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The story of what would later become known as the Cuban missile crisis is replete with accidental figures whose role in history is often overlooked: pilots and submariners, spies and missileers, bureaucrats and propagandists, radar operators and saboteurs.


Michael Dobbs, One Minute to Midnight


The city, for the first time in its long history, is destructible. A single flight of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can quickly end this island fantasy, burn the towers, crumble the bridges, turn the underground passages into lethal chambers, cremate the millions. The intimation of mortality is part of New York now; in the sounds of jets overhead, in the black headlines of the latest editions.


E. B. White, Here is New York


Before him lay Washington Square. Only eighteen hours in New York and he loved everything, every inch of it. Ah, the square!


Dawn Powell, The Golden Spur




PROLOGUE


New York City, 2012


WHEN THE SOVIET UNION finally fell apart, in the aftermath, there was a trickle of information, then a stream, then a tidal wave. It was the big story for a while, this tale of the goddamn Cold War, of them and us, politics and war, gulags, massacres, nukes, the KGB and CIA, and of the Cuban Missile Crisis. The truth—some of it—about the main actors and the accidental spies, the betrayals and lies; there was plenty of it, God knows, even here in New York City. But also about ordinary things, the stuff about the Russians—what they felt and secretly thought, ate, desired, the music they loved—that most of us had never been told. Most of us; I already knew some because of Maxim Ostalsky.


Still, in all that flood of information, there was nothing at all about my old friend Max. I did my share of looking. I even thought about going over to Moscow. But he had disappeared into thin air, as if he had never existed, like smoke from those Lucky Strikes he learned to love so much.


Max Ostalsky had been my friend, once. He was the most interesting man I’d ever met, different from anyone else, and there are times I still miss him. If he’s alive, wherever he is, I can only hope he’s forgiven me.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


October 16, ’62


TOMMY PERINO, WHO LIVED upstairs from me on Hudson Street, was twelve and small for his age. A skinny kid with a tuft of dirty blond hair sticking up from his head, he peered out at the world through narrow, wary blue eyes. Tommy didn’t give much away. He lived with his father in two rooms, where they had made a life after the mother just took off and left them.


The old man worked the night shift at a cement plant by the river. The Perinos couldn’t afford a television set and I had given Tommy a key so he could hang around my place and watch a ball game, maybe raid the refrigerator if he wanted. Some of the time he’d just show up out of the blue and scare the living daylights out of me like he did that Tuesday night in October when I was sweating out a bad dream.


It was the kind I had been having on and off since I came home from Korea, a messed-up kind of dream: somebody punching me in the face over and over, the stink of blood, somebody screaming my name out, in English, or that Gook language they had, somebody else singing Russian songs, and James Brown moaning, “I lost someone, my love, Someone who’s greater than the stars above”, the 45 going around and around on my phonograph, “I’m so weak. Don’t take my heart away.”


I was getting sick, the weather changing, a bad cold making me hack like an old man. Only James Brown seemed real.


I pushed my way to the surface. Tommy was standing over me, his face streaming with blood. He was bloody and scared, and I crawled out of bed and pulled on some clothes.


“What happened? Tommy?” First thing I thought was that his pop got injured; the old man was a scrawny bastard to be lifting cement blocks. “But it wasn’t his old man,” Tommy said, and I got him into the bathroom, cleaned him up as best I could. It was only a scalp wound, lot of blood; nothing serious, except the kid was howling like a wounded animal. I had never seen him cry.


“What is it?”


“A body on the pier, out by the Hudson, the pier you took me to, Pat,” he kept saying. Blurting it, almost incoherent. “I saw him. I wish I didn’t see nothing. It didn’t have almost no face, like they sliced it off.”


“What time is it?” I looked at my watch: 11.27 p.m. “Stay here.”


“I’m coming with you.”


Jesus, I thought. OK. The kid was scared as hell. I grabbed sweaters for both of us. “Let’s go. What the hell were you doing out there?”


“Nothing.”


“Tell me.”


“You told me you did it when you was a kid, you hung out on the piers, maybe find some salvage.”


“It’s dangerous. The Mob uses those piers for payback, you hear me? How often you been out there?”


He looked down. “Most nights. OK, I heard there’s spies coming in on them salvage boats, you know, I heard those guys that look for old metal, chains, anchors, that stuff, and they been running in spies now. Reds. Fucking Commies. Russkis. Cubans. Gonna kill us all.”


“Spies, my ass. Come on, Tom, there’s no damn spies on the Hudson River. Chrissake, this is New York City, so we’re going to take a look, then we’ll get you to St Vincent’s, get your head looked at.”


Truth was, I didn’t know anything about damn spies. I was a cop, a homicide detective. But the kid had seen something, and I got my car and we drove out to Pier 46 near the end of Charles Street, between Charles and Christopher, in fact, two minutes by car; three tops. I parked. We ran. Some of the boards on that pier were rotten; you stuck your foot through those soft planks, you broke your ankle. A sharp wind came off the river.


“Take it easy,” I said to Tommy. “Where is it, this thing you saw?” Right then, I was more worried about the kid than what he said he had seen. He saw too many movies, always pestering me for some change to go to the pictures. When he was a little kid back when we figured the Russkis were gonna nuke us for sure, every time he heard a plane flying low at night, he’d run down to my place and bang on the door until I woke up and let him in.


“Pat? Over there. Look.” Tommy stayed back while I looked at the black body bag. I knelt down next to it.


It had been slung against one of the shacks out near the end of the pier. A single bulb dangling from the shack’s metal gutter moved with the wind, the pool of dim light shifting, but enough to catch the body bag. It was damp from the fog that lay on everything—the bag, the pier, my hands and face. The city was only a faint blur of lights, the skyline to the right barely visible.


I looked down. The bag was partway open. Tommy must have done it. I pulled the sides apart.


Inside was a man; what I could see, he looked young. His tongue had been cut out, the mouth forced open and stuffed with a pink rubber Spalding ball. Some skin on the face was gone. Nose sliced off. What was left was soaked in blood, and so was the fringe of black hair. When I scraped some of the blood away, I saw the hole in his forehead, made by a .22.


At first I figured it was Mafia. Like I told Tommy, the Mob used the desolate piers to beat up their enemies, sometimes murder them. Only the Mob did this kind of thing. Luca “Fat Cheeks” Farigno, that fat dwarf of a hoodlum, loved doing it; it proved his manhood; it was his signature. Everyone knew low-level hoods like Cheeks used the piers for payback; break your legs, cut off your ears. Ever since Pasquale Ebola’s time, him and Tony Bender Strollo and plenty more that had been and gone. For sure this was a Mob deal; you talked too much, they ripped out your tongue.


Maybe the dead fellow was a homo who got caught in one of the Village queer bars the Mafia ran. The Mayor was getting rid of them, queers and gangsters both; he obsessed with the World’s Fair coming in ’64. Mayor Wagner didn’t take shit from the Mob, he always liked to imply. They didn’t like him. Hated him.


“Tommy?” I yelled out, but the kid had receded back into the fog. “Tommy?”


There was a payphone the other side of the shack. I put in a dime and called my precinct. The line was busy.


On a hunch, I got back on my knees, steeled myself, reached inside the bag. Fumbling in the mess of blood and gristle like an incompetent butcher, somehow I yanked out the left arm.


