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Who’s Who in the Cast of

Dorothy Parker Mysteries
The Algonquin Round Table was the famous as-
semblage of writers, artists, actors, musicians, 
newspaper and magazine reporters, columnists, 
and critics who met for luncheon at one p.m. most 
days, for a period of about ten years, starting in 
1919, in the Rose Room of the Algonquin Hotel 
on West 44th Street in Manhattan.  The unwritten 
test for membership was wit, brilliance, and like-
ability.  It was an informal gathering ranging from 
ten to fifteen regulars, although many peripheral 
characters who arrived for lunch only once might 
later claim they were part of the “Vicious Circle,” 
broadening the number to thirty, forty, and more.  
Once taken into the fold, one was expected to 
indulge in witty repartee and humorous observa-
tions during the meal, and then follow along to 
the Theatre, or a speakeasy, or Harlem for a night 
of jazz.  Gertrude Stein dubbed the Round Tablers 
“The Lost Generation.”  The joyous, if sardonic, 
reply that rose with a laugh from Dorothy Parker 
was, “Wheeee!  We’re lost!”

Dorothy Parker set the style and attitude for mod-
ern women of America to emulate during the 1920s 
and 1930s. Through her pointed poetry, cutting 
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theatrical reviews, brilliant commentary, bitter-
sweet short stories, and much-quoted rejoinders,  
Mrs. Parker was the embodiment of the soulful 
pathos of the “Ain't We Got Fun” generation of 
the Roaring Twenties.

Robert Benchley:  Writer, humorist, boulevard-
ier, and bon vivant, editor of Vanity Fair and Life 
Magazine, and drama critic of The New Yorker, he 
may accidentally have been the very first standup 
comedian.  His original and skewed sense of hu-
mor made him a star on Broadway, and later, 
in the movies.  What man didn’t want to be Bob 
Benchley?

Alexander Woollcott  was the most famous man 
in America—or so he said.  As drama critic for the 
New York Times, he was the star-maker, discover-
ing and promoting the careers of Helen Hayes, 
Katherine Cornell, Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne, 
and the Marx Brothers, to name but a few.  Larger 
than life and possessing a rapier wit, he was a 
force to be reckoned with.  When someone asked 
a friend of his to describe Woollcott, the answer 
was, “Improbable.”

Frank Pierce Adams (FPA) was a self-proclaimed 
modern-day Samuel Pepys, whose newspaper 
column, “The Conning Tower,” was a widely read 
daily diary of how, where, and with whom he spent 
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his days while gallivanting about New York City.  
Thanks to him, every witty retort, clever comment, 
and one-liner uttered by the Round Tablers at 
luncheon was in print the next day for millions of 
readers to chuckle over at the breakfast table.

Harold Ross wrote for Stars and Stripes during the 
War, where he first met fellow newspapermen 
Woollcott and Adams.  The rumpled, “clipped 
woodchuck” (as described by Edna Ferber) was 
one of the most brilliant editors of his time.  His 
magazine, The New Yorker, which he started in 
1925, has enriched the lives of everyone who has 
ever had a subscription.  His hypochondria was 
legendary, and his the-world-is-out-to-get-me out-
look was often comical.

Jane Grant married Harold Ross but kept her 
maiden name, cut her hair shorter than her hus-
band’s, and viewed domesticity with disdain.  A 
society columnist for the New York Times, Jane was 
the very chic model of modernity during the 1920s.  
Having worked hard for women’s suffrage, Jane 
continued in her cause while serving meals and 
emptying ashtrays during all-night sessions of the 
Thanatopsis Literary and Inside Straight Club.

Heywood Broun began his career at numerous 
newspapers throughout the country before land-
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ing a spot on the World.  Sportswriter and Harlem 
Renaissance jazz fiend, he was to become the so-
cial conscience of America during the 1920s and 
beyond through his column, “It Seems to Me . . . .”   
His insight and commentary made him a champion 
of the labor movement, as did his fight for justice 
during and after the seven years of the Sacco and 
Vanzetti trials and execution.

Edmund “Bunny” Wilson: Writer, editor, and critic 
of American literature, he first came to work at 
Vanity Fair after Mrs. Parker pulled his short story 
out from under the slush-pile and found it inter-
esting.

Robert E. Sherwood  came to work on the editorial 
staff at Vanity Fair  alongside Parker and Benchley.  
The six-foot-six Sherwood was often tormented by 
the dwarfs performing—whatever it was they did—
at the Hippodrome on his way to and from work 
at the magazine’s 44th Street offices, but that didn’t 
stop him from becoming one of the twentieth-
century Theatre’s greatest playwrights.

Marc Connelly began his career as a reporter but 
found his true calling as a playwright.  Short and 
bald, he co-authored his first hit play with the tall 
and pompadoured George S. Kaufman.
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Edna Ferber racked up Pulitzer Prizes by writ-
ing bestselling potboilers set against America’s 
sweeping vistas, most notably, So Big, Showboat, 
Cimarron, and Giant.  She, too, collaborated with 
George S. on several successful Broadway shows.  
A spinster, she was a formidable personality and 
wit and a much-coveted member of the Algonquin 
Round Table.

John Barrymore was a member of the Royal Family 
of the American Stage, which included John Drew 
and Ethel and Lionel Barrymore.  John Barrymore 
was famous not only for his stage portrayals, but 
for his majestic profile, which was captured in all 
its splendor on celluloid.

The Marx Brothers: First there were five, then 
there were four, then there were three Marx Broth-
ers— awww, heck, if you don’t know who these 
crazy, zany men are, it’s time to hit the video store 
or tune into Turner Classic Movies!

