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No one is who they appear in a world that is constantly changing.


LUCRETIUS, On the Nature of Things,
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Fever City
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New Mexico, 1964





The sun rises fast in the desert. There is no warning, no subtle intimation. It is a brutal transition; the end of night. The beginning of suffering.


Hastings stands outside, sipping the too-hot coffee, trying to feel the turn of the planet as it bows to its star. His dog comes to his side, its head lifted in awareness, one forepaw raised. Hastings scans the landscape. Everything seems motionless at first but then he sees it: the cloud of dust defining itself as it fans away from an approaching convoy.


Three black cars.


Coming fast.


For him.


Three cars. That means at least six men. Maybe as many as twelve if they’re smarter than the last ones. He sends his dog running into the countryside, watching until Bella disappears amongst the sage grass. He has already saved one of them. They always sacrifice the animals first, spilling the easy blood. No gas chamber for the household pet. But it shows they mean business.


The cars are approaching.


He must act fast.


There is a buzzing inside his head, familiar and comforting. The first time he heard it was when he went hunting with his stepfather. An internal drill, coring its way through his skull. Not going in, not going out. Just present. Being there. Like the gush and swell of blood he could feel in his arteries as he sighted on the deer and exhaled silently, taking the first pressure; totally still, as close to death as the deer itself.


He had missed on purpose.


It just didn’t make sense, taking that animal down. For meat? There was an icebox full back in the house. There was only one reason to kill it: to remove a thing of beauty from the world forever.


He can still feel the sharp sting of his stepfather’s hand across his ear; how it burned in the cold morning air. His first ever lesson in philosophy – moral decisions are never painless.


Hastings removes the submachine gun from its vault behind the bookcase. He knew what had to be done that morning with the deer. And he knows what he has to do now.


The cars buck over the ground, corrugated from two weeks of flood and fifty of drought. The house appears, large windows glinting in the dawn light like the eyes of an animal caught in the glare of headlights: unmoving, intuitively awaiting disaster.


Two doors slam with the resonance of a twelve-gauge, footsteps brisk not with determination, but worse – with business. He can tell by the casual, efficient glances they give the terrain as they cross to the house: these men are professionals. They have done this many times before.


The others wait in the cars, undispersed; careless. For this brief moment, they’re still within target. In seconds they will all exit; will light cigarettes and piss and spit into the red earth; adjust flies and belts and revolvers; check their ammo; worry their shaving rash as they head round the back, hoping to find a woman or two they could strip and torment; something to distract them from the monotony of murder.


In this swift, fatal interlude, the choice is his: hit the cars first and remove them from the picture, or start with the two men arriving at his front door.


He adjusts his earplugs. The cars are parked head to tail; the hubris of overwhelming superiority. He steps through the window of the laundry into the morning sunlight just as the driver gets out of the lead car, his cigarette falling from his mouth when he sees Hastings.


Metal disintegrates in pockmarks of agony, the cars rocking wildly, sinking fast on newly dead tires, windows going red then exploding.


Heightened, searing silence.


Nobody moves.


The husks of shells click as he steps back inside. He checks the cameras. Nothing for a long moment. Then he sees them, shadows of fear moving in their black-and-white world. Taking up ambush positions. To hell with that. He grabs a rifle, opens all four gas cylinders, rips out the generator’s fuel valve and exits through the cellars.


The house is in full, exposed view, the sun in their eyes. He runs everything through his mind. Passports and driver’s licenses. Cash and car keys. Weapons and ammo. He has them all. The phone numbers he has in his head. He looks at the cars through the rifle’s telescopic sight. Nothing moves except for the wicked wave of flies above pools of blood. If they’re halfway experienced, the two inside will have noticed the surveillance cameras by now. That would make them sick with apprehension.


He aims at the window box outside the kitchen, where Luchino’s C3 is still stored, and fires, his face to the ground with the explosion, blue energy rolling across him, the hush and sucking evaporation of gas; and then the tickertape of debris.


He runs across the ground, weapon at the hip, flashing back to the beaches, the wet sand, the palm trees; the sting of a bullet in somebody’s chest. They taught him well. He was young back then; methodical. It’s like the Jesuits. It stays with you. Kill shots through all three cars. Re-kill shots. No one survived the first attack.


Then he waits, sitting on his haunches, until the flames in the house subside enough to allow him to enter. Two shots rise up to the sky, echoless in the vast New Mexican desert, already gone just like the smoke. He looks at his watch. Eight o’clock. They would have rung in by now. The people who sent them will know that they missed. He takes a glowing piece of furniture – the bookcase maybe – and lights his cigarette with it.


Hastings gets into his ’63 Thunderbird, the black mirrorgloss camouflaged by red desert dust. He slams the door and drives away, not looking back. He’ll head towards the dry river bed and collect Bella. And then he’ll disappear.


Again.
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Los Angeles, 1960





The call comes long before dawn, Cate picking up the phone and handing it to me without even answering. The bedroom is lit by the full moon, the shadow of the blind cord hanging like a noose above our bed.


The receiver is cold in my hand.


Everything is about to change.


Schiller tells me what’s happened in his telegraphic style. Old Man Bannister. Called the police chief himself. The Bannister kid is missing. Looks bad. They want to talk. To you. The soft burr of wires and electricity showers into my ear. Then there is a savage click. Someone has been listening in. I swing out of bed.


Earlier in our marriage, Cate would have protested; she would have tried to pull me back into her warm embrace. And if I had insisted on going, she would have kissed me goodbye; made me promise to be careful. Now she turns her back, pulls the covers up. Before my shoes are laced, she will be drowsy again. By the time my car key enters the ignition, she will be asleep. The crickets pulse all around me, stewing on the problem: a two-year courtship plus a five-year marriage equals nothing. And now a stranger’s missing child thrown into the mix. The child we don’t have. The ‘stranger’ is one of the richest men in the country. And the child the subject of speculation even before he was born.


The headlights probe the night for weaknesses, tunneling a way through the darkness towards Holmby Hills. Pampered lawns proudly display placards and campaign slogans. Up here it’s a Nixon landslide but my gut tells me Kennedy can still pull this one off. I switch on the radio. ‘Cathy’s Clown’. I change stations. There’s a number from Trane’s new album. ‘Spiral’. More my style.


The estate is northwest of Greystone Mansion, at 696 Laverne Terrace, just outside the jurisdiction of Beverly Hills. The gates are wide open, an ambulance and three patrol cars sitting outside. I sound my horn as I enter, passing under the wrought-iron arch above the gates, with the name of the estate written in fancy scrollwork – High Sierra.


