye and he sat up. “You and Harry conspiring now?”


    “Harry’s just concerned,” Sutton said quietly. “So am I.”


    “I don’t need anyone feeling sorry for me”


    “For God’s sake, Jack. I’ve had nightmares, too. I don’t know any one of us who hasn’t.”


    “Yeah? While you’re awake?”


    “Are you? You don’t remember any of it?”


    “Sometimes. Sometimes not.” The conversation was taking a turn he hadn’t planned on or wanted. “It does keep me awake. It may end up keeping you awake, too.”


    “I’ll sleep well enough. I did, despite your snoring.” Arms came around him and lips brushed comfortingly against the nape of his neck.


    “Snoring?” Jack muttered, a little less glumly.


    “Made me think of home,” Sutton whispered. “Cows lowing and all that.”


    Jack confiscated the paper and pencil and, risking expulsion once again, pushed Sutton into the corner of the seat and covered his mouth with a bruising, eloquent kiss. Breaking from it was torture, but Jack did, long enough to clarify things, if the kiss hadn’t done the trick. “Piano tomorrow.”


    Not even lack of breath could lessen the emphasis. Sutton stared at him with smoky gray eyes and echoed, with barely breath enough of his own, “Tomorrow.”


    Jack pocketed the paper and as soon as they’d lit from the cab, caught hold of Sutton’s hand and flew for the door. They ran up the stairs, overtaking each other every few steps until they stumbled over the landing and Jack jammed his key into the lock. The apartment was icebox-cold, but it was only a passing sensation noted in comparison to the heat of Sutton’s mouth on hishardly before the door closedand Sutton’s hands working under his coat to separate buttons from their buttonholes.


    Making their way in the direction of the bedrooms, they left a trail of coats and shoes until Sutton’s exasperated groan brought Jack up short. “Ah, hell, you didn’t,” he whispered as he reached up to tug at the knot in the tie. “Never mind. Come on.” Jack led him into the bedroom and over to the bed. He rummaged through a drawer and produced a pair of scissors.


    As Jack snipped the tie, Sutton looked guilty. “I’ll have to buy Harry a new one.”


    “Tomorrow.” Jazz, dress ties, and radiators could wait for Monday. Maybe even Tuesday. The affection in Sutton’s gaze shone for no one else but him. The frank desire in the hands that pushed the shirt off his shoulders and the mouth that fell on his with so much need made him want to lay his heart open wide without even thinking twice. Those kisseshe knew, as he and Sutton blindly tumbled to the blanket, that he could live on those kisses for a good long time. Monday was just a gleam in the distance, on the other side of the best dream he’d had in forever.


    The radiator, anyway, could definitely wait.

  


  
    - Twenty-One -


    Sutton woke to an unfamiliar slant of sunlight on the shades and realized the noon hour had come and gone. Dismay gave way to a sense of decadence and he wanted to blame the music, that intoxicating music as transformed from the music he knew as the world itself. He liked the rhythms broken free of old restraints, the accents that dared go where they weren’t supposed to. He wanted to play the music that livedand live it as Jack did, with a confidence as inexhaustible as his energy.


    Perhaps not quite inexhaustible, Sutton amended, when he looked upon the rare sight of Jack quiet and still, a tranquility in his sprawl as if he’d achieved a tentative truce with sleep. Dear Jack, as flirtatious as he could be with the world, he was altogether serious and attentive at his most intimate. Reluctant to wake him from a comfortable sleep, Sutton might have drifted off again himselfif not for the racket coming from the street. A shower of what sounded like pebbles rattled the window, followed by strenuous, off-key singing.


    “What the hell’s that?” Jack, awake with eyes shut, moved closer and wrapped Sutton in delicious warmth. The singing grew louder and Sutton recognized the song the same instant Jack did. Jack scrambled out of bed, and Sutton, grabbing dressing gowns, joined him at the window. In the street waited Theo, Lewis, Amelia, and Miles in overcoats with mourning bands, orchids wreathed absurdly over their somber hats. Jack leaned out bare-shouldered into the wind. “Would you guys shut up before you wake all of Manhattan?”


    The four of them burst into applause and any further rebuke from Jack was lost in a pleased grin. “That got around quick.”


    “As noble acts among the brethren will.” Theo bowed in approval.


    “We heard you were ably assisted,” Miles said, with a warm look at Sutton.


    “And now we come to find two tousled heads at the same window,” Lewis said, with a certain acidity that made Sutton’s cheeks burn. He slipped down to sit on the floor and looked at Jack in mortification.


    Jack reached over and mussed his already disheveled hair. “Don’t worry about it,” he said for Sutton’s ears alone. “He’s jealous, that’s all.”


    “Has he gone red as a beet?” Theo called up fondly.


    “Not at all,” Jack said, giving Sutton a wink. “I’ve cured him of it.”


    “Jack, be nimble, Jack, be quick,” Lewis said, smile stretched thin.


    “It’s my winning personality,” Jack shot back cheerfully. “And my unbelievably good looks.”


    “That’s what I said,” Theo exclaimed, and Amelia giggled.


    “That may capture them,” Lewis said. “But what keeps them?”


    “You’re keeping us,” Miles said, exasperated. “Jack, get dressed. We’ve got the wake today, remember?”


    “Oh, hell. Of course. No, I forgot.”


    “Well, dress each other quick and come along,” Theo said. “We’re going to grab some coffee and meet Bill at the ‘mat.”


    “A wake at an automat?” Sutton asked.


    “It’s not what you think.” Jack leaned back out. “Come up. You won’t be much warmer inside, though. Radiator’s dead.”


    “We’ll keep each other warm,” Theo said, waving a bottle of something. “Just hurry.”


    Jack ducked inside and shut the window. “Damn, it’s cold.” He burrowed goosefleshed arms under Sutton’s robe and Sutton winced. “Sorry,” Jack whispered, kissing his neck. “And sorry about them, too. Don’t worry about it, all right? They’re harmless.”


    “I like your friends. They do take a little getting used to.”


    “You’re a good sport. Come with us? It’ll be fun.” He pulled Sutton with him as he stood. “Bill’s getting married.”


    “And a wake is called for?”


    “Theo and I are grieving the loss,” Jack said with a laugh. “Lewis thinks he’s a gold-digger. The girl’s got money.”


    Dressed, they ran down to find a shivering group huddled in the stairwell. Theo passed the nearly empty bottle to Jack.


    “Starting a little early, aren’t we?” Jack asked.


    “In eighty-two days, this manna from heaven will be snatched away from us for all time,” Theo said solemnly. “I intend to get gloriously drunk every day we’ve got left.”


    Jack took a long drink. “Restricting your lawbreaking to sex?”


    “A fellow can only give up so much,” Theo said and put a welcoming arm over Sutton’s shoulders. “I’m so glad you’re coming along. We might need a little piano and I’m not familiar with the hymns.”


    “He’s probably played in church,” Jack said, meeting Sutton’s eye with a knowing smile.


    “I have,” Sutton said, not quite sure why he felt uncomfortable acknowledging it.


    “We all live two lives,” Miles said. “Well, most of us.” His smile at Theo was fully affectionate.


    “After your dad’s chased you off with a shotgun, pretense is pointless thereafter.” Theo grinned toothily. “To hell with them. Let’s go find our boy of the hour.”


    They walked to the automat and there warmed up on coffee until a sleek black Cadillac drew to the curb and idled, gleaming, in the sun. “There he is,” Theo said and tore out of his seat.


    “Are you serious?” Jack caught Sutton’s sleeve, pulling him along as they followed Theo outside. A tall fellow with curly red hair and a bashful smile got out of the car and greeted Theo with a particularly affectionate hug. Jack nudged Miles. “Maybe we should rethink this marriage idea.”


    His comment elicited exasperation from Bill. “It’s not my car. It’s her father’s and he’s only lent it, so we’ve got to be careful with it or he’ll have my head.”


    “Always a price to pay,” Miles murmured, and Jack laughed. Sutton was glad to see him give Bill nothing more than a warm handshake before hopping onto the running board to inspect the interior.


    As Miles and Lewis joined him, Bill looked on anxiously. “I’ve got to be back to the house in time for supper, all right?”


    “Oh that’s quite impossible,” Theo said. “We’ll hardly be started by then.”


    “Maybe you’ll have a flat tire along the way,” Jack said, grinning. He grazed fingertips over the hood. “Think I could have a quick look?”


    “Jack, for heaven’s sake, it’s just a boring old engine.” Theo opened the passenger door. “Bill, you must take us around the neighborhood so everyone who dislikes us can writhe in an agony of envy. That’s quite a lot of ground to cover, so let’s get going.”


    “Let me drive it, will you?” Jack asked, with a look Sutton would have found difficult to resist. “I’ll be so careful, Bill, I swear it.”


    “You can drive?” Bill asked.


    “Sure I can. Can’t I, boys?”


    While the others chimed in with hasty support, Sutton couldn’t contain a laugh. “If you drive anything like you ride a bicycle” The rest died on his lips as Jack winced. It occurred to him Jack didn’t often have the opportunity to drive a motorcar. “You should be good at it, I imagine.”


    Jack looked surprised, but quickly recovered to pounce on Bill. “There, you’ve heard. How about it? I’ll drive it like it was my own.”


    Sutton let Theo sweep him in beside Jack and squeeze in after him. Theo turned in the seat as Lewis, Miles, Amelia, and Bill crowded into the back. “You’ll have to have Mel on your lap, Bill.“ He winked. “Good practice.”


    Amelia giggled and sat on Miles’ lap, instead. As Jack started it up, Sutton leaned over to whisper to him. “You are a good driver?”


    “We’ll find out.”


    “Jack”


    “Don’t look so worried. How much harder can it be than riding a bike?” He hit the pedal. “Hold on to your hats, kids.”

  


  
    - Twenty-Two -


    The Cadillac roared into the street and the vehicles already on the road swerved out of the way. Jack steadied his speed, easing onto Broadway, and drove as if he had been doing it all his life. He flashed a sidelong grin. “Didn’t shake you up too much, did I?”


    More than Sutton cared to admit. He let out a breath. “You’ve driven before.”


    Theo laughed. “Take everything Jack says with the smallest of grains, my dear. I learned long ago it’s best for one’s health and state of mind. Jack, keep it down to twenty or no one shall see us long enough to recognize us.”


    Jack’s meandering took them all around Times Square and eventually further afield. The chatter quieted as Jack ventured onto Fifth Avenue.


    “A shame it’s too cold for the beach,” Theo said after a bit. “Perhaps we could take the yacht up the coast.”


    “Or go for a spin in the biplane,” Miles said.


    “Spend a week at the country house,” Amelia put in.


    Sutton kept silent and ignored Jack’s knowing glance. Jack swung a look over his shoulder at Bill. “We could pay our respects to your bride-to-be. Will she give us supper?”


    “Arrest us, more likely,” Lewis said.


    “Never mind, then,” Theo said. “Circle the park and head back or we’ll have to refuel. There’ll be more guests at my place and we can’t keep them waiting.”


    “We’ll have to put some gas in, anyway,” Jack said.


    Stopping at a general store, they passed around a hat to collect enough change to refill the tank. Miles took a turn at the wheel, Theo and Bill crowded with him. Sutton had barely gotten in the back when Jack, bottle in hand, landed on his lap. Whether Jack intended to spare Amelia or provoke Lewis, Sutton wasn’t sure, but from the look on Lewis’ face, he’d succeeded at the latter. Theo leaned over the seat as Amelia passed him a flask. “You comfortable?” he asked with a smirk at Jack.


    “Couldn’t be more comfortable,” Jack said, looping an arm around Sutton’s shoulders.


    “Go quick, Miles,” Theo said, “or we’ll have an orgy in the backseat.”


    “Jack would find a way to justify it,” Lewis said. “Even on a Sunday.”


    “John 13:34?” Jack suggested.


    Theo choked on a mouthful and lowered the flask to wipe his face, grinning at Jack the while. Miles chuckled, shaking his head, and Lewis raised an inquisitive brow. “That would be?”


    “‘Love one another’,” Sutton said, wondering how he could feel both shocked and amused at the same time. It earned him a whiskey-flavored kiss from Jack, followed by a cool look from Lewis.


    “Jack Bailey, quoting the Bible.” Lewis rolled his eyes. “Armageddon is upon us.”


    “Hey,” Jack said with a good-humored grin. “I wasn’t raised in a barn, you know.”


    “And yet you have a distinct talent for leading lambs to slaughter.”


    Lewis’ gaze slid to Sutton, who handed the bottle to Theo before Jack could be tempted to hit Lewis over the head with it. But Jack only studied Lewis for a moment before saying to Theo, “I’ll bring the booze next time.”


    Whatever that meant, it silenced everyone during the rest of the drive. At Theo’s apartment, they were welcomed by other guests awaiting the man of the hour. Sutton saw several familiar faces as he prowled around the front room in search of a place to sit. Drinking and dancing went on as blithely as if it were any day in the week and one couple tucked in a dark corner engaged in the sort of kisses normally reserved for a more intimate setting.


    Sutton skirted past them and found a place on the windowseat, there attempting to give his full attention to Theo’s droll eulogy. Halfway through, Jack appeared and handed Sutton a glass of something. “Hey, they’ve brought the piano down.”


    “So I see.” Sutton sipped at the drink and immediately wished he hadn’t.


    Jack smiled at his expression. “You don’t like gin, do you? I can put in some ginger ale.”


    “And take out the gin?”


    Jack laughed. “There’s champagne, if you want. And sandwiches and cake.”


    “Maybe after a while.” Sutton set his glass on the sill. “Bill doesn’t look happy, for someone about to marry.”


    “Can’t blame him. All the money in the world’s not a fair trade for a good cuddle with someone you like. Of course they’ll probably both find someone else they like and keep on pretending to the rest of the world that they’re satisfied with just each other.”


    Sutton wouldn’t have guessed anyone could be so romantic and cynical all in the same breath. “It might be easier if they called off the engagement.”


    “Can’t now. Promises, and all that.” Jack leaned back on the pillows and rested his head against the windowpane. “Maybe he’ll get some fun out of living a respectable life for a while. Like you’re having, leading a wicked one.”


    “Don’t look so smug. I was wicked before I met you, you know.”


    “That’s what I told Harry, but he didn’t believe me. Oh, hellTheo’s letting Lewis give a speech. He’ll go on all night.”


    Miles joined them. “Have either of you got a cigarette? It’s getting terribly warm in here. We should open a window.” He lit the cigarette Jack gave him. “Sutton, are you going to play for us? Theo will talk you into it.”


    “I don’t mind,” Sutton said.


    “He doesn’t mind,” Jack echoed with a snort. “He loves it.”


    “The poor piano player never gets to dance,” Miles said with a sympathetic smile. “Unless you’d like to take a turn while the record’s playing.”


    Sutton was about to politely decline when Jack cut in. “Go ahead. Why not? I’m going to get a bite to eat.” And he bounded off to the kitchen.


    Miles rolled his eyes. “Brave soul you are, Sutton. If you weary of him, do think of me. I won’t ask for more than that. We might make a good team.”


    “Who’s a good team?” Theo appeared and sat between them. “Here you are, dear,” he said, handing Sutton a glass of champagne. “Jack says you’d prefer it. My, this is a promising corner, isn’t it?” he went on, with a nod at the couple looking more disheveled by the moment. “Miles, what do you think?”


    Miles considered. “A dollar. It’s already too warm in here, but I don’t suppose they mind it.”


    “A dollar for what?” Sutton asked.


    “Oh, we always have bets on how far dear Thomas and his latest will take it. I won six dollars once,” Theo said and tried to hide a smile in his glass.


    Sutton lowered his voice. “With all these people present?”


    Theo laughed and put an arm around him. “You must think we’re terribly indecent.”


    “Oh”


    “Well, we are,” Theo said cheerfully. “But we’re quite innocent about it, you know. Mere babies in the garden. Be a good egg and play something, won’t you? Something quiet and sweet to finish off Mel’s charming little speech.”


    Sutton slipped over to the bamboo chair that served as a piano bench and tried to ignore the passionate moans issuing just two feet away while he played something quiet and sweet. Jack returned and, climbing onto the window seat, looked over the crowded room. He waved and, after a moment, Amelia and Lewis broke through and claimed the last remaining seats beside Miles.


    “Did you ask him?” Lewis’ faux whisper reached Sutton. Miles shrugged, clearly annoyed. “Well, why ever not?” Lewis said. “I’d think your feelings are at least as significant.”


    “Really, my dear,” Theo said, even less quietly. “Such a noble act of pure friendship should not go unpunished.”


    Lewis wasn’t cowed. “You’re not so clever, flirting with everyone around. Some of us do things the proper way. Miles, Sutton, and Iand Jack wants to, though he won’t admit it.”


    Jack had pushed up a window and seated himself on the sill with cigarette in one hand, gin in the other. “Damn. Is that my reputation now? After I’ve worked so hard to be improper.”


    “Next thing, you’ll be getting married, like Bill,” Theo warned him with a laugh.


    “Bill’s done no worse than some,” Lewis said, sharp as glass. Sutton knew that was directed at him, though they all had to know he hadn’t a dime from his familyand Jack, he was certain, would never encourage him to seek it. He stole a glance at Jack, who gazed out on the fire escape, his face giving nothing away as Lewis persisted. “If you think I want you back, Jack, you’re dead wrong. Miles just happens to like Sutton”


    Miles sighed. “Will you leave it? I’ve said all I intend to and Sutton understands, even if you don’t.”


    Sutton could feel the heat in his face. His stomach fluttered, but he kept doggedly to the piece. Jack flicked ash onto the fire escape and the cigarette tip glowed in the gathering gloom. “Why wouldn’t Miles like him? They probably have a lot in common. I’m sure Sutton would love a night at the operaor one of those stifling tea parties you go to every week. Or that social club where the old dames pay you to dance with them. Heaps of fun, that.”


    “Jack, you’re an ass.” Miles took another cigarette from him without a single glance Sutton’s way. “If you don’t stop it, you’ll end up like Lewis, only invited to parties because your brother owns a bar.”


    Lewis, who’d turned away to talk to Amelia, hadn’t heard Milesor was pretending he hadn’t. Jack didn’t take the reproach to heart in the least. “Everyone likes me,” he said loftily. “Hell, I’ve got a date Friday with a fellow Theo and I met at the baths.”


    Lewis twisted around to glower at Jack. “You just love to provoke me, don’t you? You are an ass.”


    “Honestly,” Theo said. “If this is what parties have degenerated to, I dread a future with no liquor to soften the blows. Pardon me while I see to those guests who haven’t yet gone to fisticuffs.”


    Miles rose and finished his champagne. “Lovely Brahms, Sutton. And I’d be happy to stand in for Jack at the opera any night you like,” he said, with a note of humor meant to keep anyone from taking offense.


    The others wandered away and Jack put out his cigarette in his empty glass. “It’s starting to feel too much like a wake, if you ask me. Why don’t you play something with a little pepper in it? I’ll get us a couple of sandwiches.”


    When Jack had gone to the kitchen, Sutton stopped playing. He needed a lot more practice to become accustomed to modern behavior. He just wasn’t any too sure he wanted to. Maybe the dreadful conversation shouldn’t bother him, but it didthough none of it so much as the indifference in Jack’s voice after Miles had mentioned having an understanding. He wondered if he should apologize to Jackthough he didn’t know quite what for. They had all been so hard on each other, so careless with each other’s feelings. He didn’t want to be callous like that. But Jack might not like him any other way.


    He needed to escape the closeness and warmth of the room, the hum of chatter and the pall of cigarette smoke. Finding his way to the door, he slipped into the dark hallway and upstairs to the roof. The evening reigned clear and cold, with the brightest stars he’d seen since coming to New York. It spurred a longing for the cool quiet of evenings back at homebut that brief homesickness paled beside a new loneliness overtaking him.


    Perhaps it was true that Jack thought of him as one among many entanglements, but he didn’t want to believeafter evidence to the contrarythat Jack cared nothing for him. Or, worse, that Jack might care something and wish he didn’t. Maybe the implication of gold-digging had bothered Jack more than he’d let on. But that didn’t seem like the Jack he was coming to knowor at least thought he’d been coming to know. In the midst of maddening confusion, one thing stood plain. Though he’d promised himself he would not make another headlong rush into heartache, it seemed he was doing just that.


    Behind him, the door creaked and he pulled himself together. He couldn’t face being questioned by Lewis or pitied by anyone else. But he was not in line for either, he knew, when Jack called to him across the roof. Sutton looked around, to see him mystified but smiling.


    “I don’t hear it,” Jack said as he drew near.


    Sutton sucked in a breath and the night air steadied him. “Hear what?”


    “Whatever music called you up here.” He was teasing and affectionate, and Sutton regarded him warily.


    “No music. I wanted some fresh air.”


    Jack nodded. “Chilly fresh air, without an overcoat,” he said, buttoning his. He stuck his hands in his pockets and blew out a ghostly breath. “About all that nonsense before, I’m sorry.”


    The apology caught Sutton off-guard and he stared at Jack for a minute. “They weren’t being fair to either of us,” he said at last. “You could no more get a penny from my father than I could.”


    “Oh, they’re not really thinking I seduced you for your inheritance,” Jack said with a laugh. “Theo knows better. And you and I know, which is what matters, right?”


    “I should have said something”


    “You were bothered enough already.”


    “Was it so obvious?”


    “Probably just to me.” Jack came nearer. “Your hands hurting?”


    They were, though he hadn’t been paying much attention to it beyond falling back into the habit of massaging his right. Jack pulled his hands apart and took over with warm fingers. “God, your hands are like ice.”


    “The cold makes them hurt. Since France, I think.” He wanted to say more, but it would sound so emotional. He stood quietly and let Jack ease the ache.


    “My hands used to hurt, too,” Jack said. “It was always so goddamned cold, wasn’t it?” Seeming to rouse himself, he let go of Sutton and started for the door. “Enough fresh air. Theo’s fixing some cocoa and we can all kiss and be pals again.”


    Sutton felt more than ready to be back where it was warm. But when Jack pulled the doorknob, then pulled again and swore, it was apparent they were going to be too late for the cocoa.

  


  
    - Twenty-Three -


    Sutton came to his aid, but the door wouldn’t budge. Together they tried pounding, then yellingall in vain.


    Sutton sat on the brick coping around the chimney stack and rubbed his hands up and down his arms. “Funny how much colder it seems when you can’t get away from it.”


    Jack gave up trying to pry the door open with a dinner knife someone had left behind. “I’ve got an idea.” He started to unbutton his coat.


    “We’re going to shimmy down the side of the building?”


    “Maybe later. For now” He pulled the sheet off the nearest sofa. “Lie down.”


    “Lie down? Give me the sheet. I’ll just wrap myself in it.”


    Jack sighed. “Lie down,” he said, prodding, and Sutton went along, stretching himself out on the sofa. Jack climbed on top of him and let the sheet fall to form a tent over them. Sutton burrowed both arms under Jack’s overcoat and groaned in relief. Jack grinned down at him. “Better?”


    “Much better. But I can just imagine what they’ll think if they come looking for us.”


    “Let them. There’s no one I’d rather be caught keeping warm,” he said and buried a cold face in Sutton’s neck.


    Sutton’s breath caught, but it was less the touch of cold and more the pleasure of Jack pressed so close, holding himwanting him, it seemed, as much as ever. His spirits, sunk to the depths moments ago, soared in the most disconcerting way. Jack would make short work of him if he didn’t learn the trick to taking someone in his arms without taking him into his heart. “Jack, we must be aboveboard about some things.”


    Jack kissed his neck, then looked down at him with an agreeable smile. “What do you want me to confess?”


    Still the same joking tone, but Sutton saw the wary sparkle in his eyes. “Nothing. I just think we should be clear from the start that we don’t mean to havecertain expectations.”


    “Certain expectations,” Jack said. “Such as?”


    “I just mean we can acknowledge that two sophisticated adults, as we are, free of familial ties, as we are, may enjoy an intimate relationship”


    “As we are?”


    “Jack”


    “Sorry, go ahead.”


    Aware of the amusement that had taken the place of Jack’s wariness, Sutton chose his words with care. “All I mean to say iswell, Bill and his bride-to-be might be obliged to keep promises because the world insists. But the world makes no demands of us”


    “Except to quit.”


    Sutton exhaled. “Yes, except to quit, so there’s no reason for us to take it all as solemn and serious as others do. We can be content to live as we please and justwell, just”


    “Have fun?”


    The point he’d been driving at, more or less. “Yes. We might have our fun and no harm done. So you see what I mean.”


    “Right.” Jack brushed a kiss over his mouth. “Sowant to have some fun now?”


    Sutton gave in to a laugh. “You really are impossible to hold a serious conversation with.”


    “I’m serious.”


    “Here, in the open? I wasn’t raised in a barn, either.”


    Jack shifted his weight with deliberate intent. “You’re going to the opera with Miles?”


    It took Sutton a moment to catch his breath. “What else will I do while you’re out with that fellow from the baths?”


    “Oh, that.” Jack averted his gaze. “I made all that up.”


    Sutton struggled to the surface of the pleasurable sensations enveloping him. “You” He sucked in a breath. “You made it up?”


    “Every word.”


    Sutton jabbed him in the ribs and Jack yelped and twisted to one side. “Owhey, you’re the one going about with Miles”


    “You’re the one who pushed me into it,” Sutton exclaimed.


    “Did I?” Jack stared down at him, seeming on the verge of further argument. Then he covered Sutton’s mouth with a kiss, rough and needful, not giving it up until they were both gasping. “I’m sorry,” he whispered then, as rough, and Sutton believed him. “Stay here and I’ll go bang on the door for a while. Someone’s bound to hear.”


    Sutton held on to him. “Don’t go.” He drew Jack’s head down and elaborated with a kiss. Jack’s fingers threaded into his hair and the kisses caught and flared. He didn’t think about where he was. It didn’t matter. He wouldn’t withdraw from that kiss or the arms that wanted him. The sheet flapped and billowed, giving a glimpse of sky. He followed the heat of Jack’s hands on his skin, encouraged him unnecessarily as those hands went where he ached for them. He was burning up in the cold and it felt akin to Heaven, with no time passingonly the present moment, overfilled with sweetness.


    He didn’t hear the door nor the crunch of shoes on gravel and Theo’s laughter surprised him. Glad that he was, for the most part, still dressed, he barely had time to exchange a resigned look with Jack before Theo pounced. Jack grunted at his landing and immediately tried to push him off. “Do you mind?”


    Theo couldn’t hide his smile from Sutton. “Host’s duty, to check on all his guests and make sure they’re enjoying the party. If I can lend you two a hand”


    “We’ve got all the hands we need, thanks,” Jack said and nudged harder.


    “Are you sure? Three can be so much fun.” Theo hooked his chin over Jack’s shoulder and winked at Sutton. Despite his embarrassment, Sutton couldn’t help a laugh.


    Jack smiled with faint exasperation and turning his head, growled in Theo’s ear, “Go.”


    Theo wrapped his arms around Jack’s shoulders. “He’s a darling boy, isn’t he?”


    Sutton looked gravely at Jack. “Darling,” he said, then winced as Jack jabbed him with a knee. “If one or the other of you would get up so I can breathe, I’d be most appreciative.”


    “Oh, all right,” Theo said. “I’ll give you ten minutes and then you must come back down to earth for cocoa and Christmas cookies.”


    “Christmas cookies in October?” Jack said.


    “The Lord will forgive us,” Theo assured him. “For that, anyway.”


    When Theo had gone, Jack dropped his head on Sutton’s shoulder. “He knew what we were up to. That’s why he came alone.”


    “He’s a good fellow,” Sutton murmured. “So...” He nuzzled Jack’s hair. “We’ve ten minutes?”


    Jack grinned and kissed him. “At least until we’ve had our cocoa and gone home.”

  


  
    - Twenty-Four -


    Submerged to his chin, Jack watched the sliver of soap float across his line of vision. Standing to with unflinching valor was the tin soldier he had found in his coat pocket. With every ripple, the S.S. Ivory whirled and tipped, but the soldier remained steadfast, his loaded gun at the readya useful item when other people with loaded guns were emptying them in your direction. But gun and bayonet were an extra burden when a fellow already had a wireless kit to look after. Rough work that had been, hauling the equipment from place to place, constantly setting it up, taking it down, and keeping it in good repair under the most miserable conditionsand he wouldn’t have traded the job for any other the army might’ve offered.


    Putting soap and soldier aside, he leaned back and closed his eyes. The apartment was quiet, but it didn’t feel deserted. Sutton lay still abed, probably as beat emotionally as physically. A smile crept up on Jack. Sophisticated Mabel, deciding that love affairs were meant to be just for fun, and all the while he acted as if he’d stumbled upon paradise. The worst of it was that Jack liked seeing that look in his eyes, that adoration. He liked the kisses that were too tender to be purely lust. He liked that voice, laughing and affectionate, in his ear.


    He could have happily tossed Lewis into the river last night and waved from shore as he floated with the sewage out to sea. Lewis could say what he liked about Jack, and maybe some of it deserved, but he wouldn’t hurt Sutton againand Jack supposed Lewis knew as much, by the look Jack had given him when they’d come back down for cookies and cocoa.


    When the party had broken up, Jack was glad to leave. It had been a pleasure to scurry through the cold, knowing he wouldn’t be coming back to an empty apartment and a lonely bed. Maybe it wasn’t going to last long. Sooner or later, Sutton would want something more than pounding out popular music on an old piano in the back of a novelty shop. Jack knew it, even if Sutton didn’tyet. And when his respectable world swept him back in its arms, there were things he would feel obliged to leave behind.


    So it wouldn’t last, but while it did, he would enjoy it. Before the shop, afloat for the moment, went under for good, before the nightmares ran him to ground and forced Harry to send him away somewhere locked and padded, he was going to have the best time he’d ever had with the sweetest guy he’d ever met.


    He pulled the plug but stayed put until the water drained. He didn’t recall the particular nightmare that had snapped him awake at the ungodly hour of six and he didn’t want to. He was just glad he hadn’t awakened Sutton. Wrapped in a towel, he left the warm bathroom for the cold bedroom, wanting to crawl back under the blankets and banish the chill. Force of habit stopped him at the window to see if Esther had opened. She was sweeping the stoop, her skirts fluttering, curls flying.


    Jack braced himself for a sharp wind and opened the window to call down to her. She looked around and grinned, then pointed at something beyond his view. He leaned a little further, to see a group of people at his corner. Puzzled, he looked at Esther. She shrugged, then rubbed her shoulders in a pantomime and waved him back inside.


    Shivering for real, Jack obeyed. “Sutton.” He patted a blanket-covered shoulder. “Wake up.” He tossed aside his towel and dragged on drawers and pants, wondering if he had a clean shirt anywhere around. When there was no sign of life from the bed, Jack pounced. “Come on, Mabel. Breakfast and customers await.” He snuggled closer and buried his face in Sutton’s neck.


    Sutton sighed. “Dear God, don’t you ever let a fellow sleep?”


    Jack snickered against his skin. “What are you kicking for? You kept me awake past midnight. Come on, get up. We have customers waiting and it’s cold out there.”


    Sutton blinked at him. “Waiting? Really?”


    ***


    After dressing, they ran down to find a crowd milling outside the shop. “Good morning,” Jack said as he moved through to the door. “We don’t normally open until eight, but”


    “That’s him,” someone said excitedly and Jack turned to see a thin, white-moustached man approach Sutton with a hand extended. “Mr. Albright? You’re the pianist on the radio?”


    “Yes” Sutton got no further before he was surrounded and, to Jack’s delight, made much of. Sutton handled the adulation with hardly a blush, shaking hands and smiling. Jack felt like blushing, himself. People were listening in to the programhis program. He wished Harry had come in early enough to see the crowd. As he turned the key in the lock, he felt a tug on his sleeve and looked around at a girl, about twelve, and the band of youngsters hovering behind her.


    “Mr. Bailey?”


    “Yes?”


    “May we see your radio?”


    How about that. “Well, of course you can. Come on in.” He swung the door wide and they swept around him, the crowd of adults coming after.


    “Mr. Bailey” The moustached gentleman stopped him in the aisle. “Mr. Albright said I might inquire of you concerning your program schedule. We caught two performances but haven’t had any luck since. Do you keep regular hours?”


    “Yes, sir, we do intend to follow a schedule“ Jack glanced around as Sutton came in. “I think I can confidently say we’ll be sending out performances every weekday at eight, noon, four, eight, and possibly” He paused as Sutton’s eyes widened. “We may add another hour if the program does well,” he added hastily.


    “Ahso not until eight, then?” The man consulted his pocketwatch.


    “Seven-thirty, just this morning,” Jack said. “Feel free to browse while Mr. Albright warms up.” He pushed Sutton ahead of him and apologized as soon as they were out of earshot. “I didn’t know this would happen”


    “I realize that, butfive minutes to prepare? Besides, Ox and Harry aren’t here yet. How will you handle all those customers alone?”


    “I’ll be fine. You just worry about the music.”


    As Sutton warmed up with a few popular numbers, customers wandered from the aisles and gathered to listen. Jack gave him an additional ten minutes and they began the performance at seven-forty. By seven-fifty, the crowd had doubled and Jack was relieved to see Harry and Ox come in on time. He stole Sutton away at nine for a late breakfast, then left him to practice while he helped Ox stock shelves.


    A couple of hours after the noon performance Jack noticed he was hearing only the occasional plunk of a handful of keys from the back of the shop. He found Sutton bent over a sheaf of paper, scribbling as he’d done in the cab. When Sutton played a few bars, Jack recognized it as the tune from Reisenweber’s.


    “Ten-year-old rags not good enough for you anymore?”


    Sutton smiled absently and scooted over, an invitation. “Ten-year-old rags may tire our audience after repeated performances.”


    Jack sat beside him and leaned against his shoulder. “So you’re saying we need new music.”


    “I realize there is some expense involved. I could alternate the rags with older pieces. Beethoven, Mozart”


    “And put our audience to sleep?”


    Sutton looked amused. “Some people do like it, you know.”


    Jack made a face. “Play it, if you want. I think we need something fresh, too. Let me talk to Harry.”


    Harry was buried in paperwork but surfaced without the usual scowl when Jack came in. As Jack started to close the door, Harry shook his head. “Leave it open, will you?”


    “Well, welcome to the twentieth century,” Jack said, laughing.


    Harry dismissed the comment with a snort. “I could listen to that kid play anything.”


    “Maybe not if he’s playing it over and over and over.” Jack picked up the baseball on the desk and tossed it from hand to hand. “I think we need to invest in some sheet music. We’re getting an audience. We don’t want to lose them when other programs start offering the latest.”


    Harry stood and fished the keys to the safe out of his pocket. “How much do you think you’ll need?”


    “I won’t need any”


    “Jack.” Harry caught the ball in mid-throw.


    Jack raised his hands in protest. “You haven’t heard my plan. Now it’s just an idea, but I may be able to get us plenty of music without paying a penny”


    “I repeat. Jack”


    “Trust me, will you?”


    Harry grunted. “You’ve got a show at four.”


    “We’ll be back in plenty of time, even if we walk.”


    Sutton appeared in the doorway. “Walk where?”


    “Music heaven,” Jack said, tossing him his coat.


    ***


    The tramp to 28th wasn’t far, but it seemed farther in the face of a sharp wind. As he walked, Jack felt around in his pockets, wondering if he had enough for cab fare back. When Sutton stopped suddenly on the sidewalk, Jack turned with an apology on his lips. Then he heard what had captured Sutton’s attentionpiano, coming from somewhere behind a plate glass display of musical instruments and sheet music. It seemed as good a place as any to startand to get out of the wind for a while.


    They browsed sheets arranged in a bin, Jack passing judgment on covers, while Sutton opened them to peruse the music. A clerk, gliding over with hardly a rustle of skirts, smiled sweetly at Sutton. “May I play that for you, sir?”


    Sutton read on obliviously and Jack had to stifle a laugh. “He’s already playing it.”


    She brightened. “I see. He plays piano?”


    “He does. On the radio,” Jack said, taking advantage of the opening.


    “On the radio,” she said with a vague nod. “That’s verynice.”


    “Yeah, and that’s why we’re here. You in charge?”


    “Well, no, Mr. Dorrimer”


    “Think I could see him? I won’t take up much of his time. I’ve got a proposition for him.”


    “Well, he’s busyhe’s always busy,” she said with a laugh. “But I think he can spare a minute.”