Also mentioned:  Neysa McMein, artist and illus-
trator, whose studio door was open all hours of 
the day and night for anyone who wished to pay 
a call;  Grace Moore, Broadway and opera star, 
and later a movie star; Broadway and radio star 
Fanny Brice—think Streisand in Funny Girl;  Noel 
Coward, English star and playwright who took 
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America by storm with his classy comedies and 
bright musical offerings;  Condé Nast, publisher of 
numerous magazines including Vogue, Vanity Fair, 
and House and Garden; Florenz Zeigfeld—of “Fol-
lies” fame—big-time producer of the extravaganza 
stage revue; The Lunts, husband-and-wife stars 
of the London and Broadway stages, individually 
known as Alfred Lunt and Lynn Fontanne; Tal-
lulah Bankhead—irreverent, though beautiful, 
southern-born actress with the foghorn drawl, who 
later made a successful transition from the stage 
to film—the life of any party, she often perked up 
the waning festivities performing cartwheels sans 
bloomers; Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, and Jas-
cha Heifetz—famous for “God Bless America” and 
hundreds more hit songs; composer of Rhapsody 
in Blue and Porgy and Bess and many more great 
works; and the violin virtuoso, respectively. 



Death Rides
the

Midnight Owl



“If this is a lynching, at least the fish peddler and his 
friend the factory hand may take unction to their souls that 
they will die at the hands of men in dinner coats.”

—Heywood Broun (New York World)

“I would not wish to a dog or to a snake, to the most 
low and misfortunate creature of the earth—I would not wish to 
any of them what I have had to suffer for things that I am not 
guilty of.  But my conviction is that I have suffered for things 
that I am guilty of.  I am suffering because I am a radical and 
indeed I am a radical; I have suffered because I am an Italian 
and indeed I am an Italian . . . if you could execute me two 
times, and if I could be reborn two other times, I would live 
again to do what I have done already.”

—Bartolomeo Vanzetti



Chapter One

There was death that day, whichever way we 
turned, coming and going.  We couldn’t escape it.  
Like the oppressive August heat wave, death hung 
heavy on the air and would not relent.  What a 
way to spend my thirty-fourth birthday.

Suicide tomorrow.

“By golly,” said Mr. Benchley as our taxi 
pulled up to the curb, breaking the long, funereal 
silence of the cab ride from my hotel to South 
Station.  “Why, I could swear that that’s Roger 
Mellon.”

“Don’t swear; I do enough of it for both of 
us,” I said, mindlessly.

“What’s he doing taking the train with us 
plebes?”

“Slumming, I suppose,” I replied, not really 
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interested, but craning in the direction in which 
he pointed, glad that something, someone, had 
brought my friend out of the funk of the last few 
hours, if only temporarily.  Once out of the taxi, 
a Red Cap leading the way through the terminal 
with our luggage, we walked toward the departure 
platform of the New Haven Line.

South Station was unusually crowded for the 
late hour, but of course that was to be expected, 
given the events of the past week—the events of 
the past seven years!—when all that had been 
dreaded by observers and critics around the world, 
would, at the stroke of midnight and the very same 
hour of our train’s departure for New York, most 
tragically culminate with the executions of Nicola 
Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti.

The world press had converged on Boston, 
as had thousands of protesters from all walks of 
life and political persuasions.  Among those repre-
sented were leaders and organizers of labor, com-
munism, socialism, and syndicalism and celebrated 
artists, poets, authors, representatives of the ACLU 
and the IWW, and persons from all social classes 
possessing a conscience and who wanted to add 
their voices to the protests.  Sacco and Vanzetti 
were to be executed, convicted of the murder of a 
paymaster and his guard during the robbery of a 
factory payroll on an April morning of nineteen-
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hundred twenty, in the small industrial town of 
South Braintree, Massachusetts.

The trial from beginning to end smacked of 
prejudice, miscarriage of justice, and blatant dis-
regard for the civil liberties of the two men, and, 
as repeatedly pointed out by tireless supporters 
of the Bill of Rights as well as by our friend Hey-
wood Broun through his column in The World, so 
threatened the rights of all Americans.

From what I’d been hearing over the radio as 
I was packing my bags in my hotel room, protes-
tors were demonstrating all over the world:  New 
York, Amsterdam, London, and as far away as 
Tokyo.  There were riots in Paris—the façade of 
the Moulin Rouge had been defaced; there were 
uprisings in Germany, Switzerland, and in South 
Africa; factory worker walkouts were happening 
throughout South America.  But nothing could stop 
the executions, except, perhaps, to bomb the jail-
house, and that was too radical for me to imagine 
anybody doing, although there had been many 
bombings attributed to anarchists in New York 
and other cities of late.

I wanted to get out of town before the stroke 
of midnight, away from the calamity, not because I 
was afraid, but because there was nothing I could do 
to stop the madness!  I’d tried, in my own way; I’d 
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stuck my nose into the nasty business, and where 
did it get me—what did I accomplish after two 
weeks of protests?  Getting arrested and hauled 
down to jail for leading the march down Beacon 
Street and belting out “The Internationale,” while 
that glory-seeking John Dos Passos, covering the 
execution for The Daily Worker, nearly knocked me 
over to assume the lead, and then, with a not-so-
tuneful booming of “The Red Flag,” tried to turn 
the entire march into a Communist Party rally!  
Really!

Mr. Benchley and I were glad for any distrac-
tion from the gloom of the sad events about to take 
place, so as we waited for the porters to load our 
valises onto the train, we watched as the Mellons, 
one of the richest couples on the planet, began 
boarding.  Roger spied Mr. Benchley through the 
crowd and raised a hand in recognition. The old 
schoolmates exchanged words of greeting to the 
effect of an invitation from Roger for Mr. Bench-
ley to stop in for a nightcap in his drawing-room 
once everyone was settled.  Camera flashes lit up 
the gloomy platform, as press photographers shot 
pictures of the couple for the morning papers.  
Hermione Mellon shielded her face and, in spite of 
a hat pulled low and dark glasses, visibly winced 
from the terrible onslaught of flashbulbs as she 
climbed into the car, porters fussing over her.
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I dreaded being spotted by the reporters in 
the state I was in. Tired, hot—the ninety-degree-
plus August heat had left me wilted. My disappoint-
ment and frustration with a judicial system gone 
bad had left me spiritually spent.  For a woman 
who was famous for her quick wit, it was the first 
time in my life I’d been rendered speechless. A pho-
tographer would expect me to smile and say some-
thing clever for the caption. The irony was that 
this was the perfect time for gallows humor and I 
couldn’t find anything funny to say tonight.