The slick smack of macadam is replaced by the worry of gravel, the car skidding on the turns going up, like me on unfamiliar ground. The trees retract as lawn takes over, a vista opening up: all of LA jeweled in streetlight. A butler is walking towards me before I even stop the car, gesturing towards the house with mute disdain. Every light is on, terror and hope thriving side by side. There’s someone over by a grove, digging. I call out to him as I go up the stairs. ‘Find anything?’ He shakes his head and goes back to his work. Schiller’s waiting in the doorway. Even his huge frame is dwarfed by the size of the entrance.


Schiller guides me into the living room. ‘Old Man Bannister’s upstairs with his wife.’


‘Which one?’


Schiller stares hard at me. ‘Don’t start.’


‘I have to know who I’m dealing with.’


‘Betty Bannister.’


I knew her from the papers. I couldn’t remember if she was number three or four. ‘She’s the mother, right?’


‘Jesus, Alston, they’re just married.’


‘There’s your motive. She kidnaps the kid ’cause it’s not hers.’


‘Who said anything about kidnapping? This is still a missing person case until I say otherwise, got it?’ Schiller looks around, dropping his voice. ‘The walls have ears in a house like this.’ Houses like this were not meant to be lived in.


‘How long have they been searching?’


‘Six hours before they called the chief.’


‘The kid would have shown up by now.’


‘You don’t know this place. Believe me, Alston, the longer you nose around this joint—’


‘The more complicated it gets?’


He’s staring at a decanter full of brandy. ‘The more dirt you’ll find. Isn’t that why they always call in a private dick? To shovel through the shit?’


‘So, who was the last person to see the kid?’


‘The nanny, Greta Simmons …’


‘Let’s go and have a friendly chat with her.’


‘Can’t. She’s gone.’


‘There’s your suspect. She’s already skipped town.’


‘It’s her night off, and will you can it with that suspect stuff.’


‘So what happened?’


‘Greta put the kid to bed. Then she went out for the night. Twenty minutes later, when the other nanny checked—’


‘The other nanny?’


‘It’s Rex Bannister, for Christ’s sake. When the other nanny checked, the kid was missing.’


‘So send a car to collect Greta Simmons.’


‘She’s a live-in nanny. Christ knows where she is. Probably out somewhere trying to get laid …’ His voice trails off, but this time he’s looking past me, out to the reception area. I turn. Betty Bannister is gliding towards us, a floor-length silk robe wrapped carelessly around a black negligée, her hand extended as though I were the mayor. ‘You must be Mr Alston,’ she says, her voice warm and strong as morning coffee.


‘How do you do?’


‘Mr Schiller – Captain Schiller told me so much about you.’


Schiller’s eyes protest.


‘Won’t you come this way, Mr Alston?’


I turn to Schiller, who nods darkly and goes back inside the living room, heading towards that decanter. As far as he’s concerned, it’s intermission and the bar has opened. Mrs Bannister indicates the staircase.


‘Not a very agreeable man, Captain Schiller …’


The first testing question. It must always be rebutted. ‘Not a very agreeable profession, being a cop.’


‘Yet perhaps nobler than private investigator?’


At the beginning of every case there is this moment, when the client can’t quite believe it’s come to this – they actually need a private investigator. It is a moment when the enormity of their situation hits them; a moment of revolt. Of panic. Of denial. A moment when they turn against the very person they expect to help them, questioning how a man can make a living snooping through dirty laundry – maybe even theirs. This is when the fee is suddenly doubled, or the case declined. This is the only moment of power. Once you decide to take the case, you are locked into the gravitational pull of the client, and gravity always pulls down.


‘I didn’t ask you to drag me away from my wife in the middle of the night.’ I turn and start going down the stairs. Her hand takes mine; soft, warm, surprisingly strong. Determined. ‘I hope I can make it up to you one day.’ I look up at her, at the way her gown has opened, providing shadowed glimpses. She mounts the stairs, speaking over her shoulder. ‘This way, please. My husband is anxious to speak with you.’


‘Tell me about Greta Simmons.’


‘There’s nothing to tell. I had as little to do with the boy as possible.’


Had. ‘And was that your decision, or Mr Bannister’s?’


Without answering, she opens a large door with a crystal handle. Old Man Bannister is by the windows, sitting in a wheelchair. He gestures dismissively at a doctor, who snaps a medical bag shut and strides out of the room with the dignified anger of an insulted ambassador. I turn back to Mrs Bannister. She smiles before she puts out her hand. ‘Good evening, Mr Alston. Please don’t hesitate to call should you require anything.’ I feel the loss as soon as she withdraws her hand. ‘I am entirely at your disposal …’ This time she doesn’t try to hide the teasing inflection in her voice.


I cross the room. The Old Man gestures for me to sit down; clears his throat. ‘Evil is rampant.’


I wait, but there’s nothing more. ‘Mr Bannister, if you could please just start at—’


‘Did you not hear me?’ He leans forward, red-faced.


‘Evil is rampant?’ He nods. ‘What exactly does that mean, Mr Bannister?’


‘Matthew 24:12: Evil and sin shall be rampant, and the love of many shall grow cold.’


I had expected many things from Old Man Bannister but not Bible verse.


‘If you understand that, you understand everything.’


‘Everything about what, Mr Bannister?’


‘This household. Her. What my life has become.’


‘What has your life become, Mr Bannister?’


His face fills with slow, bitter exasperation. ‘Mr …’


‘Alston. Nick Alston.’


‘Mr Alston, if there’s anything in the world I am certain of, it is that I love that boy above all else and consider him not just my son but my only heir.’ He clears his throat, shifting his weight in his chair. The emotion appears genuine. ‘Unfortunately, several months ago my lawyer started receiving representations from a man claiming to know the identity of the boy’s true father.’


‘I see …’


‘This … person stated that he would commence court proceedings to remove Ronnie from my legal custody unless a significant sum of money was deposited in an account in Mexico.’


‘And did you pay this money?’


‘I am old, Mr Alston, but I am no fool. To acquiesce to a demand such as that would only be to invite every felon in the state of California to feast at the same trough of iniquity.’


‘Have you ever been subjected to blackmail attempts before this incident?’


‘What happened before is of no concern to you.’


‘I beg to differ, Mr Bannister.’


Old Man Bannister pushes himself fast towards me, his arms shaking from the effort. He sits upright and rigid: an uneasy man soon to die. ‘I will not tolerate contradiction.’


I whistle. ‘I can see you’re still a tough old bird despite all the doctors and nurses.’


He gives a harsh, dry laugh. ‘And I can see you’re not one to mince words.’