    She took them to a second floor office warmed by sunlight through a row of arched windows. At a desk that made Harry’s look tidy reigned a scowling fellow, bony, sallow-complected, his hair still shorn army-short. He took down notes as he sat with a telephone receiver at one ear and a morose, roly-poly assistant at the other. The clerk and assistant left and Dorrimer kept up a rapid-fire conversation, the receiver pinned between ear and shoulder as he lit a cigarette.


    Sutton wandered over to the upright, which occupied the sunniest corner, and bent to take a look at the music scattered on the bench. The negotiations left to him, Jack made himself comfortable in the chair across from Dorrimer and waited until the man had ended his call. “Good morning,” he began and Dorrimer cast an inquiring eye his way.


    “Palmer and Metcalf? Out of Chicago?” Dorrimer pulled a bottle of whiskey from his desk drawer and filled a teacup. “Don’t mind me. It’s medicinal. Keeps away the flu, you know. Say, can I offer you fellows something?” He got up and leaned out the door. “Jimmy, how about some coffee in here?” Back to the desk he came, collapsing into his chair. “Well? Singers or dancers?”


    “Singers orpardon?”


    “You boys singers or dancers? What kind of music you need?” He leaned back in his chair. “Jimmy, for God’s sake. Coffee!”


    “Mr. Dorrimer, we’re not Palmer and Metcalf“


    “No?” The telephone rang and Dorrimer snatched up the receiver. “Hello“ He jiggled the switchhook. “Hello? Goddamned machineoh, sorry, Central. What? I didn’t meannow hold on just a minute, will you? I said I was sorry. Don’t“ He swore again and hung up. “Women on the line. Whose idea was that? How’s a fellow supposed to express himself...“ He looked at Jack as if Jack had appeared out of the blue. “What’d you say your name was?”


    Jack took a deep breath. “Jack Bailey, Mr. Dorrimer. And Sutton Albright,” he said with a tilt of his head toward the sprinkling of soft music in the corner. “I send out a daily program on the radio and Mr. Albright is my pianist. We need some new music and we thought you might be interested in a deal.”


    That snared Dorrimer’s attention. “What kind of deal?”


    “You give us sheet music and in exchange we provide advertising on our program”


    “Advertising?” Dorrimer stumped the cigarette into a world’s fair platter encrusted with ash. “You’ve got to be kidding me. On wireless?”


    “I’ve got a tube transmitter with enough amplification to send a couple hundred miles reliablyand usually a lot further than that.”


    “Yeah? So who’s listening, besides the War Department and a bunch of ten-year-old boys?”


    “A whole lot of people, these days. Hell, just this morning, we had two dozen customers show up an hour before we opened, just to find out when the next performance was scheduled. It’s a good deal, if you think about it. What do you sell sheets for? Ten cents a copy?”


    Dorrimer eyed him with increasing doubt. “Depends. I give out professional copies to acts in demand” He jerked a thumb toward a side door that led, Jack assumed, to another office. From within came the sound of a piano accompanying a sweet soprano. “Marie Beaufort, for instance. She’s playing the Palace next week. So who’d you say was listening to this radio show of yours?” He got up and leaned out the door. “Jimmy! Coffee! And some lunch, while you’re at it.”


    Jack wondered if Jimmy hadn’t gone out for good. “I can’t really say for sure, Mr. Dorrimer. I’ve heard from listeners as far away as Illinois”


    “I’ll need some numbers from you. It’s a business, you know? Not a kid’s game. Ten-year-olds with crystal sets ain’t buying sheet music.”


    “Well, we’re reaching at least as many people as Miss Beaufort at the Palace.” Jack hadn’t meant to sound sarcastic, but Dorrimer didn’t seem to notice it, dismissing the comparison with a wave of his hand.


    “Marie Beaufort’s selling our songs, Bailey. Selling them. For God’s sake, listen to her.” He cracked the door open so they could hear her over the noise of people chattering in the hall and more piano coming from upstairs. Dorrimer sat at his desk and poured another cup of whiskey. “Medicinal,” he said. “Damned drafty offices. Care for some?”


    “Thanks, no”


    Notes sprinkled brightly from the piano in the corner and Jack smiled to himself. He’d felt confident Sutton couldn’t resist the temptation for long. The singing and accompaniment in the next office fell silent and a beefy, clean-cut young man in his shirtsleeves peered into the room. After him followed a woman in gold silk, a wide-brimmed hat crowning her auburn hair. She smiled as Jack offered her his chair. Jimmy, showing up with coffee, left the door wide, an invitation to the clerk and others in the hall to crowd in. Jack didn’t mind that, but the interest in Dorrimer’s expression worried him. He should have considered the risk of bringing Sutton. He could sense the offer coming, even before Sutton finished to a round of appreciative applause.


    “Nice job, kid,” Dorrimer said. “I haven’t got a handful of people who can read that well. What would you think about coming aboard? I could use another pluggerand arranger, too, if you’re interested. At twenty-five a week.”

  


  
    - Twenty-Five -


    “I’m not looking for work, Mr. Dorrimer,” Sutton said. “Thank you for the offer.”


    Dorrimer’s gaze sharpened. “Thirty.”


    Miss Beaufort laughed. “Monsieur, would you be so kind?” She handed Sutton the sheet music. “You may do it justice.”


    “I’ll do my best.” Sutton opened the music and looked it over. “D flat?”


    She tilted her head coquettishly. “How do you know that?”


    “I heard you singing. Beautifully, if I may say.”


    “You are a gentleman. Monsieur Dorrimer, you must offer him much more than thirty dollars,” she said in a teasing way as Sutton played the introduction. She burst into song, sweeter than the birds to Sutton’s accompaniment, and the applause was even more enthusiastic when they’d finished. Miss Beaufort turned to her own pianist. “Now you will understand, Monsieur Carey, and cradle me tenderly with the music, oui? No more to shatter my poor earsnor race ahead until I lose my breath.” She patted Sutton’s shoulder. “Merci, mon cher.”


    Dorrimer hadn’t given up. “Thirty-five?”


    Jack saw the smile Sutton made an effort to hide. “Thank you, Mr. Dorrimer. I’m perfectly happy where I am.”


    Dorrimer sighed and, going to the door, shouted for Jimmy, who was already there. “Take these boys downstairs and let them pick out some music. Then we’ll discuss advertising.”


    Jack could hardly believe their success. He left most of the choosing to Sutton and, while he waited, tried not to worry over whether Sutton really was happy or if he had only said as much to Dorrimer because of his prior commitment to Jack. Plugging songs might not be particularly prestigious, but some people would see it as a step up. Certainly the pay was better.


    After a brief meeting with Dorrimer, they left, a bundle of music in Sutton’s hands and a script in Jack’s. Hit by a fierce wind as they stepped onto the sidewalk, Jack realized they’d have to beat it double time to keep from getting soaked to the skin. To spare both Sutton and the sheet music meant the subway.


    “Your first time riding?” He was amused by Sutton’s wide-eyed curiosity as they boarded at 28th.


    Sutton made an effort to appear indifferent. “Better?”


    “Not really.” Jack dropped onto a seat close to the door and Sutton squeezed in beside him.


    “It’s warmer,” he said with relief.


    “Wait till the dead of winter. You’ll really appreciate it, then.” He hadn’t appreciated it in a long time, but he thought maybe he could againuntil he saw the poster.


    “What’s wrong?” Sutton hugged the sheet music close to his chest. “You haven’t lost the script?”


    “No, it’s here. Hold on to it, will you?” Jack handed it over, trying to pretend he hadn’t seen what he’d just seen. But the stark black letters on white paper plastered above the window drew his eye, demanded his attention. Keep your bedroom window open. Prevent influenza, pneumonia, tuberculosisand probably every other goddamned disease known to man. He had believed it as thoroughly as everyone else. Even the most pointless advice could convince and comfort for a while.


    Sutton had grown quiet and Jack knew he was reading it too. An ache rose in his throat and he swallowed hard. “I thought for sure they’d taken those down. Damned Board of Health. What the hell do they know?”


    “Let’s get off and walk,” Sutton whispered. “It’s not so far.”


    “Well...” The train began to move and Jack slumped back. “Never mind. Guess I’ve got to get used to it, anyway.”


    “You haven’t taken the subway since coming home?”


    “Just once.” Jack spared the poster another baleful glance. “Walking’s good for you, right?”


    “I’m sorry.” Sutton’s voice was a warm breath in his ear.


    “It’s not your fault. It’s not anyone’s. It’s just how things are.” As sick as it made him to look at it, he couldn’t look away. “Really, you know what? They forgot to take this one down. I should help them out.”


    “Jack”


    On his feet, he grabbed a hanging strap and climbed on the seat. His first try tore the poster in two, but the other half came away clean when he gave it a good yank. He felt all eyes on him, but he didn’t care. It was too satisfying. He wanted to go all over town and do the same to every poster he found.


    “I don’t think you’re supposed to do that.” On the opposite seat huddled an elderly couple and a freckle-faced kid maybe sixteen at most. Hazel eyes shone with startling anger from the scowling young face. “I’m sure it’s illegal. They’ll arrest you.”


    Jack hopped down and looked him in the eye. “You want to report me? Go right ahead. Here, take this with you. Take it home, so you can memorize what the rest of us already know by heart.”


    “Jack.” If it was meant to be reproachful, it was too laden with sympathy to be effective. The tug on his coat sleeve was a little firmer, and Jack resisted it.


    “Anyone else want to read it one more time?” He held the poster’s remains over his head. The other riders stared at himsome alarmed, others annoyed, and a few seeming just as glad as he that the poster was down. Jack heard Sutton’s quiet apology to the couple. He turned, intending to defend himself, and saw her mute compassion for him. She wore blackall three of them did.


    Shame swamped him. “I’m sorry.” His voice was rough but it was all the voice he had. With a twist of his arm, he was out of Sutton’s hold and moving away from their grief and everyone else’s silent sympathy. He found an empty seat in the far corner and leaned over his knees, keeping back tears. The poster was too thick to crumple with chilled fingers. He didn’t want to talk and he was grateful when Sutton stayed quiet. They were almost at Times Square, which was a relief. He wanted to be off the subway. He needed the cold air.


    Sutton’s hand slipped into his and squeezed. Jack shook his head. “Better not,” he whispered.


    “I hope it’s not yet out of bounds for one friend to comfort another,” Sutton said, but let him go, leaning against him instead.


    Jack smiled despite his mood. “We’re friends, too, are we? You know, sometimes I think you want to be arrested again, just for the thrill of it.”


    “Thus sayeth the pot,” Sutton retorted, making him laugh.

  


  
    - Twenty-Six -


    The rain fell in earnest by the time they reached the shop and Jack noted with a rush of pleasure the number of customers browsing. He supposed they were waiting on the four o’clock show, already five minutes behind schedule, but that was just fine. Harry, finishing with a customer, turned around in time to latch on to Jack’s coat and drag him to a halt. “You get music?”


    Jack threw an arm around Harry’s shoulders. “Did we get music? Did we ever.”


    Sutton produced it from under his coat and handed it over to Harry, who whistled appreciatively. “What’d you sell these guys, Jackie? A share of the business? You know it’s after fourhold on a second, what the hell is this?” Harry had pulled loose the remains of the poster from under the stack of music.


    Sutton looked stricken. “I’m sorry, Jack. I meant to throw that away.”


    Harry tossed it into the trash can. “Sutton, warm up. I need a word with Mr. Bailey.”


    Jack followed Harry into the office. He saw no point in both of them pacing and so sat down. After a full minute of Harry’s back-and-forth, Jack eyed him fondly. “You okay?”


    Harry stopped short. “Am I okay? Is that what you just said?”


    “Harry, everything’s fine. I got a little carried away. Sutton reined me in, no one was injured or arrested, and we made it home. Can’t we just forget about it?”


    Harry pushed a chair in front of Jack’s and sat, waiting. Jack knew he wasn’t getting away until Harry got what he wanted. “I swear I’m all right. It just caught me off-guard, that’s all. We were going to walk back but” He shook his head. “It looked like rain and we had to keep the sheet music dryand hell, how could I make him walk home after what he said to Dorrimer?”


    “What’d he say?”


    Jack told him about Dorrimer’s offer of the staff pianist job, and Harry’s face softened as it seldom did. “Well, damn. He’s a good kid.”


    “We’re holding him back.”


    Harry looked amused. “If that’s what we’re doing, he doesn’t seem all that upset about it.”


    That was something Jack longed to hear. “You think so?”


    “Yeah, I do. Jack, if you’re going to keep tearing down those posters, just don’t get arrested, all right?”


    “Asking an awful lot of me, aren’t you?”


    “Wiseass. You’re keeping our staff pianist waiting. Get back to work.”


    A crowd clustered around the piano as Sutton’s fingers, red from the cold, bounced over the keys. By the program’s end, his audience had only grown and Jack shut off the transmitter reluctantly. But when Sutton continued to play and the crowd, no longer restrained by a request for quiet, swamped him with applause, Jack’s regret vanished. It was a show of appreciation Sutton didn’t have with his radio audience.


    Not that appreciation couldn’t become a trial, Jack mused as he kept an eye on the group of schoolgirls hovering around the piano. Since the program’s end, they’ d besieged Sutton with requestswhich looked, to Jack’s mind, like a feminine attempt to win his attention. If they rattled him, it didn’t show in his playing, but Jack noted the color in his face and his dogged effort to fix solely on the music. Harry unwittingly came to the rescue at five-thirty, calling them both into the office. Jack swallowed a grin at Sutton’s relief and followed him in just as Harry dumped an armful of letters and cards onto the desk.


    “Damn, I hope those aren’t bills.” Jack shuffled through the pile, some of it addressed to the emporium, some to Sutton. “This is all mail about the program?”


    Sutton picked up an envelope. “It’s for me.” He sounded as shocked. Opening it, he read the contents. “A fellow upstatehe wants a performance schedule.”


    Jack heard delight in his voice and suspected the letter said a whole lot more than that. Plucking it out of Sutton’s hand, he dropped onto the sofa to read. Sutton scooped up more of the letters and sat beside him. “Most of them are cards with a mention of the radio show and a return address. Are we meant to answer all of these?”


    “They just want a card back, to show off they’ve tuned in a Manhattan station.” The letter from upstate came from a professor at a music school who rambled on about his pleasure in discovering a classically trained pianist sharing his talents on the radio. It occurred to Jack that other amateur stations in town might also be tuning inand interested in luring Sutton away if he stood out above the current radio offerings.


    The rest of the letters were from radio bugs like himself who had listened in and wanted a schedule so they wouldn’t miss the show in the future. Sutton and Harry were pleased as punch and Jack made an effort to let go of his worry and revel in the success of the moment. It looked like Sutton wouldn’t lack applause from his radio audience after all. And God knew the business hadn’t done so well in a long time. Not much point in borrowing troublebut he didn’t want anything to change, not now, while it was all so good.


    Good just never lasted. “Harry, I need to get some new parts for the radio, now that we’re turning a penny again.”


    Harry’s expression might’ve been sympathetic if not for the narrowed gaze, creased brow, and skeptical twist of his mouth. “Let’s turn a few more pennies first, all right? Then we’ll talk about frivolities like heading into winter without any damned heat in this building, the bills coming up for orders we’ve put in, food, rent, laundry, gasand after that maybe we can have a cozy little chat about radio parts.”


    Jack met glower for glower. “Working radio parts will pay for all that, may I remind you.”


    “Is the radio working?”


    “Yes, but”


    “When it stops working, then we’ll discuss it. Meanwhile, we got customers and Sutton probably wants to practice the new stuff.” He went out, pointedly leaving the door wide, and Jack sighed.


    “You keep the letters and give me the postcards to send back. I’m going to run next door and get a couple of sandwiches for us.”


    Sutton held out the cards. “I’ve got a little change, if we really need the parts,” he said, slipping a hand into his pocket.


    Jack caught his wrist. “No, don’t. Harry’s right. I’m getting ahead of myself. Better learn not to indulge me or you’ll always be as broke as I am.”


    Despite all the attention, Sutton, it seemed, wasn’t thinking about other jobs or bigger audiences. The worries poking at Jack turned tail and scattered and he crossed to Ida’s, whistling.


    The sight of Ned, Gert, and Vance at a table shot him back down to earth. Ned was reading the paper while Vance tried in vain to chat up Gert. Jack knew he was gone on hermost guys susceptible to feminine charms werebut she didn’t often flirt with poor men. Jack had been one of the few. Now that she knew the futility of that, Jack figured she would leave him alone. But he had no sooner given a dreamy-eyed Esther his order than Gert deserted the gang to come sit beside him.


    “Hi ya, Jack, sweetie.”


    Jack, amused, played along. “Hi ya, Gert.”


    She smiled a nervous little smile, un-Gert-like. “Think we could talk for a minute?”


    “I think we’re doing that right now.” Jack leaned over the counter. “Hey, Es, come hear the new music we got.”


    Esther rolled her eyes. “After work, all right?”


    “Don’t forget.” Jack stole a sidelong look at Gert, who’d gone from expectant to petulant. “Whatever your brother wants, the answer is no.”


    “He ain’t got nothing to do with what I want.”


    “Okay, so what do you want?”


    “I want to sing.”


    “So sing.”


    “On the whatsit.”


    He could have kicked himself for not catching on quicker. “My whatsit?”


    Gert’s coy smile came back. “Of course, silly. It’s the only one around here. What do you say?”


    An emphatic no on his lips, Jack hesitated. Adding a singer to the program wasn’t such a terrible notion. Vaudeville thrived on variety. He could, too. With a pianist and singer, he could draw an even bigger audience and more customers. Besides, Gert beholden to him might be a good thingand it was sure to make Ned mad as hell.


    Jack took the bag Esther handed him and smiled at the suspicious look on her face. “See you at ten?”


    “Jack”


    “Thanks for the eats.” He turned back to Gert. “You can come on over and audition for us, if you want.”


    Her gaze went wide. “Yeah?”


    He offered her an arm and together they strolled out, Jack barely keeping a grin in check. He couldn’t hold it back any longer when they walked into the shop and Harry nearly dropped a stack of boxes at the sight of Gert on his arm. Jack motioned him to join them in the back, where he broke the news to Harry and Sutton at once.


    Harry fixed on Gert with an ever-deepening frown. “She can sing?”


    Jack shrugged. “I don’t know. Gert, can you sing?”


    “Hold on,” Harry sputtered. “You told her she could sing on our radio and you don’t know if she’s got the pipes for it?”


    “I can sing,” Gert said with a saucy lift of her chin. “I’ll show you.” She pulled down the pile of sheet music and shuffled through it, tossing aside the songs that didn’t appear to strike her fancy. “Here we go,” she said cheerfully and handed a sheet to Sutton. “Play it for me, sweetie?”


    Ever the gentleman, Sutton took the music. “Which key would you prefer, Miss Hennessy?”


    Gert bit her lip, then spread her hands with a helpless shrug and giggled. “I don’t know from keys, honey. I just sing.”


    “That’s all right.” A hint of amusement ran under Sutton’s polite tone. “I’ll play it as written, you just sing, and we’ll see if we can’t find your key.”


    Harry groaned, but Jack refused to be daunted. “Not everyone can read music, you know.”


    “She ain’t sung professionally, Jackie. You’ve set a standard with Sutton’s piano, you don’t want to drop that now...”


    He trailed off as Gert began to sing, wobbly at first, but with more confidence as Sutton’s accompaniment buoyed her along. She was no Marion Harris, but she carried the tune and lent it personality, besides. She forgot the words at one point and Sutton obligingly began again, in a more suitable key. When she made it through the song, the audience she’d attracted broke into applause. Gert beamed. “They want me to sing again!”


    Harry rolled his eyes and headed into the office. “Let her. She needs the practice.”


    Gert sorted through the music, Sutton catching the sheets she dropped. Jack leaned over and tapped him on the shoulder. “What do you think?”


    “Well, her range isn’t bad and her delivery has a certainworldly charm.” Sutton lowered his voice. “Harry’s right that she could use a little practice.”


    Jack clapped him on the back. “You work with her. I’m going out for an hour.”


    Harry called from the office, “Where you going?”


    “Back to school,” Jack said as he passed.


    Harry didn’t lose a beat. “’bout time. Sutton and I will close up.”

  


  
    - Twenty-Seven -


    Sutton peered out of the office, to where twenty boys and girls of assorted ages stood at attention in two rows under the reproving eye of Miss Cranshaw. “You know, I feel a little nervous.”


    “Are you joking?” Jack leaned back in Harry’s chair until it creaked. “They’re only kids.”


    Harry squinted over Sutton’s shoulder. “Are you sure those are children? Hell, we weren’t that orderly in the army.”


    “We didn’t have Miss Cranshaw making it hot for us if we got out of line,” Jack said. “Come on, you two. It was a good idea yesterday and it’s an even better idea today. Those kids need some cheerful music to liven ‘em up. When they go home, they’ll tell everyone they were here for a performance on the radio and their folks will want to listen in.”


    Sutton shut the door. “She wasn’t your teacher, was she?”


    Harry snorted. “God, no. She’d have shipped Jackie to reform school the first week.”


    Sutton smiled down at Jack. “Haven’t changed a good deal, have you?”


    “Compared to those days, I’m an angel. And you’ve got nothing to be nervous over. I’m not afraid of the old bat”


    There was a sharp rap at the door. “Mr. Albright?” It was not a voice one could ignore. Sutton turned to pull Jack to his feet, but Jack had already scrambled up on his own. Harry opened the door to admit Miss Cranshaw, who stalked in and thrust a thick sheaf of music at Sutton. “The music you may play for the children.”


    Sutton looked through the pile. “Bach, Bizet, Mendelssohn” He caught Jack’s grimace and smiled wryly. “Miss Cranshaw, I’ve already prepared a program the children should enjoy.”


    “Indeed.” Her black straw hat bobbed precariously atop a bun of snow white hair. Sutton didn’t dare smile. She had already complained of the lack of heat and the dubious cleanliness of the washroom. Even if Jack had overstated the nature of the venue in his haste to win the school’s cooperation, Sutton supposed Miss Cranshaw would find something to dislike in the grandest concert hall.


    “These children,” she went on, “are under my supervision, Mr. Albright. It is my dutymy sacred dutyto protect their impressionable young minds. You do play quality music?”


    “I do, of course. But there is quality in popular music, too, and for some children, it may spark an interest in music lessons that the masters may not”


    “This music,” she said, patting the pile with a certain hand, “has sparked interest for far longer than the modern what-do-you-call-it that passes for music these days.”


    Her gaze narrowed and Sutton, concerned she would cancel the concert altogether, bit back further protest. “Yes, ma’am.”


    She swung on Jack. “We’re ready to begin, Mr. Bailey.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Jack wheezed and she stalked back out.


    Harry shook his head. “I think it was a better idea yesterday.”


    Even in their teacher’s presence, the children fidgeted and dared the occasional whisper, but broke hardly a smile among the lot of them. Sutton knew what they were expecting. He set aside the somber pieces Miss Cranshaw had given him in favor of a Mozart sonata, hoping to, as Jack said, liven them up. They listened politely, all but two little boys at the front who surreptitiously pushed at each other.


    “Boys!” Miss Cranshaw boomed, making Harry, beside her, jump. Jack, at his post beside the radio, sighed in resignation. Ordered back into place, the children took in Chopin, Tchaikovsky, and Debussy without a peep. Sensing he was making no converts, Sutton decided to end the hour with something the children had probably heard from player pianos and hurdy-gurdys on the street. He chose By the Beautiful Sea, and twenty drooping heads tilted curiously to catch the bright strains. He encouraged them closer with a smile and as they swarmed around him, Miss Cranshaw stood poised to object. She only stayed silent when Harry set his finger to his lips and motioned to the radio as if it were a sacred object due particular reverence.


    But reverence was not what Sutton had in mind. “You don’t know the words?” he asked. The children protested that of course they did and he feigned puzzlement. “I don’t hear you singing.”


    They went wide-eyed at the invitation and burst out singing as if it had been waiting inside them all the endless schoolday. If they were giggling, off-key, and none too sure of the lyrics, their enthusiasm made up for it. The crowd laughed and applauded while Miss Cranshaw glowered. She shouldered forward as Sutton finished and Jack shut off the microphone.


    “Mr. Albright, what do you think you’re doing? I requestedI most specifically requested” Her eyes went round. “What is that?”


    A small brown-bobbed girl at Sutton’s side pointed and shrieked, “Crocodile!”


    Jack bounded off the workbench. “Ox!” He grabbed a broom and waltzed around Woody, keeping him at bay while adults and children scrambled to get out of the way. Sutton scooped up the little girl, then noticed Miss Cranshaw looking extraordinarily pale.


    “Harry”


    He barely got out a warning before Miss Cranshaw dropped like a felled oak. Harry caught her, then staggered. Sutton set the child on the piano bench and came to his aid. As they deposited Miss Cranshaw in the armchair, he asked, “Do you have any salts?”


    “I’ve got something better,” Harry said grimly and headed for the office, grabbing up two stray tykes on the way.


    Ox appeared with canvas in hand and blanketed Woody, pinning him while Jack tied his snout shut with a length of cord. Woody squirmed as they tried together to lift him. The canvas dislodged, leaving Jack and Ox struggling for a better hold. Sutton got a hand on Woody’s hind leg and trapped the tail in his arms. He worked to get a firmer grip and realized how covered in mud the crocodile was.


    “Ready?” Jack said. “One, two, three, up” And they hauled Woody off the floor.


    “Wrestling alligators now, are we?”


    The voice, disorientingly familiar, diverted Sutton’s attention to the ever handsome, smiling face. “David!”


    “It’s a crocodile,” Jack corrected, and Sutton was none too sure he referred to Woody. David’s smile deepened as if there were no one else present but he and Sutton. It was the smile that had once made Sutton feel like the most loved creature in the world.


    It could still warm him. “David,” he said again, dazed yet. He’d forgotten what a striking figure David cut, just shy of six feet. The strawberry blond hair was still a pale gleam under the curled brim of his homburg, the blue tie that matched his eyes a tasteful dash of color against the black worsted of his coat. Sutton made an effort to collect himself. “It’s such a surprise toI didn’t think” He laughed and shook his head. “How are you?”


    “I’m well.” David looked around at Harry ladling scotch into Miss Cranshaw’s parted lips, the children huddled on the workbench, chairs, and clinging to aisle shelves to stay out of Woody’s reach, and he raised an eyebrow. “What are you doing these days, dear boy?”


    Heat stole into Sutton’s face, but even so discomfited, he had to smile. “That will take some time to explain”


    “It’s true you’re playing again?”


    His heart lurched for an entirely different reason. “You’ve heard the radio show?”


    “I haven’t, but others of our mutual acquaintance mentioned it to me and since I was in town, well, I had to find out for myself.”


    “Hate to break up the reunion, boys.” Jack patted Woody’s flank and the crocodile’s tail threatened to land Sutton on the floor.


    “I’ll only keep you another minute,” David said. “Friday evening, I’m attending a little soiree uptown and I’ve come by not just to marvel at your return to your raison d’etre, but to invite you along.”


    Sutton caught Jack’s half-suppressed grimace and knowing the reason for it, had to fight down another laugh, one decidedly impolite. “Well, we generally have a performance”


    “We’d love to,” Jack said. “Now can we get Woody penned up before he gets any heavier?”


    “Just give me a few minutes,” Sutton said, but David waved it away.


    “The cab’s waiting, as are some chaps who’ve come down with me. You will attend, then, and of course bring your new friends. The crocodile you’ll have to leave at home,” he said, moving back a step as Woody thrashed, flinging mud. “I’ll come for you about nine, so you needn’t wander the streets looking for the address. Lovely to see you again, Sutton.”


    “You as well,” Sutton said, freeing a hand to offer it.


    “Dear fellow, you’re a mess,” David teased, declining the handshake. “Friday night, then,” he said with a genial wave as he went out.


    Miss Cranshaw groaned and Harry gestured toward the back door with the scotch bottle. “Get Woody out of here, would you? Before she has us arrested.”


    Woody was back basking in the October sun when Miss Cranshaw roused enough to rebuke everyone with deafening outrage before gathering her charges and marching them out of the shop. They nearly collided with Gert, arriving for her practice session with two gentlemen from the staff at her hotel. They promptly set up an elegant lunch on a linen tablecloth draped over a disgruntled Harry’s desk. Harry didn’t complain about the meal, howevernor did Jack, though he ate surprisingly little.


    Sutton suspected that had something to do with David’s appearance. He had to allow he found it disconcerting, himself. The reunion had gladdened him at first, but the old hurt lingered. He wondered just what David’s intentions were, in seeking him out after so long. The chance of resuming what they’d had was past, but perhaps their friendship could be salvaged. And possibly that was the only reason David had stopped by. Sutton hoped sodespite what small satisfaction turning the tables might bring.


    The matter weighed on him throughout the practice session, but Gert didn’t appear to notice his distraction. She worked tirelessly and by dinnertime, she could warble After You’ve Gone with a sultry warmth even Harry admitted wasn’t too hard on the ears. At the end of the evening performance, Harry lingered in the office doorway and, when Gert had gone, waved Jack and Sutton inside. “Ox is about to leave for Cartelli’s.”


    Jack tossed Sutton his coat. “Yeah, I know. Did you want him to take care of something before he goes?”


    Harry said nothing, but Jack apparently knew just from his face. “Come on. We can’t do that to him.”


    “We have to, you know,” Harry said quietly, as they left the office to go to the yard.


    Ox was sweeping the back porch while Woody napped in the fading light. Jack stopped at the door. “Damn it. Harry, I can’t.”


    “I ain’t wild about it, either. But Woody’s got to go. And one of us has got to tell Ox.”

  


  
    - Twenty-Eight -


    Jack sighed. “I think it would be easier to punch him in the nose.”


    Sutton eased past them and went into the porch before either Jack or Harry could object. After greeting Ox with a nod which was shyly returned, he eyed Woody for a wary minute. If the crocodile eyed him back, it was with reassuring disinterest. “Looks a bit lonesome, doesn’t he?”


    Ox’s brow wrinkled. “How can you tell?”


    “Just a feeling, I suppose. He’s so awfully by himself.”


    “I visit him every day. And Jack comes out to say hello once in a while.”


    “I’m sure that’s a comforteven if it’s not quite the same.”


    Ox stopped sweeping and leaned on the broom. “Same as what?”


    “Well, being around other crocodiles.”


    Ox frowned. “We can’t send him back where he came from. Jack says that’s halfway around the world. It’d call for an awful lot of stamps.”


    “Well, suppose somewhere close bythe city zoo, perhapsthere’s a crocodile he’s meant to meet.” Sutton warmed to his theme. “What if you’re the one destined to bring them together? Woody’s future happiness rests in your hands” He broke off. “I guess that sounds rather foolishly romantic.”


    “Well, why couldn’t he?” Ox seemed to warm to the idea. “I want him to be as happy as...” He trailed off, blushing, and hastily ducked his head.


    “As you and Esther?” Sutton said gently.


    Ox glanced at him sidelong, his smile shy as ever. “As me and Es.” His expression shifted to curiosity. “Andyou and Jack?”


    The back door swung open and Jack bounced out. “Ox, you’d better go or Cartelli’s going to think you’ve wandered off as moon-eyed as Esther.”


    Ox set the broom aside. “Jack, I think Woody might be happier someplace else. If we can’t send him home, they’ll take him at the zoo, don’t you think? Would you mind?”


    “Sounds like a swell idea to me. Harry?”


    “Inspired.” Harry, the twitch of a smile on his lips, caught Sutton’s glance and nodded his thanks. “Woody’ll probably appreciate the relative peace and quiet. Now can we finish up and get some supper?”


    “About Friday,” Ox stammered. “Es and me, we were meaning to go to supper after she closed up. And, well”


    “If you have an engagement with Esther, you must keep it,” Sutton said. “I hadn’t meant to go to David’s party, myself, until someone accepted the invitation for me.”


    Jack looked abashed, but said not a word until Ox had gone and Harry was taking care of the receipts. Coming back from the porch with broom in hand, he did not commence his usual sweep, but sat beside Sutton at the piano. Sutton, in the midst of notations for Gert’s next practice, made room for him without glancing up from the sheet. Suspecting an apology was forthcoming, he tried not to smile when, after a little throat-clearing and an idle tap of the keys, Jack blew out a regretful sigh. “About earlier...”


    “It’s all right” Sutton hesitated. “You do mean David?”


    “David.” Jack made a face. “You like him?”


    “Jack”


    “Because he’s an ass.”


    “You don’t even know him. And certainly Lewis is no”


    “Lewis is an ass, too,” Jack said, then grinned. “So we’ve both got better taste now, right?”


    Sutton jabbed him gently with an elbow. “You don’t have to go to the party with me. I think you’ll find it unbearably stuffy, certainly compared to Theo’s parties.”


    “After Theo’s parties, maybe you will, too.” Jack hopped up. “Suppose I’d better finish or we’ll be here all night.”


    Sutton watched him saunter away and felt Jack wasn’t nearly as cavalier about David’s partyor Davidas he pretended. The thought that Jack’s instant dislike of David might be jealousy stirred guilty pleasure in Sutton.


    Putting fingers to the keys, he ran lightly through the Reisenweber tune. He picked up the tempo, trying his hand at embellishing the piece with a little something borrowed from the Debussy he had played earlier. Soft applause startled him. A petite figure in a plain and practical green wool coat and impractical brown velvet hat came timidly closer. Her dark hair, barely touched by gray, curled at her forehead, gave her a girlish quality. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to take you by surprise, Mr. Albright. It is Mr. Albright?”


    Sutton stood. “Yes, ma’am, it is. I think we’re about to close, but if there’s something I can assist you with”


    “I’ve only come to hear you play. And I’ve just looked around a bit. I hope that’s all right. It’s such a charming place.”


    “I’m sure Mr. Bailey won’t mind if you care to look around a little longer.”


    “That is graciousbut I suppose we should ask him?” The sheet music caught her attention. “That isn’t what you were just playing?”


    “Oh, no, I was playing something I heard in a restaurant.”


    “Jazz, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, well, it may not be, the way I play it,” he said with a laugh. “Is there something in particular you’d like to hear?”


    Her face brightened. “Well, I’m rather fond of music that’s old-fashioned. I don’t suppose you play that on your program? One hardly hears waltzes nowadays.” Though still soft-spoken, she did not seem so shy anymore. “Do call me Opal.”


    “If you will call me Sutton. Waltz, you said?” He began to play and Opal fairly beamed.


    “I adore that one. My husband James and I, we used to dance to it.”


    “Used to?” He realized the indelicacy of the question too late. Before he could apologize, she shook her head.


    “It’s been more than a year.” Though she seemed to want to reassure him, a little of the sparkle left her blue eyes. “A whole year.” Her smile came back, softer. “You were all so very brave.”


    It was earnest and he felt unworthy of it. “Thank you. I feel as though I should thank your husband as well. His bravery is part of the reason I came home.”


    “Oh, my dear. Will you play some more?”


    The music drew Jack out of the office. “Can’t leave you at the piano five minutesoh, damn,” he said and grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize anyone else was here.” He gave Sutton a narrowed look, as if he had expected a warning to mind his manners.


    Sutton smiled. “Jack, this is Opal. Opal, the aforementioned Mr. Bailey, who is usually on much better behavior. We were just enjoying a waltz. You may sit and listen too, if you like.”


    Quite red-faced, Jack shook the hand Opal offered. “Thanks, I will,” Jack said. “And I’ll set up to send out if you’re going to play, anyway.”


    “Oh really?” she whispered.


    Sutton nodded and put a finger to his lips. Jack announced him and he started in with the waltz. He played it at a dreamy tempo that brought out its wistful quality. It had Opal dabbing her eyes and he might have been too, if Harry hadn’t come out in the middle of it and exclaimed, “A waltz. Well, I’ll be damned.”


    Sutton shot him a warning glance, Jack motioned at the radio, and Harry rolled his eyes. He mouthed an apology to Opal, who was trying not to laugh. She whispered to him that she had requested the waltz and he bowed in approval, clearly aligned with her taste in music. Then, to Sutton’s surprise, he put his ledger on top of the piano and offered her his hand.


    Sutton had noticed the somber collar of her dress under her coat collar, but there was no outward sign she was still in mourning. He wanted to alert Harry to it, but he didn’t get the chance. Opal took his hand after only a moment’s hesitation and let him whirl her away.


    Jack crept down from the workbench and sat beside Sutton. “Harry’s dancing,” he whispered. “How’d you do that?”