Heywood Broun, Crusader!, appeared on the 
platform, having taken a cab with several other 
reporters who would not remain for the execution.  
“I just saw Roger Mellon and a woman who must 
be that strange wife of his, Hermione, is it? The 
Kenyan Coffee woman?,” he said while tipping the 
Red Cap for his services.

Struggling in my closely fitted skirt in order 
to ascend the dropped step before being spotted 
by the reporters, I felt hands encircling my waist, 
and soon I was hoisted into the waiting arms of 
Mr. Benchley, who had already boarded.

“Thanks for the lift, Hey,” I said to Broun, 
who smiled up winsomely, yet with an under-
painted hangdog expression bleeding through.  I 
ached in my heart for his wretchedness, for the 
sad state of his body and spirit.
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During the past few weeks Heywood had 
spent much time in the same sorry suit.  Boston’s 
steamy weather—and no doubt the waistcoat’s 
multiple uses as pillow and bib—had stretched and 
curled the garment’s fabric, making him appear to 
be dressed in wilted lettuce, like a character out of 
A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a vision faithful to the 
very fitting description of him by a fellow journalist 
as “an unmade bed.”  In spite of the ink smudges 
from cuffs to elbows, the shine of well-worn 
trousers, the unidentifiable remains of Tuesday’s 
dinner on his tie, and Wednesday morning’s egg 
on a lapel, he smelled not unpleasantly of tobacco, 
whiskey, and shaving lather.

But the man looked even more deflated and 
defeated than did the suit.  He had tried so hard, 
for so long, to change the fate of the two Italian 
immigrants. We believe wholeheartedly in their 
innocence, and it is principle that drove Broun to 
write about the miscarriage of justice in the case 
against them.  He’d been warned by Pulitzer, his 
publisher, to quit the campaign he’d been waging 
through his column, It Seems to Me . . . , to bring 
to light the injustices carried out against Sacco and 
Vanzetti, and to save the lives of the convicted 
Italians.  Heywood said he’d quit before he would 
stop.  Last week he wrote a letter to his publisher 
in his column and resigned his position at The 
World.  I am so proud to know him!  He turned at 
the sound of his wife’s voice.
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Ruth Hale, my traveling-companion-slash-
jailhouse-cellmate (we were arrested, after all), 
appeared through troops of travelers to announce, 
“Wonder of wonders! I just spotted royalty board-
ing the train.  Roger Mellon finally brought his 
wife here to the States.”

“Ain’t that just dandy?” I said.  “But are 
you certain that’s his wife, and not just a current 
paramour?”

Ruth laid a narrow-eyed expression of con-
tempt on me.  “Of course it’s his wife, Hermione; 
he’s not the type to—”

“Awww, c’mon!” I said, shaking my head 
as Heywood offered a hand to help Ruth onto the 
car, “He’s a man, is he not? And therefore he is 
the type.”

“Really, Mrs. Parker,” said Mr. Benchley, 
leading the way toward the compartment, “your 
cynicism increases with your years.”

“What are you trying to say, you old 
bum?”

“Now, now, my dear, I am saying nothing 
at all, at all.”

“That’s better,” I replied testily.  “We don’t 
need you to attest the virtue of monogamy.”
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Mr. Benchley uttered no retort.  I’d spoken 
only the truth.  He and Gertrude had what you’d 
call a “modern marriage”: They lived mostly sepa-
rate lives, Mr. Benchley taking the train home to 
Scarsdale for Sunday dinner and to play “Papa” to 
his sons, and lord of his manor, before returning to 
his apartment at the Hotel Royalton, in Manhattan, 
where he lived weekdays.  I was sorry that I was 
short-tempered with him, even if he had suggested 
that I was getting old and brittle with the passing 
years.  Maybe I was.

“I see you’re rather chummy with Mellon,” 
I said, trying to draw him out.

“Harvard, Class of 1912, a Delta Upsilon 
fraternity brother.”  He chuckled gaily at some 
secret knowledge, and then shook his head.  “Up 
to no good, we were.”

“You see, Ruth, I didn’t need to go to col-
lege like Mr. Benchley, here; I’ve learned ‘up to 
no good’ all on my own.”

“Those were the days!  Joe Kennedy, Johnny 
Reed—”

“Ah!  A bootlegger and a Red!  Good com-
pany!”

“And successful in their chosen fields!” he 
defended.
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I laughed. “Successful? One’s a traitor, buried 
at the Kremlin, and the other’s a criminal.”

“It’s all how you look at it, I suppose . . . .”

“Well, it doesn’t look good for you.”

“Mellon and I perfected the game, ‘We’ve 
come for the davenport.’ ”

Ah-ha! I thought, remembering only last 
year, when Mr. Benchley had led the Marx Broth-
ers through the Dakota Apartments, switching out 
davenports from one apartment to another.  They 
didn’t stop at sofas, however. Pricey carpets were 
rolled up, carried out, and delivered to a neighbor-
ing household in exchange for a shabby rug.  The 
draperies would have been pulled down if Groucho 
hadn’t strained his back.  A knock on a door—a 
maid answers—We’re here for the davenport—and 
the furniture is carried out while a compliant, if 
confused, maid looks on.

Ruth laughed and let out an unattractive 
snort: “Let’s hope the beds of this Pullman are 
bolted down.”

“We had a grand time . . . .”

“Glad to know your time at college wasn’t a 
total waste,” I sniped.

“Really, Dottie, you are out of sorts,” broke 
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in Heywood, as Ruth and I took seats opposite each 
other in the Brouns’ compartment.