The tattoo was there, inside the elbow. The worm with the words entwined: Cuba Libre. Not again. Christ, not again! Not a second time. I had seen the tattoo before, months earlier, back in July; seen it on a dead girl’s arm. Now this. The same goddamn thing.


I felt sick. Sick at the way people took human life like it was garbage and threw it away. Sick because once I saw the tattoo, in my gut I knew somehow Max Ostalsky was connected; or maybe it was what I wanted to believe; he had been my friend, once.


It had been four months earlier, but another life when I first met Ostalsky on a late spring day in Washington Square, the kind of day where girls with long hair lay in the green grass and read poetry, and somebody with a guitar on the rim of the fountain was playing that song about the damn lemon tree.


Next to me on the bench where I was taking some sun sat a young guy, looking at a hotdog guy a few feet away.


Until that day, I never figured buying a hot dog for a complicated operation. Never thought about it until that first time I saw Max Ostalsky, and he was sitting there on the bench next to the statue of Garibaldi, staring at the hot dog man with such a look of confusion, I felt for him.


Or was he standing by the statue? Afterwards, I can’t remember if he was already on the bench when I first saw him, or if he sat down after me.


It’s June, hot for spring, and he looks miserable in his heavy gray wool suit. He’s maybe a few years younger than me, twenty-nine, thirty. Tall and lanky, handsome too, with dark hair that falls over his forehead, but in his glasses and that suit, he resembles a young old man.


He examines the change in his hand. He removes his glasses, then cleans them on the hem of his gray shirt, puts them back on, tucks in his shirt, then ponders the hot dog situation once more, face falling at his sense of failure.


In his hand is a notebook. Overhead the trees are already heavy and green.


Stretching my legs, I lean back on the bench and find a pack of smokes in my pocket, and think: I love this damn place. I love it. The Chesterfield I light up smells really fine. In my other hand is a Coke, the cold green bottle nice and icy in my hand.


Washington Square’s only a few miles from where I grew up, but it’s like the other side of the moon.


Washington Square!


That arch at the end of Fifth Avenue where Greenwich Village begins always feels like a gateway to all that’s fun, free, interesting, sexy, an easy transit to a different world where there’s music all the time, where nobody seems to care about making money, and artists and writers hang around the cafés and some of the girls consider a detective like me pretty exotic fare. Maybe seduce me away from my life as a cop into some decadent bohemia.


In my shirt-pocket is a red plastic transistor radio. I brought it for the game, but instead I’m listening to Ray Charles sing, “I Can’t Stop Loving You.” Ray’s the greatest; except for James Brown.


“Got a match?” The girl asking is sitting cross-legged on the grass near me, a blonde in tight black toreador pants and a sleeveless black blouse that’s cut in a way you can see plenty of pale skin through the armhole. I snap open my Zippo for her. Raising herself on one long tanned arm to get the light, she says, “Thanks. Cool threads.”


It’s true. I have on a sharp light-blue knit shirt with navy trim around the collar—it looks pretty damn Italian—that I wear, like they show you in Esquire, outside my new brown slacks. My tan leather slip-ons cost me fifteen bucks, but they’re worth it.


I spend too much dough on clothes. My ma says I’m a vain bastard. My closet’s jammed with sad items I never put on, including last summer’s nautical navy blazer, and the white wash and wear pants, an outfit made me look like Joey Brown in Some Like It Hot. Not to mention the caramel-colored pinch-front made of some coconut fronds or something I ordered from Henry the Hatter.


The sun is hot on my face.


Then I realize that guy in that heavy gray suit is on his feet, still looking at the hot dogs, and I get the sense that he’s foreign and lost. I toss my smoke away. “Can I help you, man?”


He looks at me. He smiles sheepishly. “No, thank you, I’m quite familiar with American customs, but thank you,” he says, approaching the cart with conviction, sweat on his forehead. He surveys the hot dogs boiling in water, the relish and ketchup. The food man stares back at him. Who is this clown, the expression on his face says? Who is the hopeless young man, hesitating about the purchase of a hot dog?


Does he feel we’re all watching him, me, the hot dog man, even the girl on the grass? His mouth moving, he’s like a new convert faced with communion wafers, and thinking: do I chew? Bite? Swallow?


“I will take one of these, please,” he says with real determination.


“Whadya want on it, pal?” says the hot dog guy, but the fellow just hands over some money, and hot dog in hand, retreats to the bench. He bites into the naked hot dog in a bun, no relish, no mustard or onions.


I can’t stand it any more. “Man, you really do need help. Trust me. You can’t eat it like that.”


He seems perplexed.


“Come on.”


I explain about the ketchup, the relish, the onions, the mustard, and he looks at me, clearly at a loss. “To tell the truth,” he says, “I was not quite sure how much it costs for each of these extra items, or if one can have several or all. I did not quite expect this, you see, though I have read many books on New York, and about the United States, but they did not say how to do this hot dog, and I had no idea what is this thick red sauce, and the green sauce, or if I must order both. I have no idea if it is normal to eat it with my hands, and if not, where do I obtain a fork and knife?” He lifts his shoulders to show how hopeless he is, and smiles again. This fellow has the kind of self-deprecating smile even a cranky hot dog vendor responds to.


“Give him the works,” I tell the hot dog man.


My new pal in the suit eats. “Yes, I see, very tasty, really, would you say, delicious? Is this the right word?” he says, after he gobbles the dog, and I wonder what the hell he means “would you say delicious”? Finally, he removes the thick gray wool jacket, folds it neatly, sits back down on the bench. A smear of yellow mustard remains on his upper lip. A little sigh escapes.


“Thank you. Sometimes it is quite difficult to figure out so many choices. Everything is so tasty.” His English is good, a little formal, a light accent, but fluent. “Are you also connected with New York University? I am an exchange student.” He gestures in the direction of NYU on the east side of the park.


“I’m taking a class this summer.”


Rising, the man puts out his hand. “Ostalsky, Maxim,” he says.


I shake it. “Pat Wynne. Pleased to meet you, Maxim. Where are you from?”


“The Soviet Union,” he says. “Moscow.”


“Yeah? No kidding. You’re kidding me, right? How long have you been here?”


“It is true, definitely,” he says. “I have been here only approximately one week. This means I arrived in time for the summer sessions and I’ll stay until next June. I have a Masters Degree in Moscow where I teach English at the university, now I begin my studies for a doctorate. Please call me Max. I am so grateful for your help.” He folds himself back onto the bench. “To be honest, I was very hungry.”


The Russki is looking around as if he’s landed on some foreign planet, although he has solved the hot dog issue.


“I know how tough it is, being in a foreign place, man,” I tell him. You could say I’m feeling generous with my time. I have the day off. The weather is good. “Let me tell you, I went over to Europe last summer, visit my relatives in Ireland, then Liverpool, in England, you know? I couldn’t make out what the hell any of them were saying, or what to eat, or the money. It drove me crazy. You had to say white coffee if you wanted cream in it, or something, not to mention they drive on the goddamn wrong side of the road. Jesus H. Christ, the money, they got pounds and shillings. I couldn’t understand anyone in Liverpool, and they speak English, you know? But what am I talking about, you don’t care about my cockamamie cousins.”


“Cockamamie?”


I explain. He chuckles, a low laugh that rises and explodes out of him in a way that makes several people turn to look at us. From his pocket, he takes a pack of Lucky Strike and offers it to me.


“Would you like one? I don’t know if this is your particular brand, but if you would care to join me?” Beside him on the bench is a book.


“Sure, Max. Pleasure. What’s that you’re reading?”