‘So, allow me this. What do you tolerate less: contradiction or kidnapping?’ Old Man Bannister sags back against his wheelchair, worn out. ‘Cigarette?’ He looks at the offered pack, torn between easy temptation and righteous denial. He shakes his head. ‘When were you first blackmailed?’


The Old Man stares at me, his head inclined to the side, as though a tainted fluid were slowly draining from his ear. It’s too much for him. He gestures for a cigarette, his fingernails rasping against my hand as I follow it with a lit match. What does it matter? This greedy old man is already on borrowed time.


‘Tell me, Mr Atlas …’


‘Alston.’


‘Mr Alston … Tell me, have you read Balzac?’


I blow out the match, shake my head.


His eyes gleam with the malice of superiority. ‘Behind every great fortune there is a crime. Balzac was wrong. Behind every great fortune there are many crimes. Oh, don’t look too shocked, Alston.’


‘I’m not the shocking kind.’


He laughs, his wheeze ghosted by smoke. I gesture towards a decanter, and he nods. I pour us both generous shots. ‘These were not my crimes, per se; they were crimes thrust upon me, extorted payments to corrupt and lazy officials to facilitate access to instruments of business I had every right to enjoy in the first place. These were the very first instances of blackmail. I was the victim, Alston, but I was guilty too. I consorted with these evil men. I also profited from these crimes; they permitted an unjust advantage over my competitors.’ Old Man Bannister sighs as he sips his brandy. ‘One day, a newspaper reporter came to interview me, in this very room. It was not an invalid’s sickroom back then, but a place of study and reflection. The reporter had done his research. He was blunt. Avaricious. He demanded payment for his knowledge. I determined to silence this reporter. Not with cash but with fists, Alston, brutal, compelling fists. They knocked the reporter’s teeth out, one punch at a time. You may remember it; Goodwin James?’


Everyone who was old enough remembered Goodwin James. His working over was legendary. Only real pros could have inflicted that much damage without killing a man. His photo did the rounds – a good-looking, arrogant young man with a chip on his shoulder the size of his IQ transformed into a monster. I stare at Old Man Bannister, a slither of terror now overtaking me. He stubs his cigarette out against the wheel of his chair. ‘You can therefore imagine my reaction when this man stepped forward, claiming to know the identity of Ronnie’s father and demanding payment for his silence.’


Where can we find his body? is what I want to ask, but instead I play it safe. ‘And who was this man?’


‘Was, Mr Alston? Is. I haven’t had him killed. Not yet, at least. This man, Mr Alston, is called Johnny Roselli.’


I gag on the brandy.


‘I see you know of whom I speak.’


Choose your words carefully. ‘Mr Bannister, have you ever considered just paying Roselli and letting sleeping dogs lie?’


‘Sleeping dogs never just lie; they always awake, savage and ravenous. You are not here to give me advice, you are here to find my son, and when you do, you are here to deal with Roselli.’


‘That’s a tall order, Mr Bannister.’


‘That’s why I chose you.’


‘To tell you the truth, Mr Bannister …’


‘I am not interested in the truth. Or even justice. I just want peace.’


‘I’ll do my best.’


‘You’re not a Boy Scout, Alston. I want more than best.’
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Dallas, 2014





Luck is not a state of mind, it is a physical condition; it is a climate, an ecosystem where fortune and providence are born; where blessings and accidents lurk in the foliage, assisting one passer-by – ensnaring another.


In this jungle of chance, fate and circumstance are two sides of the same coin, not opposing entities. Fate is when you try to make sense of luck, circumstance when you no longer have the strength to do so. Death at twenty. Death at eighty. That’s the real difference between fate and circumstance.


There are all types of luck: good, bad; equivocal. Dumb luck. Most often, there is unregistered, unacknowledged luck: happenstance.


But when luck is married to conspiracy, it always becomes unlucky.


Adam Granston is well over eighty yet his voice is quick and solid, and his movements belie the crumpled face, the tobacco-yellow teeth, the watering eyes. He threads the audio tape with the care of an old tailor. ‘The signals are clear and followed with military precision. The first horn is to let them know Oswald is coming. The second orders them to kill him.’


I nod with a betraying intensity. What the hell am I doing in an old lawyer’s over-air-conditioned Dallas apartment fifty-one years after an assassination? Some leads have a way of sounding interesting when you hear them on a phone. But when you’re sitting drinking weak coffee and listening to the panting of an ancient beagle in the corner, you begin to have serious doubts.


I lean forward as the hiss of memory and time unspools; a once-familiar sound, a pause for contemplation that has almost been removed from our consciousness. Then comes a general, blurred commotion, voices indistinct but excited, and the slap of movement through a crowd. A radio announcer’s voice cuts in, oily in its professional confidence; sinister in the context of what you know is about to happen. The glib announcer is talking about T-shirts. He’s performing his professional patter. This could be a football match or a parade.


But it’s going to be a murder.


The old Texan raises a finger, his eyes liquid behind the inquiry of their magnified lenses. A klaxon is sounded, and immediately afterwards the announcer says that Oswald is coming. Voices rush and whisper all around the car park, jealous ghosts seeking the medium’s attention. I lean in closer, still staring at Granston, who raises a second finger. The horn sounds again, and instantaneously the shot is fired, so clear that I can hear the whistle of the bullet as it turns through the rifling of the .38 Colt Cobra’s barrel, husks a passage through the air, billows through the charade of the clothing’s defense and thuds into the fatality of flesh. I can see my own face reflected in the man’s glasses as he nods.


The announcer seems as stunned as I am. ‘Oswald has been shot,’ he says, his voice stripped of all confidence. This is no longer a carnival sideshow. This is history. The announcer has passed through the assurances of his microphone and has become part of his own audience: he has been caught living in wonder, and in awe. ‘Oswald has been shot,’ he repeats, the disbelief sucking his voice of timbre. ‘Holy mackerel …’


This was in 1963. When disbelief was registered with phrases like holy mackerel. That was back in the old days, when the constraints of the airwaves regulated the private home. Today it is the other way round, when reality television begins in the public home and shatters the constraints of the airwaves.


The announcer’s voice accelerates, wavers – nearly flutters and dies. Just like the victim, already being transported away in an ambulance. A phantom voice, charred with liquor and inside dope, slurs into the mike. ‘Jack Ruby is the name.’ The announcer repeats this information, his voice rising in disbelief. How can such knowledge be transmitted so quickly? The stranger’s voice sounds pleased with the effect it’s had. It continues with the punch line. ‘He runs the Carousel Club.’