    “Blame the music,” Sutton said, smiling.


    ***


    At half past eight, Jack announced the schedule for the next day before switching off the radio. As Harry showed Opal to the door, Jack grabbed a tool kit and joined Sutton on the way out. Upstairs, he vanished into the spare room and Sutton came in to find him taking apart the radio receiver. “Aren’t we going to dinner?” he asked, as he sat at the table where Jack perched, cross-legged.


    “Soon as I’m done scavenging.”


    “Scavenging? Jack”


    “Just to keep some spare parts downstairs, in case we need them. I was thinking of changing out the switches.” He pulled loose a black rubber knob with a thin strip of brass attached. “These work better for fine tuning. I can patch the receiving set back together later on.”


    Sutton gave the telegraph key a curious tap. “I suppose sometime you’ll be able to reach anywhere in the world.”


    “Just short of Heaven.” Jack threw him a sidelong smile. “You know code?”


    “Code?”


    Jack slid off the table to sit beside him. He covered Sutton’s hand with his and tapped the telegraph key. “A...B...C...D”


    “That’s too fast,” Sutton said, laughing.


    “Oh, fine. A. Then B. No b flats,” Jack said with a playful nudge. “It’s a shame I don’t have that fifty watt sparker I lugged all over France. You could’ve practiced on it. It was a beautiful set, though it was plastered in mud half the time.”


    Sutton leaned against him. “Jack, you’re all right? Withyou knowthe party, all that?”


    “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?”


    “You tend to put a cheerful face on things.”


    “I can put one on you, if you want.” Jack wrapped an arm over his shoulders and pressed a kiss below his jaw.


    “And you will change the subject,” Sutton said, “when there’s something you don’t want to talk about.” The kisses were such an engaging distraction, he wanted to let the subject stay changed. “Jack”


    “An easy one,” Jack whispered against his neck and tapped out the four letters with the key.


    Sutton tried to repeat them but lost track. “Shouldn’t I learn the alphabet first?” he murmured. “Or at least a warning, in case I need help.”


    “Oh, you’re long past any chance of rescue.”


    “I think you’re right.” It wasn’t wise to acknowledge it, but he was still not particularly good at being wise. Certainly not where Jack was concerned. He leaned into the kisses.


    “Just in case,” Jack said, breath warm in Sutton’s ear. “S-O”


    It was as far as he got.

  


  
    - Twenty-Nine -


    Jack spread the worn bills on the desk and counted them again, though Harry had already done so twice. “That’s all of it.”


    “That’s it,” Harry said. “All you owe the son of a bitch.”


    Jack sighed. The guilt and regret hadn’t gone away; just made room for a glimmer of relief. “Nothing compared to what I owe you.”


    Harry snorted. “Ten years being sweet-talked by Baileys and what has it got me? A depleted bank account, a lot of long nights, and the beginning of an ulcer. Not to mention a kid of my own I’ll be looking after till the day I die.”


    A kid of his own. Maybe neither of them had put it into words, but Harry had been his shelter and support since he’d gotten back, and Jack didn’t know how to begin to repay him. “The bank account’s improving, anywayright?”


    A smile curled Harry’s lips. “The kid may be improving, too. We’ll see.” He scooped up the cash and held it out. “Put it in your wallet and keep it there. That takes care of Chase’s interest in breaking your bones.” He went quiet for a moment as the melancholy strains of Love’s Old Sweet Song filled the shop. “Hell of a tune,” he muttered. “Swear to God, the kid can put a tear in your eye, just playing it.” He cleared his throat. “Speaking of playing...”


    Jack refrained from teasing him. “Gert’s not here yet. Sutton’s just practicing.” The cash slid easily into his nearly empty wallet. “You sure you want me to hold on to it?”


    “I’m sure.” Harry sat and opened the ledger. “You know, I’ve got to hand it to you. I had my doubts playing on the radio would do us any good. But the crowd this morning” He shook his head.


    “Radio’s just getting started, Harry. And the way things are going, we’ll be in business together for a long time to come. You, me, Ox, Sutton, and”


    “Yoo hoo! Boys!” Gert stuck her head in the doorway. “Your customers got the crazy idea I’m some kind of shopgirl.” Under her forced cheer rippled a note of anxiety. “Can you believe it? Little old me?”


    “I can’t,” Harry said. “I was hoping I’d imagined you, myself.”


    Gert made a face at him and, unfurling a Chinese fan she must have taken from a bin, fanned herself with frantic energy before going back out. Harry chuckled. “You think she’s going to make it through her first performance?”


    “She’ll make it,” Jack said, hoping he sounded more certain than he felt.


    Harry’s confidence seemed not at all boosted. “Could you close the door on your way out?”


    “You can suffer with the rest of us.” Jack left the door wide and went out just as Sutton was coming in.


    “We’re ready” Sutton wore a grimace of sympathy. “Speaking optimistically.” He looked around at Gert, now perched on a stool by the piano. She twisted her rope of pearls with one hand and fanned herself with the other while she studied the number.


    “She’s nervous,” Jack whispered, and Sutton nodded.


    “I think she’s realized just how big an audience she may have.”


    “Well, you did fine. I’m sure she will, too. Hi, Es,” he added as Esther came in with a basket. “Lunch?”


    She beamed. “We had quite a crowd this morning. The biggest ever. Ida and I haven’t run about so much since the canteen. And I think most of them surely came from here.”


    “Yeah? So you came by to deliver Ida’s thank-you-very-much?”


    Esther laughed. “Roses will bloom in January first.”


    “That’s all right. Going to stay and listen?”


    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    After a quick announcement to the milling customers to hold their applause, Jack showed Gert where to stand and placed the microphone in front of her. Breaking her death grip on the pearls, he gave her an encouraging grin. “Ready?”


    Gert gasped as if she couldn’t get enough air. “I don’t know. Maybe I ain’t practiced enough.” She retreated from the microphone, but Jack steered her back into place.


    “You’ll wow ‘em, Gertie. Just sing like you’ve been doing, all right?” He greeted the radio audience and gave his usual introduction of Sutton, then announced Gert’s debut. Gert stared at the microphone, pink lips parted as if she desperately wanted to sing but fear had her fast by the throat. When she missed her cue, Sutton vamped the opening bars and looked around in concern. Jack motioned for him to keep playing and waved urgently at Gert to snap her out of it.


    Gert was oblivious, until Esther leaned over to pat her on the shoulder. That tore a frightened squeak from her and she looked at Jack in silent agony. Jack debated whether to let Sutton finish the number alone or shut off the microphone until Gert could pull herself together. Before he could do either, a soft, shaky voice made itself heard above the pianoEsther, come to Gert’s rescue. Her voice was reedy but she carried the tune. She smiled and winked at Gertwhich, to Jack’s relief, lent Gert the courage to join in.


    If it wasn’t flawless harmony, it sounded sweet. More customers crept from the aisles to listen and no one appeared ready to walk out. When the number ended, Esther seemed relieved, Gert ecstatic. She clutched at her pearls and gasped aloud. “Holy shit, we were swell!”


    Esther sucked in an alarmed breath and futilely covered the microphone with both hands. Jack clamped down on the switchhook to keep from transmitting any invective of his own. “For God’s sakewould you mind not getting my license yanked?”


    Gert peeked penitently from under the frilly brim of her hat. “We ain’t allowed to say ‘swell’ on the whatsit?”


    Esther gave up muffling the microphone and covered her mouth instead, struggling as mightily as Sutton, who sat hunched over the keys, shoulders shaking. Jack switched on the microphone and picked it up. “Ladies and gentlemen, our sincerest apologies for Miss Hennessy’s slip of the tongue. Let me assure you it won’t happen again.”


    Gert seized the microphone. “I’m so sorry. Honest, I am. Really, truly, swear on a stack of Bibles”


    Jack reclaimed the microphone with grim determination. “For her next number, Miss Hennessy”


    “And Miss Clark,” Gert hissed. Jack shut off the microphone and she looked at him with pleading eyes. “She’s got to!” Gert grabbed Esther’s hand. “Oh, please, honey, I ain’t ready to sing by myself. Just sing with me till I am, will you?”


    Esther hesitated and Jack knew she was thinking of everything Gert had done for her. “All right. A couple more and I’ve got to get back to work.”


    ***


    When the hour came to a close, Jack left Gert and Sutton to mingle with the admiring crowd and went outside to pace the sidewalk and smoke a cigarette out from under Harry’s watchful eye. He hadn’t smoked before France and usually only resorted to it when he was on edge, which Harry had unfortunately long since figured out. And he didn’t feel like explaining to Harry just why he was on edge at the moment. Why shouldn’t Sutton go around with an old boyfriend if he wanted? Acting like a jealous dope wasn’t going to endear him over David, anyway.


    Across the street, Esther and Ox lingered outside the restaurant, talking. She stood in the doorway, Ox a couple of steps below her, which put them nearly face to face. Hers was radiant and when he dared a quick kiss, she laughed and gave it back.


    Though he had no business staring, Jack couldn’t help it. Holding hands and stealing kisses out in the sunshine, that had to put a boost in a fellow’s step. He could see it in Ox’s, as Ox bid Esther a reluctant good-bye and returned to the shop.


    “Date for the picture show?” Jack asked when he was within earshot.


    Maybe Ox was radiant, too. “I’m having supper with Esther’s folks on Sunday.”


    “Yeah? Good for you.” He thought about teasing Ox to be on his best behavior; trouble was, Ox’s behavior was always the best. “Going to invite me to the wedding?”


    Ox ducked his head. “I ain’t got the money to get married. Not yet.”


    “Maybe it’s time to give you a raise, then.”


    “Really?” Ox looked elated.


    “Let me talk to Harry, all right?”


    “Okay. You still going to the party?”


    “Still going.”


    “You don’t like that fellow,” Ox said.


    Jack sighed. “Know how you felt about Frank flirting with Esther?”


    “Sure.” Ox was all sympathy. “Want me to beat him up?”


    Remembering their conversation about Hollister, Jack laughed. “I’ll let you know.”


    ***


    The idea had gained appeal by the time David came around in a borrowed motorcar and pulled Sutton into the front seat with him, leaving Jack to climb into the back. Jack pushed down the jump seat and sat sideways, hooking an arm over the front seat. Sutton looked at him with a knowing smile, which Jack artlessly returned. David seemed as amused as he started up the car. “Jack Bailey, isn’t it?”


    “That’s right.”


    “And your alma mater, Jack?”


    Jack snorted. “PS 51.”


    “Really? Well, forgoing college doesn’t appear to have done you too much harm. You seem quite the jack-of-all-trades.” David chuckled. “Sothe war kept you out?”


    “Of college? No, rotten marks did.”


    “But you served?”


    “I’m sure we’re all tired of talking about the war,” Sutton said.


    Sick to death, more like. Still, he wasn’t leaving it at that. “I was there,” he told David. “You?”


    “Lieutenant, first class. Volunteered my services as an interpreter in England for four months, then on to France for a fortnight, until the Germans gave it up. See much service, yourself?”


    “Ten months, more or less.” At Sutton’s startled glance, Jack had to smile. “Not counting a couple of holidays in the hospital or the two months waiting for a ride home.”


    “Signal Corps,” Sutton told David, with a pride that left Jack torn between embarrassment and pleasure.


    “Ah,” David said. “So you wielded wireless rather than bayonet.”


    Sutton looked at David in surprise, but Jack cut in before Sutton could come to his defense. “You’re right. I left most of the shooting to the other fellows. They were good at keeping me alive when I had to be out in the open, setting up aerials or patching phone lines. I don’t know how they did it, because God knows I was a hell of a target.”


    He turned in the seat to watch the road slip away and wondered why he never had the sense to keep his mouth shut. David didn’t seem to know how to respond, but Sutton did, with a sympathetic squeeze of Jack’s shoulder.


    Jack, not in the mood for sympathy, changed the subject. “You’ll want to turn at the next corner. It’s faster.”


    “I’m quite familiar with the city,” David said.


    “You’ve lived here?”


    “No, but I may yet. I’m hoping to teach among the more enlightened natives of our tribe”


    “You’re moving to New York?” Sutton asked.


    “Oh, I must. After what they did to you, I knew the time had come to find a worthier employer. In fact, I’ll be meeting with some of the trustees tomorrow and I daresay one or two will be in attendance tonight.”


    Sutton seemed taken aback. “Should you have brought me along?”


    “They’ll know nothing about it. You needn’t worry.”


    “Worry about what?” Jack said, though he had a clear idea already.


    David glanced at Sutton. “You haven’t told him?”


    Sutton looked ready to slink under the seat. Jack slipped a hand on his shoulder and that brought out the confession. “I came to New York because I was expelled from school.”


    “So you two got caught?” Jack saw David’s expressionall smilesin the mirror. “Wait a minute. They expelled him and they didn’t fire you?”


    The look that passed between David and Sutton worried him until David said, “He never gave me up, though it might have saved him his last year. But it doesn’t so much matter,” he went on cheerfully, “now that you’re playing again. I thought no one in the world could talk you into touching a piano.” He studied Jack in the mirror. “How did you manage it?”


    “You’re asking the wrong fellow.” Jack took in Sutton’s somber profile and felt the hurt Sutton was trying to hide. David might brush off what Sutton had done for him, but it mattered to Sutton. And Sutton clearly wanted it to matter to David much more than it did. Jack wished he could shame David into an expression of real gratitude, but he supposed Sutton wouldn’t like that. Instead, he kept quiet and listened as the two of them reminisced for the remainder of the rideor rather, David reminisced while Sutton responded with a faded enthusiasm that David appeared not to notice.


    As they joined a procession of motorcars idling in the refined glow of night-time Fifth Avenue, Jack mused that David certainly had the connections to land any job he liked. Jack wanted to disdain the fancy trappings, but he couldn’t when he remembered this world was Sutton’s, too. Scorn gave way to awe and he wished he could feel as comfortable as both David and Sutton seemed. But as he followed them into a chandelier-lit hall, he couldn’t shake the notion that any moment someone would recognize him for the poor trespasser he was and have him tossed out.


    Stepping gingerly on the marble floor, he took an offered glass of champagne, stuffed his free hand into his pocket, and stuck close to Sutton. They wound through the crowd, David making the occasional introduction and usually remembering to tack Jack’s name to the end of it. One woman, to their surprise, bubbled with recognition and delight. “My dear!” She clutched Sutton’s hand. “How are your lovely parents? I haven’t seen them in years. Well, not since you were about so big” She held a gloved hand waist high, “and giving us a recital. Will you play for us tonight? Do say you will.”


    David looked pleased at the suggestion, Sutton less so. “I’m not prepared”


    “Perhaps we can talk him into it,” David said, slipping an arm around Sutton’s shoulders. “He’s become quite in demand.”


    “Is that so?” She seemed oblivious to the apprehension crossing like a shadow over his face.


    “He’s been playing all day,” Jack said. “He could use a rest.”


    Sutton looked grateful, but David appeared not to have heard. “If our dear hostess will allow it, I’m sure Sutton would oblige us.” He leaned in to whisper something in Sutton’s ear.


    Twenty minutes later, guests crowded the music room and Sutton had taken the last remaining seat, at the grand piano. Jack waved encouragingly and a fleeting smile lightened Sutton’s face. As the room went quiet and the moment stretched out, Jack wondered if he would decide he wasn’t ready, after all, to play for an audience with more rigid tastes, not to mention expectations.


    “Just play,” Jack whispered. That was all he had to do. The music would do the rest.


    Sutton’s shoulders rose and fell. The first notes leapt with magnificent grace. It was a fine piano, the grand. Far better than the upright back at the shop. It gave proper voice to the masters. Thundering, confident voice through the stormy passages, soft but resonant when the music slowed to catch its breath. And the man at the keyboard, he was someone Jack didn’t recognize. He wouldn’t wink at Jack and burst into By the Beautiful Sea or Hinky Dinky Parlez Vous, not in this gilded room among people with educated tastes. When the piece ended and applause filled the quiet, Sutton shone like a man happy to have found his way back to the music most familiar to his hands and heart. He bowed to calls for more and Jack, giving up his seat to a young woman who had just come in, slipped to the back of the room where several of the men stood with their empty glasses forgotten in their hands.


    Finishing his, Jack put the glass on a table and settled himself far back in a corner where he didn’t have to keep up a cheerful countenance while Sutton’s old life tried to steal him back. One thing he knew, he wouldn’t accept any more invitations like this one. Dorrimer offering Sutton a job was a minor bit of torture compared with this.


    “Enjoying yourself?”


    Jack sucked in a breath, managing to stay in his skin, and looked around in annoyance at David. “Sure. You?”


    “Oh yes. Quite at home. And such a joy to hear Sutton play again. A treasure, isn’t he?”


    “Not too bad at it,” Jack said. “The long-hair numbers, I mean.”


    “Not too bad, no,” David said with a little laugh.


    “Of course,” Jack said after considering a moment, “probably good enough to help you land that job.”


    “Quite the cynical mind you have. I’ve missed him terribly since he left school.”


    “You let him go.”


    “As will you, though I’m sure you won’t find it easy. I imagine Sutton’s been a considerable boon to your business.”


    Jack fought down the desire to take a swing at him. “Guess we both owe him, don’t we?”


    “I’ve just repaid him.”


    “Yeah? By pushing him to play so you could impress a bunch of tone-deaf snobs?”


    “Do hold your voice down. These tone-deaf snobs as you refer to them can do things for Sutton of which you could not begin to conceive.”


    “He can do it all just fine, himself.”


    “And what of you, skulking here behind the portiere? I’d guess this isn’t the first important concert you’ve tried to talk him out of performing. Can’t afford to lose your golden goose just yet.” Even David’s whisper sounded smug. “I never expected or asked him to cut all ties for my sake. That’s rather a lot to ask of a fellow.”


    Too much to ask, when a fellow had a future as promising as Sutton’s. Jack could admit he had no more right than David to make such a demandeven if he sometimes wanted to believe he did, just by virtue of his feelings. But he couldn’t reveal what Sutton meant to him, not when David was already taking such pleasure in sticking him with accusations sharp as bayonetssharp because they were true.


    “You look a little pale,” David commented when Jack started to turn away.


    Jack forced an indifferent smile into place before he threw a glance back at David. “Must be the champagne. Never agrees with me. Maybe a little fresh air,” Jack said and escaped into the hall. Twilight blue beckoned through the doors and he stumbled to the porch, welcoming the rush of evening wind. He wandered further out along the hedgerows and fading flower beds until it was too dark to see and looking back at the house dazzled his vision. Couples came out, silhouettes that lingered in the cold for a minute or two before running back indoors. Jack took a roundabout route back, cutting across the dark lawn to the row of firs swaying in the wind.


    He was glad he had when he saw David and Sutton hurry to the porch, laughing. Lattice partially blocked his view, but he could tell by their excited voices that they were rejoicing over the concert. Sutton would be sharing that with him if he hadn’t wandered off. But then, Sutton wasn’t looking for him. Jack couldn’t hear their conversation, but the lattice didn’t spare him the sight of David’s arms around Sutton. If it was only a congratulatory hug, it went on longer than Jack liked. As they walked in his direction, he moved further into the shadows, and they went past, chattering onabout music or school or perhaps the war.


    It was Sutton’s business if he wanted to take up with David again. He was free to do as he pleased. Just as he’d said, no one had expectations. There were no social considerations, no promises to keep. It was all just a lot of funthough Jack couldn’t have said he was having any particular fun at the moment.


    Sutton was right. It wasn’t his sort of party after all.


    He had walked a few blocks at a strenuous pace before realizing he’d left his coat behind. Deciding the rest of the evening might be redeemed with a warm bath and a cold gin, he took a cab home, making one stop along the way. The wind was sharper when he stood once again on his own sidewalk, and force of habit drew his eyes to the roof. His aerial hung over the cornice and he knew Mr. Valmeer had tied his wash line to the wires again. The wind would take them both down.


    Jack sighed and, tucking the newly purchased gin under his arm, headed for the roof.

  


  
    - Thirty -


    The night was dark, cold, and on the verge of being wet. Dark, cold, wet, wonderful, glorious, beautiful night, one Sutton knew he would never forget. “You’re sure you saw him come this way?” They had reached the fountains with still no sign of Jack. “Where on earth is he?”


    “He probably got cold and went inside. He’ll turn up.” David slipped an arm around him from behind and kissed the nape of his neck. Easing away, Sutton put some space between them.


    “Careful. You’ll wreck your chances,” he said lightly.


    David closed the space, smiling his old fond smile. “They can’t see us over here. Anyway, they’re not so old-fashioned in New York.”


    “Perhaps not. But I think I may be.”


    “Over Bailey? You aren’t serious.”


    “Why not?”


    “A bit rough around the edges, isn’t he? Your parents will never approve.” The sardonic tone fell close to his ear. “You really must learn to take up affairs for amusement, Sutton. You know he views it as such.”


    “Did you take up with me for amusement?”


    David only smiled and shrugged. “We had a discreet and pleasant affair, nothing to be ashamed of.”


    “It was more than that to me.”


    “I know. You’re young enough to think affections can be constant and forever. Eventually you’ll discover that the occasional passionate affair is the most we can wish for in this world.” David smiled gently. “And that’s not such a terrible thing.”


    Sutton shivered. “I don’t think I will be sophisticated after all.”


    “Don’t give up hope. War didn’t open your eyes, but your dalliance with Jack Bailey may. Sophistication comes whether you want it or not, after enough bitter experience.” He lit a cigarette. “It’s chilly. We should go in.”


    “I want to find Jack.”


    “Not really his sort of evening, I think. No doubt he’s on his way home by now.” David struck out across the lawn like they’d had nothing more than a chat about the weather and Sutton let him go. The world-weary air about David had once engendered sympathy in him. Now he didn’t understand how he’d cared as much for David as he had. That he’d imagined they could spend a lifetime together...


    Maybe he was the fool David thought him, still wishing for the same happiness even crocodiles might find. Perhaps, but he missed Jack and he just wanted to go away from the party to some place cozy and warm and share a cup of coffee. Certainly there were things they needed to talk about that Sutton, for one, had avoided. Jack might be sore at himbut would surely understand his reasons.


    Sutton circled the farthest reaches of the grounds and returned to the house, more worried than before. Enduring congratulations on the way, he went to the coat closet to find Jack’s overcoat still there. The young woman who’d taken the coats told him Jack had left. Assuming Jack had gone home, Sutton went there, only to find the shop and apartment both dark and uninhabited. Jack might have gone out with his friends, but Sutton had only the vaguest idea where. He still had Harry’s number, but it was nothing to worry Harry over at such a late hour.


    He let the cab go and, head bent against the wind, started back inside. The sound of breaking glass in the street startled him, but when he looked around, there was no one to be seen. He heard a noise above and glanced up. Someone was peering over the edge of the rooftop. An awfully familiar someone with a bottle in his hand.


    Sutton ran up the four flights and burst through the door, to find Jack tinkering with a wood and wire contraption fastened to a water pipe. His evening clothes traded for something workaday, a toolbox at his side, he looked Sutton’s way and smiled as if everything were right with the world. “You okay?”


    Sutton, catching his breath, dropped onto an overturned crate. “You left without me.”


    “Oh. Well, you were having fun, so” Jack shrugged. He dug another tool from the box. “It’s over already? David didn’t invite you to stay?”


    “It was on his mind. It wasn’t on mine.”


    Jack nodded as if unconcerned. Sutton didn’t like the feeling of distance between them. “About tonightJack, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to learn all that about me in such a back-handed manner. It’s just been so humiliating to even think about, let alone relate to anyone who” He broke off, embarrassed, and not sure if Jack was even listening. Perhaps the partially empty gin bottle was an indicator to heed. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. We haven’t really talked much about our pasts. We’ve been too busy, I guess.”


    Jack stopped working long enough to peer at him in the lantern light. “Anyone who what?”


    “Pardon?”


    “Too humiliating to relate to anyone who what?” Jack said with overly precise enunciation.


    “Oh. Well, anyone whose respect I don’t want to lose.”


    “Yeah? I was expelled more times than even Harry could count.” He paused. “An affair with your teacherI’ll admit that’s impressive. ‘Course, my teacher was a million years old and only grabbed me when she’d a yardstick in her hand.”


    Sutton got up and draped Jack’s coat over his shoulders. “You left this behind. And David wasn’t my teacher. Just a teacherand I’m a little worried you find that impressive,” he added with a laugh. “Jack, what on earth are you doing?”


    “Beefing up the aerial.”


    “In the middle of the night?”


    “Got something to keep me warm.”


    “If you mean to get drunk even a little bit, I’m not sure a cold dark rooftop’s the best place for it.”


    “I’m not drunk,” Jack said. “A little rosy. I’m fine.” He returned the tool to the box with care. “Now we just have to get Mr. Valmeer’s line off and we’re all set.”


    Sutton looked up at the clothes line that had been tied to the slender pole. “Mr. Valmeer? He’s the round little fellow with the bristly beard?”


    Jack nodded. “Every time his wife goes to visit her sister upstate, he does his own laundry, then forgets it’s up here. And he’s always tying the damned line to my aerial.”


    “Very remiss. Why don’t you let me help you?” Sutton said, catching his arm as Jack climbed unsteadily to his feet.


    “I’ve got it,” Jack said, pulling away. “I’ve done it a thousand times.” He shrugged off the coat and yanked at Mr. Valmeer’s knots. “After I pay Chase, we’ll beef up the transmitter, too. We can buy more tubesmaybe a couple of those fifty-wattersand boost the sending range so everyone this side of the Mississippi will hear you and fall in love.”


    “I’d settle for one,” Sutton said quietly.


    “Maybe sometime we’ll go all the way to the west coast,” Jack went on and grinned at him, a grin that faded into a sympathetic grimace. “Don’t look so worried, will you? I’ll introduce you as Mabel, concert pianist extraordinaire, and no one will knowwell, except the people who already know.” He frowned. “Think David will tell on us? Maybe I can figure out how to bypass Topeka,” he muttered, and tugged impatiently at the thick knot. “Damned thing”


    The wind snapped a sheet loose and it billowed upward. Jack swore and started after it as it sailed to the far edge of the roof. For one eternal instant, Sutton could only watch, until dread set him racing after Jack. He flung himself desperately as they reached the roof’s edge and landed hard, with Jack underneath him. As he caught his breath, Jack rolled under him, dragging the sheet over the ledge and across his chest like a military sash. “Saved it.”


    “You did,” Sutton said with relief, dropping his head on Jack’s shoulder. “Are you all right?”


    Jack sighed. “Much better. You’re warm as toast.”


    At the touch of a cold cheek against his neck, Sutton gasped. “You’re like ice. For God’s sake, Jack. You’ll catch theyou’ll catch a cold.”


    “So warm me up,” Jack murmured, burrowing closer.


    “It’s about to rainand I’m not sure you’re in a condition to do anything but sleep.”


    “You’d be amazed what I can accomplish in this condition,” Jack said as Sutton hauled him to his feet.


    “I will be amazed if you can get downstairs without falling on your head.”


    “On less than half a bottle?”


    “Put on your coat.” Trading it for the sheet, Sutton tied two corners of the sheet to Jack’s suspenders and bid him hold the remaining corners. Jack blinked in confusion.


    “What for?”


    “Our good deed of the day. Stay with me now.”


    Jack followed obediently as Sutton took down the clothes piece by piece, folded, then tucked them into the sheet. When the line was bare, Sutton took it down and put it into Jack’s makeshift basket. “There we are. Mr. Valmeer is spared Mrs. Valmeer’s wrath and I am spared chasing you around the roof all night.”


    “The tools,” Jack said as Sutton started for the door. “Can’t leave them in the rain.” Sutton picked up the box and lantern, and Jack nodded at the bottle on the ledge. “Better take that, too. Cost me six dollars.”


    “You paid six dollars for a bottle of gin?”


    “Was the cheapest they had.” Jack leaned against the door. “Harry’s going to kill me.”


    Sutton tucked the bottle in the box and went ahead of Jack on the stairs. “I will tell him”


    “You’re not taking the blame for me.”


    “This was partly my fault.”


    “It was all mine. If Chase shows up for his money tomorrow, I’ll just have to borrow six bucks from Harry and take my medicine. Won’t be the first time and won’t be the last.”


    Mr. Valmeer’s gratitude was effusive, and punctuated with bear hugs and the occasional pat on the head. He invited them in for a hot rum and rambled with some indignation about peace terms, Bolsheviks, and the cost of a quart of milk. They stayed until one, when Sutton, feeling as sleepy as Jack looked, suggested it was time to go. He anticipated a warm bed as they shuffled down the drafty flights, but knew, when Jack paused with a key in the lock and a bright gleam in his eyes, that bed might be waiting a while longer.


    “I know how we can make up that six without worrying Harry.”


    “Jack, it’s one in the morning”


    “All the better. Come on.”

  


  
    - Thirty-One -


    Sutton scrambled after him as he took off down the stairs. The sharp wind welcomed them back outdoors, along with a steady drizzle of cold rain. “Where are we going?”


    “Just around the corner.”


    “Jack”


    “To the club. Come on. Quick march.”


    Just around the corner stretched another four blocks to a neighborhood Sutton vaguely recognized. The club occupied the bottom floor of a building that looked to have formerly housed some sort of factory, and was now one failed business away from being condemned. Through grimy windows, he heard a lively band and following Jack inside, found the place coming to life in the early hours of the morning. In the smoky room, Sutton discerned couples crowding the floor, races mixed, genders less so. He realized he was staring and he tried to stop. Jack seemed amused by his reaction. “You wouldn’t believe how often this place is shut down. Or maybe you would. Hello, Graham. Theo in?”


    “Not just yet, old man.” A mellow resonance warmed the voice and Sutton turned, curious for a look at the man who went with it. At a height to challenge Ox’s and with shoulders far broader, Graham made the most of it in an indigo brocade vest, white ascot with diamond pin, and Gladstone collar that accentuated his solid jawline. He enveloped Jack in muscular arms and over Jack’s shoulder, offered Sutton a meaty hand to shake. “Say, Jack, is this boy yours or did he follow you in?”


    “He’s mine,” Jack said. “Anything doing tonight?”


    The wide-set deep blue eyes stayed on Sutton. “Maybe. Tell me what you’re looking for.”


    “I just need to make a few bucks. Not enough to scare anyone away,” Jack told him.


    A flirtatious smile flashed. “I’ll give you ten, just for an hour with this handsome chap,” he said and winked at Sutton.


    Sutton ducked behind Jack and whispered, “Can’t I just lend you the six?”


    Jack groaned. “Graham, leave him alone, will you? He’s from Kansas, for God’s sake.”


    “Is he? Well, don’t they grow ‘em sweet.” Graham chuckled. “You boys go on back. If Theo comes in, I’ll let him know you’re here.”


    The back was nothing more than a long room occupied on one side by beer barrels, the other by end-to-end pool tables. Only the last table was in use, by a foursome too intent on the game to do more than glance at the newcomers. Bare bulbs overhead flickered and the air hung sour with the odor of beer and cigarettes. As unwelcoming as the atmosphere was, Sutton preferred it to Graham’s amorous attention. “There’s no one to play,” he whispered to Jack.


    “Might as well warm up. Someone’ll come in.”


    A far door which was used, Sutton assumed, by those who did not want to come in through the bar, opened to admit two familiar figures. Sutton’s sudden lungful of stale air wasn’t enough to quell the uneasy stirring in his gut. “We should go.”


    “Are you serious? This is perfect. I’ll get a little of my own back.” Jack turned as Vance and Ned came within earshot. “Evening, boys. Interested in a game?”


    Ned shook his head. “Don’t do it,” he muttered to Vance.


    Vance yanked a stick from the rack.


    Jack may have downed too much gin, but his dexterity extended to pool. It didn’t take Vance long to figure out he was up against no average player and his annoyance led to more missed shots. Though Jack had his six dollars in short order, Sutton could see he wanted to keep playing just for the satisfaction.


    Ned, finishing his beer, got up with a grunt. “Let’s go. We got collections in the morning.”


    “That we do,” Vance said with a grim smile at Jack. “Since it’s after midnight, we can start with you.”


    “I think I’d rather hand it over to Mr. Chase, myself,” Jack said. “First thing in the morning will be fine.”


    “We take care of collections for Mr. Chase,” Vance said. “You give it to us, we give it to him. That’s how it works. Right, Ned?”


    “That’s how,” Ned agreed, warily watching Jack.


    “All right. I’ll give it to you boys. Tomorrow, when Mr. Chase is around, too.” Jack turned to Sutton. “Ready to go?”


    Vance muscled past Sutton and shoved Jack onto the pool table, to pin him with a stick pressed against his throat. “Sounds to me like you’re thinking we’d cheat Mr. Chase out of his money.”


    Jack’s knuckles went white around the pool cue. “I think you’d hold off telling him I paid, for the chance to break some bones out of spite.”


    “I’ll do a lot more than break your bones.” Vance leaned harder. Sutton grabbed him, only to be wrenched away by Ned. Before Ned could swing at him, rescue came.


    “Not in here, boys.” Graham’s voice became deep and cold as a well. Theo, beside him, leveled a gun at Vance.


    Spitting threats under his breath, Vance backed off. Graham’s attention shifted to Ned, who let go of Sutton. “That’s better. Now get the hell out of my place.”


    Vance snapped the pool cue in half and tossed it to the floor. “Going to call the cops?”


    Graham merely smiled. “Why? So they can identify your body after they pull it from the river?”


    “Think anyone would miss them?” Jack asked, rubbing his neck as he sat up.


    Theo steadied the aim he trained on Vance. “Shall we find out?”


    His cheery tone clearly unsettled Ned. “Come on,” he muttered.


    A venomous promise in his stare, Vance let Ned push him out the door. The gun vanished under Theo’s coat. “You just make friends wherever you go, don’t you, dear?” he asked, hugging Jack. “Get your money?”


    “Yeah, but it’s just going to Chase tomorrow,” Jack said.


    “Never mind,” Graham said. “I’ll buy you boys a drink.”


    He settled them at a table near the band and a waiter brought them roast beef sandwiches and coffee. Still a little shaken by the confrontation with Ned and Vance, Sutton wasn’t hungry, but found the band agreeably distracting. He had not noticed at first glance that the banjo player, in a dark suit and tie, was female, her short hair curled against her rouged cheeks. She and the clarinetist, a boy not more than eighteen, were the only white members of the band. He perched on a stool beside the piano, his clarinet bell occasionally bouncing against his propped right leg while the left, with nothing below the knee but a neatly pinned trouser cuff, dangled as if for the moment forgotten.


    He had a cigarette in one hand, as did the gentleman playing the trombone, and Sutton half-expected to see smoke curling out of the horns. Smoke nearly enveloped the bandstand but didn’t hinder anyone’s playingthough Sutton imagined it would have been a challenge to read sheet music, if they were so inclined.


    Each member soloed a while before the band finished together. The pianist called for a round of drinks and, while the other members took a break, dove into another piece with such unusual style, Sutton crept closer to watch him play. Beneath an agile left hand, chords bloomed from the middle register as well as the lower, trading off with lone bass notes, octaves, and fully formed tenths that left Sutton breathless. The right hand embellished with fat chords of its own, lending the melody new brilliance as it swooped up, under, and in between wonderfully indulgent runs.


    The resulting rhythm would not be resisted. More of the crowd flew to their feet to dance. When low laughter rumbled under the music, Sutton looked from the keyboard, to find the pianist’s coal-black gaze fixed with great amusement on him. Taken aback, he nodded a greeting. “How do you do?”


    “Well, how d’y’do,” the pianist said, laughing. He brought the piece to an abrupt, off-handed but twinkling finish and turned his full attention on Sutton. “You play, son?”


    “Yes, but”


    “Well, that’s all right,” he said delightedly, easing to his feet with a protesting creak of the bench. “We got us another ivory tickler in the house. Keep my seat warm while I powder my nose.”


    “What?” Sutton looked at him in dismay. “Oh, no, I don’t...” But the man was ambling into the darkness on the other side of the bar. Realizing he had been left to take over, Sutton looked around for help.


    The banjo player smirked. “Go ahead, honey. We’ll try to keep up.”


    The others chuckled and Sutton caught on that the entertainment they expected was more along the lines of watching him fall flat on his face. Though Theo and Graham nodded encouragement, it took the confidence in Jack’s eyes to get him breathing again. He made his way to the piano and sat down before tobacco-stained keys, with no idea what to play. He thought of the melody he had loved at Reisenweber’s and his fingers found it, the bass painfully spare compared to what he’d just heard. He looked more than once for sheet music that wasn’t there and just closed his eyes and tried to trust his ears.