“I am reading again short stories by Ernest Hemingway.”


“They have American books in Russian?”


“Of course.” He tells me that many American authors are popular, especially Ernest Hemingway. “We all like John Steinbeck and Jack London. Many homes have a portrait of Hemingway on the wall.”


We light up and I’m, what? Surprised? Astonished?


Never in my life did I imagine I’d meet a real honest to God Russian Commie. Sure, I meet plenty of people in Greenwich Village who are pinkos—Reds, even; people who probably read Marx and do square dancing at Judson Memorial. This is different. This one’s from over there, and my first impulse is that he’s a spook. Has to be. Aren’t they all?


If he is a spy, what the hell is he doing at NYU? Looking to infiltrate the university, or co-opt somebody, a vulnerable soft left-wing girl with sandals from 8th Street, someone he can seduce with all kinds of pie-in-the-sky promises?


Truth is, I’m pretty curious about the Russians. It’s like some kind of itch. My time in Korea, son of a bitch little war, didn’t make me exactly enamored of the Commies. I got drafted, and spent two miserable years there. Bastards wanted to slaughter you or brainwash you, turn you into some kind of dupe they could manipulate. It was how they got their kicks.


But it gave me this interest in Communism, and the Russians, who are the real goods and run the whole Commie show. So after the war, I got my BA on the GI Bill at Fordham. I studied a little Russian history.


I still read up. There’s plenty to read—politics, economics, philosophy, old novels—but almost nothing about real people now, what they think, and feel, or wear or smoke. And now here’s one of them, and he seems genial enough, with his smiling, and his compliments on the local food, and his curiosity, and I for sure have never thought of real Commies as sitting around looking to buy a hot dog, or grinning sorrowfully because they can’t figure it out, or shaking your hand, seeming like a normal person.


Mostly, people think of them as dark dour men, like on that TV show, I Led Three Lives; me and my little sister would watch it on Friday nights, and she’d said, “Do Communists ever smile?” Our ma thinks they’re Satan’s messengers. Literally. She wrestles with the whole business, and goes to mass every day to pray.


My radio plays Gene Chandler doing “Duke of Earl”— Chandler had even dubbed himself the Duke of Earl—and I’m surprised to see this Ostalsky fellow listening attentively, and tapping his feet, just a little bit.


“These young men have quite such fantastic clothes,” Ostalsky says to me, as we sit in the park and watch the passing parade. He doesn’t mind seeming dumb about the stuff he asks, and we smoke and I keep up a running commentary as if the fate of nations depends on button-down collars, Madras plaid Bermuda shorts, drainpipe jeans, skinny ties, high-lapel three-button suits.


“What do you say about those shoes?” He’s looking hungrily at some spiffy black boots with elastic insets.


I tell him how people in Greenwich Village are different from people uptown who wear suits and go to work in big corporations, the big glass and steel buildings they put up on Sixth Avenue after the War, and I tell him nobody in my whole life ever called it Avenue of the Americas. I give him the lowdown about Beatniks, and jazz, peaceniks and folk music, even rock and roll, people who just live like they want.


Max mulls this over. “But no discipline, I imagine?”


“That’s the point, man. It’s called freedom.”


Does he have anything at all to wear except the heavy suit? Maybe I’ll help him get some decent duds. Nosy son of a bitch that I am, I want to know what they wear over there in his dark mysterious evil country.


A cop who passes, glances at us and I can see he thinks we might be queer. I edge away from Ostalsky. It’s getting to be late afternoon, and coming from the west side of the park right then is a nun; in her big black and white habit, she resembles a gigantic bird, and she’s hurrying a clutch of little kids from St Joseph’s towards the playground. A few of the older girls, in their pleated skirts and saddle shoes, set free, run in the other direction like young animals, their skirts blowing up so you can see their still chubby thighs and white underpants. “What is she?” Max asks.


“Who? The nun? She’ll be one of the sisters from over at St Joseph’s school. My cousin Oona went there.”


“Whose sister?”


“You’ve never seen a nun?”


“No. I’ve never been inside a church.”


“No kidding. Come on, man. I’ll show you, if you want.”


He picks up his jacket, puts his notebook in his pocket.


“You keeping good notes?”


“Yes, definitely. For my classes.” Hurriedly, he shoves it into his pocket, and picks up his copy of Hemingway.


I think, I wouldn’t mind a look in that notebook, but it’s probably just the cop in me, an automatic reflex.


Months later, the way I remembered that day in the park it seemed another life, me eager to talk to Ostalsky, the sun shining. Now I stood on the pier jutting into the Hudson.


The wind whipped the water into waves that spewed over the rotting wood. Hurricane Ella had been rumbling up the coast most of the week, there was a threat of high tides and flooding. Indian summer was gone. Otherwise it was silent except for a radio somewhere, Tony Bennett singing his new hit about San Francisco, and the little cable cars, sweet and incongruous in this stinking sea of death. Seeing the tattoo on the dead man had knocked me for a loop.


“Tommy?” Where the hell was he?


Where was the damn kid? The line to my precinct was still busy. Buzzing at me like an insect in my head. It was two in the morning, I was holding the phone, an eye on the corpse in the black body bag. “Anybody there?”


Nobody answered, not Tommy, or anyone else. Strange because the Port Authority had stepped up security during the Longshoremen’s strike. Tonight, the usual guards, the cops who walked this beat, were all gone. Somebody had ordered the shut-down of security. Somebody with power who wanted the dock deserted.


The Longshoremen had gone out up and down the east coast beginning of October. Bad blood between the union guys, the suppliers, the warehouse owners, and the Mob who still had a piece of the action boiled over. Scabs were brought in. Fights broke out, and worse.


The Red Hook strike in ’54, I was walking a beat in Brooklyn. People got hurt. Died. One young kid working there got hauled up on one of those big hooks, then dropped on his head on the deck of a ship. Head cracked like a coconut.


When On the Waterfront came out, I had to leave the theatre—it was too real; it made me sick. I went back later and saw it three times. That line where Brando says, “I don’t like the country, the crickets make me nervous,” while he’s playing with the girl’s glove, Jesus, that was something. Broke my heart. I was in love with Eva Marie Saint for years.


“Tommy? Where the hell are you?”


All I heard was a single dog somewhere, yapping; then it stopped.


Late at night, when business was slow, the warehouse men fought their dogs. I knew an elderly Italian who fed his dogs on hot sausage sandwiches, the dog was always drooling red sauce and his breath stank of pepperoni. Kept them on their toes, he said. Sometimes, they fought them for money. The local hoods came out, juvenile delinquents, too; sometimes the Longshoremen egged them on.


In Korea I’d heard they ate the damn dogs. Life was cheap over there.


“I’m here, Pat.” Tommy appeared suddenly and scared the bejesus out of me.


“Listen to me, how did you get beat up?”


“I tripped.”


“You telling me the truth?”


“Yeah, OK, a guy pushed me, and I fell on one of them, whadya call it, anchors, big mean iron kind of thing, stuck me right in the head. Cross my heart and fucking hope to die.”


“Who was he?” I grabbed his skinny arm.


“I should have told you right away. I found some metal chain around the other side of the shack, figured I could sell it to the salvage guys, and I’m dragging it, I see this guy looking at me out of nowhere, maybe he’s gonna take me in for stealing, but he just shoves me over hard. I cut my head. Then he runs.”


“One man?”


“Not sure. I couldn’t see good.”