This is too much for the radio announcer. He can barely repeat this last item of news. I imagine him keeling over, cowboy boots clattering into silence. Holy mackerel indeed.


This moment of murder, when justice was denied and the truth killed as surely as the skinny kid with the bruised face was captured live on television and radio. Beep. Beep. Bang. The Morse code of the new Cool Media. The birth of a different kind of experience: Real Time. At that very moment, we were all sucked into the vortex: the instant witnessing of history, right now as it happens. It would be only one small step to the moon landing, one giant leap to the Berlin Wall.


I look up at the old man, who’s tapping his temple. ‘See? What the hell did I tell you: it was a conspiracy. They all knew about it in advance. They were all in on it.’


‘And who exactly are they?’


His laugh is the unforgiving chuckle of an embarrassed father watching a worthless son fail yet again in public. ‘They are not us.’


But who is he, this old man with the angry spittle on his lips? ‘Us?’


‘Patsies. Oswald said it himself, in the station before they shot him. We were all patsies.’


‘How were you a patsy, Mr Granston?’


His laugh is more a shriek, a rasping intake of breath sucked through a web of mucus. He looks up at me, his eyes whittled with blood vessels. ‘Because I was the man on the car horn.’


The hum of air conditioning needles the uncomfortable silence. He had me going there for a second, too. It was like my time in Ciudad Juárez, when people would read about the killings in the papers then pretend that they had witnessed everything. Granston was typical of most people: he wanted in on history. It didn’t matter if he were only a footnote. Not for a crime this big. ‘So you’d like me to write that you were part of the conspiracy?’


He bumps the table getting up, the undrunk coffee bridging the lip of the cup. The dog takes a shot at raising its head but doesn’t quite make it. ‘We’re done here.’ He sounds like a frustrated felon dismissing his incompetent lawyer. The door is already open. I take a step back to the table, but he blocks my way. In the corner is a sound almost like a growl. ‘I knew your father when he was working on the Bannister case.’ Another pathetic lie to get my attention. He sucks in breath; half succeeds. Coughs up indignation and mottled phlegm. ‘A travesty of justice.’


‘Knowing’s not the truth.’


‘The truth, Mr Alston …? I thought you were just after a story?’ He smiles, his teeth a row of decaying tombstones, yellowed by winter frost. ‘Look all you want, you’ll never find the truth. Not here, in Dallas. Mind your step.’


I turn to go, the sun spitting blindness, and I miss the curb, nearly turning my ankle. There is that same, mirthless laugh behind me. Indecent in its divide from joy.


The car is an assault on survival, the air torpid and pressing, like the blast from the crematory door. I turn the air conditioner up high and think of the child left in the back of the station wagon by his father. The psychologists called it quotidian amnesia; that cycle of mindless routine that most families succumb to. Turn off the alarm, turn on the coffee. Toothbrush, car keys. Drop the kids off … The detail the father missed in his exhaustion with the everyday. His wife was sick. She normally took the boy to school on Thursdays. The kid fell asleep in the back seat, the way he always did. That was how they got him to sleep in his first year: they just put him in the car and drove. The dead boy was my welcome to Dallas. On radio talk shows strangers demanded the death penalty for a father on suicide watch. Events are big when the victim is small.


I drive off, squinting into the setting sun.
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New Mexico, 1964





Hastings was heading south to Ciudad Juárez. He would disappear in the barrios of the hard town and when he knew he had lost them, he’d start traveling west through Mexico before heading up the coast to Los Angeles. They were expecting a frontal attack, explosive and loud. They were expecting Samson in the Temple. But they’d wake in silence and feel the cold bite of the navaja sevillana scouring their throats. No time for panic, not even for pain; just the quick sting of realization: it’s over.


He was allowing six months for the trip. He didn’t want to return until well after the elections. Otherwise they might think he was going after LBJ too. Bella sat in the passenger seat next to him, her head half out the window, breathing in the strange fragrances of chase.


He had received the call almost a year before from Ragano, a mobbed-up lawyer for Carlos Marcello and Santo Trafficante. They had condoned a hit and Sam ‘Momo’ Giancana would control it. There was the first problem. Giancana, like all vain but unintelligent men, surrounded himself with stupid lieutenants; men like Johnny Roselli. The money was two hundred thousand down, three hundred thousand after. Ragano had levelled with Hastings up front. This hit would be no picnic. High security. High probability of capture. Capture meant death – no one could ever be allowed to testify.


There had been no mention of the target. Hastings figured Castro or some other foreign bigwig. Or maybe someone domestic, causing problems for the syndicate, Jimmy Hoffa or Howard Hughes or maybe even J. Edgar Hoover. Someone big enough to be scary.


Roselli had set the meeting at the old Monogram Pictures ranch. Hastings had got there two hours early, checked for sniper and ambush positions, and then hid three weapons in separate locations. Bella sat in the slim shade of a stand of eucalyptus that filled the hot air with the scent of medication. Roselli arrived late with two cars full of goons. A display of power that only made him look weak. The two of them went for a stroll along a horse track, the hoods watching them with binoculars, Bella padding silently at their side, her bouts of sudden, frozen attention making Roselli nervous. ‘What the fuck is that?’


‘Nothing.’


‘He’s seen something.’


‘It’s a she. And she’s just scenting.’


Roselli looked around, his pale face sweating in the sunshine. ‘Do you believe what they say, that dogs can sense ghosts?’


There was no point in sharing the truth with a man like Roselli. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts.’


Roselli stared at him for a long moment, sweat trailing like tears down his cheeks. ‘A man like you don’t believe in nothing.’


Hastings whistled and Bella trotted up to him. He raised his chin and the dog sat. ‘I believe in well-trained dogs.’


‘I seen a ghost once. Willie Bioff. That fink!’


‘So why did he come back to haunt you?’


‘I didn’t say he was haunting me. I just said I saw him, right after he died. Reflected in the swimming pool. Practically shat in my trunks. There was this fucking dog barking. No one could shut it up.’


‘Bella doesn’t bark.’


‘All dogs bark.’


Hastings looked back at the parked cars. ‘I suppose we’re far enough away to talk?’


‘Sure,’ Roselli said, wiping his face with a monogrammed handkerchief. ‘So here’s the deal. You, Chuckie Nicoletti and a Frenchman. The best.’


The best. Charles ‘Chuckie’ Nicoletti had killed his own father when he was twelve years old. Not even a teenager and an Oedipal hit under his belt. He was Chicago – that meant Giancana was watching carefully. Hastings figured the Frenchman was Albert Luchino, a Corsican killer and drug runner for the French Connection. Rumor had it he was the lead gunman in the Trujillo hit. Fearless. Flashy. Highly dangerous to work with. And Hastings. War hero. Purple Heart. Honest man betrayed. Husband; widower. Lover. Loner. Loser.