I am rarely shamed, but Heywood could do 
it with a look.

“I am a bit—off, and I’d apologize, but I’ll 
wait until morning if you don’t mind.  That way I 
can do it just once.”

“You’ve spent too much time with Ruth these 
past weeks.”

“I heard that, you brute,” said Ruth, who 
then, with meticulous deliberation, proceeded to 
dramatically remove her pristine white gloves, 
one finger at a time, as if ready to slap one across 
the face of her husband in challenge for a duel.  
Instead she folded the pair and placed them in 
her purse, daintily removed the hatpin from her 
chapeau, and, smoothing her skirt, sat down next 
to her husband.

Ruth Hale, small, frumpish, if well tailored, 
is a little hellcat in the arena of women’s rights, 
starting with the suffrage movement of the past 
decade.  She, like my friend, Jane Grant, refused 
to take her husband’s name upon marrying.  She 
hates being referred to as “Mrs. Heywood Broun.”  
I don’t know what the hell she expected when she 
married him.  His reputation as a sportswriter, 
political journalist, columnist, and prolific author 
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of best-selling books had made him a household 
name.  His fame precedes him, and the little wom-
an who trots three steps behind trying to keep up 
is referred to, much to her frustration, as “Hey-
wood Broun’s wife.”  Poor dear, she was a pas-
sionate crusader and worked hard to stand as tall 
(figuratively) as her husband.   To be married to 
such a powerful and influential man is not enough 
for Ruth.  She is the modern woman of our new 
generation: the female who not only can survive 
without a man, but can live and thrive without 
his protection, interference, or dictates.  Such is 
Ruth’s continuous mantra, which at times can get 
a bit tiresome.  That she is ambitious in her own 
right, that she is outspoken on issues both politi-
cal and social, is probably what endeared her to 
Broun.  But Heywood, competitive as he is, did not 
foresee a contest at home.  My blunt and outspo-
ken friend can be rendered quite contrite just to 
avoid an argument with his wife, and this delib-
erate reticence often serves to egg Ruth on even 
more rather than subdue her waspish tendencies.  
Aside from the argumentative suffragette pose she 
wears like impenetrable armor, and her disdain 
for the constraints on women imposed by men for 
thousands of years, I pretty much agree with her 
philosophy.  Although the battle for the vote has 
been won, there is still a war going on.  But, Ruth 
would fare better toward a victory if she used a 
modicum of wit and charm to grease the rusty, 
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outdated machine of our male-dominated society.  
In many ways I envy the life she lives: home, chil-
dren, and a husband who loves her . . . .

I never really suffered many restrictions for 
being a woman, so I suppose I am not as militant in 
my approach on these issues as Ruth or Jane Grant.  
Rather, I have made the most of my petite stature 
and my soft-spoken voice, and these qualities have 
served me well.  Because my demure demeanor 
is in stark contrast with my often-caustic words, 
I don’t come off as brashly outspoken, but rather 
as disarmingly funny.

The secret of my success began some years 
ago and, giving credit where credit is due, may be 
attributed in part to the men in my life. My best 
friends are men, and I am accepted as an equal.  
Talent and wit make for equal rights in the gang 
I hang around with; whether female, Jewish, or 
Negro, it matters not with my Round Table friends.  
I manage to keep in step and, in spite of my five-
foot height, on the same imposing level.

Mr. Benchley tipped the porter and instructed 
him to place our valises in our respective single 
bedrooms down the hall.  I pulled my Victrola 
off the cart.  We’d need music, I figured, or this 
journey home would be reminiscent of Lincoln’s 
funeral train to Springfield.

Passengers plowed slowly through the hall-
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way, some porters toting hand-luggage on their 
way to drawing-rooms, compartments, and bed-
rooms in our car, and others toward the sleeper 
cars where at a substantial savings you could retire 
onto a curtained bunk.  I had a single bedroom a 
few doors down from the Brouns’ compartment, 
but I doubted I’d ever hit the sack this night.

I stood near the open door, hoping to catch 
a breeze from the hall fans, watching the parade 
of tired travelers: a father toting a sleeping child 
over his shoulder, a matron carrying a small bird-
cage, a group of fresh-faced Harvard boys charging 
noisily into the compartment next door.  I recog-
nized a young couple who’d marched with me 
the day of my arrest, and had themselves escaped 
arrest. There followed a man in a tan gabardine 
suit, sporting a rakish beret.  He was tall enough 
to peer over the heads of those in front of him, 
and because he’d caught my eye he nodded before 
moving on down the car.  Then there appeared a 
tall, wiry man with patrician features who had 
spoken at a rally in the park.  He’d attained fame 
as a muckraker, exposing the conditions of coal 
miners and slaughterhouses, as well as a speaker 
for the socialist cause.  Following him was an 
entourage of half-a-dozen men chatting fiercely 
with the rat-tat-tat rapidity of their native Ital-
ian. Pushing through the line was a slight, young 
fellow with suntanned Italian good looks and the 
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air of an immigrant about him. It was written all 
over him in the cut of his suit, the old-fashioned 
collar, and the fact that he possessed that just-off-
the-boat look—a mixture of wide-eyed wonder, 
an expression of easy compliance with authority, 
and a healthy dash of the fear that all immigrants 
naturally assume when they hit the shore.  He 
pressed forward in a zigzag fashion through the 
line, whispering, “Scusi, scusi,” waking the old 
gal’s canary as he brushed the cage cover, which 
resulted in a series of startling chirps, and knock-
ing off-kilter a Harvard boy’s boater.

“Hey! You there!  Watch where you’re go-
ing!” shouted the Harvard boy, with haughty con-
descension.