    If anyone noticed the missteps, they didn’t let on. The rest of the band ran riot with the melody and he settled into marking the tempo until they brought in progressions that propelled him to play with the chords. Maybe he hadn’t fallen on his face by the finish, but he’d stumbled badly enough to give them some fun picking apart his performance. The pianist, who had returned halfway through, looked him over with a critical eye. “Haven’t played with a band before?”


    “Not in this fashion, no.”


    The pianist’s rumble of a laugh rivaled the lowest notes on the keyboard. “Well, you ain’t the worst I’ve heard.”


    “He listens,” the girl said and winked at Sutton.


    The young clarinetist bobbed his head in agreement. “Rhythm’s all right. For a classical pianist,” he added with a grin.


    “He needs work.” The drummer, bone-thin with close-shorn gray hair, lit a cigarette. “A whole lot of goddamned work.” His gaze through the smoke was dour. “We’ll just see.”


    Strangely, that too felt like a vote of approval. The pianist’s attention moved past Sutton and his round face lit with easy good humor. “Well, shit. 2JB in NYC. Haven’t gone uptown on us yet, have you?”


    Jack grinned. “Bullsy,” he greeted. “Been listening in?”


    “Hell, yes. This your kid on the keys?” His broad hand rested on Sutton’s shoulder, then patted him on the back. “Move on, son. Let an old man sit down.” Sutton gave up the bench and Bullsy sat, hauling out a cigarette. With it crooked in the corner of his mouth, he ran big hands over the keys. “Vera’s right. You can listen. Them tenths won’t be scaring you long.” He swept through arpeggios with breathtaking clarity, all the while eyeing Sutton with interest. “Come on back sometime.”


    Sutton realized the gift being offered. Piano belonged to Bullsyhad been invented for him, Sutton had to think. And jazzit didn’t sing sweetly, like the music he’d been raised on. It shouted out, fierce to lift the weariest spirit. It could own a fellow’s soul if he let itand even if he didn’t.


    He might never understand the music as intimately as Bullsy did. Coming from a different world, perhaps he couldn’tbut what joy it would be to try.


    “Thank you.” He held out a hand and Bullsy shook it with a crushing grip.


    “See ya, Topeka,” he said genially and the band started up again, drawing couples back to the floor. Jack couldn’t have looked more pleased and Sutton suddenly noticed that Theo and Graham were laughing. Sensing a shared joke, he followed them to the door before he asked what it was about.


    Jack flung an arm around his shoulders. “I knew you’d do it. Didn’t you?” he asked Theo.


    “Of course,” Theo said. “We never would have let him wander over there, otherwise, you know.”


    Graham looked impressed. “Bullsy only bestows nicknames on musicians he respects. You did all right, old man.”


    “Did I? So it was some sort of test?” Sutton asked.


    Jack nodded. “The band never gets through a night without some fellow hanging about”


    “And Bullsy likes to have a little fun with them,” Graham said. “They get their chance to show off and more often than not they end up creeping out of here with their tails between their legs.”


    Just as he had thought. “I nearly crept away, myself.”


    “You didn’t,” Jack said. “Bullsy invited you back. He hardly ever does that.”


    “I suspect he did it more out of friendship for you,” Sutton said, smiling. “It was generous of him. Bullsy isn’t really his name?”


    “Bullseye,” Graham said. “Killed more Germans than the rest of us put together, I think. But he’s got a soft spot for young musicians.” He grinned at Sutton, all at once more friendly than flirtatious. “Don’t we all?”


    “Get your own,” Jack told him as he wedged Sutton out the door ahead of him. When they were well away and enveloped in the fog-bound night, Jack pulled him into an unexpected hug and kissed his cheek. “I was ready to burst,” he said, laughing. “I’ve seen old Bullsy crush fellows so brutally I don’t think they went near a piano ever again. But you were tops.”


    “I nearly fell all apart when they came in. And the changes” Sutton grimaced.


    “You were having fun. No use denying it.”


    He couldn’t. He had played for two crowds worlds apart and he didn’t know which had been more exhilarating. He kissed Jack in the concealing fog. “I must thank you, too.”


    “For what?”


    “I don’t know. For everything.”


    Jack grinned. “I wouldn’t ordinarily take credit for everything” The grin faded a bit. “About tonightI think I owe you an apology.” He shrugged. “I was stupid. Not that it’s all that rare, butbad enough I let Harry down. Don’t want to get into the habit with you, too.”


    “We have habits?” Sutton liked the sound of that.


    Jack shook his head. “Is the whole world rosy-hued to you?”


    “Paul and David used to ask that, too. I suppose it must be.”


    “Paul?”


    “A fellow I met overseas.” Sutton saw the fleeting shadow in Jack’s eyes. “No, he’s all right. He made it home.”


    “You really aren’t bitter about any of it, are you?”


    “Should I be?”


    “Your arm busted and all your dreams busted with it”


    “I might have broken my arm riding a bicycle.”


    “If you knew how,” Jack said, his grin returning.


    “I know how.”


    “You don’t” He stopped and Sutton saw instantly what had stolen his attention. Across the road, Vance Fletcher leaned against the lamp post as if he had nothing better to do at that hour than smoke a cigarette and watch his fellow night owls straggle by. His brick of a chin jutted, his lips stretched over teeth in a humorless smirk.
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    Jack returned the cool stare and Sutton had an uneasy feeling one or the other of them would start something. But Vance said nothing, nor made any move to follow as they kept walking. As the fog swallowed them, Sutton listened for the snap of shoes on the pavement. But he heard only the traffic in the street and phonograph music drifting from an apartment above.


    Going into the building, they found the stairwell pitch dark, the bulb burned out. Sutton shivered, glad Vance hadn’t followed. The apartment was chilly but he shucked off the dress suit with relief and crawled into bed. The fog left the city only a blur of light beyond the window and he studied it sleepily as he listened to Jack stomping about in the kitchen. He felt at homewonderfully, comfortably at home with Jack. If that meant he was in lovewell, he was happy and that seemed miraculous enough after the miseries and heartbreak of the past year.


    Jack returned with the cigarettes and gin, leaving them on the bedside table while he sat and stripped out of his clothes. Discovering something more pleasing to look at than the lights, Sutton snuck an arm around him and kissed the bony curve of his spine. “Time to sleep,” he whispered and felt the weary sigh that went through Jack at the mention of it. Sitting up, he leaned over Jack’s shoulder to get a look at the solemn profile. “Not so sleepy?”


    Jack leaned into him. “Tell me something.”


    “What kind of something?”


    “A secret. Something good. Or shocking and terrible. I don’t care. Anything.” He turned and covered Sutton’s mouth with his, to kiss him with slow deliberate care. When he drew back, Sutton thought he could see in those eyes a shimmer of fascination and need. Jack spoke softly. “Did you really want to die?”


    He wasn’t prepared for such a question. “You mean after I lost my job and”


    “Yes. Did you?”


    “I don’t know. All I remember of that night is a terrible headache, and the rain, and feeling so weary and ashamedso hopelessI suppose I did, for a few minutes anyway.”


    Fingers combed through his hair, coming to rest on the nape of his neck. “You looked damned awful. So bruised. Not just on the outside, either.”


    “I was foolish”


    “What’s his name?”


    “What? Who?”


    “The guy who lured you off. Where’d you meet him?”


    “Jack”


    “You aren’t the first one he’s done that to, you know.”


    “I know. But I don’t like the idea of you going in search of him like some sort of knight errant. Can’t we be done with the fighting?”


    Jack drew back with an exasperated sound. Sutton looked at him and couldn’t help a little smile, touched by the stubborn, protective streak. “I didn’t mean”


    “I know what you meant. Problem is, there’s fightingor there’s giving up.”


    “We aren’t soldiers anymore. It isn’t all one or the other.”


    Jack didn’t appear to be listening. “My turn,” he said. “Something terrible.”


    “You don’t have to”


    “Back in January, after I got home. Remember how cold it was? And the storms. You must’ve had them, too.” Jack paused, chasing down the memory, Sutton sensed. After a minute, Jack perched on the edge of the mattress as if he meant to rise and pace. But the evening must have worn him out, too, for he just sata pale figure but for the disheveled hair and the dark of his eyes. “I went out without a coat or hat or scarf, just went out and walked all around town. I couldn’t face going back home, so I kept walking till I could feel the cold eating into my bones. Spent the night in some alleydon’t know wherelying in the snow.” His mouth twisted. “A policeman thought I was drunk and hauled me in.”


    “You wanted to”


    “Hoping to. For a little while, anyway.” He snorted in disgust. “See, I know about giving up. And it’s a sin, right? Especially to want it like I did.”


    “You missed them,” Sutton said quietly.


    Jack poured a drink. “Funny thing is, it wouldn’t have done me much good. I’d have just ended up someplace else.”


    “I don’t believe that for a minute.”


    The shadow of a smile crossed Jack’s face. “No?”


    Sutton leaned toward him and put a hand on his chest. “Not with this heart,” he whispered and kissed him.


    “Rosy-hued,” Jack muttered and sighed. “I thought you wanted to talk...” He leaned in, himself, pursuing something more passionate, and Sutton went avidly along. Jack broke from the kiss, gasping for breath, and gin sloshed from the glass. “Damn.” His face brightened with wry humor. “What am I going to do with this?”


    Sutton took the gin and, braced for the medicinal sting, drank it down. Jack’s laugh was soft and tired. “No more grand gestures, Mabel. I don’t think I can handle the obligation.”


    “No obligation. Just” All the words in the world fell short, so he left it to another kiss, one which Jack seemed to find illuminating. The gin bottle clattered to the floor and Jack’s arms came around him, Jack’s kisses encouraging more wordless conversation. Whether from there Sutton paid particular attention to what was being said, he felt confident in capturing the gist of it.
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    When Jack woke to early sun easing in and an arm slipped around him, lips tender on his shoulder with a sleepy kiss, he decided being awake at six wasn’t the worst thing. Not when you had someone beside you who watched out for you even in his sleep. And if that someone was destined to become a world famous pianist, it didn’t necessarily mean things were over. Sutton would still need a place to call home. The two of them could carry on just the same, if Sutton wanted to take the risk.


    And that’s what it would always be for hima risk. How selfish would it be to let him take it?


    The thought stayed with Jack as they opened the shop to a bigger crowd than the day before. Gert came in at lunchtime and wowed the crowd so thoroughly, she and Sutton agreed to go past the hour with another couple of songs. Jack let the radio go past the hour with them and burned out a tube in the processbut for once, he was glad. He wanted to get out of the shop for a while. He went to the office for his coat, only to be sidetracked by Harry’s frown. “What’d I do now?”


    “I was thinking. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’d better invest a little in some new equipment.”


    “Why? What’s wrong?”


    Harry sighed. “I don’t know that it’s anything to make a fuss over. A reporter called”


    “Oh shit. Really?”


    “Yeah, they want to take a picture or two and write a story, so for God’s sake, Jack”


    “I know. Best behavior.”


    “That’s not it.” Harry’s voice dropped to just above a whisper. “You’ve got to be careful aboutyou know. Reporters, they catch you off-guard. Find things out you don’t really want them knowing. See what I’m getting at?”


    “Aw, Harry. You’re looking out for Sutton’s reputation.” Jack leaned over the desk and gave him a peck on the cheek. “What a guy. I’ll go tell him”


    “Would you sit down before I knock you on your ass? I’m looking out for both you starry-eyed dopes. Don’t tell the guy anything you don’t want the whole world knowing. All right?”


    “The world can go hang itself.” And for an instant, he wholeheartedly wanted it to. The world had the power to take Sutton away from him. “I’ve been lying to most everybody my whole life, Harry. And I was good at it from the start, so save the advice for someone who needs it.”


    He jerked his head in the direction of the lilting piano coming through the door. When the music ended abruptly in a discordant plunk of keys, Jack’s stomach flip-flopped in sympathetic reaction. Harry, in the midst of lighting a cigar, paused. “Damn. Jackie, tell me you ain’t dragging that poor kid around town all night. He’s got to get some sleep, even if you don’t.”


    “He sleeps. He’s just improvising.” But Jack had to agree he hadn’t heard Sutton stumble quite like that in the past. Harry following, he surged out of the officeto find Marshall Chase hovering at Sutton’s shoulder.


    “I gave your pianist a bit of a start, Mr. Bailey. I must say I admire a man who is so involved in his work, he has no notion of anything going on around him.”


    Sutton smiled faintly. “A bad habit.”


    One he normally wouldn’t have had to worry about if Jack had been in the room to stand guard. Jack met his eyes with apology, but Sutton’s smile only warmed. “I believe Mr. Chase has come by to collect on the loan.” He said it with perfect gravity, as if he were talking about only the most aboveboard of business dealings.


    Jack swallowed a smile and fished out his wallet. Chase just as matter-of-factly took the cash Jack handed over and pocketed it without counting it. “Enjoyable doing business with you, Mr. Bailey.” He looked around with a considering eye, as if his interest in the place hadn’t waned. “Your little radio show is becoming the latest thing, I hear.”


    “We’re building an audience,” Jack said, restraining himself as Chase tinkered with the dials.


    “With only a pianist and a singer?”


    “As long as they’re pretty damned good,” Harry said, “what more do you need?”


    “Point taken.” Chase’s attention strayed to Gert, who sat powdering her nose. “Your brother never mentioned you sang, Miss Hennessy.”


    Gert rolled her eyes. “Gee, what a surprise. I think maybe he’s jealous because I’m the one with the talent.”


    “Ever thought of singing in a club?”


    “Oh, I thought. But you ain’t getting more than a couple hundred people into a club. Everyone in New York’s listening to me on the whatsit.” Gert shut her compact with a snap. “I’m going to lunch now. Someone want to call a cab for me?” She retrieved her hat from atop the piano and scooped her furs off the stool. Jack wrinkled his nose at the flowery scent as she went by, but Chase seemed to be regarding her with a patently different sort of interest.


    “I was just going to lunch at the Astor,” he said, gesturing with his damp umbrella. “Would you care to join me?”


    She picked up her pocketbook. “Don’t mind if I do.”


    The bell tinkled like a conspiratorial wink as they went out. Jack dropped onto the piano bench beside a smiling Sutton. “How about that? Couldn’t have gone better if I’d planned it.”


    Harry shook his head. “Don’t be so sure we’ve heard the last of it. If there’s a dime to be made, he’ll keep leaning on us to sell. Oryou just watchGert’ll have him yearning for his own sending station.”


    “What does he know about it? I don’t need his money or his booze to stay in business. I’ve got a crackerjack pianist.” Jack slung an arm around Sutton’s shoulders. “When I boost the signal, everyone in the world will be listening in.”


    “You know, we got a little more going on here than bringing music to the masses,” Harry said.


    Sutton began to play again, something solemn and majestic that made Harry snort. Jack laughed. “Harry, honest to God, I’m thinking of the emporium. Time and money invested in the radio end of things will be worth it, don’t you think?”


    Harry gazed at him with the strangest smile, one Jack couldn’t read. “Hell yes,” he said after a moment. “It’s worth it. You just be sure when that reporter shows up, you don’t let him give all the credit to Gertie.”


    Jack grinned. “You want some, too?” He ducked just in time. Then he noticed the lulling plunk of piano keys had gone quiet.


    “Reporter?” Sutton said. “Not for the Times?”


    “It won’t be much, really,” Jack said. “A footnote. They’ll stick it in the back somewhere, bottom of the page”


    “My father reads it from front page to back.” Sutton looked as if he expected his dad to stalk in, seize him by the collar, and drag him away. “And even if he misses it, someone else will surely bring it to his attention.”


    “He’s going to find out sooner or later,” Harry said gently.


    “Better later, then, when you’re such a success, he can’t make things difficult.”


    “When we’re a success,” Jack said. “And having a story in the Times, well, you’ve got to admit that’s a good start.”


    “We like to think so,” a cheerful voice cut in behind them. Three fellows in rain slickers, one carrying a camera wrapped in another slicker, stood shaking out their umbrellas and smoothing back damp hair as their attention swept around the shop. The one who’d spoken, a red-haired fellow with blue eyes behind round specs, dried his hands on a handkerchief and held out one hand to Jack. “Mr. Bailey?”


    “That’s right. You’re”


    “Maurice Webb, New York Times. This is Peter McCloskey, he takes the snapsand that’s Charlie Holland. He knows more about your radio doohickey than I do, so I brought him along.”


    McCloskey nudged Webb and whispered, “Albright’s kid.”


    Webb nodded, waving him back, and greeted Sutton with a vigorous shake. “Mr. Albright, it’s a pleasure.”


    If Sutton was trying not to look anxious, he was failing miserably. “Thank you, Mr. Webb, it’s a pleasure to meet you. If you’ve come to interview Jack, I’ll just get out of your way”


    “We were hoping to interview you, too, Mr. Albright.”


    “You were?”


    “Indeed yes.” Webb took off his specs to dry them. “I was the fortunate reporter who talked with your father back in September, so my boss thought I’d have the best insight for this interview.” He slipped his specs back on and tucked his kerchief in his pocket. “More than that, I just wanted to meet you, myself. I have a message to relay from my dad. He’s been confined to bed since he came home from France and it’s been hell for him, these past six months. But since he started listening in with my brother’s set, he’s been getting along better. Cheers him up.” Webb’s smile was warm with gratitude. “I guess there’s something about music. It’s like medicine, isn’t it? He says he doesn’t feel so confinedif that makes sense. Anyhow, he wanted me to ask if you’d play more waltzes like you’ve been recently. I didn’t know if you considered requests, but I said I’d ask.”


    Sutton stared at him like a man who’d just been set free, himself. “Of course I will. I’ll be glad to. If there’s ever anything in particular he’d like to hear, perhaps he could ring us up” He turned to Jack. “Would that be all right?”


    Jack glanced at Harry, who nodded. Webb looked delighted. “Well, thank you, sir. That’s very kind of you. Will it be all right if Peter sets up for photographs?”


    Jack realized Sutton was lost in thought. “Sutton?”


    “Photographs?” The smile tugging persistently at the corners of Sutton’s mouth blossomed. “Yes, photographs.” He beamed at Jack. “Why not?”


    Jack traded grins with Harry. “Why not?”


    Instead of closing at eight, Jack stayed open for the evening performance. Their best crowd ever filled the back of the shop and though Jack quit transmitting at nine to spare the tubes, Sutton played a while after. As the last customers left, Esther came in, looking as tired as Jack felt, but smiling.


    “You’re working late,” she said as he hugged her.


    “I’m working,” Jack said. “Can’t beat that. Too tired to come celebrate with us?”


    She followed as he started for the back. “What are we celebrating?”


    “Success,” he said, throwing her a grin over his shoulder. “We’re all beat, but it’ll be fun.”


    “Oh, you’ve paid Chase. Jack, I’m so glad” She suddenly giggled and Jack followed her gaze to the piano, where Sutton was giving Harry and Ox an impromptu lesson that, judging by their bemused faces, went decidedly over their heads.


    Jack laughed. “What I wouldn’t give to have that fellow with the camera back here.”


    “True blue, aren’t they?”


    “The truest and bluest. And they aren’t the only ones.” He kissed her cheek. “Thanks, Es.”


    “Oh, hush. I haven’t done anything except feed you now and then.”


    “More than now and then. Besides, Sutton wouldn’t have stayed but for you, and I wouldn’t have made it without him.”


    “You like Sutton an awful lot.”


    “Ox tell you that?”


    “Yeah. But he didn’t have to.”


    Jack shrugged. “I’ve liked plenty of fellows. You know me.”


    She watched him with a serenely female kind of smile. “I know you,” she said.


    “Well, come help me drag him from the piano or we’ll be here till dawn.” Jack pulled her along. “Work’s done for the day, you three.”


    “Sutton’s giving us some pointers,” Ox said, more to Esther than anyone else. “‘Lo, Es.”


    “‘Lo, Ox.” She went to his side and he slipped an arm around her. “What kind of pointers?”


    “For all the good it’s going to do.” Harry held the sheet music in front of his eyes and squinted furiously at it. “Who can read this stuff? Maybe Wilson’s saving paper, but he ain’t doing a thing for my eyesight.”


    Jack took the music and put it on top of the piano. “Kick about it later. I want some supper.”


    Harry stood and buttoned his coat. “What makes you think there’s a restaurant left in the city that’ll let you in?”


    “Sure there is. As long as you’ll vouch for me.”


    Harry snorted and went to the office for his hat.


    “Well, Ox will,” Jack said. “Right?”


    “I think he’s a little preoccupied,” Sutton said, as Ox ignored Jack in favor of whispering in Esther’s ear.


    “Well, you’ll vouch for me.” Jack hooked a finger in Sutton’s vest and pulled him closer. “Won’t you?”


    “If you’ll vouch for me, certainly.”


    “Aw, damn. We’ll have to eat at the automat.”


    “No automat.” Harry sighed. “Guess I’ll have to vouch for the lot of you. Let’s go“ The bell rang at the front. “You didn’t lock up?”


    “I didn’t think anyone would be wandering in at this hour...“ Ned came around the end of the aisle and Jack checked a sigh, wishing devoutly that he had locked up. “If you’re looking for Gertie, I think she’s gone somewhere with Chase.”


    “I’m looking for you, Jack.” Ned’s smile grew a little stiff around the edges. “Just you. Got something for you.”


    “A little early for my birthday. Why don’t you come back in November? Or just mail it?”


    “I thought about mailing it. But then I really wanted to be here when you got the news.”


    “News? Tell me you’re moving to Tibet.”


    Ned chuckled. “It’s a whole lot better than that. For one of us, anyway.” He eased an envelope out of his coat pocket. “I paid a little visit to our landlady this week.”


    “You mean my landlady.”


    “Yours no longer.” Ned slipped a folded document from the envelope. “See, she’s been having a tough time of it lately, what with so many buildings to manage all on her own. When I let her know I had an interest in this particular one and the means to look after it on her behalf, well, she thought that was the dandiest idea ever.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “Mrs. Madigan gave me charge of this building, Jack. I’m the lessee. It’s all authorized and notarized and finalized.” He smoothed the papers and held them out for Jack’s perusal. “I take care of the building. I collect the rents. And I evict, when necessary.”
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    Harry yanked the paper from Ned’s grasp and moved to the workbench to read it in better light. Jack felt Sutton standing close, no doubt to restrain him when he lunged for Ned’s throat. “You’re evicting me?”


    “Well, can you blame me? You’re making a lot of racket, banging on this piano day and night. The neighbors’ll be complaining. Can’t have that.” He tossed the envelope onto the piano bench. “You have forty-eight hours to move your goods out of here. Take longer and I’ll have them moved into the street. I’ll give you another forty-eight to get your belongings out from upstairs.”


    Jack couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Harry?”


    “It’s legitimate.” Harry’s tone stayed quiet, but if his gaze flamed any fiercer, Jack thought he might burn a hole through Ned. “You’re a real son of a bitch, Hennessy. Chase gave you the fee money, didn’t he?”


    “Just a little advance,” Ned corrected coolly. “Mr. Chase, he understands the situation. Figures I’m smart enough to make a profit off this shack. Money in his pocket and mine. Could’ve been yours, Jackie, if you hadn’t started thinking yourself so goddamned superior. Maybe you’re the one running in the wrong crowd.” He shifted the contempt to Sutton. “Vance thought sure your old man sent you to get his hooks into this place before we could grab it up...” Ned fixed again on Jack. “But I guess you and me, we know better, don’t we?”


    It wasn’t Sutton but Harry who got tight hold of him first. “Ain’t no time to get arrested,” he hissed in Jack’s ear.


    Ned scrambled out of reach. “Forty-eight hours, Jack.” He kept moving as Ox advanced. “This is the only warning you’re going to get”


    Ox lunged at him and Ned flew for the door, escaping with a wild clanging of the bell. The door slammed and Ox returned alone, dejected. He put an arm around Esther, who was in tears.


    “Ned can’t reallycan he?” she asked.


    Harry shoved the papers back into the envelope. “I don’t know what Ned told Mrs. Madigan or what she was thinking, but she’s yanked it all away with this“ He waved the envelope, then tossed it down. “Ned can put us outand the judge won’t do a damned thing about it.” Harry dropped onto the piano bench. He slumped forward, head in his hands. “I kept telling your dad we needed a lease. But that’s not how he did business, so I didn’t push it.” He looked up at Jack with sorrowful eyes. “I’m sorry. You got no one to blame but me.”


    “Would you cut it out?” Jack sat beside him. “This place would be long gone if it wasn’t for you, and don’t think I don’t know it. Mr. Madigan was always a good guy. I guess his wife’s just a little more practical.”


    Harry snorted. “Ain’t that always the way. Look, if we can’t get any protection from the judge, you and Sutton, you’ll come stay with me.”


    “Or me,” Ox said. “And we can find another place for the shop.”


    Esther looked ready to jump in and volunteer the apartment she already shared with her folks. Jack smiled at them all fondly. “I don’t suppose we’ll find a place for the shop. We can barely make the rent here. Anyway, it’s an opportunity, really,” he said, as Sutton sat across from him. “You can snag that job with Dorrimer now, or something even better.”


    Sutton began to shake his head, but Harry cut in. “Your opportunity, too, Jackie. You can keep the radio program going and you don’t need a shop for that. You can send out the show from my apartment. Maybe you’ll figure out how to make some money off the damned thing,” he said with a faint grin. “God knows you ought to. You’re good at it. And it’s where your heart’s always been.”


    Jack looked around the dark shop, at the dusty bins and the shelves crowded with junk, most of it with no use in the world except to cheer the soul. He knew where floorboards creaked and the shelves needed repair. Knew where the tiny chip was in the plate glass, where it had been since he’d accidentally bounced a baseball against ittwelve years ago? He even knew the scientific names for the critters that guarded the aisles. And he knew how to keep the books when Harry was under the weatherno small accomplishment in more than one way, since Harry wouldn’t let them out of his hands even if he were delirious with fever.


    Jack knew where his heart was. Where it had always been. The emporium was his parents’ pride, their last gift to him.


    “We’ve got to talk to the judge. Tell him our side of things“


    “Sure, kid, but the law’s on Ned’s side. For once,” Harry added in disgust. “And with the way evictions have been piling up the last few months, we’ll be lucky to have five minutes with the judge before Ned comes ‘round to force us out.”


    “We are going to talk to Mrs. Madigan?” Sutton asked.


    The question took Jack by surpriseand Harry, it seemed. “I don’t think that will do us any good,” Harry said. “Landlords are a little squeamish about dealing with angry tenants face-to-face. She’ll tell us to take it to the judge and you can count on that ending in eviction.”


    Sutton frowned. “She spoke with Ned. Surely you’re entitled to the same consideration.”


    The shock had worn off just enough to let Jack think and he thought maybe Sutton had a point. “God knows what lies Ned told her.” He turned to Harry. “Maybe she won’t believe us. But we can’t buckle without trying, can we?”


    “Oh we can try,” Harry said. “I know you want to think the best,” he added gently. “But you’ve got to”


    “Be ready for the worst. Yeah, I know. So we’ll sweet-talk her. God knows if Ned could charm her with that snake oil smirk, we’ve got all the hope in the world.” He wanted to feel convinced of it, but his stomach was churning. They had to win Mrs. Madigan to their side. He didn’t believe there was any chance of winning the judge. “You suppose she’s home on a Saturday night?”


    “We’ll go tomorrow afternoon,” Harry said. “There’s a Plaza address on the envelope.”


    “Spit-and-polish?”


    “Yeah. Maybe I’ll leave you home and take Sutton with me.” The glint of humor faded from Harry’s eye as he fixed a considering gaze on Sutton. Jack caught on and realized he was right.


    “Mind coming with us?”


    Sutton looked startled. “I was taking it for granted, since my job is at risk, too.”


    The funny thing was, he said it as if it were the only job in the world for him. Jack offered a flash of gratitude in his grin. “Good. So, tomorrow after lunch. Now can we get some supper?”


    “And then some sleep,” Harry said, standing. “And you’ve got to try, Jackie. I need you both bright and smart tomorrow. That means you can’t wander all over New York at three in the morning.” He sighed. “Sutton, you’ll have to make sure he stays put, all right?”


    “What?” Sutton’s eyes widened. “You realize what you’re asking?”


    Esther’s smile brimmed with her usual sympathy and Ox, agrin, offered Sutton an encouraging clap on the back. When even Harry chuckled, Jack dredged up some indignation out of principle. “You guys ought to form a nursemaid’s league, run for office or something, and while you’re at it, see if you can find some other poor sap to keep tabs on.”


    It had the desired effect of making them laugh. And if it was only a thin umbrella under a fresh downpour of worries, he was glad for itand, as he followed them out, glad and thankful as hell for the four of them. Ox and Esther’s optimism and Harry’s determination made him feel better. But it was Sutton’s concerned glance his way that did the trick of reassuring him.


    Jack hadn’t thought of love as a promise beforea promise that, even when the world was falling down around him, would stay kept. But without Sutton saying a word, he knew that there would be comfort when he couldn’t sleep tonight. And tomorrow and the day after, there would be a home to go to, even if it was no more than a pair of arms around him and a head tucked close to his in the darkness.


    It was promise enough to make the hours ahead bearable. And if Harry, Ox, and Esther noticed, despite the cover of night, that he’d slipped his hand into Sutton’s as they tramped the windy sidewalk toward Broadway, none of them seemed to mind in the least.
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    Sutton attempted everything in his power to distract and tire Jack, but by two, Jack appeared no nearer dreamland than he’d been at ten. Drifting closer to that beckoning isle himself, Sutton snapped back to consciousness tinged with alarm when the mattress shifted under him. “Jack?”


    “Go back to sleep.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “Bathroom. You mind?”


    “No further?”


    “I might stray into the kitchen. Don’t you trust me?”


    “‘Course I do.”


    “What a dope.” A hand brushed his head before he drifted off again. It didn’t seem long before the hand fell on his shoulder and shook him awake. “Come on, Mabel. Up, up.”


    Sutton blinked and saw Jack hovering. “Can’t you sleep?”


    “Get up. Let’s go out.”


    “What?” Sutton rolled away from the shine of the hall light and pulled the blankets over his head. “We can’t go out. We told Harry we wouldn’t.”


    “I don’t remember telling him that. Come on. Just a ramble ‘round the corner.” Jack crawled on top of him, an agreeable weight with teasing lips warming his skin. “Thirty minutes. What do you say?”


    “I think I’ve figured out why you can’t get to sleep.” Sutton wrapped both arms around him. “You don’t stay in bed long enough.” He rolled over, pinning Jack under him with a determination to make him stay put. “Close your eyes.”


    “That was a dirty trick,” Jack said, making a half-hearted attempt to dislodge him.


    Sutton rested his forehead on Jack’s. “Close your eyes.” He tempered the rebuke with a sympathetic kiss.


    “You know, I’d have gone on my own if you didn’t trust me so damned much.”


    “Close your eyes,” Sutton whispered. Threading fingers in the dark hair, he combed soothingly and Jack, a little frown still on his lips, followed orders. When Jack’s arms snuck around him, Sutton hoped he might be willing to sleep after all. He hadn’t really considered other temptations until Jack shifted restlessly and the press of muscle and too-warm skin hove sleep well out of reach. Arms tightened around him and he knew Jack was fully awake, too.


    “That was an even dirtier trick,” Sutton said, rising on elbows to look down into Jack’s smiling face.


    “Christ, it’s your own fault. Climbing on me, warm and naked, and you think I’m just going to doze off?” Jack moved against him deliberately. “No use looking so stern, either. At least one small part of you approves,” he noted, and fanned the flames with a graze of fingertips along Sutton’s spine.


    “Jack” He backtracked. “‘Small’?”


    Laughing, Jack dragged him down and kissed him. Familiar with the shape and flavor of Jack’s kisses, Sutton noticed in passing that this one was new. It communicated something more than simple desireor seemed to. If he wanted convincing that Jack felt as he did, Jack obliged, with lips that pushed, almost furrowed over his skinas if Jack ached to breach flesh and bone, and touch some place less tangible, a place conventional kisses couldn’t take him. Persuaded in body, if not in mind, Sutton gave up wondering. If he was being taken in again, for the moment it felt glorious to be misled.


    When they remembered the rest of the world’s existence sometime later, they were breathless and beat, sheets and pillows in every direction and the room too hot for sleep. Jack seemed in no frame of mind to even try, so Sutton agreed to a walk, hoping against hope it would do the trick.


    ***


    The cool night air soothed and revived at once, and Jack walked with a purpose. Sutton assumed he had the club in mind, but when they passed the automat, Jack glanced through the plate glass and turned on his heel. “There’s Theo. The show must’ve ended early.” Jack grabbed Sutton’s hand and pulled him to the door. “I know you’re sleepy,” he said, “so, look, just a little while, all right? And we’ll go home, I promise.”


    Sutton followed him in, to where Theo sat stirring his coffee with the distant stare of a man some minutes out of touch with his surroundings. Sutton might have labeled his expression lovesick if he hadn’t felt sure Jack would have teased him mercilessly for it.


    “Hello, Glum,” Jack said cheerfully, lighting on the chair opposite Theo’s and nearly startling the life out of him. “Anything doing?”


    “Jack.” Theo’s wide green eyes went to Sutton and a smile found his lips. “Sutton. Oh dear, now my heart will split in two for certain.”


    Jack paused in the midst of digging through pockets, ostensibly for change. “What’s the matter?”


    “Love in its first fresh bloom before my eyes and my own crushed and swept away as ashes in the cold morning.” Theo sighed and resumed stirring.


    “The fellow from the baths didn’t want to sleep over?”


    “Jack,” Sutton whispered with a nudge and shook his head. “Theo, what is it?”


    “Who is it, you mean,” Jack said.


    Theo groaned in agony and buried his head in his arms. Jack jiggled the handful of change and glanced at Sutton. “Pie?”


    “Jack,” Sutton said, exasperated, and Jack went to forage.


    Theo sat up and combed slender fingers through his hair. “How do you put up with him? He has no sense of drama.”


    “Are you all right?” Sutton offered him a handkerchief which he accepted with a slight smile.


    “I’ll carry on, somehow. You look sleepy, my dear. Don’t let Jack run you about too much or you’ll always have dark circles under those beautiful eyes. Come to bathe with us?”


    “Bathe?”


    “Oh it’s the loveliest feast for the eyes. And the hands, once you’re acclimated,” Theo said with a wink.


    “You mean the public baths?”


    Jack returned and, depositing three plates of pie on the table, helped himself to the biggest. “No baths tonight. Spilled your tale of woe yet?”


    “Why no baths?” Theo asked. “It will warm our tired bones.”


    “My bones are fine, thanks. You just want to ogle Sutton in all his glory.”


    Sutton smiled. “You go there often?”


    “You wouldn’t like it,” Jack said with a dismissive wave of the fork. “Besides, you’re pining, right?” he said to Theo. “So let’s hear.”


    Theo took a plate and sat back in his chair. “If you really want to know”


    “Trade for the pie. Go.”


    Theo rolled his eyes. “There was a supper party for Bill and his intended”


    “Don’t tell me you were invited,” Jack said.


    “Oh, no. He wanted to borrow my tie pin, you know the one with the little emeralds? Well, very like emeralds, anywayso I went around to give it to him and the poor lad was so down, I tried to cheer him up”


    Jack groaned. “Not at the party.”


    “Not at the” Sutton stopped, realizing. “Oh.”


    Theo peeled away a piece of crust and chewed it disconsolately. “I’m really going to Hell, aren’t I. First in line and all that.”


    “Not ahead of me,” Jack said with cheer that made Sutton laugh. “Soyou get caught?” He coughed and quickly swallowed down a mouthful of Theo’s coffee. “Oh, Godnot by the bride?”


    Theo looked anguished. “Her mother.”


    Jack choked then, on helpless laughter. Sutton gave him a push. “Jack, really”


    “Oh, laugh,” Theo said. “I suppose it is funny, if one’s heart isn’t broken.”


    “I can’t believe a whole lot more of you’s not broken,” Jack said. “What in the world did she do? What did she say?”


    Theo’s shoulders lifted in a rueful shrug. “The poor dear couldn’t stop wailing long enough to get a word out.”


    “Wailing?” Sutton’s soul shrank in sympathetic horror. “That must have brought everyone, then.”