“What kind of man?”


“I don’t know. Tall. With glasses, maybe. Hat pulled down.”


“What kind of hat?”


“One of them uptown jobs, like you go to a funeral in, big brim, double dents in the crown sort of. He had a sack.”


“What kind of sack.”


“Yeah, a book bag, canvas. Pat, I don’t feel so good.”


“Listen, kid, I need you to do something. You too sick?”


He shook his head.


“Find a phone. There’s one on Greenwich Street.” I gave him a fistful of nickels and dimes. “Go call my station house, OK? You know the number, right?” Panic was creeping up on me, but I had to stay at the scene, or risk the body might disappear. “Go call it in. Ask for Lieutenant Murphy. If he’s not there tell whoever answers you’re calling for me, and it’s an emergency, tell them where I am, if you can’t get through, get a taxi, and go over there, Charles Street, right? Then go home. You can stay at my place. Eat something. Here’s a dollar for a taxi. Can you do it?”


Tommy reached into his pants pocket. “I found this. Maybe the man I saw dropped it.” In his hand was a silver medal. “You mad I ain’t told you earlier, Pat?”


“I’m not mad.” I was sure I had seen the medal before. For now, I wrapped it in my handkerchief and shoved it into my pants. “Anything else you gotta tell me?”


“The man, it was sorta like he knew me.”


“Go on.”


Tommy looked at me. “I seen him before some place. I swear to God he takes off his hat, and Pat, I see horns. I’m telling you, I know who he was.”


“Who was he, Tommy?”


“He was the Devil,” Tommy said, crossed himself and ran.


I watched Tommy until he disappeared. I was feeling rotten, sick, exhausted. I sat down on the pier, my back against the warehouse. Out on the water, a few of the big ships lay at anchor, empty. A mile north, maybe less, was the pier where the Carpathia brought in passengers who survived the Titanic. The Titanic would have docked at 59, and never did. The Lusitania left 54, and never came back. Ghost ships. Ghosts, too, that lived around here in the dank night.


I had showed Max Ostalsky the piers. I had walked him along the Westside and explained the history of the city, the ships, their stories. It had been me who showed him these damn piers.


Putting my hand into the body bag had made me retch, but I had seen the tattoo, and now, steeling myself, I did it again and found a piece of paper scribbled in Spanish. I took some Spanish in high school, and I made out something about the Cuban Revolution. Somebody wanted Castro dead.


Again I thought about Ostalsky. He loved Castro. Loved the son-of-a-bitch. He told me that the first day we met.


After we leave the park that June day, I show him St Joseph’s Church and then we walk up Sixth Avenue where in front of Howard Johnson’s there’s this raggedy line of high school kids handing out leaflets and calling out how they want “fair play for Cuba.”


“I would like very much to visit Cuba,” Max says. “I admire this country. I had quite a good friend from Havana in Moscow.”


I look at the kids and think, bunch of crazy Reds, but I keep my mouth shut and we move on, me and Max, and I show him the Women’s House of Detention.


“Certain times of day, see, Max, the girls in there, they yell out and joke with their pimps on the sidewalk, it’s pretty famous, you want to cross over and take a look? Sometimes they hold their babies up so their guys can see.”


“Is this permitted?”


“You shocked, man?”


He’s looking everywhere, turning around 360 degrees, can’t get enough of it, taking it all in, smell of the city, the noise. A man in denim overalls on the corner handing out copies of the Daily Worker; a bum panhandling for change; the kid in blue jeans, plucking at a banjo, nobody listening. Carmine DeSapio, in his dark blue dandyish suit, hands out red roses to a clutch of little old Italian ladies. His time as head of the city political machine is fading, Tammany Hall on its last legs. My ma regrets this because her own brother was a big-deal ward-healer and he got a lot of stuff from the party, turkey at Thanksgiving, that kind of thing.


I try explaining to Max about city politics. “Look, the President, when he wants the nomination, his brother, Bobby, goes to sweet-talk the likes of DeSapio. And Frank Costello, who’s a gangster, pulls DeSapio’s strings. You dig?”


“How does a criminal become so influential in your government? Is that considered proper? Proper, this means correct, I think. Correct is OK?”


“Sure. Correct? Who can say? It’s how it is. All governments are corrupt. They’re all a bunch of crooks. You know what, Max, it’s hot and I’m damn thirsty. How about I buy you a cold brew? Come on, man, we’ll head over to the Cedar.”


I’ve been a homicide detective for nine years, and I can’t remember when I took a day off for the hell of it. Business is slow. Maybe the weather’s too nice for killing. It’s not going to last long. But for now, it’s making me happy and I take my new pal over to the Cedar on University Place.


“This is kind of you, Pat,” Max says, and we climb up on stools. I order a couple of Rheingold and I tell him it’s the working man’s beer. He likes that. I guess he feels sympathetic to the workers, or something.


“Going, going, gone.” On the radio, Mel Allen is calling the game in that sweet singular voice, and briefly I explain to Max about baseball, about Maris and the Mick.


“Do you know that last February, our newspaper reported that baseball is an old Russian game,” Max says, tasting his cold beer.


“Gimme a break, man.”


“Pat, can I ask you what your work is?”


“I’m a cop. A detective. Homicide. Murder cases. You have those in Moscow?”


“Surely, of course, we also have detectives in Moscow, but there are not so many murders in our society. It is quite orderly.”


I don’t care about the baseball thing, it’s so obviously dumb, but the burst of stupid ideology gets to me.


“I guess it makes sense since people have to toe the line pretty much over there. I mean with the KGB watching you pretty close, right? Nobody’s going to get out of line. People can’t ever say what they want.”


Max ignores the sarcasm. “This beer is delicious, Pat. You know, perhaps one day you would show me something of your work? I would be so interested to visit a, do you say, crime scene?”


“Is this where he drank?” A couple of girls have arrived and are looking around, and yapping. Tourists. This is why I don’t go to the Cedar much anymore, too much talk about how it was when the artists were there, too much about Jack this and Jack that, and how Jack pissed in the ashtray, and too many girls wanting to touch the place where he sat, and tourists wanting to see where the famous beatnik writer broke the toilet door.


Used to be girls didn’t much come in. Ones that did, the men, those artists and writers, swarmed them. “Like a lamb with a pack of wolves,” said my old friend, Tom Doyle, a great sculptor I used to drink with at the Cedar. “One girl was a fantastic looker, and she would only turn up on Tuesdays and moon around until Pollack showed, this was his shrink day, otherwise he was on Long Island.” Later on Tom married a great woman—too smart and beautiful to look at me—and moved to the country.


Most of the artists have moved on, some of the time there’s a professor from NYU sitting in back in his tweed jacket with elbow patches, writing his novel. Tells me he’s writing about the modern condition, anxiety, despair, and I think, give me a good suspense story, like that Ipcress File.


“Give us a couple more brews, Kev, will you?”


“Sure. Listen, Pat, you see about how Senator Keating says there’s Russian missiles on Cuba? You believe that?”


“I think he wants to rattle the President’s cage before midterm elections. The Republicans hate JFK is what I think. The bastards are out to get him because he’s a Catholic.”


“For sure.”


“My father wants me to put a fallout shelter in his house out in Astoria, says the Reds are gonna nuke us, gonna start in Berlin, or Cuba. Me I’m gonna hole up with a case of good Scotch.”


Beside me, Max lights up a Lucky, and I can feel what Kevin is saying is of interest to him.