“Scusi, scusi,” said the Italian, his head bow-
ing in a gesture of respect, one hand clutching his 
hat to his chest, the other, a small brown leather 
valise.   There was a spark of contempt in his 
expression as he threw a glance at the back of 
the boy who’d moved on with his friends, and he 
caught me watching when he nearly fell in through 
the door to our compartment. He quickly lowered 
his head. “Forgif, pleez, lady,” he whispered, before 
passing on down the hall.

The Harvard contingent fell into drunken 
song in four-part harmony, and within seconds 
came a ukulele accompaniment of “Sweet Georgia 
Brown.”
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“I’m in a funk,” I said to no one and every-
one. “I’ve been jailed, tailed—by G-men in dusty 
shoes—suspected of trying to set off bombs in the 
town square, and been called all sorts of names—
and even though some of the names fit, it’s not 
nice to air someone else’s dirty laundry in public.  
This town stinks; it’s not only full of beans, it’s 
full of—”

“Now-now, Mrs. Parker,” cut in Mr. Bench-
ley, soothingly patting my shoulder. “Let’s not get 
into personalities, my dear.”

“They would have framed me for the Boston 
Tea Party if they could have gotten away with it!  
I’ve been pushed around this town long enough!  
What time is it? How long before we get the hell 
out of here?  Somebody put on that fan and open 
up the windows; it’s stifling in here!”

Heywood did my bidding, but I didn’t expect 
a reply about our departure.  We were, after all, on 
the Midnight Owl, leaving at twelve-oh-one a.m.  
A terrible time to depart; a terrible hour in the 
history of our nation!  I was in a hurry to escape, 
and yet I knew there was no escaping for the two 
Italians awaiting execution at the Massachusetts 
State Prison in Charlestown.  Right now, more than 
two hundred city and state mounted police were 
guarding the walls of the prison against attack from 
protesters.  Once the train’s warning whistle blew 
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it would be midnight; the sound would be like a 
long-dreaded death knell. The two men would be 
escorted out of their prison cells for the walk to the 
electric chair.  The first of the executions would 
begin at the stroke of midnight. When the switch 
was thrown, the lights would flicker and buzz, the 
smell of ozone and burnt hair and flesh and fear 
would permeate the air—I winced at the horrific 
scene playing out in my head.  I cringed, not only 
at the thought of the terrible deaths but that their 
murders by the state could ever be justified.

I touched Mr. Benchley’s arm.  He, too, was 
in a dark mood.  It was, after all, he who tried 
to bring to light, during these last months of ap-
peals, through letters, affidavits, and testimony, 
the knowledge he possessed of the blatant preju-
dicial conduct of Judge Webster Thayer, who had 
presided over the trial, later denied the appeals, 
and sentenced the men to death. Thayer took ev-
ery opportunity to air his bigotry. He viciously 
voiced his hatred of the “wops,” bending the ears 
of the Boston bluebloods who he thought might be 
of like mind in wanting to rid America of “those 
Red bastards,” those labor agitators who were the 
bane of corporate and big banking interests in the 
city—and in the country!  He’d been shooting off 
his mouth these past seven years in an attempt to 
ingratiate himself with these pillars of the commu-
nity, as if to justify his bias to any upstanding fel-
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low he could corner at the Union Club, University 
Club, dinner parties, and society functions.  Thayer 
engaged in this despicable conduct while sitting 
on the bench. When not busy bullying defense wit-
nesses, he was steering witness testimony against 
the defendants, obstructing justice by assisting 
the district attorney at every turn and aiding and 
abetting the prosecutor’s intimidation of defense 
witnesses. He spread his venomous hatred at ev-
ery turn.  And then there was the brazen editing 
of court transcripts, the dismissal or distortion of 
the facts given in favor of the defense by expert 
witnesses, and the deliberate suppression from the 
jury of the Pinkerton reports with their sworn state-
ments from eye-witnesses that Sacco and Vanzetti 
were not the men who had committed the robbery 
and shooting death of the paymaster’s guard.  For 
seven years, Web Thayer could be heard publicly 
spouting: “Did you see what I did with those arn-
y-cist bastards the other day?  That will hold them 
for a while!”; “Those bastards down there, I’ll get 
them good and proper!”; and “I’ll show them and 
get those guys hanged, and I’d like to hang a few 
dozen of those radicals!”

A burning, angry fury took hold of me when 
I first heard about what Thayer had been saying. 
Now, when there was no longer anything any of us 
could do to stay the executions, no action to take, 
no protest to voice, I felt a sinking in my stomach 
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in fearful anticipation of the travesty about to oc-
cur in just a few minutes, when the struggle for 
justice of the past seven years would shudder to 
a bitter end with the throwing of a switch.  Two 
good, hardworking, kindhearted family men, two 
Italian immigrants, were about to be put to death, 
about to be murdered by the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts on circumstantial evidence because 
of their anarchistic beliefs, the propaganda litera-
ture they distributed, and their efforts to increase 
the wages of their fellow laborers.

I was sinking into a mire of despondency.  
Woodrow Wilson, my Boston terrier and canine 
companion, reacted to my despair and the heavy, 
gloomy mood cast over all of us in the compart-
ment.  He whined and leapt up onto my lap to stare 
into my eyes with questioning concern.

I readjusted my attitude.  Although beaten 
(figuratively) and abused (verbally) for my protests 
(the feds actually suspected me and Ruth of plan-
ning to set off a bomb at the courthouse, so we 
were watched), I needn’t whine my discontent to 
my friends.  We were all feeling ineffectual in not 
having achieved justice for Vanzetti and Sacco.  
Although I was brokenhearted, I would not cry!  I 
must not cry!

The train whistle blew, long and shrill, an-
nouncing imminent departure.



Death Rides the Midnight Owl 19

Ruth and I clutched each other, hankies flut-
tering at our faces, Woodrow Wilson caught in 
the snare of our tangled arms; Heywood, his usu-
ally vibrant and powerful bulky figure caved in 
a heap of sadness, sat facing the window looking 
out blindly at latecomers rushing to board, lovers 
in parting embraces, conductors, porters, and Red 
Caps loading on stray luggage and passengers, all 
the while seeing none of the frantic activity, only 
the slow, terrifying death-walk taking place three 
miles across the river.