    “Oh yes, right up to the priest. Of course he just chuckled and said boys will be boys, but I do think the bride’s family would have horsewhipped Bill and me both, if the attendants hadn’t whisked us away.”


    Jack snorted. “The priest didn’t say any such thing.”


    “Perhaps I said it,” Theo mused. “It was such a hectic afternoon, I can’t recall. But nowoh now, Bill won’t speak to me or see me. And I’ve missed him dreadfully.”


    “He’ll get over it. Wait a week and go talk to him.”


    Theo looked at Jack in disbelief. “You realize it’s not exactly a minor set-to. The wedding’s off. He’s lost millions.”


    “All right, so wait two weeks. He’ll be ready for some” Jack’s grin returned. “Consolation.” It was too much for him and he leaned against Sutton, shoulders shaking. Sutton found it a challenge not to give in, himself. It was rather funny, despite the dreadful embarrassment Theo must have endured.


    “He must forgive you sometime,” Sutton said. “You’re certainly not the only one to blame, if he was willing” He cleared his throat. “There must have been some part of him that didn’t really want to be married” At Jack’s snicker, Sutton sighed and nudged him again. “You understand what I mean.”


    “If I didn’t, my dear, the blush would give it away,” Theo said, patting his hand. “It’s all right. You may laugh. At least you’ve the manners to try to restrain yourself. This Jack-knave, on the other hand”


    “Oh, hell,” Jack said, as red-faced as Sutton but for a different reason. “Who wouldn’t laugh? That’s the funniest thing I’ve heard in ages.”


    Theo sighed in resignation and started in on the pie. “Quite a world, isn’t it? No bother at all for them to push a gun in our hands and tell us to kill any number of fellows we canbut God forbid we should kiss one. A most contrary way to run things, if you ask me. And now this“ He upturned his palm to reveal two nickels side by side. “It’s ten cents more than I gave her.”


    Jack’s mouth dropped open. “Old Peabody? Noshe couldn’t have. On the level?”


    Sutton followed their simultaneous glance to the matronly woman in the change booth, who shot nickels across the counter with dour concentration and lightning speed. “I wouldn’t wonder if she made a mistake“


    “They don’t make mistakes.” The sympathy Jack aimed at Theo seemed a little too bright-eyed. “That’ll teach you to strut around the ‘mat in your old coat and scuffed shoes. You must’ve roused up her motherly instincts.”


    “Jack Bailey, you are a reprobate,” Theo said. “A scoundrel. The knavest of knaves, I swear.”


    Neither the assertions nor the dark sparkle in Theo’s eyes cowed Jack. “You’ll let us know when she sets the date, won’t you?”


    Theo sniffed. “I won’t have reprobates and scoundrels at my wedding.”


    “Going to be an awfully dull one, then...”


    The conversation slipped away from Sutton as a voice unsettling in its vague familiarity drifted to his ears. He peeked around and matched face to voiceand the cold, sick feeling in his gut spread.


    “Sutton?” Jack’s hand circled his wrist. “What’s the matter?”


    Sutton whispered it. “Kent.”
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    “Kent?” Jack looked around. “The one that put you in the hospital?”


    “Hospital?” Theo said, eyebrows lifting as he looked at Sutton in concern. After Sutton explained, he nodded. “So those fading bruises you were sporting”


    Jack started to get up and Sutton grabbed his hand. “Don’t. They’re surely armed.”


    “Good point.” Jack looked at Theo. “You still got the”


    “I do.” Theo tucked his scarf under his coat and turned up his collar. “Nights are always a lot of fun with you, Jack,” he said, grinning, and stood.


    “Theo,” Sutton whispered after him as he left the table. “Jack, what is he doing? You don’t know how rough they are. They’ll hurt him. Let’s just find a policeman”


    “And what are you going to tell him when he asks why you didn’t report this a whole lot sooner?”


    Sutton didn’t have an answer. Jack slipped an arm under his and found his hand with a reassuring grip. “You’re not the villain, Sutton, so quit looking like that.”


    Theo chatted with Kent for an interminable time and when they finally left the automat together, Jack got up. “Stay here. And don’t worry. We’ve done this before.”


    Sutton had no desire to face Kent ever again, but staying in the clean, bright comfort of the automat while Jack and Theo went into battle for him was no alternative. He left after them and finding no one in the street, heard a commotion around the corner and started down the sidewalk at a run. In the wind-swept alley, Theo had his gun trained on Kent and his accomplices while Jack searched Kent’s pockets. Kent stood silent but wary. His gaze found Sutton and contempt followed recognition. Sutton knew when they let him go, Kent would find someone as lonely and foolish as Sutton had beenand the beating the poor fellow faced would be worse because of this.


    Sutton hadn’t hated anyone in the war, except perhaps the men who had started it. He’d hated the students who had seen him with David and reported himbut not even their contempt and their taunts had stirred him to shove anyone into a wall. He hadn’t pressed an arm into anyone’s throat to hold him against his will, hadn’t felt muscles clench with a driving desire to pound a supercilious smile into a grimace of pain.


    Jack’s hand settled high on his shoulder, a thumb above his shirt collar brushing against his burning skin. “How much did the son of a bitch take?”


    Jack said it casually, as if it didn’t surprise him that Sutton had yanked Kent out of his grasp and shoved him into the wall. “Four dollars,” Sutton said, fixed relentlessly on Kent’s watchful gaze. He wanted to see uncertainty or fearor regret. He wanted Kent to feel the vulnerability he’d felt, and understand he was just as breakable.


    “Four dollars? He’s got a lot more than that.” Jack eased the cash out and tucked part of it into Sutton’s pocket, along with the wallet. He tossed the remaining cash on the ground. “What do you want to do with him?”


    “Oh, do let’s have some fun,” Theo said and waved the gun at Kent’s accomplices. “How about you fellows? Care to play?”


    Sutton, shocked, stole a glance around. The two men edged away, ready to break and run despite the gun in Theo’s grip. Theo laughed. “Go on and go, then. But you’d better run quick because I might just decide to see how well I can hit moving targets in the dark.”


    It was all the invitation they needed. Kent shouted after them and tried to push Sutton away. Sutton pushed back. “You’re not going with them. You’re not going to do to anyone else what you did to me.”


    Kent hardly seemed to hear him, but flinched as Theo came near. “You leave me alone.”


    Theo chuckled. “Heard the stories about this one,” he said conversationally to Sutton and Jack. “Nasty bit of work. Quite the reputation. Up until tonight.”


    “Don’t try it,” Kent rasped, beads of perspiration on suddenly pale skin. “I’ll kill you, I swear to God.”


    “Don’t flatter yourself,” Theo said. “I do have some standards. However, I’m sure your friends don’t think so.”


    “I wouldn’t go hunting them up,” Jack agreed, “unless you want them to put you in the hospital next time.”


    “Hospital or morgue?” Theo rested the muzzle just above Kent’s ear. “You never know when a fellow’s left for dead if he’s going to pull through, do you?”


    Jack gingerly took the gun from Theo’s hand and put it in Sutton’s. The cold weight was a half-forgotten feel Sutton hadn’t wanted to reacquaint himself with ever again. Jack and Theo stepped back, leaving Kent’s miserable life in his hands. But it was no easier, as much as he despised Kent, and he supposed he should be glad for that.


    He lowered the gun to his side, metal slick in his shaking grip. He felt Jack’s touch again, briefly comforting against his neck, before Jack took the gun from his hand.


    “I guess it’s left to me.” Jack waved the gun at Kent. “Down on the ground. Hands and knees.”


    “Go to hell,” Kent said, then sucked in a breath as Jack shoved the muzzle against his throat.


    “This thing noisy when it goes off?” Jack asked.


    “Kent or the gun?” Theo inquired.


    Jack hooked a leg around Kent’s, knocked him to the ground and slammed the gun butt against his skull. “Guess I didn’t want to do it, either.”


    Theo took the gun back. “Some people are so squeamish about trying anything new. And he might’ve come to like it,” he added with a wink at Sutton.


    “We can’t let him go,” Sutton said. “He’ll rob someone else, his first chance.”


    “The theater crowd will be down in a minute,” Theo said cheerfully. “Morrison Bower’s a photographer, always has his camera along. We’ll take some snaps and post dear Kent’s photo all around. He’ll have to move to Florida to find any peace.” He put an arm around Sutton. “Don’t worry, my dear. We shall be ever on the look-out. ”


    Sutton believed him. “Thank you, Theo.”


    Theo kissed his forehead and let him go. Sutton, watchful despite his weariness, heard Jack whisper to Theo, “I’m taking Sutton home. Thanks for theyou know.”


    Sutton exhaled and the knots that had twisted up his insides loosened, letting him breathe and drift. It reassured him to know that if he couldn’t count on the orthodox protection provided the rest of the world, he had unorthodox protection coming through for him in a pinch.


    Jack guided him back to a quiet apartment and a hot cup of cocoa. But the best was bed, which Jack hastily put in order before crawling in beside him to plaster him with warm skin and teasing comments he barely registered.


    “Jack, you’ve got to sleep.”


    “After all that excitement? You should’ve made me stay home.”


    Sutton put an arm around him. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll find a way to make it all right.”


    “It’s pretty all right for the moment,” Jack said, sleepiness creeping into his voice. “You know, I thought you were going to kill him.”


    “I couldn’t”


    “No, I knew you wouldn’t shoot him. But before that, when you flew by and knocked him into the wallI thought you might strangle the life out of him. Never saw you like that before. Coiled tighter than a phonograph spring.”


    “Haven’t seen myself like that,” Sutton said. “Maybe it was France.”


    “New York. Or maybe me.”


    “Not you. Remember where we first ran into each other.”


    “So you were rotten to the core before we met.”


    “Thoroughly.”


    “Thought so.”


    A contented smile lingered on Jack’s lips and Sutton wanted to say something more. Instead, he fell asleep with it nestled in his thoughts.

  


  
    - Thirty-Seven-


    Harry must have known what it had taken Sutton a while to discover. He didn’t come by until three in the afternoon and finding only Sutton out of bed, proceeded to the bedroom with grim determination. Worried, Sutton followed, only to find Harry sitting quietly on the edge of the mattress, one hand resting on Jack’s shoulder. Jack was awake and, before Sutton could leave them to their conversation, Harry motioned him in. “Mrs. Madigan has a supper engagement at seven. She’s agreed to see us at four, so scrub up into something halfway presentable” He brushed a hand over Jack’s hair, “and we’ll leave in thirty minutes.”


    “What are you going to be doing?” Jack asked with a yawn.


    “I’m going back down to look through those boxes in the storeroom, see if I can find any written agreements between Mr. Madigan and your dad.”


    “Haven’t you searched those a dozen times now?”


    “At least.” Harry got up. “Thirty minutes,” he emphasized as he went out.


    Sutton, wondering how he could move Jack along that quickly, was astonished when Jack lurched past him and vanished into the bathroom. Jack seemed a coiled spring by the time they joined Harry at the curb and climbed into a cab. When the Plaza loomed palatially, Harry and Jack exchanged a look of glum commiseration and Sutton gave up trying to reassure either of them. At the front desk, they met Mrs. Madigan’s lawyer, Mr. Barchisthin, white-haired, with spectacles perched at the tip of his nosewho had waited to tell them Mrs. Madigan had not returned from a social call and they would have to reschedule.


    “Reschedule?” Jack stared at him. “We’re about to be booted out of home and business and you want us to come back another time?”


    “Any chance she’ll be in at all tonight?” Harry asked. “We’ll wait as long as necessary.”


    Mr. Barchis glanced over the rim of his spectacles. “You can wait, but I cannot guarantee you’ll be able to meet with Mrs. Madigan this evening.”


    “Even if she has only five minutes free,” Harry said. “I’m sorry about barging in on a Sunday, but this is urgent.”


    Mr. Barchis eyed Jack, who appeared ready to tell him just how urgentand no doubt would have, but for Harry’s firm grip on his arm. As Mr. Barchis stalked away, Jack scowled after him. “He’s not going to tell her a damned thing.”


    “Maybe. Let’s give him a chance, all right? Damn, I wish I knew what she looked like. We could corral her before she ever goes upstairs.”


    “We can’t pounce on every middle-aged woman who comes through the lobbycan we?”


    Harry rolled his eyes. “You two sit. I want to talk to Barchis another minute.”


    Sutton knew Harry wanted to talk to Mr. Barchis without Jack hovering over his shoulder. He scouted out a sofa shaded from the afternoon sun by potted palms, there to wait with a restless Jack and watch the passing parade.


    “Hear that?” Jack threw a glance toward a windowed enclosure and the door that had been left open. “Someone’s wiring a request for funds. Says he had no idea New York was so expensive.”


    “Certainly if one stays at the Plaza.” Sutton leaned toward him. “Aren’t we eavesdropping?”


    Jack shrugged. “I can’t help it.”


    “I’ll remember that, the next time I send a telegram.”


    “I’d never spill your secrets. Unless they’re really juicy ones. Oh, there’s Harry. And there he goes,” Jack said with a laugh.


    “I’ll catch him.”


    Sutton did, only to hear that Mr. Barchis would not share the details of Mrs. Madigan’s meeting with Ned. “Barchis thinks we want to complain to her about the rent. That we’re upset because we lost the sweet deal we had,” Harry said. “Guess it’s only natural, but I sure as hell don’t like being taken for a deadbeat.”


    “Mr. Barchis appears a suspicious type,” Sutton said. “And Jack did put the idea in his head.”


    Harry sighed. “We’ve got to calm him down before we head home. Especially if we don’t get a chance to talk to Mrs. Madigan. If Ned’s waiting for us, neither you nor me nor half a dozen wild horses will keep Jack from busting him right in the nose.” Harry stopped walking. “Where is he?”


    “He’s right over” Sutton turned, to see the sofa had been claimed by a plump woman and her restless brood. “He must’ve given them the seat. He can’t have gone far”


    “Ah, hell. Look around, see if he’s cornered any defenseless females. Words I never thought I’d utter in respect to Jackie,” Harry said with a snort.


    Sutton tried to pretend he hadn’t heard the comment, but his face gave him away, judging by Harry’s soft chuckle. “Sorry, kid. I guess I ought to be used to it. Hell, I saw it in the army plenty“ He cleared his throat. “Look, I’m just glad Jack’s not so lonesome as he was when he got back from France. That he’s got someone tohell, you know what I mean.”


    “I do.” Despite his discomfort, Sutton was heartened to know how Harry felt.


    Harry nodded. “Good. Ain’t never seen him so gone on anyone before,” he added as he turned away. That off-hand information sank in along with a rush of gladnesswhich faded when Sutton saw the crowd gathering in the center of the lobby.


    “Harry,” he whispered as he started forward, anxiety increasing with every step. A wrought iron table bearing an urn plentiful with roses occupied the space beneath a glittering chandelier. Under the table, his arms wrapped partway around the curlicued base, huddled Jack.


    “Damn.” Harry started down to his knees, but Sutton stopped him.


    “Let me.”


    Harry hesitated for a bare instant. “Yeah, go on. He trusts you.”


    Glad to know Jack wasn’t the only one, Sutton ducked under the table and crept close enough to whisper. “Jack?”


    Jack stayed quiet, gazing out across the busy lobby. Sutton laid his hand over the hand Jack still had wrapped around the wrought iron. Jack’s skin was cool under his touch, but the white-knuckled grip relaxed as Sutton gave his fingers the gentlest squeeze. “I think you could use a cup of coffee. And we’ve got up some bacon and eggs and fresh bread. Come back and I’ll let you have every crumb of it.”


    “Damn,” Jack whispered. “I’m sorry.”


    “Nothing to be sorry for. Are you all right?”


    Jack took in the immediate surroundings with increasing anguish. “GodI messed it up.”


    Sutton motioned to Harry to shoo away the onlookers. “You haven’t messed up anything. It’s perfectly all right.” He could say it with conviction, because he didn’t intend to let it be otherwise. “We’ll just tell them” He grasped a button on his coat and gave it a sharp twist and pull. “We’ll tell them I lost a button and you were hunting it down for me.” The thread snapped and Sutton tucked the button into Jack’s hand. “I’ll be right with you, every step. Ready?”


    Jack stared at the button as if he hadn’t quite followed the conversation. He closed his fingers over it, still dazedor perhaps surprisedbut he nodded and let Sutton take his arm. Harry had herded the crowd a respectful distance away, but was back to slip a hand under Jack’s elbow as Sutton guided him from under the table. He began to button Jack’s coat. “You okay?”


    Jack caught his arm, still seeming anxious. “I’m sorry”


    “Nothing to be sorry about.” Harry clapped his shoulder. “Save the apologies for Sutton after you’ve deprived him of another good night’s sleep. Why don’t you two get some supper? I’ll wait for Mrs. Madigan to show”


    “For God’s sake. I’m all right, Harry. We’ll wait here together.”


    “Sir?” One of the gentlemen from the front desk interrupted. “If you would like some privacy and perhaps to lie down” He cleared his throat. “It’s a service we offer in certain circumstances.”


    “Yeah, I got you,” Harry said. “Ladies fainting in the heat, that kind of thing.” He grinned at Jack, who glared back.


    “Thanks, I’m fine. We’ll just keep waiting for Mrs. Madigan, if that’s all right with you.”


    The man’s manicured brows lifted. “Mrs. Madigan has returned, sir.” He swept an arm toward the front desk, where a woman in a muted plaid traveling suit and feather-trimmed straw hat stood sorting her mail. Mr. Barchis was glued to her side, watching Jack, Harry, and Sutton with a relentless eye. Sutton didn’t know how Mrs. Madigan might react if she had witnessed Jack’s attack of nerves, but he was prepared to argue that she couldn’t have a more conscientious tenant. Then she turned and smiled at the three of themand his every thought fled except one. She had already seen it for herself.


    “Opal,” Harry said, shocked.


    Jack laughed aloud. He bounded toward her and shook her hand energetically, much to Mr. Barchis’ displeasure. “You’re Mrs. James Madigan?”


    Her smile deepened, her eyes the merry blue Sutton remembered. “My dears! I’m so glad to see you again, all of you. Mr. Barchis, we’re going up now. Have them send up tea, if you please.”


    Mr. Barchis looked alarmed but carried out her orders so he could scramble into the lift for the ride up to a comfortable suite with a view of the park. Over tea, Harry explained the situation. Opal seemed so troubled by the time he finished, Sutton wanted to apologize, but Harry beat him to it. “We don’t mean to upset you, Mrs. Madigan”


    She shook her head. “Please forgive me. I’ve had a good deal of difficulty sorting out my husband’s business affairs. Mr. Hennessy told me he was a partner of yours. I suppose you must think me pathetically gullible.”


    “Don’t blame yourself,” Harry said. “True enough his father loaned a little money to Mr. Bailey some twenty years agobut it wasn’t an investment in the emporium, despite what Hennessy wants to think. He has no business stirring up all this trouble and, right now, I’d like to give him a good thrashing” Catching her eye, he looked uncomfortable. “I beg your pardon.”


    “Not at all,” she said. “I think James might have felt the same. You won’t be evicted, I assure you. Mr. Barchis will see to any difficulties with Mr. Hennessy.”


    Sutton imagined Mr. Barchis could make short work of Ned Hennessy, if Opal permitted it. When they finished their tea, Mr. Barchis returned and a lease was drawn up and signed. When they rose to leave, she shook Harry’s hand shyly, but impetuously hugged Jack.


    “I had the loveliest time visiting your shop. You were all so tired, but so kind to me. OhSuttonI know you’re quite busy, but I must ask. There will be a concert Friday, here at the hotel. My husband and I have sponsored them in the past to collect contributions for the poor. Some gentlemen have agreed to provide radio equipment this year so we may reach a much bigger audience. We usually invite a number of singers, orators, and musicians to perform andwell, I realize this is terribly short notice”


    “I’m sure he’ll do it,” Harry said and looked at Sutton. “I mean, I figured”


    “If you already have other plans,” Opal said, “I understand.”


    “No plans,” Jack said. “Free as a bird. Say, who are the fellows bringing in the transmitter for you?”


    Sutton rolled his eyes. “Mrs. Madigan, I’d be delighted. Honored, truly.”


    “Splendid. There’s a grand piano in the ballroom. The concert is at seven, but you may come any time to practice, if you like. And the two young ladies who sing with you, bring them. We shall outdo ourselves this year.”


    As they left the hotel, Mr. Barchis cornered them to inquire if they had obtained a license for playing music in the shop. “Mr. Herbert’s lawsuit necessitates the paying of a fee.” It was worriesome news, but not as unsettling to Sutton as the prospect of playing a public concert at the Plaza. Before him lay the opportunity to break the long silence and mend relations with his family, but he hadn’t the courage. If they came to the concertwell, the expectations of his peers would be nothing, in comparison. He might crumble and make a fool of himself among more accomplished musicianswhich would only convince his parents that he should return home.


    He couldn’t bear that. He’d come to New York to make his own way and he was succeedingin his own eyes, if not in his father’s. If the reviews were favorable, he could send them on and it might facilitate something along the lines of forgiveness, or at least acceptance that he’d chosen his own path. But his parents wouldn’t approve of the music he played, the life he lived. Even a lifetime of good reviews wouldn’t change that.

  


  
    - Thirty-Eight -


    Jack leaned out the cab window and wondered why they didn’t just walkhell, runhome. He wouldn’t be evicted and he could freely tell Ned to go to hell. Not that he hadn’t a million times already, but this time would have it over all the others.


    As for the charity concerthe knew he should be only glad for Sutton. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that Friday would also be the last day Sutton would play for him. Not that Sutton would intend to abandon him, but the world would exultantly pounceand who could blame a fellow for not being able to resist the whole world?


    But he didn’t want to think about that, not after they had come so close to disaster and saved themselves with a little luck and determination. He jokingly suggested Delmonico’s for supper and Harry looked aghast.


    “I’ve been saving up for that license fee, but we ain’t there yet. Easy enough for restaurants to pay it,” he muttered. “Not so easy for us. Until we have it, we’re eating cheap.”


    “The automat?” Sutton said and, when they both looked at him, smiled sheepishly. “I like the automat.”


    Over supper, they pondered what to do about the growing audience rapidly taking over the shop. “We’ll have to limit how many folks come in. And probably lock up during each show,” Harry said.


    Jack balked at the idea. “We can’t kick out customers.”


    “What if we had a fire?” Harry said. “We can’t crowd them in. It won’t be safe.”


    “Well, we can’t lock them in, either.”


    Harry put down his fork and leaned back with his coffee cup in hand. “So what do we do?”


    “Move the piano to the sidewalk?” At Harry’s narrowed stare, Jack grinned. “Look, I didn’t plan on this any more than you did. Yeah, I know it was all my idea to start, but honest to God, I didn’t expect we’d be such a great sell. It’s all his fault, really,” he said with a nod at Sutton, who merely raised an eyebrow in response.


    Harry chuckled. “A day ago, I thought we were sure to lose everything, so I ain’t about to worry over being too successful. Between the newspaper story and the concert next Friday, there’s no hope of keeping the crowds down. As I see it, we’ve got two choices. Lock them out, which you don’t want, or move your transmitter upstairs.”


    “Upstairs?” Jack considered whether, once the monumental task of hauling up the piano was done, it would be any more practical to send out the show from the apartment. “I suppose that could work. We’ve got enough listeners now, I think the advertising will keep customers coming in. I’ll have to move the carpets upstairs to keep the sound muffled or the neighbors will be running to the Plaza for a word with Opal, too,” he said, wincing at the thought.


    “You may have to cut the evening performance,” Harry said. “We’ll see how it goes. And another thing” He cast a shrewd look at Sutton. “You’re going to be a little isolated up there, what with your whole audience on the other side of the microphone. Think you’ll mind that?”


    “I’ll be up there now and then,” Jack said. “To keep him company.” He winked at Sutton, who smiled.


    “You needn’t wait on my account, if you want to move everything upstairs.”


    “So we’re decided?” Harry said.


    Jack stirred the half-melted ice cream on his plate. “Sure, we’re decided.”


    It didn’t come out with quite the conviction he’d wanted, judging by the quiet that fell over the table. He gave up on the ice cream and finished his coffee instead, determinedly avoiding both stares.


    “There is one other choice,” Harry said, after a moment. “And before you cross it off the list, you ought to think about it. And I mean really think. Because you ain’t hurting anybody if you get out of the business” He raised a hand to keep Jack from interrupting. “You’ve got to follow your heart, Jackie. It’s what your dad would’ve wanted. You keep up this radio program, hire talent to perform, find advertisers like you’ve been doing, you’re going to be happy. And you’re still in the same business as your dad. Entertaining folks. Giving them a little something to smile about. Makes no difference what you’re selling.”


    On the verge of a flat refusal to even consider it, Jack hesitated. If he quit selling noveltiesif he built up his own transmitting stationhe might keep Sutton a while longer. And even after Sutton struck out on his own, he wouldn’t have to scramble for a respectable excuse to visit. No one would think it odd if he returned to perform in a setting worthy of his talent. Jack wanted to lessen that risk for him. Anything to encourage him to come by whenever he was in town. Anything at all.


    “Jack?” Sutton’s curious tone woke him to the present.


    “I’ll think about it, all right?”


    “Really?” Harry was so caught off-guard, Jack couldn’t keep from smiling. Harry had asked him to think about it, but Jack knew Harry hadn’t really thought about it, himself.


    ***


    On the way home, Harry rambled on about every subject except the emporium, making it altogether obvious that he didn’t want to give the place up. Jack felt suddenly selfish for considering it just because he feared losing Suttonsomething which seemed terribly inevitable, no matter what he decided. If public concerts weren’t the start of it, the article in the Times would be...


    “We never got a paper today,” he realized aloud.


    “Too soon for our story,” Harry said. “But I asked Ox to leave one in the office, just in case.”


    As they crossed from Ida’s corner to theirs, Harry dug out his keys and started down the sidestreet to the office door. He went in, but Sutton drew Jack aside before he could follow. “Would you really shut the shop?”


    Jack wished he hadn’t agreed to even consider it. “I don’t know. I just figured Harry wanted me to think about it, so I’m thinking about it, that’s all.”


    “It isn’t because of me, is it? Because I don’t mind playing upstairs, Jack. Honestly, not at all”


    “It’s not that,” Jack said, wondering why it felt like such a lie when it wasn’t exactly. “Harry thinks I’m hanging on for sentimental reasons.”


    ”Are you?”


    “What if I am? Nothing wrong with that, is there?”


    “Nothing wrong,” Sutton said with a fond smile. “As long as you aren’t giving up something that’s even more dear to you.”


    “A fellow can’t have everything.” Jack stuffed his hands in his pockets to ward away the chill. “Win something you want and you can be sure the next day you’ll lose something you have. It’s getting so I don’t want to wish for anything else.” He grimaced. “Scares the hell out of me how well I’m doing right now.”


    “Jack.” It was the gentlest admonition. “Radio is your love. You can’t just push it aside. What on earth do you think you’re going to lose?”


    The question caught him off-guard. It was all over his face for Sutton to read, and Sutton had been getting better and better at figuring him out. But then Ox appeared around the corner, brightening at the sight of them. “You’re back! How did it go? Is everything okay?”


    “Better than,” Jack said, pulling from Sutton’s searching look to greet Ox. “Did you get the newspaper?”


    Ox stopped short. “Oh gosh, I forgot. I was walking Esther home andI’m sorry, Jack. Maybe I can” His smile burst back into being. “Ida’ll have one,” he said and headed for the cellar door.


    “Ox, waitdon’t haul her out of bed for that,” Jack said, but Ox was already banging on the door. “Good God. She’s going to kill us all.” He pulled a laughing Sutton in front of him for protection as the door swung open and Ida, still in her Sunday best, peered out.


    “What do you want?” If she sounded less cross than usual, it was only because no one could be cross with Ox.


    “Today’s newspaper. There’s a story about us,” Ox said eagerly. “I’ll give it right back.”


    Ida glanced at Jack and Sutton, sniffed with oft-tried patience, and waved at Ox. “Come on, then.”


    Ox followed her in and Jack snorted in disgust. “If it’d been me, she would’ve gone for the frying pan“


    An explosive crack startled them. Jack grabbed two handfuls of Sutton’s coat and dragged him toward the safety of the office, just as another explosion followed the first. Sutton staggered and crashed into him, and Jack tumbled to the pavement, landing with Sutton in his arms.

  


  
    - Thirty-Nine -


    Vance came out of the shadows, the gun a black lethal shape in one hand. Jack started to get up and gun went off again, deafening him. The smell of gunpowder hung in the air and Jack jerked his head up to see Vance sprawled on the pavement. It wasn’t realuntil he saw Harry under the lamp outside the office door, gun in hand as he stared down at Vance’s body.


    “He plugged the son of a bitch.” Jack could barely draw breath enough to push out the words. “Harry got him”


    “Jack.” Sutton’s soft gasp silenced him. With comprehension came sick dread, rising in his throat to choke him. Jack pushed Sutton’s coat open and felt the warm dampness spreading under his shirt. In the shoulderhigh in the shoulder, wasn’t it? Just one bullet. Vance couldn’t have hit him twice. He couldn’t.


    Thoughts gone to blind prayer, Jack tore through his pockets, then Sutton’s, until he found a handkerchief. As he stuffed it under Sutton’s shirt, where the skin was slick, Sutton got hold of his hand. “It’s all right.” He repeated it, sounding so damned certain in between each sharp breath.


    Jack answered with a resolute shake of his head. “Don’t.” No other words would come. No other words had meaning. He said it again, willing to Sutton a stubbornness equal to his own. The handkerchief was soaked and sticky and he pressed harder. “Harry!”


    The strangled call didn’t carry far, but it didn’t matter because Harry was already beside him, clamping a hand around his wrist. Jack resisted, but Ida, appearing out of nowhere, plucked away the kerchief and thrust her hand under Sutton’s shirt. Jack realized she wanted to see if the bullet had come out and he waited, sure she would find it had. Her mouth tightened and she shook her head. “Take him to the hospital.”


    “Jack, let go.” It was the tone Harry used when Jack had an attack of nerves. “Let go of him. Ox’ll take him inside.”


    “Call for an ambulance.” He wasn’t sure Harry was listening. “You’ve got to go call right now. ”


    Harry’s grip tightened. Ox loomed before Jack’s eyes, worried, but as determined as Harryand suddenly Sutton’s weight in his arms was gone, taken. Jack grabbed on to Harry. “He’s bleeding“


    “Jackie, it’s all right. Come on, let’s get you up.”


    Harry got him onto legs he couldn’t feel. When they gave, Harry didn’t let him fall. Harry didn’t rush him, either, though Jack wanted to be rushed. He would land flat on his face, but he’d get up and keep going, however far, until he found someone to help Sutton.


    There was no help for Vance. He lay on his back with one arm twisted under his body. Blood had saturated his shirt front. His face had lost its ruddiness and the hard curl of his mouth had gone soft. His gaze now seemed fixed on something far away. The son of a bitch. Sutton had never hurt him, never done a thing to him.


    The goddamned son of a bitch. He wasn’t dead enough.


    “Whoa,” Harry gasped as Jack lunged. “Leave it, Jackie. Leave it. There’s nothing you can do to him the Lord ain’t already doing.”


    His chest ached. “I could think of something.”


    He let Harry haul him to the door and into the office. Ida had found towels and one, white and folded, covered Sutton’s shoulder. The amount of blood on his shirt submerged what was left of Jack’s anger under fear so thick he couldn’t breathe.


    “Sit him down before he faints,” Ida said and Harry complied, pushing a glass into Jack’s hand. Scotch. He looked into Harry’s worried face.


    “Ambulance”


    “On the way, kid.” A hand settled on the back of his neck. “It ain’t bad, Jackie. You hear me? Hell, it probably won’t even slow him much, playing.”


    Jack grabbed on to that reassurance and looked at Sutton, desperate for more. The cheeks that could blush so easily still had a trace of color to them and Jack grabbed on to that too, in an agony of need. “I’m going with him. When they come.”


    A horrified shriek rang from the street. “Oh my God!”


    Harry groaned. “Jesus. That girl’s timing.”


    Stomach-churning urgency swamped Jack. “Harry, she’s got a car.”


    “Oh my God!” Gert stumbled into the room, wide-eyed. “Oh my God!” She took in Sutton lying on the sofa, then Harry and Jack and concluded, “Oh my God,” in a marginally calmer tone as she dropped into a chair.


    Harry handed her a scotch. “You come in your car, Gertie?”


    “Well, yeah. How else?”


    That was all Jack needed to hear. “Ox, can you carry him?”


    The hospital, once so close, had moved a million miles away. Even their progress to the car was slowed by neighbors come down to find out what had happened. Harry made explanations all the way to the curb, thenafter asking Mr. Valmeer to telephone the policehustled Jack inside and climbed in after him.


    Ignoring Gert’s squawk to have a care for the seat cushions, Jack sprawled in one corner with Sutton against his chest. All through the miserable, rattling ride, Sutton stayed quiet, but the hand curled around Jack’s wrist offered comfort enough. Once at the hospital, that comfort was taken, as nurses swept Sutton away and left everyone who’d come with him helplessly wandering the front hall.


    The nurse at the desk offered them coffee, something Jack didn’t think he could stomach any more than the scotch. Harry, Gert, and Ox joined him on the long bench opposite the doors to the ward, to watch the minutes crawl toward nine, then ten. Jack could not carry on any kind of conversation and by eleven o’clock, knew he couldn’t sit through another second of the soft chatter at the desk where he hadn’t heard even a mention of Sutton, couldn’t listen to Gert’s nervous humming or the reassurances from Ox and Harry that everything would be just fine.


    But he didn’t have to tell Harry that. Harry knew how close he was to crumbling apart. “I need a word or two with Mr. Bailey. You kids get yourselves some more coffee or something.”

  


  
    - Forty -


    Harry found an uninhabited room at the far end of the hall, an office with a battered old rolltop and beat-up leather sofa. He shut the door and started to reach under a standing lamp but, at Jack’s subdued protest, left the room lit by only the hall light through the window glass. “Sit down before you fall down, will you?”


    “It was me he wanted to shoot. I was the one they were always after. I was the one who borrowed from Chase”


    “Jack, quit it.” Harry got his arm and guided him to the sofa. “You were square with Chase. Vance did that on his own.”


    “I can’t just sit and wait. He’s in there alone” Jack wanted to argue, but the pain squeezing shut his throat wouldn’t let him.


    Harry sat, pulling Jack down beside him. “Listen to me. Sutton’s okay. He’ll be good as new. And don’t you think he knows you’re here?”


    “He was alone in the hospital last time.” Jack sucked in a breath and his eyes burned. “I told him in the car I’d be with him. That he wouldn’t go through that again. I swore it. What if something happens? What if”


    “Jack, don’t. I know you’re beat and scared, but don’t do that. He’s fine.”


    “People die suddenly. Who knows better than you and me? Things happen and they die and you never have time. You don’t get to tell themanything.” His heart convulsed and he understood how someone might die of grief. Every thought made it worse.


    “‘Bout time, kid.” Harry’s voice sounded calm. The tears came until Jack’s ribs ached, until what remained was an exhausted shell; still him, mostly alive but incapable of moving an inch. After a time, he pried apart swollen lids and stared at the soft glow of light on the dull linoleum. He could imagine how many other people had grieved here, perhaps all alone, and he didn’t know how they stood it. The whole place had gone deathly quiet, but he wasn’t alone. Harry’s arms still held him and Harry’s coat was rough and damp against his cheek.


    Jack hiccupped. “I could use that scotch.”


    “I’ll bet.” Harry laid a hand on his forehead, callused fingers cool and soothing. “Headache?”


    “Yeah.” He remembered Ox and Gertie waiting outside. “Don’t mention this to anybody, will you?”


    “Damn. I was going to run a story in the Times.”


    “Like anyone would believe you.”


    “Yeah.” Harry let go so he could sit up. “Jack Bailey’s hard as nails.”


    “That why everyone keeps walking out on me?”


    If it was blunt and unreasonable, it didn’t faze Harry in the least. “I ain’t going anywhere.”


    Jack wasn’t taking any chances. “Swear to God.”


    Harry nodded. “Feel like cleaning up? There’s a bathroom across the hall.” He fished out a handkerchief. “Here. Got a comb?”


    “Do I ever?”


    He took the kerchief and comb Harry gave him and slipped into the bathroom. Feeling like hell was not too far off from resembling it, judging by the ashen face and bloodshot eyes looking back at him in the mirror. When he came of the bathroom, he saw Harry had cornered a nurse. She smiled at Jack from under a crisp white wimple.