“They hit us, you don’t want to survive.”


“Let me pour you a couple,” says Kevin, reaching for a bottle of Black & White.


Max picks up his glass. Sips cautiously. “This is very nice,” he says. “This is my first drink of Scotch whisky. Of any whisky.”


I say I always thought the Russians drink like fish, but he tells me it’s mostly working men, and adds, hastily, that it’s because they labor hard in the cause of the state.


“Try it like this, first the whisky, then the beer.”


After a few, Max gets plastered, but he’s a good drunk: voluble, good-natured, a little melancholy. “You said you were not currently married, Pat, but perhaps at one time you were?”


“Yeah, you could say so.”


I was young and she was pregnant, and in my neighborhood, you marry the girl. My ma said I had to; no decent man fails in this duty, she said.


“And you?”


“I would take one glass more of beer. Yes, I am married,” says Max.


“What’s her name?”


“Nina Andreyevna. In our country, everybody has the name of her father. Men also. This is the patronymic. She is a talented teacher of the French language. We have known each other from childhood.”


“Do you miss her?”


“Yes, of course,” he says.


Turning towards me, his eyes look sad, turned inward. Max puts his elbows on the bar and I can see he wants to say more, but he stops himself as if he’s unused to this kind of talk.


If not for the booze, Max Ostalsky would never have confided in me at all, a man he just met. But he’s homesick, and feeling the solitude of a new place, and I’m ready to listen. I’m good at it.


“How did you get to come to America?”


“There have been quite a few exchanges the last three years or so, an effort for our countries to know each other better.” Max looks at me. “Do you know something funny, Pat? Do you know if it was not for another student, who breaks his leg and cannot take up the fellowship, I may not have been so lucky to come to the United States. It is whispered he fell in love for a Rumanian ski champion. One day, my advisor says to me would you like apply for this Graduate Exchange Fellowship? Would I like to go? Yes, I tell him, yes, of course. May I have another one of those lovely whisky drinks?” he says to Kevin, who obliges.


“Do you know what I wanted to be most of all?” Max adds.


“What’s that?”


“A cosmonaut. Yuri Gagarin, do you know what he says, just as he takes off into the unknown, he says ‘Poyekhali!’ I think this translates as ‘Let’s go.’ Let’s go. Just like that, no worries. But my cousin, Sasha, he says ‘you can’t be a cosmonaut, Max, you wear glasses, you’re too tall, also you have never even been in an airplane. Perhaps you could be the new space dog, Laika. You shall be Max, the space dog.’ Pat, these are good times in my country. We are making so much progress. We feel now, there will be peace and justice and equality for all, and material goods too, and so forth.”


Max Ostalsky is a Commie, of course. Every time I get drawn into his story, it comes back to this, all this Commie crap. He’s probably a Party member, but I let him talk.


“This trip, it was my first time in an airplane.”


“No kidding. How old are you?”


“I am not kidding. I am twenty-nine.”


“Do you know about John Glenn,” I say, as if somehow to preserve the honor of the USA. Glenn went up in February. Who could forget it, the ticker tape and all, especially coming on the day an American Airlines plane crashed in Queens. “John Glenn circled the globe,” I add. “He didn’t just go up, he circled the whole damn world.”


“Yes. This was excellent news,” says Max. “Let us toast to Gagarin and to Glenn, our space heroes.”


In the bar that lazy hot afternoon, Max talks and I encourage him. All I know about the Reds is, like the priests say, they live in an atheistic nightmare; that the people are oppressed, and are often sent to prison camps to die; that the system is committed to espionage and sabotage, and a desire to take over the United States and enslave us; also the unavailability of nice clothes and cars. This character is something else.


This Max Ostalsky walks and talks like a regular guy. He even glances at one of the tourist girls, the one with the big bust in the very tight sleeveless yellow blouse. He tells me he learned English from the time he was a little boy, with his grandmother, who learned it before the Revolution. “We call her Sunny. She says she does not want to be regarded as an old grandmother with a scarf on her head. My grandfather says the English language is the family business.”


“You were fond of them? Are they still alive.”


“Sadly, my grandfather died only a few years ago.”


“And your grandmother?”


“My grandfather told us wonderful stories of the Revolution,” he says, not answering my question about his grandma. “His own father, who was a sugar merchant of Leningrad, had traveled often to America, after your Civil War. He was in New York City and San Francisco, New Orleans, too, and he told me stories about attending lectures by Mark Twain, and listening to music played by Scott Joplin. In summertime, he wore suits like Mr Twain, made of white linen.” Max pauses and says something half to himself in Russian.


“Us?”


“Yes, me, my cousin Sasha, who is also his grandson, the son of my mother’s sister. My best friend. To me, Sasha says you will have conversations and drink rum cocktails with Papa Hemingway. I tell him Hemingway is in Cuba with the fishermen.”


“He’s a teacher?”


“Sasha is an engineer.”


“And your grandmother?”


“I have been talking too much, Pat,” he says, and I get it that he doesn’t want to talk about his grandma; why, I think? Why the hell not?


“Don’t worry, man. It’s the Scotch. Loosens the tongue. Your secrets are safe with me.”


“Secrets? I’m sorry, what secrets?”


By the time we leave the bar, it’s evening, a balmy June evening with couples emerging from the Cookery, or the art movie house. Max seems a little tipsy. He tells me some joke about sausages, and laughs to himself. I don’t get it. It doesn’t matter. I’ve had plenty to drink. I walk him to 10th Street where he says he has a room.


“Thank you again, Pat. I can now buy a hot dog with some expertise, though I must apologize for my condition. Would you call it sodden?”


“Cheerful. It’s nothing, man. You can chalk it up to experience, you know, your first American bender.”


“Yes. But thank you for your kindness in showing me around,” he says, as we reach the apartment building, the front door covered in a ornamental pattern of wrought-iron leaves. “Good night, Pat,” Max adds, as he pulls open the door and disappears inside.


And me, I’m thinking, Jesus, I’ve been drinking with an honest to God Communist who talks about his pretty wife, and gets drunk, who willingly tries out new kinds of booze, even laughs. Maybe he’s not one of them. Maybe he’s looking to come over to our side. Maybe I can win him over. But I’m a little bit soused on Scotch, and truth is, I don’t think I’ll ever see Max Ostalsky again.


At the deli on the opposite corner, I get myself a fresh pack of Chesterfields, then head north on University Place, thinking about looking for a plate of spaghetti. Maybe I’ll go up to Gene’s. I’m hungry.


You can spot a Fed a mile away, especially in the Village. Across the street, I see him, right then, a young FBI agent, the bad crew-cut hair—his barber must use some garden shears to cut it—yellow and standing up from his head. In his wrinkled tan summer suit, he’s standing in front of the Hotel Albert, pretending to read a copy of the Journal-American, but looking at the building where Max Ostalsky lives.


This one has to be Ostalsky’s tail. All Soviets who come over to America get an FBI tail. Ballet dancers. Students. Diplomats. They’re Commies, after all; you have to watch them.


After all, as my pop, ass that he is, says, “Mr Hoover says ‘Communism is not a political party, it is a disease.’”


The agent lowers his paper, glances at me, and because I’m plastered, I wave at him and grin. We’re on the same side, I think. Right? He looks startled. Behind him, the red neon Eiffel Tower out front of the Albert restaurant blinks on and off.