Suddenly, all our attention was fixed by yells 
and a scuffle out on the platform, as the scene of 
flurried farewells transformed into a startling play 
of chase-and-capture as policemen converged to 
restrain a young man we had not seen before.

“Viva l’anarchia!” he screamed, and the an-
guish in his cry sent chills through me.  “Viva Van-
zetti!” he continued as he fought off three big men.  
“Viva Sacco and Vanzetti!” he sobbed as he was 
tackled down, his beautiful dark features pressed 
to the ground as the policemen cuffed his wrists 
behind his back.  They brought him up to his feet, 
and as the train whistle sounded its urgent cry once 
again, he threw back his curly head with a gesture 
of intrepid defiance and screamed out loudly over 
the din, “Never forget Sacco and Vanzetti!”  He 
was punched and battered by the policemen.  We 



Agata Stanford20

watched in horror as the train jolted forward and 
he passed from view.

I glimpsed Mr. Benchley, a rare morose ex-
pression creasing his handsome brow.  He rose 
slowly to his feet, as if an additional burden pressed 
down upon him.  He reached for his traveling case, 
from which he retrieved a bottle of Dewar’s.  The 
whistle sounded again like a terrible warning.  
My friend, with shaking hands, filled paper cups 
pulled from a dispenser beside the little sink, and 
solemnly, respectfully, we toasted the lives and 
memory of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti 
as the Midnight Owl began its steamy, thunderous 
chug out of South Station.

9
One cannot sustain for long a state of misery, 

nor dwell in the darkness of the mind’s despair 
without becoming morose and suicidal. Believe 
me; I know.

So as the train barreled into the night, Hey-
wood produced a pack of cards, which he shuffled 
violently, and from which he dealt a game for 
diversion from our grim thoughts.   Mr. Benchley 
was assigned scorekeeper, and he took out his little 
notebook and pencil from his coat to tackle the 
mindless job.  There followed a long and weighty 
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silence as we feigned concentration on our hands, 
the quiet a rarity for so vocal a gang of friends.  
The moronically happy plunking of ukulele mu-
sic seeped through the walls. The music was just 
too gay to stand any longer, so I turned on the 
compartment’s radio, and the only broadcast that 
came in clearly was the Boston Evening Transcript 
on WBET.

Boots and His Nighthawks were playing 
dance music, and after Doc Wassermann’s Orches-
tra played a turn, “the time at the tone” sounded 
twelve-thirty a.m.  I got up and fetched my por-
table Victrola case that I’d lugged along for the 
trip, and in which I had stacked half-a-dozen or 
so records on the turntable.  I’d not had the time 
or inclination to play the thing all the time we 
were in Boston, and I now realized that none of 
my choices would serve to lift our sullen spirits.  
Bessie Smith would make us cry; the Duke would 
make us bluer.

I listened with one ear to the news of the 
day broadcast on the radio as I leafed through 
my record selections:  St Mark’s Church had been 
the beneficiary of a millionaire’s will; the amateur 
cracksman long suspected of stealing museum 
masterworks throughout Europe was arrested at 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City;  
a terrorist plot foiled in Chicago earlier today 
points to anarchist activity; Ed Farrell’s slugging 
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is the reason why the Braves won the last three 
games from the Cubs; the French Davis Cup had 
arrived in Boston earlier in the day;  three were 
found dead in a cargo-hold fire aboard the HMS 
Victoria, including the body of a stowaway; and 
Charlie Chaplin agreed to pay the astronomical 
sum of eight-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars in a 
divorce settlement.

And then, to wrap things up:

The juice was turned off, and Vanzetti 
was officially pronounced dead at twelve-
twenty-six-fifty-five. The orchestra will 
now play, “The End of a Perfect Day.”

“Sons of bitches!”  I hissed with a little cry, 
slamming off the radio and then looking at the 
forlorn friends who sat there in a motionless tableau 
of grief.  “I’m taking Woodrow for a walk through 
the cars,” I said while opening the drawing-room 
door.

The nightmare in my head ended abruptly 
as I faced a familiar and spectacular vision in the 
hallway.

Black veiling almost obscured the detailed 
edging on the brim of an elegant black chapeau 
that concealed the face of the woman who floated 
through the corridor, a porter leading the way.  
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The pair had stopped abruptly in front of the door 
to allow an elderly woman with a cane to pass 
through from the opposite direction.

That hat! I knew that hat!  We were on intimate 
terms!

Despite the black veiling, the most wonderful 
expanse of organza unfolded from angled pleats 
at the crown.  Narrow at the forehead, the tautly 
stretched silk “wings” widened at the sides.  White 
egret feathers swooped up from the band, and 
draped downward, forming an extravagant “S” as 
they brushed along the shoulder for a final caress 
of her chin.  A large brooch, fashioned with white 
diamonds into the design of an egret in flight, 
secured the veiling to her suit; its refractive bril-
liance flashed like miniature fireworks in the dull 
lamplight.

I’d seen that saucy confection that floated 
upon this woman’s head at Madame Charlotte’s 
Chapelier, on Madison Avenue.  Jane, the voice 
of reason, had talked me out of buying it: “It is a 
glorious creation, Dottie . . . but, well, it makes me 
think of one of those fancy prize layers—”

“Ah-ha! Then it’s perfect for me, as I, too, am 
a rather fancy prize layer, don’t you know?”

She murmured audibly under her breath. 
“More like the barnyard variety.”
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“Are you suggesting that I look like a chick-
en?” I clucked, rustling the long expanse of feathers 
tickling my neck.

“Well, it’s just—”

“Don’t think I can carry it off?” I said point 
blankly while bobbing my head and strutting be-
fore the mirror, hands behind my back, and fingers 
fanned.