    “You’re waiting to hear about the young man who came in earlier this evening. I’m sorry no one’s come to you before this. We’ve been terribly short-handed since the war” She stopped, self-reproach in her fleeting frown, then went on all the more gently. “The doctor was able to remove the bullet and Mr. Albright is a little weak but doing quite well.”


    Quite well. Two words that put the sun back in the sky. “Can we see him?”


    “He’s resting, but his wife may come in for a few minutes.” The nurse looked at Gert, who giggled.


    “Oh, honey”


    “He ain’t married,” Harry said, with a warning glance at Gert.


    “I see.” The nurse’s gentle smile didn’t waver. “Better to let him sleep now. You can see him in the morning.”


    Jack trailed her to the door and stared through the window as she walked past the occupied beds all the way to the other end of the ward. Too far away for even a wave through the glass, assuming Sutton was awake to see it. Jack’s throat tightened and he swallowed. God knew he should be finished with tears for a long time. He turned to the three sympathetic pairs of eyes on him and tried to grin. “You might as well go home.” Tomorrow wasMonday? “Busy day tomorrow.”


    “Jack”


    “Don’t ask me to get some rest. I save my sleeping for the really good nights, remember?” Jack avoided Harry’s worried gaze. The goddamned tears wouldn’t quit. “Look, I’d rather you went and got some sleep. I don’t feel like talking.” He didn’t feel like anything except pushing through those doors and tearing down to the other end of that ward.


    Harry said his name again in protest, Ox echoing it, though they both knew better. Gert groaned in exasperation. “Oh for God’s sake.” Her voice carried to the desk and the elderly nurse there glanced severely at her. Gert ignored her and swung on Harry. “This is all your fault. You know how I figure? If you’d told me the truth, I never would’ve flirted with Jack, and Vance never would’ve had the idea Jack was beating his time.” She rolled her eyes. “As if he stood a chance, anyhow.”


    Before Harry could tell her to shut the hell up, she jerked her head in the direction of the nurses and winked. The smile on Harry’s face, nearly imperceptible, became one of his more impressive scowls in an instant. “My fault? Sweetheart, the way you flirt, it’d take an act of God to even slow you down.”


    Gert lifted her shoulders, cat-like, and settled her hands on her hips. “You saying I ain’t respectable? I’ll have you know I went to finishing school.”


    “Yeah?” Harry spared Jack a brief glance and a furtive wave toward the ward. “That where you learned how to hunt down fellows with fat bank accounts?”


    “Huh. Maybe somebody’s a little jealous I ain’t never flirted with him,” Gert said, as the nurse left her post and headed in their direction.


    Harry blanched. “Good God. Don’t even kid around, will you? Threats like that could give a guy a seizure.”


    “I guess you’re in the right place for it,” Gert got in quick as the nurse tried to shush her. “It ain’t no more than you deserve”


    Another nurse came out to see what the commotion was. Jack halted only a moment, Ox shielding him from view, and then he was inside, the doors falling shut behind him. He hurried along the row of bedsteads, afraid he would be discovered and ordered out. The staff had lowered the lights, but he could see well enough to make out the sleeping figures on either side.


    He found Sutton in the last bed, garbed in a white gown and tucked under woolen blanketsand sleeping so comfortably, Jack didn’t want to disturb him. He combed damp blond hair with careful fingers and couldn’t keep from cradling a pale cheek, not only for the contact. He knew the influenza patients were isolated in another ward, but doubt dug in and made him wish he could sneak Sutton away home. Though he hadn’t meant to wake him, the touch, it seemed, was enough. Sutton murmured his name, eyes opening to take Jack in with brightening gladness. Jack’s heart buoyed. “Hi ya, Mabel.”


    Sutton smiled sleepily. “You all right?” His voice was as rough and as tender.


    The ache in Jack’s throat reasserted itself. “Am I all right, he asks.” He brushed a sleeve over his face though it was too late to hide the evidence. “You’re the one with a hole in your shoulder. What did I say about the grand gestures?”


    “No obligation.” Sutton lifted fingers to brush the moisture on Jack’s cheek. “I’m all right. It hardly hurts at all.”


    Jack hoped that was as true in the morning. “You ever going to learn to get out of the way of flying pieces of metal?”


    “Next war, maybe.”


    Jack shook his head. “You and me, we’re swearing off wars.” He took Sutton’s hand and though he wanted to cling tight, held on gently. “Guess I ought to let you sleep.”


    “It’s the middle of the night, isn’t it?” When Jack nodded, Sutton’s mouth set in a stubborn line. “You won’t rest. I can’t leave you.”


    Jack couldn’t suppress a smile at the eyelids already drooping. “If I swear I’ll try to sleep, will you?”


    “If you promise. But stay another minute? Just until...” His voice faded and lashes fell feather soft to his cheeks.


    “Just until,” Jack whispered. He let go of the hand in his and tucked the blanket into place. In the quiet, he heard voices at the other end of the ward and he swiftly eased himself underneath the bed. The rustle of skirts came near and a pair of prim boots stopped at the bedside.


    Jack lay frozen while the nurse examined Sutton. When her touch woke him, she uttered something reassuring and Jack recognized her voice. She was the one who had given them the news Sutton would be all right.


    Jack was reluctant to get her into trouble. He decided, as she bid Sutton good night, to confess his transgression of the rulesbut before he could, a pillow and folded blanket landed on the floor beside him.


    “Good night to you as well, Mr. Bailey,” she said with a soft laugh.


    Surprised, Jack started to respond, but she was already on her way to the next ward. He waited a long minute just to be sure no one would come to haul him away. The ward stayed peaceful, hushed but for the chorus of soft snores. Maybe the young nun was as worldly-wise as she seemed.


    He wrapped the blanket around his shoulders and lay the pillow at the edge of Sutton’s mattress, where he could just about lean comfortably from the floor. Maybe in a few minutes he’d be lying on the boards, but right now, he was where he wanted to be.


    He woke aching but warm, in a rocker someone had led him to a couple of hours before dawn. Sutton was sitting in bed, Harry, in hat and coat, beside him in a chair. Jack had a feeling they’d been talking a while. He hoped Harry hadn’t blabbed about what a baby he’d been the night before. “Why didn’t you wake me?”


    “He wouldn’t let me,” Harry said.


    “You’ve got to give me the dope on bossing Harry around,” Jack said as he moved, still wrapped in the blanket, to sit beside Sutton.


    Harry rolled his eyes. “Like you ain’t got it perfected.”


    Jack ignored that as, under the blanket, Sutton’s hand found his. He held on, half-listening as Harry sketched out the details of a morning spent dealing with the police and then the neighbors, all of whom were deeply interested in a more thorough explanation for the dead man lying outside their door. It had not been determined whether Ida’s shot or Harry’s had been the fatal one, but Jack didn’t care. He wished he could have taken a shot at Vance, himself.


    “Thanks, Harry.” Jack wanted to say more, but he couldn’t get out anything else.


    “Thanks, he says. I cussed at a nun, for Christ’s sake. You know what I’m getting for that?”


    Jack nodded solemnly and came around the bed to pull him into a hug. Harry muttered, but hugged back, recovering himself by delivering a half-hearted swat to Jack’s uncombed head. Jack tried to grin. “You okay?” he asked, beating Sutton to it.


    The smile he provoked, one part exasperation to three parts affection, worked better than a rebuking word or a swat on the head. “My right arm healed,” Sutton said. “My left will, too.”


    “You’d better give it a fair shot before you start playing.” Harry fished out a cigar, then seemed to remember where he was and pocketed it. “You let yourself heal, kid.”


    “I will. Except for Friday night, of course.”


    Jack sat back down beside him. “Sutton”


    “I promised Mrs. Madigan.”


    “You just had a bullet taken out of your shoulder,” Harry said. “It won’t heal up that quick, no matter how many promises you’ve made.”


    “You’ll have plenty of other opportunities,” Jack reminded him.

  


  
    - Forty-One -


    After his release from the hospital, Sutton gravitated to the piano the next morning, but Jack steered him away, careful of the sling that cradled his arm.


    “I can practice the melody,” Sutton protested.


    “I swear to God I’m going to take you upstairs and lock you in if you don’t stay away from that piano.” Jack pushed him toward the office. “You can sit and rest until lunch.”


    Sutton moved reluctantly. “And then?”


    “You can sit and rest some more.”


    “At least give me the music.”


    Jack did, dropping the pile of it into Sutton’s lap once he had Sutton comfortable on the sofa. Glittering gray eyes shot him a disgruntled look. “May I have a pencil?”


    Jack plucked the one from behind Harry’s ear and handed it over. Harry chuckled. “If he runs out of sheet music, I’ll give him a receipt book and send him back out to you.”


    It felt goodreassuringto fall back into a familiar routine. Though Jack hadn’t gained any new affection for selling, he relished it through the morning because it was something predictable in a world that had again turned upside down, tumbling him with it. For the moment, he was too damned grateful Sutton was recovering to worry over any of the usualincluding Friday night.


    ***


    By five, he decided to close early, tired of the customers who came in to gossip over Vance’s death. Sutton had clerked in the afternoon, until Jack had noticed a weariness in his step and banished him back to the office. At six, Jack brought Harry the receipts and found Sutton asleep, Harry’s coat over him for warmth. “Say, get us a basket from Es, will you? I’ll come back down in a minute.” He started to fish out his wallet and Harry stopped him.


    “I’ll take care of it. You want some help with this one?” he asked as Jack bent down to wake Sutton.


    “Are you kidding? Do you know how many times I’ve staggered home with”


    “Aw, just leave it at that. I’ll bring the basket up.”


    When Harry came by with supper, Sutton was abed and Jack too tired and chilly to eat. Jack stowed the basket in the icebox and, with little expectation he would sleep, wrapped himself around a warm and slumbering Sutton.


    He woke abruptly to a room still shrouded in night, and Sutton sitting beside him, staring into the dark. Jack touched his arm and felt minute shivering. He gathered handfuls of blanket to drape over Sutton’s shoulders, bare but for the bandage covering the left. “What’s the matter? Hurt too much to sleep? I’ll get the pillsbut they’ll take a while to work. I can run down for Harry’s scotch. Might help until the pills do the trick“ He stopped at the sight of Sutton’s face damp with tears. “What is it? Tell me and I’ll fix it.”


    “You can’t do anything. I can’t do anything.” Sutton lowered his head to his hands. “I knewand I forgot.”


    “Forgot?” Jack was at a loss. “Forgot what?”


    The answer, so faint, carried a disquieting weight. “He’s dead.”

  


  
    - Forty-Two -


    Jack shivered. “Did you dream someone died?”


    “He was right beside me.” Sutton’s every word, low and muffled, seemed an effort. “The shell went off and it justthrew us around. I don’t rememberand when I woke on the stretcher, I told themgo back. I wanted them to go back for Paul and they wouldn’t answer. They knew and wouldn’t tell me.”


    No one had come away from the war with wounds only to the flesh. “You were hurt,” Jack said when he’d recovered enough to speak. “You can’t beat up on yourself for losing memories.” Especially such a goddamned awful one.


    Sutton raised his head, the gleam of fresh tears in his eyes. “When I woke in the hospital, I still didn’t” He caught his breath. “I never tried to find him, to write him”


    “You didn’t forget him. In your head, you knew. It was just too much to remember right then. You see?” Jack scooted closer and kissed him. “You never forgot.”


    Sutton drooped against him. “Paul made it bearable. Day after day he’d assure us it would be over soon and we’d come out safe. As if we could.” His hand found Jack’s and held on. “Why?” he whispered.


    “I’ve asked that plenty. Still don’t know. I remember thinking before I went over that it was just some excitement. Something different from the routine.” Some excitement it had been, until he’d gotten close enough to see he was trying to kill ordinary fellows like himself, fellows who might’ve been his pals in saner circumstances. Fellows who, after the first bombs fell, didn’t want to be there any more than he did.


    He didn’t like to remember how nightmarishly different from the routine it had been. He didn’t want to think about anything much, except how he could draw Sutton away from the memories that had jarred him out of sleep. “I can make some tea,” he offered with a comforting kiss. “No gin. I swear it.”


    Sutton’s mouth turned up, not too steadily, but it was enough. “I’d almost rather have the gin.” He let out a long breath. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


    Jack drew him down to the pillow and lay beside him, hoping Sutton could go back to sleep. But after an hour of desultory chatter, they were both still awake. “Pills?” Jack whispered and Sutton grimaced.


    “I’d rather not. It’s only a dull ache and the pills” He put a hand to his stomach and Jack nodded.


    “You hungry?” He rose and Sutton followed, pushing up one-handed to scoot to the edge of the mattress as Jack fished around in the clothes they’d left lumped in the chair.


    “Jack, as much as I enjoy exploring New York with you at two in the morning, I don’t think I can face it right now.”


    Jack grinned at him. “We’ll eat here. Just need something warm to wear.” He unearthed dressing gowns and tossed one to Sutton.


    As he headed for the kitchen, Sutton trailed after. “There’s nothing here to eat except oatmeal and I don’t think I can face that, either...” He paused as Jack opened the icebox. “How did you conjure up all that?”


    “A crabby, cigar-smoking elf left it for us.” Jack hauled out the basket. “Roast beef, I think. Potatoes and pie. Good old Es.” He put the basket on the table and pushed a chair over to the stove. “Sit here, where it’ll be warm” He lit the gas. “And I’ll set up supper in fine style.”


    When he had the beef and potatoes tucked into the oven, he uncapped a soda for Sutton. “How’s that for self-sufficiency?”


    “Well done.” Sutton saluted with the bottle. “You might consider giving up novelties for a lunch wagon of your own.”


    “Funny. I could whip up something better than Ida, anyway.”


    “Jack, you can’t even cook a decent bowl of oatmeal.” Sutton caught a handful of Jack’s dressing gown. “Come here,” he said softly and pulled him toward the chair.


    Jack resisted. “Your shoulder”


    “Is just fine. Come and sit.” He patted the cushion. “You know what they say. Room for two.”


    Jack tried to squeeze in beside him. “I don’t think they meant two fellows.”


    “Not very farsighted of them.” Sutton’s good arm came around him, and tender lips wore down his resistance. He eased away to spare Sutton’s shoulder, only to be cornered and kissed again. He laughed and, reclining the chair, drew Sutton down with him. Forsaking their usual rough and tumble effort to crawl under each other’s skin left him self-conscious, but that yielded to wonder at the way Sutton’s whisper of his name reached down inside him. He heard the meaning behind each soft exhalation and felt the need in Sutton’s touch. The arms that held him, the strength in them when Sutton clutched his shoulders in a rush of releaseall seemed a revelation.


    As his breathing calmed, and transient sounds faded back into the hum of the oven and intermittent clank of the radiator, he paid mind to the way Sutton stayed close. When he stirred, Sutton, half-asleep, comforted with drowsy kisses. Jack laid his hand gently over Sutton’s, interlacing their fingers. It was a good fit, better than any he’d known. He wanted to sleep, too, but the smell of warm potatoes and the thought that he should change Sutton’s dressing before they did go back to bed roused him from the chair.


    “Supper,” he whispered at Sutton’s soft protest.


    Famished, they supped side by side, sharing the occasional flushed, sleepy-eyed smile. When they crawled into bed, Jack was ready for slumber.


    “Jack?”


    “Hmm?”


    “How long were you in the hospital last year?”


    Jack smiled in the darkness. “Not long.”


    “You were shot?”


    “Not bad. Not as bad as some.”


    “What happened?”


    It was a question he’d been expecting from Sutton sooner or later. “Nothing so interesting.”


    “My brother told me of a doctor overseas who recommends talking things out. Facing the memories, to free yourself of them.”


    “The docs I’ve seen say different.”


    “All the same, it appears to be doing a few fellows some good.”


    “They just talk about it and they’re cured?”


    “I don’t know. They’re better, I think. Able to sleep.” Sutton slipped an arm around him. “How were you hurt?”


    Jack laughed. “Putting up an aerial. That was always the tricky part, because I was out in the open to set it up, and then back out again every time someone shot it down. Got a bullet through the calfright through. You can’t even see the scar unless you look for it. I’d only just patched it up when a shell hit near enough to send everyone flying.”


    He turned his head, resting a cheek against Sutton’s hair. “Guess you know how that felt. I wasn’t down more than a minute. When I came to, it was quiet. For a second, I thought I’d died. Was a good likeness of Hell, anyway.” He let out a breath. That was more than he’d told Harry or Ox. Maybe because it was late, or dark, or that it was Sutton he was telling it to, it came easier. “Some fellows had already gone west. No doubt about that. I tried to patch up the others, the ones I could find. Fire kept bursting and I figured they were hoping to finish off whoever might still be crawling around…”


    “What did you do?”


    “What I could do. I fixed the damned set and kept sending messages till help came through.”


    “You must’ve saved some fellows.”


    Jack shrugged. “Funny, how I can see it all just so clear, after all this time. I thought I’d never come home.”


    “You are home,” Sutton whispered and kissed him.

  


  
    - Forty-Three -


    At Ida’s the next morning, Sutton was quiet and Jack knew why. Ignoring the other diners, he snuck a hand across the table and clasped Sutton’s. Somber eyes rose to his and lightened, the trace of a smile forming. “Hanging on to me in public?”


    “I guess a friend can comfort a friend.”


    With ghosts of his own tugging at his coat-tails the past couple of days, Jack couldn’t settle down to work, despite the swarm of customers making for a busy morning. At eleven, he finally wandered into the office. “Harry, I’ve got to run an errand.”


    Harry’s pencil kept moving. “A little early for lunch, ain’t it?”


    “Not to lunch.” Jack sat on the edge of the desk and leaned over to pluck at Harry’s tie. “I want to go out to Green-Wood for a while.” Harry looked at him then, sharp as tacks, and Jack smiled. “It’s all right, isn’t it?”


    Harry sputtered, “Sure, of course.” He stood. “We can close for the rest of the day”


    “No.” Jack waved him back into the chair. “You don’t have to close.”


    “It’s no trip to take on your own, kid. Not the first time.”


    It wasn’t the visit but the long ride out that Jack wasn’t keen on. He looked at Sutton, absorbed in notations. “Want another go on the subway? I swear I’ll be good this time.”


    “Since you promise,” Sutton said, rising for hat and coat.


    The subway was crowded with people heading to an early lunch, but free of any stark Board of Health warnings. Hanging on to the strap with both hands, Jack set his chin in the crook of his arm and flashed Sutton a grin. “Having fun?”


    “I’d rather it wasn’t so jolting.” Sutton had given up the sling but Jack saw the way he held his left arm cradled against his side. The cars lurched to a halt and Sutton grimaced. “I’m glad not to have any broken bones. How about a cab on the way back?”


    “That’ll cost a good handful of pennies. I’ll pay for half.”


    “And lunch?”


    Jack laughed. “Harry’s right. I am a bad influence on you. But don’t tell him I said so.”


    “I thought you were cultivating a reputation for wickedness.”


    “Among friends, sure.” Jack slipped an unobtrusive arm around Sutton as the cars started up again. “Not that Harry isn’t a friendhe’s just more than that. Really, he sort of picked up where my folks left off.”


    “He’s not as stern as a father.”


    “My dad wasn’t stern or strict. Harry used to joke I could’ve benefited from a good walloping. Poor Harry. I nearly drove him to quit half a dozen times. But my dad never gave me a sermon or the back of his handthough there was a time or two maybe he should have. When I got in trouble with Ned and his crowd, I didn’t know how worried my folks were until I heard them talk about closing up shop and moving away. My dad was ready to start all over again somewhere else, just to keep me out of trouble.”


    “You kept yourself out, then.”


    “I knew what the shop meant to my dad. He wanted to travel but he never got to, so he brought the world to him. You can see why I can’t just abandon it, close up shop. I’d be giving up everything that mattered to him.”


    Sutton smiled. “Don’t you think you mattered most?”


    Jack shrugged. “After I heard them talkwell, I couldn’t let them start over because of me. I broke for good with Nedwhich wasn’t too hard, since he was locked up for stealing a car.”


    Sutton’s eyebrows rose and Jack couldn’t suppress a wry grin. “And it might’ve been me locked up with him. But I quit all that. Went to school most days, worked in the shop, minded my manners. I just couldn’t give up radioor boys,” he finished quietly.


    “Did your parents know?”


    “Sure, though I made a good show of calling on girls now and then. They never talked about it but I know they didn’t love me less for it. My mom couldn’t, anyhow. My dad always said when it came to me, her heart ran over with love to spare.” Jack made hasty use of his sleeve and knew he hadn’t been so subtle about it when a hand slipped into his. “They’ll kick us off,” he whispered.


    “I’m sorry,” Sutton whispered back.


    He wasn’t apologizing for the handholding. “It’s okay.” And it was. He could talk about his folks and it didn’t hurt as much as it had. He was glad to have Sutton with him, especially when they reached Green-Wood, immense and forested, where even the birds sang a subdued note. The wind had dressed row upon row of gray stone in damp gold leaves. A solemn official in a black suit led the way to a shady corner where a single flat stone marked the site of two graves. A lot of the folks taken by the flu hadn’t even that much, and gratitude swept Jack. Harry had done right by them, probably spending his last dime. Jack wished he hadn’t taken so long to see it for himself. He wrapped an arm over Sutton’s shoulders. “I haven’t introduced you. Mother, Dadthis is Sutton.”


    Sutton regarded the marker half-hidden in the grass with sober respect. “Do you think they would like me?”


    “They’d be crazy over you.” He pressed his face into Sutton’s coat. Sutton slipped him a handkerchief, the one he’d given Sutton before. It bore his initials, J.H.B., but smelled clean and starched, like Sutton. After a few minutes, he could breathe without the ache in his chest and he noticed it was raining. He grabbed Sutton’s hand and they ran to the shelter of a crypt. Huddled in a mossy corner, they delved into each other’s pasts while they waited out the rain.


    ***


    When the sun came out, they caught a cab for home, Jack musing along the way that if Sutton’s family was anything like he’d described, Sutton coming to New York was a miracle. He remembered how he and Harry had joked about Albright Sr. having him arrested for corrupting Sutton. He couldn’t laugh about it now. But what worried him more was the homesickness in Sutton’s voice when he talked about the family and friends he had left behind.


    “You all right?” Sutton sounded drowsy.


    “Never been better.” He loosened his hold on Sutton’s hand and settled back against the cab cushions, shoulder to shoulder. Sutton leaned against him, eyes closing, and Jack felt more than heard the contented sigh.

  


  
    - Forty-Four -


    Sutton put the receipt book on top of the piano and picked up the sheet music on the stand. A voice came quiet and close to his ear. “You have to forget about Friday. If you don’t give yourself a chance to heal”


    “I’m playing Friday, even if I have to fake it.”


    Jack’s snort was faint but affectionate. “As if you would. You can’t play today, anyway. Let’s get lunch.”


    Sutton inched closer to the piano bench. “I’m not hungry. Let me practice an hour.”


    “Sutton”


    “Thirty minutes.”


    “Would you quit it? At least wait until the bandage comes off.”


    “I can play in bandages.”


    Jack turned him around, putting them face to face. “One month. You’ll play again, good as new. I won’t let anything stop you.” His lips curved but his gaze stayed serious and steadfast with the promise. “Not even you.”


    Jack understood. Assured, Sutton acquiesced. “One month, then. Except for Friday.”


    Jack groaned. “Please just forget about Friday? I’m begging you.” He clutched at Sutton’s hand and dropped to his knees. “Please?”


    “Jack, for heaven’s sake.”


    “I’m not getting up until you say yes.”


    Harry walked past. “Little soon for a proposal, ain’t it?”


    Jack let Sutton pull him to his feet and peeked into the box in Harry’s arms. “Lunch? Sandwichesoh, pie. Blueberry?”


    “Apple,” Harry said.


    “Sutton, Esther packed apple just for you, so you’d better come and eat it.” Jack steered him into the office and sat him down. “After lunch, you can supervise while we repaint the front glass.”


    “Make sure the letters don’t come out crooked this time,” Harry said, with an amused glance at Jack.


    “What did you expect,” Jack said. “Picasso I ain’t. Any forks or spoons in there?”


    Harry dug through the box. “Hell, I forgot them.”


    “We’ll use our army forks.” Jack scooped a piece of pie with his fingers and handed the box to Sutton.


    The sound of someone tapping at piano keys made them jump. “Customers,” Harry muttered around a mouthful of sandwich.


    “I’ll go,” Jack said and lurched out of the chair, taking the pie with him.


    “Harry, do mind if I ask you something?”


    Harry handed Sutton a soda. “Jack will run on about everything under the sun without letting you in on much, if he can get away with it.”


    Sutton nodded. “He told me a little of his… experiences overseas.”


    “Doubt he’d tell you the whole story.” Harry uncapped another soda. “Took me a while to pry it all out. They sent him home with wounds they couldn’t do anything about. And then I had to goddamned add to it with the news about his folks.”


    “You waited until he came home?”


    “I had to.” Harry picked at his sandwich, then tossed it onto the desk. “Sara died the same day Jackie got his papers to sail home. Jim made me swear I wouldn’t break the news to Jack while he was overseas. I think he figured he’d tell Jack, himselfbut he was bad off and losing Sara took all the fight out of him. He went to the hospital that night and didn’t make it to morning.” Harry sat back in his chair and let out a long breath. “It was left to me butJesus, how could I tell him in a letter? I thought he’d give up altogetherand that ain’t no place to do it, in the middle of a war.”


    Sutton remembered the terrible secret Jack had confided. “You did the right thing. Never doubt it, Harry.”


    “You think so?” Harry didn’t look as if he believed it. “Anywaythat’s all you wanted to know?”


    Sutton nodded. “He’s been sleeping better. Not as restlessly...” Heat came over his face as he realized what he was saying. He cleared his throat and took a long swallow of soda. Harry didn’t comment, but the trace of a smile was on his lips as he started back in on the sandwich. Fortunately, Jack returned, sparing them both.


    “Ox is finishing up. Come and see.”


    They trooped out to find Ox dabbing white paint on the plate glass. Harry and Jack moved to the curb to take a look. “Damn sight better,” Harry said.


    “Better?” Jack said. “Hell, they could see that in Poughkeepsie.”


    Ox grinned and stuck his hands in the pockets of his paint-splattered trousers. “Not crooked?”


    “Straight as an arrow.” Harry scratched his chin, gaze traveling upward. “Makes those awnings look a little shabby, though.”


    “I’ll wash ‘em.” Ox disappeared around the corner, for a ladder, Sutton assumed.


    “While we have the awnings down,” Harry said, “we ought to call over the movers and haul that piano upstairs.”


    Jack’s smile vanished. “I guess we can do that.”


    There it was again, that doubt, and Sutton had to know where it came from. “You do want me to keep playing?”


    “If he don’t want you, I might hire you.” Ned Hennessy stepped out of a cab, smart in both attire and attitude. “That is, after I’ve got this place looking like the cabaret it was meant to be.”


    If Ned was smug, Jack was altogether cool and triumphant. “Guess you haven’t talked to Mrs. Madigan.”


    “I talked to Barchis. You got one up on me, Jackie boy. Pretty good, too. I sure never thought you fellows would get the nerve to go straight to old lady Madigan”


    “Watch your mouth,” Harry said. “Show a little respect.”


    “I beg your pardon,” Ned said, lifting his hat. “Dear Mrs. Madigan, if you will. So I’m in a little trouble, Barchis figures.” He turned back to Jack. “I ain’t the only one.”


    “Jack’s not involved in anything illegal,” Sutton said.


    “No?” Ned stepped to the sidewalk, one hand resting on a gold-tipped cane in a gesture reminiscent of Marshall Chase. “You boys think you’ll stay in business when your neighbors know there’s queers keeping house right next door? Think folks’ll come in, or listen to your little radio show?” His gaze shifted to Sutton. “Don’t think I’d hire you after all. Wouldn’t want anyone taking the place for some kind of fairy joint.”


    Jack’s smile sent a shiver up Sutton’s spine.


    “Watch out for the plate glass, will you?” Harry said with a resigned note.


    The punch Jack landed sent Ned staggering off the sidewalk. Ned had barely regained his balance when Jack crashed into him and they hit the ground with a violence that made Sutton flinch. Ned tried to get up and Jack knocked him back with a right that bloodied his nose. People passing slowed to watch. Ned latched on to Jack’s shirt with one fist and swung with the other. Jack ducked the worst of it but the glancing blow had enough weight behind it to knock him down.


    “Jack!” Sutton started toward them only to be brought up short by Harry on one side, Ox on the other. He turned to Harry in desperation. “You can’t let this go on. Ned’s bigger”


    “Yeah, but Jack’s a whole lot madder.”


    Jack, back on his feet, shoved Ned hard enough to send him into the gathering crowd. It went on for some minutes while the crowd grew more vocal and Harry refused to relinquish his grip on Sutton’s arm.


    Jack started for Ned again and Ned warded him away with upraised hands. “Enough,” he said, gasping for breath. “Jack, you’re insane. You son of a bitch.”


    “My home,” Jack said, breathing as hard. “My shop. And as for your dad’s loan, that was paid back with the help my folks gave you after he was locked up. You son of a bitch.”


    “You’re a goddamned fool.” Ned spat blood on the road and licked a swollen lip. “Just like your dad” Jack started for him and Ned backed off. “Stay here in this shithole of a neighborhood and spend your days rotting with all the junk you can’t sell. I’ve got better things to do. And I sure got better places to be.”


    “Don’t run off too fast. Someone else wants to say good-bye.”


    Woody waddled with an air of purpose down the sidewalk. At the sight of him, the crowd scattered, but he paid them no attention. His dedicated focus was not lost on Ned, who turned and fled for the nearest passing cab. Woody scrabbled after, until Ox found the presence of mind to snatch up the paint tarp and capture him.

  


  
    - Forty-Five -


    Slowed by congratulatory handshakes and a few slaps on the back, Jack made it to the sidewalk. He grinned, then winced, gingerly touching his face. “Think he’ll tell the whole world now?”


    “I wouldn’t bet on it,” Harry said, looking over the bruise blooming on Jack’s cheek. He whistled. “Damn, Jackie. He got you good.”


    “I got him better.”


    “Are you all right?” Sutton offered him a handkerchief. “Nothing broken?”


    “Nothing to kick about.” Jack dabbed at the cut that ran along his jaw. “Bothered you, huh?”


    “Well”


    “Heard you yell.” Jack looked apologetic. “And I know you’ve had it with fighting.”


    “I suppose it couldn’t be helped.” Sutton pushed Jack’s hand away and, taking the handkerchief, pressed it to the cut. “I find it hard to believe you two were ever friends.”


    “More like accomplices. He was full of ideas for getting into troubleworse than me,” Jack said and laughed at Sutton’s raised eyebrows. His hand slipped around Sutton’s wrist and gave it a squeeze. “Thanks for pulling for me.”


    “Always.” Sutton smiled and gave him the handkerchief. “I’ll go to the corner for some iodine.”


    Jack hung on. “There’s some upstairs.”


    Sutton saw his expression shift from ebullient to something else altogether. “Upstairs?”


    Jack nodded. “Want me to show you where?”


    “That would be a help” Sutton stopped as a cheerful voice cried his name, and his heart lurched in astonished recognition. “Mary?” He turned and there she was, hurrying along the sidewalk, garbed in her favorite blue, her hat the usual frills, the face beneath bright with sisterly affection. She threw her arms around him and they tottered in a circle as Sutton returned the ferocious hug.


    “Darling old baby,” she exclaimed, pressing a kiss on his cheek. “My, how good you look, dear! Let me see.” Her gloved hands in his, she drew back to take him in. “Yes, you do. New York hasn’t dissipated you at all. And Phillip was so sure it would.”


    Ignoring the awakened ache in his shoulder, he beamed at her. “You look quite all right, too.”


    Her gaze narrowed at the old tease and gave him a push. “I won’t forgive you for that or for not writing us but twice in all the time you’ve been gone. I shouldn’t forgive you, but I’m so happy to see you, I can’t be mad.”


    “I’m glad you’re not.” Sutton looked past her to the disquieting presence of his father at the curb, talking to the cab driver. “I think you’re the only one.”


    “Don’t be anxious,” Mary said, lowering her voice. “He’s not really mad, dear. He’s just been worried. We all have.” Her hand moved over the shoulder of his coat, she drew the lapel aside, and her smile disappeared. “You’re hurt?”


    “I’m all right.” He braced himself at his father’s approach. Despite Mary’s assertion, Sutton saw no sign of worry in the blue eyes, just the assessing glitter that made even those people who didn’t know Phillip Albright treat him with exceptional deference. But the temples were grayer than Sutton recalled, the face tired and more lined, even though it had only been a couple of months since Sutton had last been home.


    He held out his hand and his father briefly clasped it. “Sutton.” The dubious note was still there. “You look well. This is where you’ve been living?”


    “Yes, sir. And working. My employer, Jack Bailey.” Sutton turned to Jack, who was taking it all in with a dubious air of his own. “Jack, this is my father, Phillip Albright, and my sister, Mary.”


    Jack thrust out a hand. “Mr. Albright. Mary,” he greeted with a grin. “Care to come in and take a look around?”


    His father studied Jack. “You appear to have run into a bit of trouble, sir.”


    “Nothing to worry over,” Jack said. “Just an unwelcome visitor I had to show the door.”


    “I see. I hope we are welcome, then.”


    Sutton watched them shake hands and felt as though he’d become lost in some peculiar dream, because it couldn’t be real. “Mother and Phillipthey didn’t come?”


    “Your mother and I weren’t certain where to find you. They’re waiting for us at the hotel. I allowed Mary to come only when she promised me she would remain in the taxi,” he said with a reproving glance at her.


    Mary took his arm and smiled. “Oh, Father, I couldn’t help it. When I saw him, I just had to go.”


    “I’ve missed you, too.” Sutton caught her hand. “I’ve missed all of you.” He met his father’s eyes. “You’ve heard the radio program?”


    “I haveafter being informed of its existence by a clerk in the downtown office.”


    A sinking feeling he hadn’t known for a long while returned. “I’m sorry about that.” Maybe he could repair the damage. “I’m performing Friday evening at the Plaza. If you’ll still be in town”


    “We will,” Mary said. “Won’t we, Father?”


    “We leave Saturday evening. I’d like you to come back to the hotel with us. Your mother is anxious to see you.”


    Sutton cast a furtive glance at Jack, offering a silent apology.


    “I suppose you want the rest of the day off,” Jack said.


    Sutton’s father answered for him. “Forgive our unannounced arrival, Mr. Bailey. We do not mean to inconvenience you. It’s just that we had quite given up hope of an invitation.”


    “It’s Jack. And you’ve got an invitation now. Come by any time and I’ll be happy to show you around the neighborhood, if you like.”


    “Very gracious of you, sir.”


    As his father and sister went back to the taxi, Sutton turned to Jack. “If they want me to stay over”


    “Then stay. Don’t worry. Just go, would you?”


    Jack gave him a push and Sutton went. It had all happened so swiftly, he was overwhelmed. His family felt like strangers, invading the place he had come to call home, and he was ill at ease. The two worlds wouldn’t mesh. Already he sensed his father’s disapproval of where he was living. Any explanation of his feelings for Jack would fall on ears thoroughly disinclined to hear it. The one inevitability would be his father’s final decision on the matterand the possibility that the decision, with no room for compromise, would cause things to become unpleasant quickly.


    As the cab motored into traffic, Sutton looked out the window, and his heart reached with terrible yearning for the lone figure still standing on the sidewalk, watching them go.

  


  
    - Forty-Six -


    The shelves in order and the sweeping done, Jack headed for the office with the last receipts. Passing the piano, he glanced at the sheet music open on the stand and recognized the song he and Sutton had played together. Most of Sutton’s notations were a mystery, but the sight of the familiar script, so neat and careful, comforted.


    He wondered if Sutton was as blue without him. Putting the receipts aside, he sat and tried to play the song, but the chords eluded him.


    Harry appeared in the office doorway. “It’s nearly ten.”


    “I’ve got the receipts. Opal coming by for you?”


    “Yeah. You want to come with us?”


    Jack dredged up a faint grin. “And listen to you talk business while you’re making eyes at each other?”


    Harry narrowed a look at him, one not as stern as usual. “What are you doing, then? Sutton’s probably staying at the Plaza.”


    “And from there to Kansas.” Jack plunked a bass note that suited his mood. “Maybe I’ll hoof it to Topeka.”