CHAPTER TWO


October 17, ’62


THE SIRENS TORE UP the cold wet night. From the pier, I could hear them coming closer. Tommy must have phoned the precinct like I told him. Who was the man he had seen? Who was Tommy’s devil?


I looked at my watch. Two in the morning. Wednesday already. Cold out. Cold as a witch’s tit in a brass bra, like they used to say. Winter coming.


Hurriedly, I zipped the body bag. I didn’t want anyone asking why I messed with the crime scene. I shoved the silver medal Tommy had found into my pocket. The sirens screamed louder, and I heaved myself to my feet, tried to light up a cigarette and failed. The wind was whipping me good.


Lights flashed. A dark blue car appeared, bumping over the pier. When it stopped, a pair of detectives got out, and stood waiting while a second car pulled up. I didn’t recognize them. They were not from my station house. They wore cheap suits and had the dogged look of men who take orders without question. I went over and told them I was the lead detective, I had found the body, called in the case.


“Where’s the kid?” I said.


“What kid?”


“I need the phone in your car,” I said and showed my badge.


“We have to ask,” said the taller one, indicating the second car.


“Sure, go get permission,” I said.


From the second car, two more men, also in plain clothes, got out. I didn’t recognize them either. If the guys at my precinct were off duty or on other cases, maybe my boss, or whoever took Tommy’s phone call, had contacted other houses for help. Two of them. The older man probably a senior cop from downtown, wore an expensive navy blue topcoat—alpaca, I figured—over his suit. The heavy silver tie gave him the look of a Mafia capo or a corporate vice president. He was pushing fifty. The air of authority went with the big shoulders, the well-fed belly, the black hair; on his left pinky was an engraved gold signet ring. Family crest, perhaps. He had a face that told you nobody got in his way. He made it known right away that he was in charge and worked out of the Commissioner’s office. Strode up to me, hand out, though it was a perfunctory gesture.


“Logan,” he said. “And you are Detective Wynne.”


“I need to make a call.”


“Thanks for your help, Detective Wynne. You look done in, like you’d be glad to hit the sack just about now. We’re fine here, we have more men on their way, so, let me say thank you again for responding.”


I tried not to let Logan rile me. “Will you be working this one, too?” I said.


He stared at me, half irritated, a little amused. “I just came from your station house, Wynne. I have a message from your Lieutenant Murphy.”


“What message?”


“You won’t be working this case. Murphy said to tell you.”


“I think you got that wrong.”


“I don’t get things wrong. You want to call Murphy? Please. Use my phone. Get Detective Wynne to my car,” he said to his driver who hovered near him like a servant waiting for orders. “Let him use the phone all he wants.”


Logan towered over me, looking down as if he wanted to punch my face, but was holding himself back.


“Detective, as I said, you won’t be working this case, so if you wouldn’t mind, please, just get your little car—it’s that banged-up little red second-hand Corvette, I believe—and go home. Your boss thinks you need a break. I spoke to him, and he says, Lieutenant Murphy says to me, ‘I agree, Wynne could use a break.’ Very accommodating your lieutenant, a man who understands how things are done. He said to tell you you’re off for the rest of the week. Take some time. Get a little rest. We already know this is a Mob hit. That’s how we’ll work it. Now, before you go, is there anything you want to tell us about this particular case? Anything you found? Anything you happened to pick up? Any evidence you might be squirreling away? I’ve seen your record. I know you like to get in on a case first, and sometimes that means keeping certain items to yourself.”


“You know all about me.”


“Yes, indeed. I know you worked that homicide on the High Line during the summer until it damn well wore you out and you started making mistakes.” I felt the bile rise. Logan was the kind of guy who made me want to punch somebody. If I punched Logan, they’d fire me. I’d wait.


“They’re connected,” I said. “That girl. This man.”


“So you say.”


“Just who the hell are you?”


“Special squad,” said Logan. “Not that it’s any of your business. But we take precedence. Call your boss, if you want. Call the chief, if you think it’s worth waking him up. Here’s my card, Wynne.”


I looked at the card. Captain Homer M. Logan.


“What kind of special squad?”


“On a need to know basis. You have no need,” he said. “Unless you have something to tell me. Or the kid, Tommy Perino, isn’t it? Father’s name is Giuseppe. A wop kid, on his way to a record. You don’t want to see him in some facility for juvenile deliquents, do you? He lives in your building over on Hudson Street? Maybe he stole something from the scene. I could send somebody by.”


“He didn’t take anything.”


“Well, that’s copacetic then, wouldn’t you say?” He turned to the young cop who was his driver. “Officer Garrity, take the detective to my car, let him use the radio. You hear me?”


“Yessir.”


Cold rain had begun falling. I followed Garrity, the young cop in the brown sack suit, no coat, to the car, and out of earshot of Logan, I said, “I know how it is, man, those bastards ordering you around, what’s going on? This your first homicide?”


He nodded. “I was doing regular foot patrol, you know, I been on the job a year, and then Logan needs somebody, and they put me on this, they tell me to buy a suit. I’m supposed to take care of whatever he needs. I don’t know why, or what the hell I’m doing.”


“You feel like some kind of chauffeur, he has to be thinking you’re only good to wipe up after him? Wipe his ass, so to speak?”


“Yeah.”


“Don’t worry. By the end of tomorrow, you’ll be working with me.” There was no way I could actually fix this, but I wanted the guy to talk to me. I lied in a tone of voice that conveyed I understood, that we were brothers and that if he played ball with me, he didn’t need to take any shit from the brass. I lied. I was good at it.


“You need a smoke?” I asked. “What’s your first name?”


“Yeah, thanks. It’s James. Jimmy.”


I got out my pack and handed it over.


“You want to use the radio?”


“Sure,” I said and called my boss who told me I was on leave. Didn’t explain, just parroted what Logan had said.


“Thanks,” I said, handing the phone back to Jimmy who put it in its cradle in Logan’s car. “Anything you want to tell me? You look like a smart cop, and I could sure use some help.”


Finally, puffing on the Chesterfield I gave him, he leaned close to me. “I think the Feds are in this. I saw the boss with an agent earlier. I could tell. I heard the word sabotage. National security. I hear them talking about subversive activities. There’s long-distance calls coming in from Washington DC and Miami. I’m supposed to stay in the outer office, but people talk. They’re keeping the telephone operators on late. FBI agents are coming in, people slamming doors, those hush hush conversations, you know?” Jimmy Garrity gestured to the end of the pier. “Then this homicide comes in a few hours ago, and they’re all over it. You think this has to do with Cuba? You think the Russians are going to bomb us? I hear planes at night, I can’t sleep.” In the dim light, he looked young and scared.


“I think you should do your job, and you’ll be fine. OK, Jimmy?”


He hesitated.


“What?”


Garrity lowered his voice further. “Give me your home phone, I’ll try to keep you on board.”


“Why don’t you give me yours?” I said, and he scribbled a number down and tore the page out of his notebook. “Thanks. You don’t like Logan, do you?”


“I don’t trust him.”


“Why’s that?”


“In the car, he’s always talking about brainwashing, and how we should learn from the Commies, and he reads books about how the Chinese do it, and we should consider using their ways. Told me once torture is a means to an end, and if the end is in our interest, we have every right. He’s a mean son-of-a-bitch, I mean, he even makes the girls in the office cry when he yells at them, and I don’t hold with that.”


“Think hard. Anyone in particular who comes to the office?”