“It’s disproportionate with your petite stat-
ure, is all.” I was too short, she insinuated, for a 
hat that large, and the feathers were just over-the-
top. I picked a piece of fluff from off my tongue.

 “Oh, crap, Dottie!” said Jane, throwing off 
any further attempt at being tactful, “You look 
ridiculous!”

“I don’t think I look at all—bruk-bruk-bruk-
BRUK!—ridiculous!” I insisted with a straight face, 
and then sighed, abandoning all fantasies of pur-
chasing such a confection.  Oh, to be long-legged 
and lithely graceful!

Well, the woman in the corridor, standing 
aside as the elderly woman shuffled slowly past, 
was both long-legged and graceful, damn her eyes!  
But of course, I couldn’t see her eyes—or her face—
for the dark veiling.  I supposed she was mourning 
the executed men.
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I lifted Woodrow in my arms and followed 
the veiled lady along the corridor past the cheerful, 
raucous music in the Harvard boys’ compartment 
and past the larger drawing-room occupied by the 
Mellons.  The corridor curved, and ahead were the 
rows of single bedrooms flanking a narrow center 
hall.  The porter unlocked the door of the room 
across from mine, and The Hat disappeared from 
view.

“It stops there!”

I turned to see who was addressing me, and 
then realized the woman’s voice had come from 
behind the Mellons’ drawing-room door and that 
the lock was not fully engaged.

“I’m not doing that, Hermione!”  A man’s 
voice; obviously Roger Mellon’s. “You’re on the 
wrong track!”

“Margie Seldes says—”

“Margie Seldes says a lot of things—”

Ahhh, I thought, wedded bliss!

Perhaps I am the original Nosey Parker, so 
I’ve been called, and the truth is, I am not above 
eavesdropping from behind drapery, behind a pot-
ted palm, or from within a closet, usually to avoid 
being caught where I don’t belong.  Often, I am in 
the company of Mr. Benchley or Aleck Woollcott, 
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who help to pass the time with a stick of gum until 
the coast is clear.  But tonight I was innocent, just 
passing through, so when Woodrow scratched at 
the drawing-room door and Roger Mellon threw 
it open to glare daggers at me, all I could do was 
to swallow hard, pick up my pooch, and whisper a 
hesitant “Hi.”  He slammed the door in my face.

Having been given my comeuppance I walked 
the few remaining feet to my little bedroom and 
rummaged through Woodrow’s bag, filled his wa-
ter bowl, and fed him beef stew brought from the 
hotel.  As he filled his belly, I threw off my shoes, 
sat on the bed, unpacked my overnight case, set 
out my kimono, toothbrush and powder, night 
cream, and comb.  By the time I had finished set-
ting up for the night, Woodrow was ready for his 
evening constitutional.  The train would be pull-
ing into New Haven in a few minutes to change 
from steam locomotive to electric engine, and the 
conductor would allow us to disembark so that 
Woodrow might “conduct his business.”  I slipped 
on my shoes and out we went, I having locked the 
bedroom door.  I stood for a moment, deciding 
whether to walk forward or aft through the car, 
dropping my key into my purse and searching for 
change to buy a paper when we got to the sta-
tion.

The famous muckraker came out of a bed-
room a few feet away, and leaned against the 
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doorjamb to engage in conversation with the man 
I saw earlier boarding the train, the man in a tan 
gabardine suit sporting a blue beret, only now he 
stood hatless.  The men caught sight of me, nod-
ded, and then they continued their talk in more 
hushed tones.  Woodrow, ever curious, followed 
his nose to the door across from mine. A thin line 
of lamplight bled out through an inch-wide line 
around the door; it seemed like no one was locking 
their doors in this car.  I was tempted to knock on 
the door, as the light and the open door obviously 
meant that the room’s occupant was awake.  We 
had a hat in common, and I really wanted to say, 
“Hello, you have my hat, you bitch.”  Ridiculous 
as it seemed, the compulsion to see the face of 
the woman under The Hat, under the veil, was 
strong.

Helplessly, I followed through with a light 
tap on the door.

“Yoo-hoo!”  I called out lightly, and then 
again, in a friendly sing-song soprano.

I encouraged Woodrow to edge around and 
through the open door so that once he’d entered 
I could follow. “Woodrow, come back here, you 
naughty boy,” I gently scolded my innocent little 
scapegoat, who looked back at me like I was cra-
zy.  But once through the door, and despite the 
evidence of valises and various items of clothing 
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flowing out from an overnight bag, I could see 
that my Veiled Lady was not in her room. Only the 
faint wisp of the very popular perfume, Shalimar, 
wafted through the air.

I realized the folly of my ways and was about 
to exit the bedroom when I spotted The Hat in el-
egant repose on the overhead luggage rack.  I was 
tempted, but I recovered my self-control and left 
the room, returning the door to its approximate 
condition before my intrusion.

As I was about to walk around the curve 
where the hall widened and led to the two com-
partments and larger drawing-room, I turned. The 
young Italian man who’d made his flustered apolo-
gies earlier walked past me and then toward the 
next Pullman sleeping car, and walking toward me 
was the famous socialist.

Woodrow cares not a fig about the social 
graces—introductions, and all that.  He turned to 
meet the gent, sniffed at his trouser cuff, and then 
begged for a pat on the head.

“Behave yourself, Woodrow,” I said without 
conviction, as I smiled upward nearly a mile and 
onto the rugged features, shamelessly wanting a 
pat, too, proving I was no better-mannered than my 
dog.  For, although this fellow was far from hand-
some, he possessed a face infused with character; 
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his features were strong and angular.  The promi-
nent nose had been chiseled to a fine hook; eyes, 
light green or gray—hard to tell in the dull light 
of the hall—set within dark hollows and winged 
with heavy brows.  His mouth—well, it was that 
feature that betrayed him, for although set with 
determination, the fullness belied a compassionate 
nature, as did the ridiculously curly brown locks 
of hair that softened all the other sharp edges of 
his face.  If one could judge a man’s trustworthi-
ness by looking at his face, this man would be the 
keeper of great secrets.  But, what I knew of him 
from his books and articles was that he was also a 
deliverer of great and controversial revelations.