    “You’d stand it all of ten minutes. Look, let me reschedule with Opal”


    The ringing telephone launched Jack off the bench and into the office. Central crisply informed him that Mr. Albright was trying to reach him.


    “Jack?”


    Sutton missed him. He could hear it. “Hi ya, Mabel. Bunking at the Plaza?”


    “Yes. I just wanted to let you know.” The hesitancy in his voice suggested eavesdroppers. “I won’t be in tomorrow”


    “Or Friday either, I guess.”


    “Likely not.” Sutton’s affection showed through, even with others listening in. He fell quiet, then softly, “Jack“


    “I miss you, too.” Jack let out a breath. “Can you change that dressing on your own?”


    “My brother will,” Sutton said. Voices came through in the background and he replied to them.


    Jack realized they were going out. “Where are you off to?”


    “Dinner with an old friend of Father’s. JackI’ve got to run, all right?”


    “All right. I just wanted to“ The line was quiet and his heart sank. “Hello?”


    He thought Sutton had hung up. Then Sutton’s voice came through, for his ears alone. “Be bright and cheery, my honey, do.”


    That hoary old song again. Jack grinned, despite the lump in his throat. As he cradled the receiver, he heard, outside the office, Opal’s sweet laugh and Harry’s gruff one. A good blend. He pulled himself together and came out of the office all smiles. “Sutton will be by in a minute. I’ll close up, Harry. You go on.”


    “Yeah? You and Sutton are welcome to come with us”


    “Sit through a business supper when we could go to the club?” Jack rolled his eyes. Maybe Harry was a little nervous over the notion of dining alone with Opal. He needed a push. “Go on, go. You can give me the details later. You know, all the business details.”


    Opal patted his cheek with soft gloved fingers. “You’re a dear.”


    Harry looked faintly suspicious. “Leave the receipts on the desk. And don’t forget to shut off the lights.”


    Jack was taking care of the receipts when the bell jangled again and he wondered if Harry had belatedly seen through him and was back to drag him to supper. He didn’t dare hope for Sutton.


    Both ideas were squashed by the shrill, “Yoo hoo!” that rang through the shop. Jack wished he had remembered to lock the door. Then he wondered if Gert had eaten yet. She appeared around the aisle as he came out of the office. “I’m closing up,” he said.


    “Yeah?” She looked around. “Where’s your boyfriend?”


    “Out, with family. What do you want, Gertie?”


    “Well” She smoothed her furs. “I just came by to tell you boys the news.”


    Jack shut off the office light and closed the door. “Which would be?”


    “We’re leaving Monday for California,” Gert said with a bounce that set the feathers on her hat bobbing. “Me and Marshie. Oh, and Neddie, too.”


    Jack choked on a laugh. “Marshie?”


    Gert winked. “Like you boys ain’t just the same with the sweet talk. Anyway, I can sing Friday night, but after that, you’ll have to get yourself a new bird. I’m going to be in pictures,” she said with another little bounce. “Marshie says I’m cuter than Mary Pickford.”


    “I’m sure he thinks so.” Jack paused, realizing what she’d said. “Ned’s going, too?”


    She shrugged. “Guess he figures he can hitch a ride on my rising star. He says he’s had it with New York, since” She stopped and cleared her throat, dimpling with a tiny smile. “Well, you know.”


    He did. And with the law more attentive and the neighborhood still gossiping over Vance’s death, Jack wondered if Chase’s decision to leave town had more to do with keeping himself out of the spotlight than thrusting Gert into it. If Gert wondered, too, she wasn’t letting on.


    Jack held out a hand. “If you get tired of being in pictures, you’re always welcome back on the radio.”


    She took his hand and her dimples deepened. “Marshie says I got more to offer the world than a great set of pipesbut if you figure a way to send pictures on the whatsit, give me a call.”


    She started to go, but made it only a few steps before turning back. “Aw, hell. I’ll miss you, Jackie.” She flung her arms around him and for a moment Jack was enveloped in fur and perfume. After a peck on the cheek, she let him go and fished out a handkerchief to dab her eyes. “I’ve got to run, honey. Marshie’s waiting.”


    He didn’t want to allow he might miss her just a little in return. He escorted her to the curb and as the familiar brougham roared into the night, he felt all over again that the world was tumbling along too rapidly for him to keep up and it was taking away everyone he cared about. Before the war, the world had been such a reliable haven, with problems that were patchable, endurable. Now...


    Well, if Sutton left, there was still Harry to keep him on the levelbut perhaps not, if Harry fell for Opal. He’d leave, too, along with Ox and Esther after they wed.


    Shutting off the rest of the lights, Jack stepped out of the shop and locked the door. He thought of the delight in Sutton’s eyes when Mary had rushed to hug him. And though there’d been no hug from his father, Sutton had looked wistful when they’d shaken hands. Jack supposed Sutton’s reunion with his mother and brother had been much the same. And he felt fairly confident the Albrights did not intend to return to Topeka without their youngest in tow.


    Sutton would object, of course, and at twenty-two, he was more than old enough to call his soul his own. If his family forced him to choose, he might make the rash decision to cut all tiesand look to Jack to help him.


    Twenty-two was a rotten age to forever lose the people who sheltered and supported a fellow. The people who accepted him with all his flaws and understoodwell, tried to understand him.


    The people who loved him.


    He couldn’t hope the Albrights would understand. And he couldn’t encourage Sutton to choose. Maybe his own loss had been beyond his means to control, but Sutton’s wasn’t.


    Jack went upstairs, passing up the leftovers in the icebox and all notion of going out on the town. He crawled into bed, pulling the quilt tight around him. He had been learning how to sleep again and he couldn’t let that fall apart just because he might soon be sleeping alone.


    And he tried, through each slow-passing hour of darkness, until the first light grayed his roomand, as it had through the war, exhaustion returned, the bridge over which he once again crossed into sleep.

  


  
    - Forty-Seven -


    Jack woke to Harry shaking him gently. Sleepy, he noticed Harry’s glance at the bedside table. Jack shook his head. “Didn’t drink.” His growling stomach reminded him he hadn’t eaten, either.


    “It’s nearly eleven,” Harry said. “You just come home and go to bed?”


    “Eleven in the morning?” That woke him a little more. “God, I’m sorry, Harry. It just took me so long to get some shut-eye.”


    “I was worried you’d gone out last night” Harry fell silent, then patted him on the shoulder. “It’s been a brisk morning. We could use your help.”


    Harry knew he had lied about Sutton. “So...anyone asking when the program’s going to start back up?”


    “Everyone.” Harry stood. “Don’t worry about lunch. Esther brought over some sandwiches.” He stopped in the doorway. “You all right?”


    “I’ll let you know in a day or two.”


    It wouldn’t take much longer, he knew, when Sutton telephoned at the end of the day to ask him to supper. He didn’t suppose anyone turned down a supper invitation with the Albrights and he wasn’t going to be the first. But when he hung up the telephone, vague misgivings became genuine alarm. He went upstairs to dress and came back down as Harry was closing, to make certain he was shined up suitably for whatever supper palace the Albrights had in mind.


    Harry looked him over and couldn’t seem to fight back a grin. “Never seen you so spit-and-polished. Quit pacing, will you? You’re making me dizzy.”


    Jack sat on the piano bench and clasped his hands in his lap. “I can’t do it, Harry. What if there are eight forks? I don’t know what the hell to do with eight forks.”


    “Well, you’re only going to be using one at a time, so I wouldn’t worry about it.”


    “Yeah, but which one?”


    “I think we got an etiquette manual over in the books,” Harry said. Jack started to get up and Harry sat him back down. “Take a deep breath. You’ll be okay.”


    He wanted to believe it, but by the time a motorcar stopped at the corner, he wasn’t feeling any steadier. Sutton came in, spit-and-polished himself and smiling as he pulled Jack into a hug. It was a moment’s respite that made them a twosome on an island safe from the world. “Missed you so goddamned much,” Jack whispered. “Has it been bad?”


    “No, it’s all right. I’ve apologized all around and things have settled into much as usual. Phillip can’t believe he’s had the misfortune to be related to me, Mary scolds him, and Father goes on about what I must do if I want to make good.”


    “What’s your mother say?”


    “Not a lot. She hugs me the way she did when I came home from France, like she can’t stand to let go. I feel worse about that than anything else. I guess she’s like your dad. Never angry, justworried.”


    “They’ve missed you.”


    “Well, Mother and Mary have.” Sutton tilted his head, studying Jack with a deepening smile. “It’s so good of you to come with me tonight.”


    “Just don’t go around all moon-eyed,” Jack said with a teasing push. “They’ll know for sure, if they don’t already. Saythey don’t, do they?” He had to go into it some prepared.


    “I haven’t told them.”


    Jack had an uneasy feeling Sutton wouldn’t need to. One wrong glance, one word spoken before it was carefully measured and weighed, would give them away. He could only hope Sutton, in a moment of recklessness, wouldn’t sever his ties completely.


    No cab sputtered at the curb. Instead, a rented touring car idled at the hands of a chauffeur, while in the closed back seat waited disaster. Jack took a deep breath and sent up a wry prayer as Sutton opened the door and ushered him in.


    Mr. Albright, seated beside his wife and son, nodded genially. “Mr. Bailey. We’re glad to have you join us.”


    As welcoming as that felt, it was Mary’s smile and her little pat of the seat beside her that made it easier to climb in and make himself comfortable. Sutton was next to him in an instant and they were off, with an apparent destination in mind.


    Mrs. Albright, a softly-rounded motherly sort, her blond hair going even lighter with the first touch of white, smiled at him with an air of reserve, though her blue eyes were as kind as her daughter’s. Beside her, hovering, her lanky elder son looked at Jack with a puckered suspicion to his mouth. Phillip Albright Jr. took after his father in other ways that Jack could seethe neatly tamed waves of brown hair, thick disapproving brows, judgmental set of the jawand, Jack suspected, in a whole lot of ways not yet apparent.


    Expecting to be peppered with questions, Jack found himself listening as Phillip carried on a conversation with his father regarding railroad business. The trip was mercifully short, but that it ended at Delmonico’s did nothing for Jack’s peace of mind. He and Harry had often joked about dining at the most expensive place in town. Now he would have given his last dollar to be eating at the automat.


    As they disembarked in a light drizzle and stood under the awning, Jack offered his arm to Mary and she accepted.


    “You mustn’t be nervous, Mr. Bailey. Father is brusque at times, but be assured he is quite happy Sutton’s playing piano againeven if it is ragtime,” she said with a rueful laugh.


    “Don’t suppose they approve of jazz either?”


    “Good heavens. I wouldn’t even mention it. Father is head of a committee that means to keep that music out of restaurants back at home.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Is it as indecent as they say?”


    Jack choked back a laugh. How she reminded him of Sutton. “It’s a lot of fun, if that’s what you mean. Haven’t you ever heard any?”


    “Once or twice. A group of traveling musicians tried to play at the fair and they were made to leave. I should like to hear some, but I don’t think I will ever have the chance.”


    They did not have to wait for a table. Jack took the chair opposite Sutton’s, Mary on his right, Mrs. Albright on his left. The silver was laid in abundance, as he’d feared, but he could get by, just watching the others. The orchestra played a waltz and waiters glided to and fro.


    “I’d like to contribute a bottle of champagne to the evening,” Jack said. “No use letting it all go to waste.” When both Mr. and Mrs. Albright hesitated, Jack tried to clarify. “This place must have one hell of a wine cellar, right? If we don’t do our part, come January they’ll have to throw it all out.” Too late, he caught Mary’s little shake of the head and Sutton’s sympathetic grimace. It occurred to him Kansas was one of those states already long dry to the bone. “Of course, if you don’t”


    “We don’t,” Mrs. Albright said with a faint smile.


    Mr. Albright turned to Jack. “If you would prefer wine, sir, be our guest.”


    “Thank you. It’s probably good for me to pass it up, now and then.” Jack took an intense interest in the menu, determinedly ignoring Sutton’s smile.


    “I suppose it’s rather harder to stay away from in New York,” Mary ventured. “There seems to be a party in progress everywhere you go.”


    “Playing that impossible cacophony.” Phillip wrinkled his nose. “I’d thought it was restricted to nightclubs and lower class restaurants. Now you can’t escape it.”


    “You ought to give it a fair listen before you judge it,” Jack said.


    “You like it?” Mrs. Albright asked with an innocent and genuine surprise.


    “I like it,” Sutton said before Jack could reply. As they looked at him, he added with smiling chagrin, “All music enchants me equally.”


    “Oh, my dear,” Mrs. Albright said. “However can you call that music?”


    “It does deserve a fair hearing,” Sutton said. “You know, there’s a restaurant”


    “Respectable?” Mr. Albright sent a dubious glance Sutton’s way, and Jack nearly laughed aloud. Phillip Jr. did laugh, disparagingly.


    “You can’t intend to drag us into that neighborhood” His glance skittered to Jack and he had the grace to look uncomfortable. “No offense, sir.”


    “It seemed a perfectly nice neighborhood.” Mary offered Jack an apologetic look.


    “I’ve always thought so,” Jack said. “You’re welcome to come see for yourselves.”


    Everyone fell quiet and, to Jack’s relief, the waiters glided in with bread and soup. He supposed someone would change to a safer subject, but Mrs. Albright looked at him with such grave attention, he suspected things were about to get worse. “Sutton tells us he is playing again because of you.”


    “He’s exaggerating.” Jack met Sutton’s too-revealing gaze. “He just needed more time to heal, that’s all.”


    “We owe you a debt,” Mrs. Albright said.


    “You don’t owe me a thing, ma’am.”


    He wondered if she would feel as indebted when she found out. If any of them would. As supper progressed, they confirmed his suspicion that their united goal was to whisk Sutton away home. They talked of the world he’d left behind, the home, friendsand girls. It wasn’t until Mr. Albright spoke of a job in the railroad offices that Jack realized they weren’t taking any too seriously Sutton’s return to music.


    Sutton put up no argument, though Jack sensed he wanted to. It wasn’t until Mrs. Albright mentioned Christmas that Sutton balked. “I can’t leave now. I can’t abandon my audience just as we’re beginning to do well.”


    “We can get through the season,” Jack said, “if you want to go home a couple of months.” The words came before he gave them much consideration, but the more he thought, the more it seemed a good idea. A couple of months at home and Sutton would either stay there or break away againwhichever he wanted, deep down. And if he chose Topekawell, it had always been a possibility.


    The idea made sense to him, but it had a different effect on Sutton, who looked across at him with surprise he couldn’t hide. “Jack, we can’t just”


    “We usually get through Christmas without a problem,” Jack said. “And your audience will still be around when you come back.” He added a silent so will I.


    “Thank you, Mr. Bailey,” Mrs. Albright said. “I didn’t know how I might persuade him to come home. New York has such a fascination to the young.”


    Phillip sniffed at that, but Mr. Albright shored up his wife’s opinion with a gracious nod. “Indeed, we’re grateful. A few months at home will do Sutton a world of good, though he does not believe it himself.”


    Sutton stayed quiet through the rest of supper. As they left, he pulled Jack aside while the others went to the car. “Come to the hotel later?” he whispered.


    “That’ll be risky. You might want to think about it before you set all your bridges on fire.”


    “If they’re bound to burn, I’d rather be on this side of them. Unless” He looked at Jack and the question was there in his eyes, but he didn’t get to ask it. The doorman waited on them. During the ride back, while everyone chattered, Sutton said little and avoided Jack’s gaze. If it was for fear of what he might give away, Jack understood. If it was something morewell, there was nothing to do about that at the moment.


    But Jack was no sooner back in the apartment, curled up on the sofa in the quiet, than he thought he might dare go to the Plaza after all. It was either that or go upstairs and leap off the roof. If he couldn’t bear two nights apart, how would he bear two months or longer? He had given Sutton his permission to goand now he wanted to take it back, to talk him into staying, no matter how hurt his family might be. He could have gladly severed Sutton’s ties, though he might feel wretched about it later on.


    He knew as he stepped into the bright, brisk atmosphere of the hotel lobby that it was no place for a tryst, especially not of his sort. As he slipped into the lift, he thought belatedly for a way to explain his presence, should he bump into Mr. Albright coming downstairs to buy a cigar or send a telegram. Nothing convincing came to mind and, in an agony of certain exposure, he hurried along the corridor in search of the room. Finding it, he knocked barely loud enough to be heard.


    The door opened and Sutton, still dressed, gasped at the sight of him. Then he was safely inside, with the door locked and Sutton’s arms around him.


    “I wasn’t sure you would come.”


    “You’re already in enough trouble. I don’t want to get you into more.”


    Sutton only laughed and kissed him. Jack didn’t think anything could pull them apart short of a fire in the hotel, but a sudden knock at the door had them scrambling in alarm. “The bath,” Sutton whispered and pushed him inside.


    Jack left the door ajar, just enough to peek through as Sutton admitted Mary into the room. Carrying her coat and hat, she dropped onto the bed and bounced like an eager schoolgirl. “Mother and Father have gone to sleep.”


    “Mary, I’ve already told you”


    “Oh, we must!” She caught his hand. “Please? We won’t have another chance before Sunday and I don’t want to go back without having done something exciting. Phillip will never go. You’re all I have.”


    So he wasn’t the only one intent on getting Sutton into trouble. But Sutton stood his ground. “Not tonight. Saturday’s better.”


    “It isn’t. We’re leaving in the evening.”


    “Friday night, then, after the concert.”


    “I want to go tonight.” Mary stood. “Will you go with me or not?”


    “Mary, you’re not being reasonable.”


    “Oh, you sound like Father.” She put on her hat and fumbled with the pin. “You’ve had your fun, living here and doing as you please. You might at least show me a bit of it.” She yanked out the hat pin with a frustrated air and spun to the bathroom, pushing the door so suddenly she sent Jack sprawling on the tiles.


    Thankful he was still dressed, Jack looked up into her astonished face with a sheepish smile. “This would be the first bit.”

  


  
    - Forty-Eight -


    Sutton groaned and hid his face behind his hands.


    “Oh,” Mary said, following it with a softer echo. Her cheeks put Sutton’s blushes to shame. She turned to her brother. “I’ve wondered who’s been helping you with your ties.”


    Sutton stared at her. “You know?”


    “I wanted to mind my own business, truly. I wanted you to be happy. II’ve read some things in medical books. Phillip’s. They’re not very nice,” she said indignantly. “Why shouldn’t you have a romance of your own? Why shouldn’t any of us?”


    She swiped at her eyes with a trembling hand and Sutton gave her a handkerchief. “He’s not any better?”


    She shook her head, then tried to smile. “I’m fated to be a spinster.”


    “You don’t know,” Sutton said. “Jack’s gotten better” He cast Jack an immediate look of apology and it occurred to Jack where the conversation had been going.


    “Your beau?”


    “We’re engaged,” Mary said. “Father wouldn’t let us marry before John left for France. And when he came home, he wasn’thimself. The doctors tried to help. I’m afraid they didn’t do him any good.” She took in their sober faces and frowned. “I won’t be glum, not when we’re here only a few days. Let’s go out, Sutton, please? Let’s find some place where they play jazz. We’ll drink champagne and see all sorts of things while we can. Oh, let’s have some fun. Can’t we?”


    “Hell, yes, we can.” Jack put an arm around Mary, presenting an allied front. “Come on. Let’s see what mischief we can get into.” He winked at Sutton, conveying he didn’t intend to get into too much, for Mary’s sake. No need corrupting the entire Albright clan, despite the good start he’d made.


    “This will surely be a mistake,” Sutton said, but got his coat and hat. They proceeded cheerily into the corridor, to be brought up short by brother Phillip planted in their path. He looked surprised at the sight of Jack, but Mary bubbled forth an explanation.


    “We’re off to see the town. And I’ve two chaperones, so you needn’t worry.”


    “You shouldn’t be running about New York at this time of night, no matter how many chaperones you have.”


    Mary sighed. “Oh, Phillip, don’t be such a fossil. Come with us.”


    Phillip seemed wary at the invitation. “Come with you? What are you up to? You know Father won’t like it.”


    “Don’t you ever do anything without getting your dad’s permission first?” Jack asked and was pleased to see Phillip’s eyes darken. “What’s the point in coming to New York if you’re not going to cut up a little?”


    Phillip pulled uncomfortably from Jack’s gaze and fixed on Sutton, instead. “I know just the sort of drinking dens you frequent these days and they are not appropriate places to take one’s sister.”


    “Then you’d best come along,” Sutton said. “Or are you going to wake Mother and Dad and start a row?”


    Phillip scowled all the more. “We’ll go out for an hour, but that’s all. And no place where they play that awful racket. It’s barbaric.”


    With the awful racket in mind, Jack gave the cabbie directions that had Sutton glancing at him in alarm. But to Jack’s amazement, he didn’t say a word, perhaps more to irk Phillip than indulge Mary. Phillip voiced further suspicions as the cab deposited them well within earshot of the music burgeoning into the street. But Mary and Sutton prodded and cajoled until they had him through the doorway and into the dim, congested confines of Graham’s club.


    Once inside, Phillip and Mary both fell quiet, trailing Sutton as a waiter took them to a table and Jack ordered champagne. With a pale golden glassful before him, Phillip wrinkled his nose in disdain. “You don’t go out drinking every night, do you?”


    “No,” Sutton said with grave assurance. “Occasionally we drink at home.”


    Mary giggled. “If I lived in New York, I would go out every night too. The champagne is lovely,” she said as Jack refilled her glass. “The music isoh, just heaven.”


    “It’s loud.” Phillip looked around at the band. “And it sounds as if they’re playing whatever comes into their heads.”


    Sutton caught Jack’s eye and Jack laughed. “Your rhythm’s all right,” he said with a wink.


    Phillip looked at Sutton, shocked. “You play jazz?”


    Sutton, looking a little scandalized himself, ignored his brother and reached across the table to seize Mary’s hand. “Come and dance?”


    “Oh, yes, yes,” she said and all but dragged him out of his seat.


    Jack smiled to himself as they scurried away. If Sutton wasn’t quite ready to let on too much in front of Phillip, Jack couldn’t blame him for it. Phillip wasn’t ready to hear it and Jack had a feeling he might not ever be. He first had to come down to earth and join the ranks of the imperfect. “Don’t care for champagne?”


    “Not really.” Phillip’s uneasy gaze stayed on his siblings. “I cannot comprehend what she’s thinking.”


    “I think she’s just having fun,” Jack said. “Some folks take to New York quicker than others.”


    Phillip retreated behind his disapproving frown. “No offense, Mr. Bailey, but this is a rather rough crowd you’ve cast us among. Who knows what sort of fellow may cut in.”


    “Sutton will look after her.”


    Phillip sniffed. “Sutton cannot even look after himself.”


    “Sutton’s been looking after himself since he got here. And he’s done all right at it, too.”


    “I doubt he’s told you the circumstances that brought him here.”


    “That he got kicked out of school?”


    “He’s told you the details?”


    “I’ve heard his side of the story”


    “Have you?” Phillip’s shrewd stare mimicked his dad’s. His tone made it clear he knew Sutton’s secretand that he didn’t believe Sutton would have divulged that secret to anyone who wasn’t in the same boat.


    It was damage Jack hadn’t meant to do. He was taking swings at Phillip and he didn’t know why, except that he wanted to defend Sutton’s choices. And he wantedhell, he wanted Sutton to stay. Just like always, he wanted the wrong things.


    Stillif Phillip intended to tell his parents the sordid details of what he believed was Sutton’s latest indiscretion, the unexpected pain in his face said otherwise. “You’re taking advantage of a sick boy. He was injured overseas, you know. He isn’t himself“


    “You really believe that?” Surprised as he was by Phillip’s abrupt defense, Jack knew how much of it was just another kind of denial. He had seen it before. And something in Phillip’s manner made Jack think he had, too.


    If so, Phillip wasn’t going to acknowledge it. His lips thinned, the sullen gleam returning to douse other emotions in his eyes. “You won’t get a penny“


    “I don’t want your money. Or your dad’s.” Funny, how it always came around to that. “I guess it never crossed your mind that maybe I just like Sutton?”


    “It’s getting rather late“ Phillip looked around in sudden alarm. “Where’s Mary?”


    Jack twisted in his chair to see Sutton returning alone. Mary was still dancingwith Theo, to Jack’s amusement.


    “You know that fellow?” Phillip asked as Sutton sat and poured a fresh glass. “He’s not a jazz musician, is he?”


    “He’s entirely respectable.” Sutton met Jack’s glance. “And more importantly, he’s good-hearted. Mary’s safe.” At Phillip’s sharp glance, Sutton laughed. “We are forever vexing you, aren’t we?”


    Phillip looked alarmed over whatever family secret Sutton appeared about to share. “Sutton”


    “Go ahead,” Jack said with a grin.


    “It’s funny, really,” Sutton said. “I was seven, as I recall, Mary ten, and Phillip thirteen. Mother and Dad had gone to a summer tea party at a hotel in town and Phillip had the care of us for the afternoon. Mary was enchanted with the idea of dancing at a tea party so she put me in my best suit and we started off to find the hotel.” Sutton looked at his brother. “You had your nose in a bookdidn’t you? And never knew we’d gone until we were well on our way. Of course we couldn’t find the correct hotel, but the one we found was just as good. There was dancing in the dining room and a nice fellow gave me ice cream and Mary a dance while they sent a boy to summon our parents. Mother was horrified” Sutton’s brow wrinkled. “Though I have the strangest memory of Father laughing about it.”


    “And it’s been thrown up to me ever since,” Phillip said.


    “I wasn’t,” Sutton said gently. “Anyway, it was an innocent mistake. Everyone was amused afterward and Mary and I had a splendid time.”


    “Of course you did. Mother and Father never admonished you”


    “For heaven’s sake. It hardly transformed you into the black sheep of the family.”


    “If you’re the black sheep, it’s your own doing.”


    “It is. But I’m learning to live with my mistakes. I think I can acknowledge them. You still think Mary and I should have known better than to wander off, unchaperoned.”


    Phillip frowned. “You should,” he muttered and sipped at his champagne.


    Sutton smiled. “Certainly we should know better now, I suppose,” he said as Mary returned to the table, flushed and laughing, Theo at her side. Sutton introduced him to Phillip and invited him to sit.


    “Can’t, my dears. I’m singing in a minute.” Theo snagged Jack’s sleeve. “A word with you, Mr. Bailey?”


    Excusing himself, Jack left the table, with Theo still plucking at his coat. “What’s all this?” Theo said, nearly drowned out by the band. “Shall I behave myself? Such a sweet bunch of baby chicks. Whatever possessed you to bring them here?”


    “Jazz. Mary was curious.”


    “Ah.” Theo nodded. “Graham said the band wanted to ask Sutton in again. How’s his shoulder?”


    “Still on the bum. He’s not ready to play yet.” Jack looked around. Sutton and Mary were laughing, at the tale of the tea party, he guessed. A petulant Phillip seemed ready to scold them until Mary leaned over and kissed his cheek. To Jack’s surprise, Phillip gave in to the rueful semblance of a smile.


    “Lovely family,” Theo said. “They know about“


    “Phillip and Mary know. I don’t think it’ll be long before their folks know, too.”


    “Think you’re cooked?”


    “Pounded, diced, and broiled. You’re performing?”


    Theo’s gaze was sympathetic. “I’ll keep it polite just for this performance. I don’t want to shock the dear little girl too much. That stiff-necked brother, however”


    “He’s probably not so bad, somewhere deep down.” Maybe even not so deep. The three of them were laughing now and he suspected they were digging up other childhood misadventures as the champagne level dropped. Phillip looked decidedly more like his siblings with a smile on his face. Lovely family, Jack mused. He supposed they weren’t any worse or better than any other family.


    “Jack?” Theo’s voice broke into his thoughts. “There are ways”


    “I’ve thought of them all. It’s not going to work.” Jack turned to him. “Sing something cheery, will you?”


    “Jack,” Theo said softly.


    “For God’s sake, don’t hug me. Just go sing.”


    Theo went, but Jack stayed for a few minutes and watched the Albright kids regale each otherwatched Sutton, mostly. The band started up again and Theo took the stage, a trio of young men joining him. As requested, he began with an upbeat number, his beautiful tenor rising above the others. Afterward, Jack stole a dance with Mary and out on the dance floor, she whispered to him, “I’m glad you’re better.”


    “Thanks. Your beau’s name is John?”


    Heartache clouded her eyes and it took her a long minute to answer. “John Campbell.”


    Jack impetuously kissed her cheek. “I know it’s tough, butcan you give him a little more time? Talk to him and don’t give up till he starts talking, too. Some of it will be awful to hear, but if you can bear itwell, I’ve heard it helps.” Jack smiled. “Just don’t forget to talk about the future. He’s got to hope.”


    “You hope for things,” she said, and when he just nodded, she smiled. “You’re a good fellow, Jack.”


    He was glad she thought so. He wasn’t feeling like one. They had hardly returned to the hotel and said their good-nights to Mary and Phillip when Sutton closed the door, locked it, and took Jack into his arms without a word. Jack hid burning eyes in Sutton’s coat collar and wished he could stand there, holding on forever.


    Sutton pressed warm lips to his jaw. “Stay.”


    God, how he wanted to. “I’ll get you into trouble.”


    Sutton moved toward the bed, taking him along. They landed in a heap on the mattress and still Jack wanted nothing more than to just hold on.


    Sutton looked at him in the darkness. “I like the way you get me into trouble,” he said and kissed him.


    Jack stayed until five-thirty. In the pale light that glowed from behind lush drapes, he dressed and left Sutton curled asleep and no doubt dreaming of the big night ahead. Though he had cab fare, Jack took the subway home, wanting the noise and warmth, needing the distraction. He knew Sutton would stay at the hotel to practice for the concert and it was just as well.


    With time to kill, he took a brush to his evening clothes, readying them for later. He went down for breakfast and though it was still too early to open, he did. Customers came in immediately, asking about the program, and Jack invited them to the Plaza concert. He wanted Sutton to have the thunder of applause he couldn’t have with the radio show. He wanted to fill the ballroom until guests overflowed into the street and the park beyond.


    Working straight through lunch, he cajoled and charmed customers with everything in him. Harry would only comment on the substantial receipts as they closed up.


    “We did all right,” Jack said. “You going home to dress?”


    “Yeah.” Harry eyed him. “You okay?”


    “Are you kidding? Our boy’s first big concert. I’ve never been better.”


    “Uh huh.” Harry put the receipts away and gathered his things. “Gert singing tonight?”


    “Yeah. I’ll go over for Esther and we’ll meet you there.”


    Harry nodded. At the door, he looked back. “You know, Jackieeven if he gets more invitations, he’ll play for us.”


    “I know.” Jack returned that reassurance with a blithe smile and went up to dress. Coming back down, he bumped into Ox, who was headed across the street for Esther. They’d no sooner stepped foot in the restaurant than they knew Ida had thrown their plans for a loop. Esther, still in her apron, scurried to keep up with orders for the supper crowd.


    Jack followed on her heels. “It’s six-fifteen, Es. We have to go.”


    “I can’t.” She tugged a loose curl behind her ear and raised stricken eyes from her notepad to look at Jack. “I’m sorry. Honestly, tell Sutton I’m sorry”


    “Why can’t you? What’s wrong?”


    Jack knew what her tears meant. He turned for the kitchen, but Esther caught his arm. “Jack, don’t. It’s not her fault. We’re just busier than we’ve ever been. Anyway, you don’t need me there. Gert can carry it fine on her own.”


    “You were looking forward to it,” Ox said quietly.


    Ida came out of the kitchen, seeming as weary as Esther. “Well, no surprise what’s been holding you up. I’ve suppers ready for serving.”


    “You knew Esther wanted to go early tonight,” Jack said. “I’ll stay and wait tables”


    “Jack, no,” Esther said. “You can’t miss Sutton’s concert.”


    “I’ll set up the radio here and we’ll have it just as good.” He turned to Ida. “What do you say?”


    Her mouth took an irritated downturn but, to his amazement, she gave in. “Suit yourself. But if you’re bringing that radio contraption over here, she’ll stay until you’re done with it and ready to work. Esther, take these suppers before they’re cold.”


    She went into the kitchen and Jack swung to Esther. “Let Ox bring the suppers. You go up and dress and I’ll get the radio.”


    At six-thirty sharp, Jack bundled Esther and Ox into a cab, paid their fare, and stood at the curb until they were out of sight. He felt lonesome and tried to comfort himself with the possibility that he could be on time for the party after the concert. For now, he would at least hear Sutton play. At the far end of the lunch counter the radio receiver sat, with an improvised aerialand music piping out from the horn just loud enough to grab the attention of everyone who came in.


    ***


    When the supper crowd at last dwindled to a couple at a corner table, Jack sat at the counter and dropped his head in his arms. He was nearly asleep when the first soft notes crept in. The restaurant melted away and he was on the piano bench, leaning against Sutton while he conjured something sweet and aching.


    From the first lullaby, Sutton had played for him. He was none too sure what he’d given Sutton in return. A safe place from which to test his newfound freedom. A square meal every day and a laugh now and then. It didn’t feel like an even trade.


    “Ida, you going to have music with supper every night?” the young woman asked.


    Ida’s attention fixed on the radio. “I could, if I had a mind to. That’s decent music, there.”


    Jack would have laughed if he hadn’t felt so worn. At least he was returning Sutton in as nearly a respectable state as he’d taken him. And just in time. Sutton would go back to Kansas in a cloud of rumors, but rumors were one thingnewspaper stories, arrest, and public disgrace were another. All that was left was to stand on the station platform with a wave and a smile as Sutton’s train pulled out. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d put a cheerful face on things and he didn’t suppose it would be the last.


    He helped Ida sweep up and close, though the concert had ended and everyone might yet expect him at the party. His evening clothes were mostly clean, but as ready for the Plaza as he looked, he was too heartsick to go. Nor could he face the thought of going home to bed. He had to settle for a different sort of comfort. He shrugged into his coat as Ida came to the door with her keys. “You want some pie and coffee?” she asked.


    The offer surprised him. “I don’t even want to look at food again tonight.” He found his old grin. “A little gin and jazz, on the other hand”


    She looked disgusted and they were back on usual terms. “What about that box, then? You’re taking it home with you.”


    “I’ll come for the radio in the morning. Or send Ox. ‘Night, Ida. You can keep my tips.”


    “Out with you,” she said and locked the door behind him.


    Jack stood on the sidewalk and watched as people in coats and scarves hurried home to hot meals and welcoming arms. It was a time of day he had come to look forward to. And all the other moments in the day hadn’t been so bad lately, either. Maybe he’d hit another dead end, but he didn’t have to sit and bawl about it. He would just retrace his steps, keep moving, and try not to think too much until he could do it without his heart crushing to dust in his chest.


    Distractions would keep him in one piece. If it was still only a semblance of a normal life, it was something to hang on to. And the only thing that might keep him from letting go altogether.

  


  
    - Forty-Nine -


    Sutton stayed in the crowded ballroom for the better part of an hour, greeting well-wishers and switching the plate of cake from his right hand to his left only when it was necessary to shake hands. Dead on his feet, he hung on doggedly, buoyed by the hope Jack would appear and steal away with him to marvel over the concert’s success. By eleven, the throb of his shoulder had grown fierce enough that he had to wonder why his arm didn’t simply fall offand that it might be a relief if it would.


    Esther came to his rescue, taking him to a quiet room away from the crowd and sending Ox for an ice pack. “Ida’s only just closing up, you knowotherwise, Jack would be here.” She tucked a pillow behind his shoulder. “He heard every minute, despite Ida, I’m sure. He knows we were just swell.”


    Her face brightened and Sutton swallowed against the ache in his throat. “We were that.” He said it lightly, but Esther seemed to see right through him.


    “He’ll be along. Ida probably has him sweeping the floor and I’m sure he’s complaining through every bit of it”


    “Esther.” He caught the hands that were busy fluffing another pillow.


    She looked at him, her heart in her eyes. “You know, when Frank Hollister used to come by the restaurant and flirt, I” Her face crumpled a little. “I never told him off, not once. I thought Ox was just never going to let me know if he liked me.” She sat on the ottoman and smoothed the skirts of the green dress Gert had insisted she keep. “I thought maybe if another fellow was sweet on me, Ox would just have to say somethingif he was ever going to. So when Frank went on about a party he wanted to take me to, I made him think I was interested in going.”


    “You did?”