Garrity looked at his boss. A group of men had formed around Logan—the cops who had arrived just before him, two others, Feds, maybe—all of them heads down, all in their dark hats and coats smoking and talking together; like courtiers, they all attended to Logan; there was no way into that closed circle unless you belonged.


“You know, two or three times, I saw a man in an expensive coat, not a cop. I had never seen him, yeah, but he walks right in, doesn’t say a word, closes Logan’s door behind him.”


“What kind of coat?”


“English like. Like in a movie. Belted. Like some spy in a movie. Big head of silver hair. Pompadour. I noticed that. I got an uncle with hair like that.”


Tommy had mentioned a man with white hair. “Go on.”


“A couple of times lately, I picked up the phone by mistake, and I heard him talking. All I heard was him saying the word ‘strike’, but when he realized I was on the line, he lost his temper. I’ll tell you this, he’s obsessed with the Mob. He’ll do anything to nail one of them Mob guys, and they’re in bed with the Longshoreman, so what can I say?” He was whispering. “Logan nearly socked me. Told me to fucking stay off his phone line.”


“Listen to me, Jimmy, you keep me posted. Yeah, and where’s the forensics people? There’s no one here? No reporters. Brass like Logan usually love getting their pictures in the Daily News.”


“I heard Logan say to keep the pier clear until he got a good look.”


“How come you’re so talkative? You’re not afraid of Logan?”


Jimmy looked at me. “He saw to it my brother’s career came to a sudden end. He mentions the word corruption at his precinct, and he’s done. I knew somehow Logan fixed it so he got canned. Bastard.”


“That’s it?”


Jimmy hesitated.


“What?”


“In the car on the way over, I heard him mention your name to his pal in the back seat.”


“Who was he, this pal?”


“I don’t know. A uniform. Brass. Logan says, ‘This Wynne, I don’t want him anywhere near this case. If he gives me trouble, you pay attention,’ and the other one says, ‘Sure. Be my pleasure, what’s the problem?’ ‘He’s a Red,’ says Logan. ‘He’s a goddman Red-lover.’”


“Where is he, the pal in the backseat?”


“Over there, checking out the body.”


A hard soaking rain was coming down in sheets. There was no point taking on Logan. He didn’t want to hear from me. But I knew it was connected: the dead girl on the High Line last July; the dead man on the pier. Both had the tattoo, the worm and the words ‘Cuba Libre’. Two dead. Same tattoo. Both had been too young to die.


I turned my back on the scene, and started towards the street.


“You going home, Wynne?” Logan called out.


“Whatever you say, Logan.”


As I left, Logan looked up again from his courtiers in their dark coats and he tipped his hat to me. It was a strange, sarcastic gesture, and it made me feel colder than even the miserable rain.


I didn’t go home. I left the pier and went north to the High Line.


*


I had already spent too many nights on the High Line. I had been up there night after night, July, August. I had to go back one more time. It had been July 4th when they slaughtered the girl, tortured her and left her hanging from the iron railings of the overhead viaduct a few blocks from the pier.


As soon as I get the call—I’m pretty much alone at the station house because it’s the 4th, and everybody is at the beach or out partying—I drive like crazy over to Gansevoort Street and leave my Corvette on the corner.


Independence Day, I can hear people on rooftops clapping, watching the fireworks, green, red, gold, white, lighting up the sky and the river. Somewhere through a loudspeaker “America the Beautiful”, followed by “Let’s Twist Again”. Somebody’s having a party. All over the city people are partying, celebrating July 4th. Goddamn 4th of July, and I’m on the job.


Where’s the cop who called the homicide in? I can’t see him. I can’t see anyone at all. It’s stinking hot, and I’m half blinded by the fireworks that light up the sky.


Thirty feet up, running over Tenth Avenue parallel to the river, the freight line—everyone calls it the High Line— goes from the 32nd Street railyards to the terminal at Spring Street. Use to go all the way downtown. Warehouses stand along the line, their loading docks level with the trains. Some places the line goes through the buildings.


My precinct includes the lower end of the line, which is why the cop on patrol called us earlier. Suddenly, a giant gold flower explodes over the Hudson, and in the light, I see the body.


Is she alive? I’m scared she’s alive, afraid she’s dead. At first I think, desperately, it’s some teenage kid using the place for a game. Some kind of crazy game, like my pop used to say he played as a kid, using the struts of the overhead rail line for a jungle gym. Soon somebody would start a playground chant. The girl would grin, and pull herself up. I glance at my watch. It’s midnight. I yell out to her. No response.


Her feet tied to the iron viaduct, she’s hanging head down, about twenty-four, twenty-five feet above me, she looks eighteen, twenty. Head seems to bob in the wind coming from the river, or maybe it’s some kind of momentum, the weight of her body making her swing, her long black hair whipped around. One arm in a pink and white checked sleeve, a blouse a young girl might wear, flopping like a rag doll’s arm. The other arm is gone. Most of the blouse has been ripped away, revealing a plain white bra. It feels obscene to look. Blood everywhere.


Only a piece of the sleeve is left. The arm had been cut off at the shoulder. No chant. No playground games.


Can she be alive? I shout at her. No response. I know she’s dead. I know it, but I jump up, trying to reach her. I can’t reach her, can’t really see her face, she’s too high. I can’t even grab her arm. This is like some fucking hallucination, but it’s real. I can’t find the damn cop who called this in.


I can’t get to her this way. I’m yelling and running around, looking for some way up to the viaduct. God knows what’s up there. I need help.


A block west is the meat-packing market. Warehouses open all night. The first one I get to, three men jump out, and open the back so it fits level with the loading dock. A meat packer, wearing a bloodied white coat, a smoke hanging from his lips, signals for them to start. They shoulder sides of beef off the truck and onto metal hooks, shoving the hooks along the ceiling of the warehouse. Once I worked a case where they found a dead man hanging from one of those hooks. Mob job pure and simple. At night, there’s always that dark smell of blood in the air.


I grab for the guy in the white coat. “Where’s the phone? Get me a goddamn phone.”


“Who the hell are you?”


I show him my badge. Finally, he lets me into the warehouse office, and I call the precinct, and by the time I’m heading back to the crime scene, the sirens are screaming. The meat boss must have heard them too, because he comes running after me, a cleaver in his hand, maybe figuring he could help with some creep out murdering young women.


When I get up the access ladder to the High Line, the place is already swarming, cops, medics, guys setting up portable lights, best they can. Flashlights flicker. The scene is like a movie set, black and white, cops and death.


I get a look at the girl whose feet were fastened with rope, then tied with wire to an iron railing, her body pushed over, head first. Her feet are scarred bad like somebody beat her.


Under the hot light, two hefty cops yank loose the wires, and pull the girl up. They lay her down on the side of the tracks, and the sight of these bulky young men attending so tenderly to this victim, this young girl, even younger than them, is hard to bear, even if you have a soul as calloused as mine.


Detectives arrive. Somebody from the coroner’s office is already there. Reporters are crammed onto the narrow track. Flashbulbs go off, all in the ritual dance of death.


“They cut her arm off,” somebody yells. “They cut out her tongue,” a medic tells me. “Mafia thing, they want to shut you up, want to keep you from writing your confession.”


“Was she left-handed?”


“Is that all you feel about it? Jesus, you cops are cold. They did it like she was some animal, but even an animal you would kill first. Those guys at the meat market, they treat a side of beef with more care.”