We were poised to speak but were inter-
rupted by a shuffling noise followed by a heavy 
thud, like the toppling of a bookcase.  Of course 
no bookcases graced the Pullman.  Everything on 
the train was bolted down, I knew, as Mr. Benchley 
and his band of movers had been warned.  With the 
abrupt ceasing of ukulele strumming, followed by 
high-pitched hoots and language appropriate to an 
adolescent gathering, I figured the lads must have 
been tossing their luggage about like footballs.

“Sounds like a grand time,” I said, smiling 
up at the man.

“I’m glad they can find something to laugh 
about tonight.”
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The drawing-room door cracked open, reveal-
ing Roger Mellon’s head peeking out, an expression 
of query on his face. “Dottie Parker,” said Mellon, 
almost accusatorily, at seeing me standing at his 
door once again.  He probably thought I had been 
lurking about all this time since he’d slammed the 
door in my face half an hour ago!

“Not me!” I protested, believing the industri-
alist thought I was creating the disturbance. “The 
college boys next door,” I said, “tearing-up the 
compartment, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“Uh, yes, of course,” he said, easing his head 
back in to shut the door, gently this time.  Before I 
could walk away he reappeared and said, “You’re 
traveling with Bobby and the Brouns, I believe.  
Come in for a nightcap in a little while, won’t you?  
I’ll tell the porter to fetch you.”

I hesitated. “Sounds . . . swell.”

“Right,” he said and, after a glance at the 
fellow by my side, added, “Bring your friend,” and 
the door slammed shut.

In reaction to the curt invitation, my com-
panion frowned; a look of skepticism raised one 
eyebrow.  “Capitalist,” he murmured under his 
breath, thinking I didn’t hear.
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I had met Roger Mellon several years ago, at 
a Swope weekend, before his marriage.  I’d heard 
that he’d wed a spinster type whose parents had 
died in an avalanche while skiing in the Swiss Alps.  
I thought Roger a nervous, rather sullen character, 
and was surprised to hear that he and Mr. Bench-
ley were bosom buddies at Harvard, because my 
friend is such a warm and loveable sort.  The man 
and I walked past the Harvard boys as they began 
a cacophonous rendition of “I’m Looking Over a 
Four Leaf Clover,” past the Brouns’ compartment, 
and finally, the women’s lavatory at the car’s end.  
We stood on the open platform between cars si-
lently smoking cigarettes.  We really didn’t know 
what to say to each other, although our private 
thoughts and sentiments about the evening seemed 
to hang heavily in the air. Smalltalk seemed like 
vacant chatter, so through some sort of mutual 
understanding, we didn’t bother with it. We said 
“good night” when the conductor appeared to 
announce our arrival in New Haven, the socialist 
back-tracking to his bedroom, and I to depart the 
train.  I was warned not to dally; the engine ex-
change would take only seven minutes.  Woodrow 
Wilson was anxious to see the sights and leave his 
mark on Connecticut. 
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South Station, Boston

All Aboard!
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Yours truly, Dorothy Parker.

Mr. Benchley, Frat brother
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Heywood Broun, crusader!

Ro
b S

mi
th,

 Jr
.



Death Rides the Midnight Owl 35

This is the end of the book sample.

Enjoyed the sample? Well, buy the it now!

Available at the author’s website, 
DorothyParkerMysteries.com, iTunes, 

Amazon, Barnes and Noble, or where ever 
fine ebooks are sold.
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Praise for Dorothy Parker Mysteries

Those of us who since childhood had wished there was a 
time machine that could let us experience and enjoy life 
in other periods, should read Agata Stanford’s “Dorothy 
Parker Mysteries” series.  They wonderfully recreate the 
atmosphere and spirit of the literary and artistic crowd at 
the Algonquin Round Table in the 1920s, and bring back 
to life the wit, habits, foibles, and escapades of Dorothy 
Parker, Robert Benchley, and Alexander Woollcott, as well 
as of the multitude of their friends and even their pets, 
both human and animal.

—Anatole Konstantin
Author of A Red Boyhood: Growing Up Under Stalin

Agata Stanford’s “Dorothy Parker Mysteries” is destined to 
become a classic series. It’s an addictive cocktail for the 
avid mystery reader.  It has it all:  murder, mystery, and 
Marx Brothers’ mayhem.  You’ll see, once you’ve taken 
Manhattan with the Parker/Benchley crowd.  Dorothy 
Parker wins!  Move over, Nick and Nora.

—Elizabeth Fuller
Author of Me and Jezebel



Dorothy Parker and the Regulars of the Algonquin Hotel 
Round Table are alive and well in Agata Stanford’s The 
Broadway Murders.  Descriptions are fantastic in this who-
dunnit as Stanford writes very colorfully.  This is an adult’s 
picture book, too, which in the end turned out to be pretty 
terrific.

—Terri Ann Armstrong
Author of “Medieval Menace” for Suspense Magazine

If you like murder mysteries, the fast-paced action, witty 
conversation, and glib repartee of the flapper era, you will 
love Agata Stanford’s recreation of the atmosphere of the 
crowd at the Algonquin Round Table in the 1920s.

—Mr. Tomato
for TheThreeTomatoes.com

Dorothy is presented with wit and sarcasm sprinkled 
with tremendous insight. The life she lived is believably 
recreated, including the escapades of the Marx Brothers, 
the late nights of theater and dinners, even the famous 
speakeasy they drank at; all serve as backdrop to the 
investigation. The writing style affects the breezy language 
and popular slang to further transport you to that era when 
jazz artists and flappers coined modern terms. It is a heady 
mix and an escapist pleasure.

—A.F. Heart
for Mysteries and Musings
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