    Her face crumpled a little more, but she nodded. “I didn’t know how mean I was till I saw Ox looking over at me like he’d been kicked.” She folded her hands over her breast as if the memory caused her physical pain. “I knew he cared. And what I was feeling for him, it was the honest-to-God real thing. When he just got up and walked out, so quiet, I knew. I never felt so awful in my life.”


    “I know how you must’ve felt, Es. But it came out all right.”


    “It did.” Her smile stretched, even as tears slipped. “More than I ever hoped. So you see.”


    “That I should flirt with someone else?” Sutton said gravely.


    Esther rolled her eyes and laughed. “Silly. Nojust that Jack’s a little like Ox. He’s sweet as pie, but talking about the things deep down in his heart don’t come easily to him. And he’s lost so much lately, he won’t let himself believe that anything coming his way will last.”


    “He knows how I feel” Sutton stopped as Esther dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry, Esther. I don’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”


    “Oh, I’m all right.” She gave a little shrug and hesitantly looked at him. “I’m sure Jack does know. How you feel always shines right out. That day you first came into Ida’s, I could tell you were mighty anxious. Even when you tried to look cheerful, something in your eyes” She gave up on expressing it and just shook her head.


    He was touched she had noticed so much. “Ox is a lucky fellow.”


    Esther shook her head again. “I’m the lucky one. Jack is, too, and he knows it. Oh, Sutton, he knows.”


    “Perhaps he’s more sure of my feelings than his own,” Sutton said as Ox reappeared, carrying one of the hotel’s napkins, bulky with dripping ice. “I think I’m going to go upstairs. Esther, would you tell everyone”


    “Of course.” She helped him up and he took the ice, thanking Ox. Esther held on to his sleeve. “If Jack comes in”


    “I’d like to talk to him.”


    She looked relieved. “We’ll send him up.”


    He knew they would, but he was less confident Jack would comeat least not until it was late and everyone had left. If Jack never showed up at all...


    Sutton was too tired to think about what that might mean. He reached his room and, not bothering to switch on the light, sat on the bed and pressed the ice to his shoulder. He waited a while, aching and sleepy, absorbing the distant chatter, footfalls, and music from somewhereall the constant coming and going particular to hotel life. City lights slipped through the drapes to make soothing shadows. It lulled, but still he didn’t want to sleep, didn’t want to end the night without a word from Jack.


    Midnight crept in and Sutton, snapping back to wakefulness, staggered up and got his coat. A light rain fell by the time he reached the shop. Both it and Ida’s stood dark and shut. He went upstairs to discover an empty apartment and it occurred to him that he might have passed Jack on the way from the hotel.


    Before going back, he decided to try one last place, one place he knew Jack would go at such a late and rainy hour. Wishing he hadn’t dismissed the cab, he walked the few blocks to the club, to arrive damp and chilled but unmindful of it in hopes of finding Jack. It didn’t take long. Perched on a table midway between the bar and the dance floor, Jack, Theo, and three other fellows swayed back and forth and sang with gin-fueled enthusiasm, much to the entertainment of several nearby patrons.


    “You might’ve sent word we were celebrating down here.”


    The singing trailed off into awkward silence. Jack stared at Sutton for a startled instant before grinning as if nothing were wrong. “Well, look who’s here. Didn’t think we’d see you tonight. The concert was a whiz-bangwasn’t it, Theo?”


    Theo was sober enough to look troubled. “The whizziest,” he said, reaching for the bottle of gin and offering it meekly. “Have a drink?”


    “Thanks, Theo, not just now. Jack” Sutton moved nearer, lowering his voice. “Come with me so we can talk? I want to tell you about the concertwell, mostly about after the concert.”


    “So go ahead. Tell.” Jack waved a careless hand. “We all want to know, right?”


    The others murmured agreement, Theo most encouragingly. Sutton acquiesced for the moment, his earlier excitement coming back. “I have an invitation to play with the symphony orchestra. What do you think of that? And to tour with them in Europe next year.”


    Jack raised his nearly empty glass. “Sutton Albright, gentlemen. Soon to be loved the whole world ‘round.”


    A note of regret tinged the toast, but Sutton understood where it came from. Jack felt a little left out of things, that was all. “There’s more, Jack. Much more. You’ll never guess.”


    “Bet I could” Jack avoided his gaze, instead grinning at Theo and the others. “Oh, hell, I’ve forgotten introductions. Sutton, this is Fielding, that’s Henry andHenry’s brother, Elliot.”


    Dark-haired and handsome despite the spectacles that sat crooked on his nose, Elliot slipped an arm from around Jack’s shoulders and shook Sutton’s hand. “You’re the fellow on the radio? Say, you’re swell.”


    “Swell,” Jack echoed. He held out his glass. “Any gin left?”


    “Jack, what are you doing?”


    Theo sat up straight and almost slid off the table. Standing, he tried to pull himself together. “We’ve got to go. Time to dress. Hurry, hurry.”


    Sutton recognized the other three as the men who’d sung with Theo the night before. Elliot started to stand, then looked at Theo in confusion. “We’ve got another hour yet.”


    “Time to rehearse, then.” Theo got hold of his lapel and hauled him away from Jack. The four of them made it as far as the bar and Sutton knew they were not too surreptitiously listening from that vantage point, but at least now he had Jack’s full attention.


    Jack lifted eyes not as clouded by gin as they’d first seemed. “I thought I’d come to the station tomorrow to say good-bye.”


    “Good-bye?”


    “Well, yeah.” A tired smile formed, then faded. “Seems like as good a time as any to call it a day. Don’t you think? Back in your family’s good graces. You’ve got your music again. The old emporium will stagger on a while longer.” He stood. “You can go your own way, I can go mine, no hard feelings.”


    Sutton stared at the offered hand, then into Jack’s calm face. He’d seen no sign of this coming, no distance in their conversations, no hesitancy in the way Jack kissed. “Have my parents said something? Has Phillip”


    Jack cut him off with a shake of the head. “I’m being sensible, that’s all.” He laughed. “Fellows like us, we have to know when to call it quits. You said, yourselfit’s only a bit of fun. And you and me, we’re not exactly two of a kind. Wouldn’t be long before we’re bickering like an old married couple.”


    Jack stared at the empty glass cradled in his hand. He seemed to be waiting for Sutton to curse or swing at him orsomething.


    If anything Jack had said made sense, he might have replied. But the blow still reverberated and the words from Jack’s lips fell, meaningless, around him. Sutton struggled from the muddle of his own thoughts. Jack wanted him to walk away.


    In that, he could oblige.

  


  
    - Fifty -


    Sutton went out into a cold, stinging rain, refusing to let himself wish for a penitent Jack in pursuit. When a lantern shining through the dark signaled an approaching cab, he hailed it and fell into the musty interior, grateful for the enveloping night around him. What had been a tiring but grand evening a little while ago felt hollow and shut off from every lovely vision of things to come. Worse, he couldn’t escape the feeling he deserved a share of the blame. He’d meant to be smartbut once again, his heart had gone readily ahead, without ever giving him a say in the matter. Lewis had warned him Jack’s feelings didn’t run deep. Sutton still balked at the notion, but he couldn’t deny he’d had a clear understanding of what Jack was likeand it hadn’t stopped him from falling headlong just the same.


    He supposed he ought to consider it an improvement that fellows were throwing him over face-to-face instead of sending a typewritten notice to that effect. Yet he would have preferred a letter, rather than live with the memory of Jack’s remote expression and matter-of-fact manner. That indifference, after everything they’d been through, bewildered him. He could have demanded an explanationbut he shrank at the thought of Jack laying out in pitying terms just how much of a fool he’d been.


    An impatient tap from the cab driver woke him. He looked out blearily at the polished brightness of the Plaza and considered telling the driver to keep going, somewhere, anywhere. Instead, he paid the fare and crept back out into the night. The park was a dim green swath, the distant lights from apartment windows little beacons that spoke of warm, safe rooms.


    When he reached his own room, he didn’t put on the light but stumbled to the bed and huddled somewhere on it. He had done what Jack wanted, he’d walked away, but his mind would not leave Jack alone and his heart refused to.


    With no intention of sleeping, he discovered he had when Mary’s voice filtered into his awareness and he opened his eyes to see her hovering with a little frown of concern. “Dearest, what’s wrong?” she whispered. “Jack never came to the hotel?”


    Sutton struggled to sit up and she helped him with an arm around his shoulders. He felt weary, despite the sleep, and strangely dazed and lost, as though he’d wakened to a life that wasn’t his. “We had something of a falling out. I want to keep on as we are and hedoesn’t.”


    She shook her head. “That simply can’t be. Jack adores you. You were just out of sorts, that’s all. He was disappointed to miss your concert and you were tired, and it all came out wrong. Have lunch with us and, after, go talk to him. I’m sure he feels as dreadfully as you do.”


    Sutton looked at her, struck by her determination to right what couldn’t be righted. He understood, in a way he hadn’t before, how she’d been hurt by losing John. “I’m sorry, Mary.”


    Her smile overflowed with affection. “A sweet fellow just recently told me not to give up hope, so I won’t and neither will you. Tidy up and come downstairs. We’ll wait for you.”


    He hadn’t succeeded in entirely pulling himself together, judging by his mother’s face when he came down to lunch. She concluded the strain of performing again was too much, when he hadn’t yet recovered from his time overseas, and Sutton didn’t have the heart to explain or disagree. When his father suggested he continue piano as a hobby and reconsider the career to be made with the railroad, he let that go, too. Buried in dull paperwork for the rest of his life seemed a tolerable alternative, when every note he played would make him think of Jack.


    “Sutton’s well enough to play again,” Mary said. “He’s meant to play. How can you shut him in an office full of time-tables and ledgers and stuffy old books?”


    “He does seem to be working rather hard at it,” Phillip said. “It would be a pity to let his progress fall by the way.”


    Surprised, Sutton caught his eye and Phillip shrugged. Mary smiled. “There, you see? Good advice from Dr. Albright.”


    “Of course,” Phillip went on, “a little rest of a few months would do him good.”


    “I don’t need a rest,” Sutton said. “If you want me to come into the business” He pushed forward with a ruthless desire to have everything decided right away, for better or worse. “I’ll start Monday morning.”


    To his amazement, his father chuckled. “Decide nothing in haste, my boy. We’ll discuss it further when we’re home. In the meantime, I’ve a meeting at two and your brother is escorting the ladies to the shops. I suggest you go with them and let the tailor fit you for a suit.” He eyed Sutton. “Perhaps two.”


    His mother had more in mind, it was clear, with the initial purchase of a trunk which was sent on to his hotel room to await packing.


    “You can’t travel without a trunk,” Mary teased as he stood before the tailor’s mirror. “It’s unseemly.” She tried to cheer him up, while his mother hovered with a worried eye. But she didn’t know what troubled him and he couldn’t talk about it, not with anyone.


    Back at the hotel, he tore apart the boxes of new shirts until he found the paper-wrapped bundle bearing the shirt he had borrowed from Jack. White cotton, soft-collared, worn into a comfortable state by many washings, it still had Jack’s scent about it. Shabby, his mother had called it. Sutton supposed it was, though he hadn’t noticed before. He tried to convince himself that it wouldn’t be foolish and regrettable to stop by the shop on the pretext of returning the shirt. It was surely wiser to wait and, in a week or two, send it. Maybe Jack would write him a note in return and not find it too painful to keep up a correspondence...


    A soft knock wakened hope he could not suppress. He hesitated only a moment before he opened the door, to find Mary on the other side. She looked at him a moment in mute sympathy before plunging in. “I thought you might need some help with the packing. Father wants to send the trunks on, so we can have dinner before the train.” She caught his arm as he turned away. “I’m sorry, dear. You thought it was him.”


    “No, not really.” He rolled the shirt into a smaller shape in his hands, but she saw it. “I should send it back by postdon’t you think?”


    As he sat on the bed, she sat beside him and, taking the shirt, smoothed it out. “We might drop it by.”


    “It’s no use, you know. He was straightforward. We’re done.” He just wished he knew why. Maybe he was too inexperienced to make sense of it. War had taken Paul from him in the first stirrings of something more than friendship. As for David, he understood now how one-sided their affair had been. He’d thrown in with David so passionately, so certain David felt the sameand he’d kept David safe when the trustees had demanded his name. It hurt yet to think David wouldn’t have protected him, had their positions been reversed.


    Maybe Jack had never confessed to loving him, but Sutton had never missed the wordsbecause everything else had convinced him. And he wasn’t the only one. Harry, Esther, and Ox had all noticed. Even Mary seemed sure of it. But if Jack did loved him, then why...


    Even now, stumbling madly about in his thoughts to question every look, every smile, every conversation with Jack, one answer came back and refused to surrender to all the nonsense Jack had thrown at him last night. Jack’s feelings hadn’t changed. Sutton remembered asking him what he thought he would lose, in some destined trade for all his success. Though the answer had been in Jack’s eyes, Sutton had lost the chance to think it through at the time. Now he wondered if Jack had decided to break his own heart before someone else beat him to it.


    Voices pulled him from his thoughts and he raised his head to see Mary at the door, letting his parents and Phillip in. He hadn’t heard the knock, if there’d been one. His brother snorted in exasperation. “For heaven’s sake. Stop dreaming and finish packing or we’ll miss our train.”


    Stop dreaminghow was that done? A sensible soul might know. A sensible soul might not go on offering his heart so foolishly after it had been cast aside. But even the most sensible soul could have fallen for Jack. Heedless, headstrong Jackall bounce and go, as Miss Doolittle would have said. Impossible, tender-hearted Jack, generous to a fault and exasperating to an endless degree. If a sensible soul could fall for him, what hope was there for someone not quite so sensible?


    Suspended again between heartache and hope, Sutton let a rueful smile come. It would be so much easier if life provided sheet music to help him make sense of its dynamicsor even a few notations for finding the most harmonious chords. But life refused to oblige. He could only improvise.


    “I’m done with packing. I’m staying here.”


    In the stillness that followed, it became desperately necessary for him to say something before anyone else did. “I know how it seems. Impetuous. Foolish. Well, can’t a fellow be foolish in love?”


    “Love?” Despite the question in her voice, his mother did not look as surprised as he thought she might. Maybe she and Mary had talked. Or maybe he was more transparent than he knew.


    His father was the implacable one, eyes reproachful, arms folded, lips drawn tight. Phillip and Mary seemed to hold their breaths.


    Sutton’s own breath had caught somewhere in his throat. But he couldn’t yield now. “I know what you think. That there’s something wrong with my mind. That the war did things to mebut” He hesitated, half-formed explanations falling away. There was just one word for it. “I love him. I want you to understand, but whether or not you do, I’m going to find out if this is what is meant for me. I wish”


    His father interrupted. “Before you make a choice you’ll regret, you may want to think about what will remain for you when you come to your senses and find you’ve lost everything that matters.”


    Sutton wondered if there was any hope. Everything he wanted to say with firm and intelligent clarity seemed doomed to tumble out a mishmash. “You’re so certain of how I should live. Don’t you think I could be as certain of my own life?”


    “I think you’re young enough to decide impetuously, as you yourself admitted, and think nothing of what it will mean a month from now, a yearif you get into trouble over it, the matter will be yours to resolve. A scandal might mean the end of any concert career. Worse might mean the end of your freedom.”


    “If I give up New York and come home, I’ve already lost my freedom.”


    The curve of his father’s mouth was slight and sardonic. “So much like your grandfather. Always with your heart on your sleeve and your head God knows where. You do remember believing for months you would never play piano again? Now you have that back in your grasp and you’d throw away the whole world just like that?”


    Sutton did not know how to make him see. “The whole world...” He caught his mother’s contemplative gaze and broke from it to face his father’s skeptical one. “Would you have the whole world if you didn’t have her?”


    No answer came to deny or refute. For the first time that Sutton could remember, Phillip Albright, Sr. seemed at a loss.


    In the silence, his mother spoke gently. “Are you sure, my dear?”


    “I’m sure. I don’t know if Jack is as sure, but I can’t go. It may come to nothing but I have to talk to himand even if he means to end it, I don’t know that I can go back to Topeka and just go on as if I’d never left.”


    “But where”


    “I don’t know. I just know I’d feel like a butterfly pinned for everyone’s curiosity and it would hurt you as much as me. Maybe more. Mother, please understand.” He hated to see her tears, to be the cause of them, but he was all out of alternatives. He had a sense of what it had taken for her to let him go when he’d left for France. He could only wish that would make it easier for her now. “I will do anything you want me to do. If you want me to see a doctor“


    “I think that would be an excellent idea.” His father had recovered for further argumentbut to Sutton’s surprise, his mother interrupted.


    “You’ve been happy.” It sounded like a question to which she already knew the answer. He nodded and she cradled his face in her hands and returned his small smile with a thankful one of her own. “I was afraid for the longest time after you came homeI thought I wouldn’t see my boy againthe boy who had gone to war. Oh my dear, you were so lost. But I don’t believe you are anymore. I’ve never heard you play as you played last night. Now I see...” She wrapped him in a hug he sensed she meant to live on for a while. “You mustn’t forget your family.”


    “I won’t.” He looked past her shoulder and met his father’s troubled stare. “I will be discreet. And careful. And sensible, if I can,” he added, unable to keep back a full-fledged smile despite the reproval in the blue eyes.


    “If you were sensible, you would choose to come home with us. But it appears you’ve your mother’s blessing, so for the time being, you will remain in New York. The rest of us have a train to catch“ He checked his pocketwatch. “We will have to bid you a rather hasty farewell. For now.”


    When his mother reluctantly let go of him, Mary hugged him as hard. “I knew you were already home,” she whispered. “You’ll write to me, horrid boy. You promise.”


    “I promise.” There was no way to say good-bye without tears. “I’ve got to tell you something someone told me once, Mary. Find your balance and keep pedaling. For him, too, until he’s going right along with you.” Sutton turned to his brother, who frowned at him. Sutton could hug him, for the Lancet article, anyway. “You’ll forgive me sometime, Phillip.”


    Phillip looked dubious. “Just stay out of trouble. You still share our name, you know.”


    Hope, fragile but persistent, had come back to him. Not that doubt didn’t hang on the edges of hope, and tug and pull as soon as his family had gone and he was alone again. His father’s good-bye had been no more than an admonishment to keep the suits and trunk in case he changed his mind. But Sutton took it, too, as a gesture. No one had given up on him altogether.


    No one except Jack. And yet, as he left the hotel, he still couldn’t think Jack meant a word of what he’d said. After last night, Sutton dreaded more indifference. But if he didn’t go, he would forever live with the feeling he’d lost Jack only because he’d given up. Some things a fellow needed to fight for, after all. War hadn’t taught him that, but love hadthe love Jack had shown him. It stayed with him, filled every corner of him, and he couldn’t let himself believenot yetthat Jack wanted to be free of him.


    Whatever happened, whatever the days ahead brought, one thing he knew. He would never be free of Jack. And if he couldn’t stop his heart from taking the lead, this time he wouldn’t let it go down without a fight.

  


  
    - Coda -


    Jack lay awake as early light brightened the window shades. Mornings had become a habit, but one he could break if he wanted to. Just not today. Not with the raging headache and the certainty he was going to feel like hell for a long time to come. He couldn’t stay in bed and he dreaded going down to the shop. He briefly considered hauling Theo up for breakfast, but Theo would be reproachful. Jack, having wallowed all night in his own reproaches, didn’t want to hear more.


    Of the night before, he could recall just ten minutes. What he had done in those minutesevery time he thought of it, he had to remind himself why he’d done it. He had to lay it all out like commandments from above. When it was done, he had filled his glass and refilled it to dull the hurt trying to turn him inside out. Despite the inevitable sick headache, he would have to fill that glass every night, until morning came without memory and without pain. He figured it would only take a few dozen years.


    And after all the mouthing off he’d done about fighting or giving up...


    But he had never felt so goddamned lonely and it was tying ever-tighter knots inside him. He bathed without lingering, dressed, and went down to the sidewalk. There, he sat with his back against the warm plate glass and watched people pass by. Some greeted him, throwing inquisitive glances through the window, but no one stopped in. The magic Sutton had made was gone, along with the crowds and the excitement and the hope that tomorrow would be better.


    The bell tinkled and Jack reluctantly looked around. Harry leaned out, irritatedand worried. It was a look Jack hadn’t seen in a while.


    “‘Morning, Harry.”


    The worry retreated as the stare narrowed. “You waiting for an invitation?”


    A suitable retort stuck in Jack’s throat and he looked away. Harry came out to sit beside him. “Where’s Sutton?”


    “I gave him back to his family.”


    Harry blinked. “Hold on. What?”


    “Look, you know it means a lot to me, how you’ve understood aboutwell, you know. Things. But not everyone wants to understand the same way. And” He let out a tired breath. “Sutton can’t live like I live.”


    Harry snorted. “Who could?”


    Jack turned to look at him. “You knew, didn’t you? How good Sutton is. That he could be playing places like Carnegie.”


    “That’s what this is about? The nonsense that we’ve been holding him back?”


    “Part of it. You knew?”


    Harry leaned his elbows on his knees, chin in one hand. “I knew Sutton needed something he wasn’t going to find just rushing off to audition for the symphony or whatever you’ve had in mind. I figured maybe he was looking for some of that understanding you mentioned. Figured he’d found it with you.”


    “Shows you the good of figuring things, I guess.” Jack got up and went inside. The old and familiar welcomed him. Always before, it had comforted when he felt at his worst. This morning, it left him all the more lonesome.


    Harry followed him in. “The zookeepers were here a little while ago.”


    Jack wandered to the end of the aisle and stopped in sight of the piano. “Don’t suppose he’ll miss me for long.”


    “Woody? He ain’t going to miss you at all.” Harry gave him a light push toward the office. “Come on. We’ve got to go over the October expenses.”


    “You really know how to pep up a fellow’s Saturday.”


    They worked through the morning and Harry didn’t ask him about the night before or mention Sutton once. When Harry came back from Ida’s with lunch, Jack broke down. “You’re not going to say anything? At all?”


    “I thought you didn’t want to talk about it.”


    “I don’t.”


    “Well, I ain’t talking about it.”


    “Good.” Jack pushed aside his sandwich. “I’ll clean the yard since they got that damned croc out of there.”


    “Ox already did.”


    “Yeah? Where is he?”


    “He and Esther went to visit Woody.”


    “Ida let her go?”


    Harry chuckled. “Seems Ida’s a little in awe of Esther today. Probably after hearing her sing on the radio. Or maybe she’s afraid Esther’ll quit, what with all the folks coming by to congratulate her.” He put down his sandwich and took a swig of soda. “But we’re not talking about that.”


    “Esther tell you about all the job offers Sutton got?”


    Harry’s gaze went sharp. “Is that what this is about?”


    Jack shook his head. “Part of it, maybe. I don’t know.”


    “Just because the kid might be touring, that’s not much of a reason to end things,” Harry said. “He won’t be gone forever.”


    It would just seem like it. “It’s better this way. Better than slipping apart day after day. Look, we’ve known each other barely a month, all right? Hell, we’re not even promised in Topeka.”


    Harry looked baffled. “What?”


    “I think we’ve got customers.” Jack slipped out the door.


    They did have customers throughout the afternoonmost coming by to ask about the radio program, a few staying long enough to buy a token, as if they knew Jack needed cheering up. It didn’t help. He wondered how long the business would last without Sutton. There was always the old idea of playing records, but it didn’t appeal to him and selling never would. It was the waiting. Always waiting for someone to come and buy. The prospect of doing that the rest of his life left him cold. Sutton and Harry both had encouraged him to live on his own terms. If he waited any longer, he would never do it at all.


    During the supper lull, he wandered back to the office. “Harry?”


    Harry looked at him warily over the top of a ledger. “We not talking some more about it?”


    Jack made a face at him before dropping into the chair opposite his. “I was just thinking. Esther’ll have the noose around Ox pretty soon and along with a raise, maybe he ought to have a promotion.”


    Harry nodded slowly. “Your job, I take it?”


    Jack shifted in the seat. “Keeler’s been looking for a partner. It’s the sort of work that’ll keep my hands busy and my headyou know?”


    Harry kept nodding. “Permanently?”


    “A couple of years, anyway.”


    “What about radio?”


    “I don’t think I’ll be interested in sending anything out for a while. Fixing sets and maybe building some new onesthat’s the next best thing.” Jack tried to grinnot too convincingly, he guessed, when Harry didn’t so much as smile back. “Honestly, it’s no good thinking about it now. I can’t. I justcan’t.”


    “Christ, Jackie.” That gentle tone again. Jack couldn’t look at him as he went on. “Your heart ain’t been broke enough this year? You won’t make it to twenty-three at this rate. Unless that’s your plan, I think you better get your coat and get over to the station before that train leaves.”


    “I’m not going. He doesn’t want to see me. Believe me, after last nightno.”


    Harry picked up the telephone receiver and held it out. “Ring up the station. At least tell him good-bye. Tell him you’re not really an ass, but that you just went all noble”


    “It’s better for him than being hopelessly tangled in the mess I’ve made of my life.” Jack got up but Harry didn’t let him get far.


    “You’re just going to break his heart, instead?”


    “Hearts mend. Reputations don’t.”


    “Not just running scared?” Harry posed it softly, but the question still stung like hell.


    “He’s meant for bigger things.” Jack held on to the door knob. Amazingly, it didn’t crumple in his grip. “There’s no future for him with me.”


    “If your dad was here, he’d tell you what bullshit that is. Since he ain’t, I’ll tell you. Sure, I don’t understand all that’s going on between you and Sutton, but I can tell what’s love and what ain’t. Sutton seemed pretty damned happy with you.”


    “When he’s cut his ties to his family and has no one in the world but me, what’s he going to do when something happens?” Putting it into words deflated his heart, leaving it lying low somewhere inside him. “He’d have nothing left, Harry. Nothing and no one.”


    Harry exhaled as if he had gotten the answer to a question he’d been asking for a while. He got up and came around the desk. “You ever think maybe that’s a chance he was willing to take?”


    “Well”


    “Anyway, who says something’s going to happen? You’re doing better. Even Sutton thought so.”


    Doing better. The idea wouldn’t sink in. Since France, he’d daydreamed of the future without ever quite believing in it. “Sutton really said that?”


    “He said you slept better, so I figured...” Harry straightened Jack’s tie and gave it a pat. “Sutton does you good, Jackie. And it ain’t easy to believe, but I think you were doing him some good, too. Finding someone like thatwell, let’s say it ain’t likely to happen every day of the week. So you sure as hell can’t let an occasional attack of nerves stop you...” He sighed. “Jack, you made it out of France with your life. Go live it, will you?”


    Jack couldn’t deny he wanted to. But where would it get him? It took a lot to make Sutton sore, but he’d been sore last night, stunned, and hurt so fierce, no amount of apology could win him over. Not even David could have hurt him half so bad.


    It was no use even trying. So Jack couldn’t exactly figure out why he had the receiver in his hand and his heart in his throat as tried to get a connection. “Central...hello? Harry, what the hell’s the matter with the line?”


    Harry put a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Must be jammed up. Give it a few minutes.”


    Jack hung up the telephone and grabbed his coat and hat. “I’ll be back in a while, okay?”


    “Yeah, okay. That’s fine. I meanJesus. Good luck.” Harry dug into his pockets. “Here, for the cab.” Jack headed for the door, Harry stuffing money into his coat as he went. “Hurry, kid.”


    Jack hurried, with the terrible conviction he was about to make an utter fool of himself in front of Sutton, his family, and anyone else within earshot. He reached the station at record speed after tempting the cabbie with a generous tip. Lighting from the cab, he didn’t stop running until he ran out of places to look, and asked a porter for help. “You got a seven o’clock bound for Topeka?”


    The porter chuckled. “We got a six-forty-five on its way to Chicago. Be in Topeka tomorrow.” He dangled a pocketwatch that read ten after. “You supposed to be on that train?”


    Jack’s chest ached, not just from the mad running about. He didn’t have the fare for a ticket to Topeka. He knew Harry would lend it to him, but by the time he got back to the shop, he’d started to wonder if it would be anything other than a wasted trip. After last night, Sutton had surely vowed to keep as much distance between them as he could. And didn’t Sutton have enough to face, just going home?


    Harry’s hand fell on his back. “Ring the next station and leave a message for him. Tell himwell, you can figure that out.”


    He couldn’t even begin. “What can I say in a couple of lines?”


    Harry handed him a pencil and left him alone to work on it. Jack sat for a long while with the pencil poised over the paper while the train took Sutton further away. Words wouldn’t come that got anywhere close to saying what he felt. He picked up the telephone and while the line went through, hoped he could compose something in his head that would make Sutton understand.


    It didn’t come out like he had in mind. Worse, he was damned near ready to bawl like a baby by the time he’d gotten it out. “Would you read that back?” he mumbled to the clerk.


    The woman on the other end of the line read it with a clipped efficiency that made him cringe. “‘Didn’t think I could top all the other times I was ever wrong in my life. Did last night. But nothing tops how sorry I am. Never meant to hurt you, honest to God. Please come back on the next train or I will come to Topeka to make a bigger fool of myself.’“


    “That’s it. Thanks.” He dragged a wrinkled handkerchief from his pocket and something clattered to the floor. The button from Sutton’s coat. Jack picked it up, the trace of himself Sutton had left behind, and cupped it in his palm. Sutton had left behind a lot of traces, every one leaving a permanent imprint. Jack knew why it could never have been Lewis or Miles or anyone else. Only Sutton knew what to do with him. There was medicine in music, to be sure, but music was just one of the languages Sutton spokeand not the one that had eased Jack’s heart and banished his blues. If that was love, he wanted no other tonic.


    He had to go. While he believed Sutton still loved himstill wanted to, despite the trouble it washe had to pack his bags, borrow the fare from Harry, and head for Topeka. He couldn’t take another minute of waiting. With any more time to think, he’d convince himself it was hopeless. He would believe he’d had love and he’d chased it away for good.


    If only the goddamned telephone would ring.


    He might have stayed forever rooted beside it, if not for the refrain of a familiar song, a tender Let Me Call You Sweetheart he was surely imagining. After every terrible thing he’d said to Sutton, it couldn’t be real.


    Somehow he found his way out of the office, certain he would wake any instant, because Sutton couldn’t be sitting at the piano, playing serenely just as he used tocould he? Maybe the shop had a little magic left. But if Sutton was his old spit-and-polished self, it didn’t conceal the strain in his face. Jack wanted to burst out with the regret flooding him, wanted to take back every stupid thing he’d said, crush it into oblivion, and fill the terrible distance between them with all the words waiting inside.


    “You came back.”


    Well, that was a start. Just maybe not a good one.


    Sutton continued to play. “You still owe me ten cents.” He was quiet, with the reserve Jack remembered from their first meeting. His gaze stayed on the sheet music, but he scooted over, giving Jack room to sit.


    Jack did, a small smile on his lips and a lump in his throat that nearly choked him. He presented the button between two fingers. “Take an IOU?”


    Sutton’s hands rested on the keys. He looked at Jack, with eyes that Jack thought might finish off his heart for keeps. He wanted to say so damned much. “It’s the real thing. Good for a lifetime and then some, if you still” His throat closed and no more words would come.


    Sutton accepted the marker. “I still.” Hurt lingered in the lines around his mouth. “I’ve always. Don’t you know?”


    Jack wondered how to make him understand. “You’re on your way up. The last thing you need is a lunatic hanging on your coat-tails.”


    “Hanging on my coat-tails?” Sutton looked mystified. “Through everything, you’ve been beside me, holding my hand. You never let go.”


    Until last night. “Yeah, but you know what I mean. You can’t look at this like one big romantic dream.”


    “I can’t?” Though Sutton seemed somber, the hurt had eased and affection warmed his voice. “Why not?”


    Jack let out a breath. He had to say all of it, for better or worse. “Things could go wrong. I could go wrong.” He met Sutton’s eyes. “I might wreck. You know it. And I can’t wreck you, too.” He forced the question out from where it had been burning a hole in him. “What if I crack up? Jesus, what if I do? Then what the hell will you do?”


    The gray eyes were gentle and embracing, even as Sutton’s hand slipped into his and held on tight. It was one hell of an answer. Jack laughed shakily. He was going to lose what good sense he had leftfor sure, if Sutton kissed him.


    After last night, after everything, Sutton didand Jack had to think looking at it like a romantic dream might not be the worst thing. “I’m sorry. Sorry about everyyou know.” Words didn’t stand a chance of expressing it, so he grabbed on tight and buried his face in Sutton’s neck.


    Arms enfolded him. “You’ll be all right. I’ll keep you all in one piece with radio tubes and blueberry pie and the most unseemly devotion there is.”


    Jack sniffled. “Pie sounds all right. And the rest of it, too. I’ve got a couple of pennies in a jar somewhere.”


    “I may have a nickel or two.” Sutton drew back, a wary glint in his eye. “You must vow you’ll never again do what’s best for me without warning me beforehand.”


    “I still think it would’ve been for your best.” Jack let out a weary breath and tried on a tentative smile. “It just sure as hell isn’t for mine.”


    “Such a shady character. You would really have come all the way to Topeka?”


    He’d overheard. Jack felt a twinge of embarrassment. “Your folks would’ve had conniptions”


    “No, I think they’ll be all right. Anyway, they’re on their way home.”


    “But you”


    Sutton shifted closer. “Remember when you asked if I’d ever been in love?”


    Jack nodded. “You said you didn’t know.” A corner of his mouth lifted, grin wanting back. “Sort it out?”


    Sutton laughed. “Sorted, yes,” he said, with a lingering kiss by way of illustration.


    Despite the gladness warming him through, Jack couldn’t shake a lonely feeling. “I don’t know how I’ll get by when you’re away, touring.”


    Sutton looked surprised. “Did you think I would leave you here? I told them I’d want my manager with me. That I couldn’t do without him.”


    “You’re kidding. Me? And they said you could drag me along?”


    The excitement Jack had doused the night before shone new in Sutton’s face. “You might want to stay home, if you’re interested in the other offer we received last night. The fellows who set up the transmitter for the concert want someone to come in on their plans for a daily sort of radio program like we’ve done and I told them you were just the man for it.”


    “Really?” Jack couldn’t take it in. An honest-to-God radio transmitting station, just like he’d imagined. “But I’d miss working with you. Think you’d play for them, too?”


    Sutton’s gaze narrowed ever so slightly. “You’re going to be awful trouble, believing you’ve got me wrapped around your finger.”


    The front bell jangled a warning and Harry appeared. Jack couldn’t help a grin then, one that made his face ache. “Harry, guess what?”


    “Guess? I’ve got eyes.” Relief watered down Harry’s dubious tone. “Glad you’re back, kid. It’ll put an end to all this moping around.”


    Sutton looked at Jack. “Moping?”


    Jack’s grin softened. “You can go ahead and be awful trouble, too, if you want.”


    “God knows you got the best teacher in the world for it,” Harry said. “Let’s close, already.”


    Jack couldn’t resist. “Business supper?”


    Harry merely snorted at that. “Your manager’s over at Ida’s, flirting with the waitress, so you’ll have to lock up” He broke off as Sutton sprinkled the air with a playful chorus of I Love You Truly. Harry made a face at them both. “Ain’t you two got something better to do” Jack opened his mouth to answer and Harry fixed him with a baleful eye. “I’m going.” He tossed the keys to Jack. “You and your piano player can close up.”


    Harry clapped Sutton on the back as he left. When the door closed, the bell wishing them good-night, Jack settled against Sutton, one arm draped around his shoulders. Still a perfect fit. “So. Pie and coffee?”


    “You have the money for it?”


    Jack shook his head. “But Ida was going to feed me last night, so I figure the offer still stands.”


    “And if it doesn’t?” Sutton had resumed playing, something new, perhaps of his own creation. Playing softly, for the two of them.


    Jack rested his head on Sutton’s shoulder. “I could borrow a couple of nickels from Ox, I guess.”


    “And if Esther and Ox have gone to the picture show?”


    “You’re not fixed on the happily ever after here, Mabel.”


    That laugh, warm as cocoa and sweeter still, in his ear. “I thought you only believed in happily for right now.”


    “Sure. How do you think happily ever afters get started?”


    Sutton eased the cover over the piano keys. “Socrackers and oatmeal?”


    Jack didn’t want to move a muscle, but he was getting the idea that maybe Sutton was focused, after all. Sutton kissed him and confiscated the shop keys. “We’ll save the pie and coffee for breakfast. On me.”


    “It’ll take a while to pay you back that ten cents. That all right?”


    Sutton smiled. “I’ll put it on your tab.”


    ***
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