“Thanks, doc.” I try to keep from losing it, try to make nice because, you work homicides in this city, you need relationships. Being Irish helps; cops, coroners, city pols, FBI agents, we come from the same place. It’s changing, sure, but we still run things, and we help each other out. Cover for your brothers in blue at all times, my boss always says in that sanctimonious way of his.


Reporters who picked up the news on a police radio frequency, they’re jockeying for position. A photographer in a stingy brim shuffles around, snaps the body. I could remember when that guy Arthur Fellig was around, taking police shots for the papers. I got hold of one. A long time after, when people decided Weegee—that was what he called himself—was art, I got a good price on it. Now it was only some young dumb photographer from the Journal-American.


One of my pals, a detective from my station house looks like he knows what he’s doing and I get hold of him. “You OK with this for a couple minutes, man? I want to look around. I’m gonna take a walk,” I say, and he nods.


For a few minutes, in the dark, away from the scene, I stumble down the tracks, smoking, watching the orange tip of my cigarette, looking for, what, for something.


“The Wild West was right here in New York City,” my pop always said when he brought me over to the High Line. “See, buddy boy, right back to the 1850s, they ran freight down Tenth Avenue, first wagons going to market piled up with potatoes, sides of beef, trolley buses later on, and then the train. That train it ran people down, and they were dying like flies. They called it Death Avenue. These men on horses, the Westside Cowboys, rode in front waving red flags for protection.” As a kid, that’s what I wanted to be. A Westside Cowboy. Couldn’t ride a horse, no place to learn. My old man thought I was nuts. He’d say, “you know, I worked on that line for a while; I was a pretty damn good welder. You shoulda seen them sides of beef, pigs, turkey, all kind of fowl, going right down there. After it was built, I got a job doing repairs for a while. We had it good, even ’32, ’33, when people was living in Hoovervilles, them shacks by the East River, eating out of garbage scows. You was a little nipper, and we went out on Sundays and had a look. You remember when your Uncle Jack took you for a ride? All you wanted was to drive them trains thirty feet up in the sky.”


My pop always loved showing off his knowledge of the city. “Born at home right there on 39th Street, between Ninth and Tenth Avenues, the original Hell’s Kitchen, they call it. My own da lived in one of them shantytowns on the river, worked the docks, after he come over during the Famine. We was all Irish then. Good times, building them viaducts.”


I can hear his voice, even as, the flashbulbs popping behind me, fireworks spilling a red white and blue finale into the river, I keep walking into the dark. A empty bottle catches my foot, I trip, fall onto my knees on the tracks.


In one of the warehouses is a faint orange glow. Hauling myself up onto the loading platform, I start banging on the door. No answer. Where’s the security? On a holiday night like this, you have to figure they’d have security, you didn’t know if some thug would be on the prowl. Weeds grow through the cracks of the pavement alongside the tracks. The city is getting shabby.


After the war, the place was always buzzing, there was this feeling we owned the world, everything in everything switched on it in Technicolor—with jazz music for the soundtrack. Then, a couple years ago, white people began leaving. White Flight, they called it.


My cousins eye those Levittown houses on Long Island. You can do OK as a schoolteacher, a cop, a firefighter, and now you could live with your own, my cousin said. It’s all they want: the house, the car, the green lawn, the TV and washing machine, the wife who stays home and takes care of things, the kids who keep their mouths shut and desire only what their parents have. No coloreds, either.


My pop, old and bitter now, is always yapping. “If I could, I’d go out there, get away from them coons,” he’d tell me. He has a nasty gift for language—still does—that he puts to work dumping shit on other people: Chink, Kike, Nigger. My whole life is running away from him.


But after ten minutes, I’m still clawing at the warehouse door. It doesn’t give, I get out my gun and smash a window. I have a hunch about this, I crawl through into a warehouse space that stinks of dead chickens. Somewhere I hear rats. All I have is my lighter, and I flick it on again and again.


In the far corner is a rusty electric heater, one bar with a faint glow.


Someone’s been here recently. Near the heater is a nest of old newspapers in English, in Spanish, the New York Post, La Prensa, and I scrabble through them like a crazy man, looking at dates. The dates are recent, the papers are from late June, early July, right up to July 2nd. July 2, 1962 says the date on the newspaper. Two days ago. It’s the 4th now, the night I find her, find these newspapers. In the pile of papers is a leaflet in Spanish, something about Fidel Castro. A strange, sweet smell comes off it. The girl must have worn flowery cologne, something pretty, lilies of the valley. I light up another smoke. She was here before she died, hiding here, a bed of old newspaper, scared to death.


Did something drive her back out onto the High Line? Did somebody find her huddled, torture her, hang her from the viaduct?


That night, I work the case until dawn, and my mouth tastes like a sewer from all the smokes; I keep on working it day after day, but there’s nothing. I start drinking too much.


The case, it runs right through July, my name shows up in a couple of the articles. In the Mirror, they even shove my picture in with the story, and some headline about a brave detective, garbage like that. The Post picks it up. People around NYU start asking me about it, ghoulish questions about the girl, her death. Why is anyone interested in so much horror; it’s not long after I meet Max Ostalsky in the park.


*


Leaving the High Line now on this miserable October morning, I remembered how Max Ostalsky had asked me about the dead girl. Polite, but insistent.


What did some Russki care about a Manhattan homicide? I had wondered more than once.


Now I knew. He had wanted information on how the cops worked a homicide. Wanted it because he was planning to kill the man on Pier 46. I felt sure about it, but I needed evidence, and I was burning up with fever, sick as a dog, exhausted.


Tommy was asleep on my couch, and I left him there. He could miss school for a day. I washed down three aspirin with a belt of Three Roses—drank it from the bottle I kept in the kitchen— tore off my clothes, fell into bed.


The phone rang. It was my lieutenant. I said I was sick. He said, OK, take some time. Take two weeks. Don’t come in, he said. Didn’t ask about the case. Don’t ask nothing, Pat, he said. Finally, I fell asleep. Dreamed I was running uptown, had to get to the piers, to the High Line, had to save somebody, except the face on the detective who was running wasn’t mine. It was Max Ostalsky’s.




CHAPTER THREE


October 17, ’62


THE DREAM WOKE ME. I couldn’t get back to sleep. I drank some more whisky and took more aspirin

and I still couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed, trying to recall how I fell into the friendship with Max Ostalsky; how I ended up talking too much; how I let him play me.


I had signed up for a course at NYU the summer I was working the High Line. I didn’t have much free time, but I went to my class when I could, and it turns out we have classes in the same building, Max and me. Same building; same time. Before class, he always has his nose in a book, checking his work, practicing his English. But afterwards it becomes a habit for us to meet up for a cup of coffee, or a beer.


Around NYU, people like Max Ostalsky. He’s goodlooking, he laughs, he’s interested in everything, and people take notice of it. “He’s awfully nice for a Communist,” one girl tells me.


Students, professors too, invite him home for dinner. Miss NYU gets her picture taken with Max. Peaceniks inquire solemnly about his views on unilateral disarmament. Sometimes in his old-fashioned brown leather briefcase, he carries little gifts for his new friends—painted boxes with pictures of Russia, wooden dolls that contain smaller and small dollies inside, even Russian chocolate bars.


Max debates anyone who wants to, in class, in the park, he listens politely, and sticks up for his country. But he has a sense of humor, and tells me that for his paper on Moby-Dick, he’s planning an essay on the whale as the engine of capitalism, and then he chuckles about it.
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