‘Three shooters, one patsy.’


‘Who’s the patsy?’


‘How the fuck do I know?’


‘Do the other shooters know about me?’


‘I don’t know about you – are you in?’


Dumb question. There was only one answer now. If Hastings said no, Roselli would nod and talk about some amusing bullshit or his bad hip on the way back to the cars. And then they would kill him, dismember him, and cover him in lime. ‘I’d appreciate it if you don’t use my name.’


‘Fucking A. That’s why I just said Frenchie and Chicago.’ Except he’d used Nicoletti’s name. It was impossible to tell if Roselli was just dumb, or if it was an act designed to misdirect and control. ‘I’ll call you fucking Elvis, okay?’


‘Call me anything you want, except my name.’ Hastings saw the glitter of a telescopic lens from the cars. The goons were scoping them for fun. He hoped the safety was on. ‘How?’


‘Two scenarios. The first is a bedroom whack, the broad included.’


‘Where?’


‘How the fuck do I know? Somewhere with a bed and a broad.’


‘Security?’


‘Heavy. Very. Always.’


‘The second?’


‘Sniper attack in public. Moving target, limited opportunity.’


‘Who chooses the scenario?’


‘A fucking telephone. What do you need?’


‘I’ll take care of it myself.’


‘We can get you anything you need.’


‘I’ll take care of it myself …’ He was thinking of a Springfield Model 1903-A4 with custom mercury rounds for the sniper shot; suppressed .22 to the temple for the bedroom invasion. He didn’t want any materiel from Roselli, which would be traceable, probably back to CIA.


‘When?’


Roselli grimaced. ‘As soon as possible. You’ll all be on alert as of Saturday.’ He slapped Hastings on the back. Bella froze, staring hard, her teeth exposed. Hastings signaled it was all right. Roselli laughed falsely. ‘Half a million. Think about it. You can retire on this job.’


Of course he could retire. In style. But he would have to make do with a cool two hundred grand; they were never planning on handing over the second payment. They’d clip him first. They’d clip the others; they’d clip their own families and their children and anyone who stood in the way for that kind of money. The target had already become incidental. What was really at play was nine hundred thousand dollars, with the possibility of tracing much of the other six hundred grand. All Roselli had to do was move in fast and capture, torture and murder the top three hit men in the world.


‘So who’s the target?’


‘JFK.’


‘Jesus Christ!’


‘… What are you, a Democrat?’


Hastings liked JFK as well as anyone could like a politician. He was young; he was bright. He was dangerously extravagant. Hastings knew all about Kennedy’s father – the Rum Row days before he became ambassador. Before he sided with Hitler, he had sided with Frank Costello. Joe Kennedy wasn’t drawn to Nazis, but to what they had to offer: prosperous appeasement on the back of a warring Europe. His folks had emigrated from Ireland to escape poverty and brutality. What point was there in placing America in the heart of all that centuries-old hate? Joe Kennedy had voted for self-interest and was vilified, but that was all forgotten when Joe Jr was blown from the sky; when PT-109 sank in the Pacific. Then Joe Kennedy became the father of heroes and decided to back JFK all the way. Hastings didn’t care about Joe Sr’s history, just like he didn’t care that JFK couldn’t keep his hands off women.


Not admirable but audacious. JFK was the first American president who looked his country in the eye and said: I have a hard-on for power and it makes me want to fuck. Men got off on that. It made them feel good about their own dicks. Women got off on it too.


But then Johnny Roselli came along and hung a bull’s-eye on JFK’s hat. It occurred to Hastings: was this all because of Nick Alston?


‘The President. You’re serious?’


‘Fucking A.’


‘But why …?’


‘Fucked if I know, Momo wants it done, is all.’


Except Giancana didn’t have that kind of money. Neither did Marcello and Trafficante. One and a half million was Cold War-level cash. Cold War-level target. Cold War-level hatred. They had to be mobbed up with CIA or Big Oil on this one. And they wanted Kennedy dead. They were so out of control, they might even be able to pull it off. Danger simmered in the heat haze. Hastings was trapped. He maintained the patter, trying to think through a survival strategy. ‘Bedroom or sniper job, the getaway will be tough.’


‘You’ve got five hundred thousand reasons to figure something out. Are you in?’


He was dead, no matter what he said. ‘Standby from Saturday? I can do it.’


Roselli stuck out his hand, sealing the deal with a sweaty palm. ‘We’ll be in touch.’


Hastings watched Roselli stomping back up towards the cars. He could hear the swivel and stutter of Roselli’s mind as he sweated through the sun, counting all the cash. CIA doesn’t ask for receipts.


Hastings collected his stashed weapons, formulating his plan. He would kill the other hit men before they ever had a chance to kill the President.


Then he’d snatch their dough.


And start running.
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Los Angeles, 1960





The mansion’s cellars are vast, vaulted crypts of damp and gloom, the stone walls protected by the turrets of wine racks, hills of coal and the easy clutter of the always miserly superrich. Coils of fencing and electrical wire, half-full tubs of dried paint, ancient rugs crawling with mildew. I shine the torch on a set of steel doors, then turn to the butler. ‘What’s that?’


‘The shelter, sir.’


He doesn’t mean to call me sir but he can’t help it. Any question fired at him would always elicit the same automatic response. Yes, sir. No, sir. Three bags full, sir. I try the doors. They’re locked. ‘Do you have the key?’


‘No, sir.’


‘I see. What’s your name?’


‘Morris, sir.’


‘Morris, can you get one?’


‘Get what, sir?’


‘A key …’


There is an uncomfortable pause. This scenario was never discussed in Butler School back in London. ‘The shelter is off limits to all but Mr Bannister, sir.’


‘And Mrs Bannister?’


‘One would assume so.’


Sir. ‘Though you don’t know?’


‘That is correct, sir.’


The strike of my match startles him. I light my cigarette, then watch the flame sizzle on a cobweb. ‘How about Ronnie?’


‘Naturally, sir, members of the immediate family …’


‘I mean, did he know about the shelter?’


‘I cannot say, sir.’


‘Make an educated guess, Morris.’


‘Possibly, sir.’


‘He came down here?’


‘In the cellars? Rarely.’


‘Did he play on his own?’


‘There are two nurses and two nannies.’


‘How about other kids?’


Morris shakes his head.


Lonely kid. Only child. I knew all about it. Solitary hide and seek, always half expecting your secret friend to pop out. I have a hunch. ‘Go get the keys, will you?’


‘But sir …’


‘Jesus, man, look at that door. That’s an honest-to-God bomb shelter. What if the kid’s locked himself inside? What if the air filter’s off and he’s suffocating while you’re standing there not getting the keys?’


Morris stares hard, not seeing me but the movie I’ve just projected. He jumps to the end credits: Fired Butler played by Morris. The echo of his footsteps fades as he hurries off, lighting the way with my flashlight.


Silence. A faint whiff of sewage. And the fast, light patter of something falling softly in the distance. I step into a narrow passageway supported by the shadows of high brick porticoes that arch into the gloom. My shoulders brush either side of the wall as I enter further into the dark passage, the calcified walls flaking, ceding the obscure, olfactory mysteries of decay, mildew, and the spectral neglect of entombment. There is the same cloying dampness you find in the bottom of the cargo hold of an ancient freighter; the feeling that an ocean is pressing all around, penetrating by minute degrees the rust-stained hull. Something drifts down from the ceiling, scattering lightly all about me. The match smacks the darkness away, loose soil raining all around me, like the warning of an imminent cave-in. I look up to the ceiling, but it’s out of reach of my light. I scan the ground ahead. There is a stone column, like a well or a massive foundation pillar rising up in front of me, blocking the way. Something foreign yet familiar lies half hidden in the loose soil. As I reach for it, the match goes out. I feel along the moist earth in the dimness. A shoe. The excitement at its discovery is pierced by its high heel. So not the kid’s but maybe it belonged to the nanny. I shove it in my jacket pocket and work my way around the stone column, burning my fingers with matches as I check the ground and the sides of the walls. No sign of any other items of clothing. No footprints. No doorways or further passageways. Nothing. Not even an opening small enough for a cat, let alone a kidnapper with a child.


I head back the way I came and hit a dead end. Panic settles like a fog. I freeze, taking short breaths, the trickle of soil hissing softly against my shoulders. Is this what it’s like: the tomb; the final, narrow resting place. The shower of soil from above …?


I put my back against the wall and stick to perimeters until I return to the column. It was the lavish sweep of the curve that confused me, amongst all the straight, nocturnal lines. I ease my way out into the spatial luxury of the main cellars. Behind me there’s a secret scuttle. Too light for a man with a knife. Too assured for a lost kid. A rat. Or a giant spider, like in The Incredible Shrinking Man.


I shiver and go over to the shelter, brushing the soil from my shoulders and hair. I tap on the door. The kid’s not in there; if he is, he’s already dead.


I nose around the rest of the cellars. There is a door at the end of one of the larger passageways. It opens. I hit the lights.


It is a large circular chamber with a giant red-and-black pentagram painted on the ceiling. The way it’s been painted, there could almost be eyes staring down from its center. In the middle of the room is a round stone altar. Something hangs from it. Four restraints at compass quadrants. One side of the wall is lined with monk’s habits with cowls. A pipe organ squats at one end of the chamber. I bet that’s good for a laugh. Opposite is a huge brick fireplace. Nice and snug, only I don’t think it’s ever been used for roasting marshmallows. There’s a heavy red velour curtain concealing an entrance into a large changing room. More costumes, some in leather. A black satin cape. Golden sandals. Some wizard outfits. Riding crops, leather handcuffs. There’s even a light-lined theatrical makeup mirror for Showtime. I can imagine what happens when this curtain goes up.


I come out, almost walking straight into Betty Bannister. She looks over my shoulder, staring into the changing room. ‘Some show …’


‘I wouldn’t know. All that was way before my time.’ Her eyes glitter with amusement. ‘What?’


‘It’s not like this place is snowed under by dust.’


‘We have a staff of nineteen.’


‘Quite a little army.’ I glance back at the circular marble table in the center. ‘Now that’s a conversation piece, if ever I saw one.’


‘It’s from the middle ages.’


‘It doesn’t look six hundred years old.’


‘I mean Mr Bannister’s middle ages. That agitated time of life when men get up to strange things.’ She looks at me, her green eyes challenging. ‘Tell me, how old are you, Mr Alston?’


‘Still young enough to imagine what that table must have looked like when it was laid.’


‘Altar, Mr Alston …’


She jingles something in front of my eyes and smiles. Her mouth is large with a slight overbite that heightens her high cheekbones. ‘For the shelter.’


I take them with a nod of thanks, opening the chamber door for her. ‘I can hardly wait to see what’s inside.’


‘Relax, Mr Alston, it’s a model of humble utility.’ She closes the door and then there is the tumble of bolts.


‘It wasn’t locked before.’


‘It is now.’


‘Tell me, Mrs Bannister, what do you think has happened to Ronnie?’


‘I haven’t the faintest idea. That’s why I suggested they call you.’


‘You?’


She nods. ‘You helped out a friend of mine. Judy Turner.’ She drops the name with false modesty. Only very close friends use Lana’s pet name. ‘She spoke highly of you.’ She hands my flashlight back to me. ‘What did you do for her?’


‘Client confidentiality.’


‘Stompanato had it coming to him.’


‘We’ve all got it coming to us. The trick is to make sure we’re ready when it does.’


‘Really, Mr Alston? I thought the trick was to hide.’ She adjusts the angle of the torch. We’re standing in front of the shelter. I have trouble finding the keyhole. She guides my hand towards it. ‘Just slip it in and turn. That’s normally all it takes.’


‘I’ll try to remember for next time …’ I shine the torch into the interior. So this is it: at the end of the world, this’ll be the last place standing. Steel and concrete walls on the outside. Supermarket on the inside. Canned food, bottled water. First-aid kits. Gramophone and records. Radios, torches, an old wall-mounted telephone, and books, books, books. What the hell else would there be to do but read? And maybe pray. There’s a toilet hooked up to some kind of septic system. Shaving equipment. Rifles on the wall. A man could live six months easy inside here. Although you certainly wouldn’t want to bump into him coming out. ‘Cozy, isn’t it. A real home away from home.’


‘Don’t make fun, Mr Alston. Every family in America dreams of having one.’


‘Dreams?’ I get down on my hands and knees, looking under beds. ‘Don’t you mean nightmares?’


She sits down on the bed opposite me, her robe opening, revealing the graceful lines of her legs. ‘Find anything?’ I get to my feet, dusting off my knees. She shakes her head at the cigarette I offer. There’s the snap and flare of a match. ‘The thing you need to understand about my husband, Mr Alston, is that he is a very thorough man. When he decides on something, he follows through, right to the end.’


I mask my eyes behind smoke. ‘Except when it comes to marriages?’


‘I’m sure you feel better, now you’ve got that off your chest.’


‘All I meant was …’


Mrs Bannister stands, cinching her gown tight with a silk belt. ‘What you meant to do was to humiliate me, but I think you’ve achieved only the contrary. Now instead of standing there ogling me, don’t you think you should be doing your job?’ She tugs the cigarette from my mouth, but the paper sticks to my lip, tearing it. I let out a curse, my finger coming away wet. First blood to her.


She drops my cigarette to the ground, grinds it under her gold sandal, then dabs at my lip with a silk handkerchief. ‘I hope you don’t think it was intentional.’


I smile at her, tasting blood. ‘I don’t think you’re capable of performing any act that isn’t.’


The smile that’s been hovering across her lips ever since we met is gone. She moves closer to me. Her eyes widen, searching my face for a truth. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ She brushes past me, so close that her hair passes across my lips. My bleeding lips. I hear her stumble and shine the flashlight for her, but it goes right through her gown, illuminating a perfect silhouette; a naked shadow puppet. ‘Mind your step, Mrs Bannister.’


She turns, standing proud in her spotlight. ‘And yours as well, Mr Alston. I would so hate to see you fall.’
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Dallas, 2014





There is the dislocation of sudden darkness, the doors swinging shut like a spring trap behind me, the sour stench of beer rising up from damp carpet. ‘Hello, pilgrim.’


I turn around, shaking the proffered hand, a sweat-shining face spilling out of the shadows. ‘Lewis Alston …’


‘Hell, I know who you are. I recognized you from your Twitter photo.’ He leans in close, scenting the air with a sweet, boozy haze. ‘Personally, I stay away from all that internet bullshit. Just look at PRISM. What a circus. The less the NSA knows about my whereabouts, the better.’


For all, by the look of things. ‘Mr Jeetton, I presume?’


‘At your service. Speaking of which?’ He holds up an empty glass of ice. ‘Bourbon and Coke’s my pleasure.’


One of these. Every journalist has lived through one of these. The man with the dope and the rope – the rope in this case free booze; as much as he can drink while talking fast enough to keep you interested.


‘Now I can tell you’re an intelligent man with a powerful focus, I mean it. The average person coming in here, first thing they do is glance up at the television. All of them; eyes drifting to the TV. Doesn’t matter what’s on; could be football, girls, cars … Goddamn talking heads. But they’ve got to look, not because it’s interesting but because it’s there, dominating the space. Irresistible. Like candy or pussy in a box. But you, you’re different. You live in your own space. You understand that, you’ll understand what I’m about to tell you.’ He slams his glass down. There is the rattle of freshly bereaved ice. ‘Don’t mind if I do …’


‘If you do what?’ Just for the pleasure of stringing him along.


He frowns. ‘Have another drink, of course.’


Of course. ‘Mr Jeetton …’


‘Call me Tex.’


Original. ‘You’re not driving, are you, Tex?’


‘You fill up this here glass and I’ll let you drive me home.’


Tempting invitation but I think I’ll pass. There is the riot of new ice against glass and the inexplicable mix of dry burn and sick sweet. I take out my phone and start recording. I’ll give him five minutes, or two drinks. Whichever comes first. He catches me looking at the time.


‘Nice watch. Zodiac Sea Wolf. Collector’s item.’


Already weighing my worth. ‘A gift from my father. Now Mr Jee— Tex. You said you had some information, something about E. Howard Hunt?’


‘Hunt was in the CIA, as you well know.’


Sometimes realizing the difference between a lead and a waste of time comes down to something as small as a definite article, or lack thereof. No one who knew anything about CIA called it the CIA. It was the first gatepost. He had just stumbled.


‘He was in on the JFK hit. And probably on Bobby’s too.’


‘Tex, do you know how many people are supposed to have been in on the hit?’ I did. I had spent months researching every conceivable conspiracy theory for my book on the assassinations of the Kennedy brothers. ‘E. Howard Hunt was an unsuccessful novelist, CIA operative and burglar. What makes you think he was a successful presidential assassin?’


‘The same thing that made him unsuccessful in everything else. Complete lack of imagination. He never anticipated the consequences of anything he ever did, including JFK.’


‘So how exactly did Hunt fit in?’


‘The way every patsy does: he was pushed. Marginalized. There was no other place for him to go but with the conspirators. They were the only ones who would still have him after Bay of Pigs.’


‘What was his role in Dallas?’


‘He was the benchwarmer. The man who picked up the phone and put the suitcases on the plane. Always doing, never thinking. And then it blew up in his face.’ Tex leans forward, the stench of soda-masked booze saturating the air. ‘He was expecting a reward. But when he started to see what was happening to the witnesses …’ The famous ‘murdered witnesses’ to the JFK assassination, most of whom actually died of natural causes. Jeetton shrugs with a gesture of helpless magnanimity. ‘He realized he was lucky to be spared.’ Some luck. When a president needed a leak fixed, Hunt was told to take his plumbing tools to the Watergate Building. Unlike Nixon, no one spared Hunt his prison time.


Tex pulls out a crumpled piece of glossy newsprint, unfolding it carefully. There is a photo of three men being marched across a Dallas street by two escorting police officers. I recognize them instantly. The notorious Three Tramps, detained shortly after JFK’s assassination. Tex’s nicotine-stained fingers caress the photo. ‘The small one here is Hunt. This one up front was a Frenchman. And this one, in the middle? That’s Philip Hastings.’


Ice from the machine rattles the silence. ‘The Philip Hastings from the Bannister case?’


That’s one conspiracy theory I’ve never heard before. Tex nudges his glass towards me. That has to be a three-drink revelation. ‘One and the same.’ He taps the photo of the small Tramp. ‘Of course you know E. Howard Hunt was Deep Throat.’


‘Deep Throat was Mark Felt.’ Felt was furious because he thought he was next in line to become FBI chief, and when he didn’t get the promotion, he started blabbing. Behind most whistleblowers there’s usually a backstory of paranoia, wounded pride, and vengeance. ‘Everybody knows that.’


Jeetton stares at me, his eyes hooded with alcohol and exasperation. ‘You liberal reporters come down here sniffing round for information …’ Here we go. ‘And when you actually get it, you turn your noses up because it’s not what you want to hear.’ He looks into his glass, drains what dregs might still be lurking there amongst the caramel-colored melting ice, the heat of his resentment flushing the too-small space between us. Normally he should be saying these things on a phone to a shock jock in a radio studio, not a stranger in a bar.


‘It’s not because I don’t want to hear it; it’s because I know it’s wrong.’


‘Because the Washington Post or the New York Times told you it’s wrong?’ He slams his glass down hard on the bar counter, making the stale peanuts jump in their miserable saucer. That’s it. He’s lost his free drinks after two rounds: a new record for Mr Tex Jeetton. ‘You and your goddamn Political Correctness.’


The telltale sign of the irredeemable bigot: the vicious sneer in the voice, like a death-choke, whenever they utter those two detested words. Political Correctness. It deprived them of the easy racial epithets they’d been freely using all their lives; that shorthand all extremists employed to create their simple-minded world of segregation and apartheid; of anti-Semitism, sexism, and homophobia. Of concentration camps and plantations. Then someone came along and said: You can’t say those words anymore.


‘Tex, I can see I made a big mistake …’


Fear and anger tremble across his drink-scarred face. ‘So blinded by mirrors, you don’t see what’s staring you right in the face.’


He says it as though it were a verse from Conspiracy Theology: the religion of the post-Atomic Age. In the beginning, the Roswell Saucer crashed. And on the Seventh Day we get the Gemstone Files because, hell, there’s just no time to rest when shape-shifting lizards are sitting in Buckingham Palace. When empty skyscrapers are being destroyed with controlled demolitions. Duck and cover, everybody, and don’t forget to look under the bed when you’re down on the floor – you might find a fake lunar rock.


Why do so many people believe in Conspiracy? Is it simply easier to think you are being manipulated than to accept that the forty-five years you just put in working at a job you hated to pay off an overpriced mortgage were all wasted, with nothing left to show for your suffering serfdom other than a loveless marriage, ungrateful children, and some Loose Change?


Or is it because we have all forsaken God but not our innate need to believe in the unknowable? In the Big Secret hidden behind the curtain. Something awe-inspiring; brighter than the Wizard.


In this sad world, E. Howard Hunt is the iceberg apparent, the tiny fraction of the massive submerged enigma; Atlantis, the hidden continent of conspiracy. ‘And what is staring me in the face, Tex?’


‘That Hunt knew about the Bannister kid.’ I hold on to the bar. His smile is a leer of triumph, the facial equivalent of a kick in the balls. ‘You smart-aleck liberal greenhorn. Snooping around these parts with your nose in the air, and all the time you ain’t got a clue what’s buried under the very earth you’re stomping on. Well I’ll tell you what’s buried there, tangled up amongst the skeletons and the oil. It’s the Truth, son, just as plain and ugly as a wart on a toad’s ass. So you can wipe that stupid look off your face and buy me another drink, jackass.’
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Los Angeles, 1963





Roselli had been quick with the down payment. The money had arrived the day after the meet at the Monogram ranch. Roselli was trembling at the proximity of such wealth; so many possibilities. Forty Eldorado Biarritz Caddies lined up in a row. An eighteen-hole golf course in Key Biscayne. Ten thousand call girls. Except that if Roselli wanted a car, he’d steal it; if he wanted land, he’d kill for it; and if he wanted a girl, he’d rape one. He had absolutely no need for money, which only made him want it all the more.


Roselli’s eyes entertained betrayal as he whispered instructions to the three bag men who carried in the loot, concealed inside hefty duffle sacks. There was a moment when Hastings watched Roselli in the reflection of the drinks cabinet, his hand dropping to an ice bucket, where he had camouflaged a Smith & Wesson .38 nickel-plated revolver. A five-shooter. One for each gangster and one left over, just in case. Hastings could hear the flat, damp roll of Roselli’s brain struggling with a believable story for Momo. Scotch tumbled into heavy crystal. Hastings scooped a fistful of ice, dropped it in a glass, the handle of the piece exposed, Roselli’s greed retreating behind the logic of fear. He wouldn’t have to reach for more ice, he wouldn’t have to kill Roselli. Yet.


Hastings waited until after they had left, watching the cars retreating down the street. He knew there was a tail out there somewhere. Roselli wasn’t that stupid. One sack on his back, one in each arm. Down the cellar. Through the plate in the wall. Along the stormwater canal. Up by what passed for a river in LA. He had a ’58 Chrysler 300D inside a rented garage looking on to the canal. The car started up first time. Hastings headed south towards Long Beach.


He stashed the dough in his safe house in Chula Vista. A Chubb customized anti-blowpipe key and combination double lock hidden inside an underground tank. Chula Vista was his lifeboat in case the good ship SS America hit a reef. Ten minutes’ chase distance to Tijuana. Disappearable. He wanted all options open. Especially flight. He made it back to LA after midnight. Fourteen hours for a three-hundred-mile round trip, half of that making sure no one was tailing him. That there was no surveillance. That’s what being sure does: slows movement down to a molasses creep. Gives you time to see the faces behind the windows, the wires under the car; the glint of gunmetal through the branches of a tree.


Hastings entered back through the cellar, closing the secret door soundlessly behind him; listening. He waited an hour down there, until he was sure, then came up, checking all the doors and windows for signs of entry. Nothing. He unbolted the front door, so that it was just on its latch, and spread canvas on the floor in front of it. Then he waited in the shadows, scoping the street, the jacaranda trees outside trembling with betrayal. Just after three a car pulled up on the far corner. Two men got out, walking hunched away from the streetlights, casing windows for witnesses. There weren’t any. This was a respectable neighborhood. There was the rasp of the latch being lifted, then they were inside; violent faces masked by darkness. One of them tripped on the canvas and cursed. Maybe he knew at that very moment what was about to happen. Four suppressed shots. The hammer of two falling bodies. Then silence. Hastings sat there, alert, straining for an indication of departure, a spirit shifting away.


Outside, the street was empty except for a draining moon and the weaving flutter of bats.


He set to work with towels and tape, staunching the bleeding as he ID’d the goons. Dallas. Joe Civello’s boys. Chicago owned the Midwest, Texas, the West Coast. This was Roselli’s way of trying to recoup the money via one of the back doors. Roselli would have arranged a cut in exchange for the tip. A nice piece of safe pie with enough deniability to probably get away with it.


Hastings wrapped them in separate bundles, and hauled them through the house and into the garage one at a time. Getting them into the back of his Mercury Colony Park was hard work. They were both big men, heavy with guilt.


He drove south down small, modest roads unused to crime, and dropped them into the sea off Bluff Cove. Their bodies hit the water with a light, unlucky slap. He watched the current take them out into the night. Hastings checked the back of the car for evidence, and then headed back north. He would have to lose the car. But before that, he needed to call Roselli, just to let him know he was safe and sound.
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