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. . . andragathia est viri virtus adinventiva communicabilium operum.

(. . . andragathia is the virtue of a man, whereby he thinks out profitable works.)

 



St Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II

Quaestio 128, De partibus fortitudinis





PART ONE
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NEW YORK

 Prologue
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Saturday, 1 November 2003

 



Suddenly he heard the creak.

Someone had opened the heavy glass and wrought-iron front door of the building and was coming in.

He took off his glasses and rested them on the shelf of the doorman’s booth. In front of him, a few yards away, he saw three police officers in their dark blue uniforms. One was wearing a raincoat. He was taller than the others, with a muscular physique. The doorman looked at them with eyes as dark as ink stains.

They were young, probably between twenty-five and thirty, and were walking past the sign that said ALL VISITORS MUST BE ANNOUNCED.

He waited.

‘Good evening,’ the officer in the raincoat said.

The voice was friendly enough. So was the smile.

‘Good evening,’ the doorman replied, looking at them with great curiosity, anxious to know why they were here. This was something new. In more than thirty years, he’d never seen three police officers entering this building together. Especially not at eight thirty in the evening.

‘We’re from the 17th precinct,’ the same officer continued, unbuttoning his coat. ‘We need to check something.’

The doorman nodded, then placed his left hand on a register with the word RESIDENTS on its black cover and with the other put his glasses back on. ‘Who are you here to see?’ he asked.

‘Nobody.’

‘I don’t understand . . . I’m the doorman, I need to know who you’re here to see, so that I can call up.’

‘We know you’re the doorman. Just behave and everything’ll be fine. Don’t move!’

This time it was another officer who had spoken. He was shorter than the first man, of average build, with an olive complexion. He had stepped inside the booth. And his tone of voice had been harsh, almost menacing.

The doorman opened his eyes wide in terror. A long-barrelled pistol touched his left side. It was as if an electric shock had coursed through his body: his heart leapt in his chest, and his legs began trembling. His insides turned to ice. Even his lips shook. He was paralysed. He’d only ever seen a gun in cop shows on TV.

‘Don’t get any bright ideas,’ the shorter officer hissed in his ear, sitting down next to him on a stool, lowering the pistol and keeping his dark eyes fixed on him.

At that moment, there was a noise. The usual creaking. Someone was coming in.

The police officer jumped up, pulled his cap down over his forehead and put the index finger of his right hand on the trigger. But only for a moment. The newcomer was just a boy: no danger.

The elderly doorman was petrified, overcome with a whole mixture of feelings: consternation, incredulity, terror. Unusually for him, he started to pray. Big drops of sweat rolled down his forehead.

The smell of fear was in the air.
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The elevator rose quickly. When the door opened on the nineteenth floor and they stepped out, they found themselves alone.

No sound. No voices, not even in the distance. No TV or radio noises. Only silence. The walls of the landing were white and the floor was covered with spotlessly clean blue carpeting. The lighting was dim.

The two officers stopped for a moment, exchanged knowing glances, then set off like athletes along the corridor to their right.

They soon came to the last apartment.

The muscular one pressed the bell. Once only. His companion had a dark complexion and several days’ growth of black beard.

They did not have long to wait. A few seconds later, an eye looked out at them through the peephole. After another moment or two, there was a click . . .

The door slowly opened.

It was 8.36 p.m. in Manhattan.
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Madison Avenue is one of the main thoroughfares of Manhattan. Situated between Fifth Avenue and Park Avenue, it is renowned as a street full of fashionable boutiques.

That Saturday evening, it was even more crowded than usual, despite the cold and the rain. The traffic was heavy and the pedestrians, wrapped tightly in their raincoats and overcoats, were hurrying along under their umbrellas, some with their coat collars raised, others with caps pulled down over their ears, and others with scarves around their necks. Many were on their way to Grand Central Terminal.

This wasn’t just a normal Saturday.

The previous day had been Halloween, and all night the parade of witches, ghosts, skeletons and other macabre figures had wound through the streets of Greenwich Village. And the following day, Sunday, the 34th New York City Marathon was due to take place.

It was just after 9.25 p.m. that an elderly resident entered the building near the corner of East 42nd Street and Madison Avenue, in midtown Manhattan. It was the kind of apartment building where the rents were astronomical. With his right hand, the man was holding a little dog on a lead. As he walked into the lobby, he glanced towards the doorman’s  booth, and saw the doorman with his head tilted on to his right shoulder.


What’s he up to? the man wondered. Is he asleep? Puzzled, he went closer to get a better look. The light from the large crystal chandelier on the lobby ceiling was so bright, he had to screw up his eyes a little.

The sight that greeted him was a harrowing one.

The doorman’s cheeks were covered in blood, his eyes were wide open, and his tongue was hanging from his half-open mouth. His uniform was spattered with blood, and there was blood in a bright pool on the marble floor.

He stood there for a few minutes in silence, stunned. Then he raised his left hand to his bony forehead, as if to wipe out the horror of the scene, but at that moment the little dog yanked at the lead, pulling him back into the present. He looked around. There was nobody in sight. He rushed to the elevator, repeating over and over, ‘Oh, my God!’

 



The telephone began ringing just as Lieutenant John Reynolds was getting up from his chair to go home.

It was 21:50 according to the digital clock that stood on his tidy desk next to a framed photograph showing the lieutenant with his wife and daughter. It had been a tough day, full of muggings and robberies. Late in the afternoon, a mother had come in to report that her twelve-year-old daughter had been sexually assaulted. Probably by the same pervert who had been terrorising Manhattan teenagers and their parents for some time now. A difficult case.

He lifted the receiver thinking it was his wife wanting to know when he’d be home. But it wasn’t her.

‘Lieutenant Reynolds?’ The voice was a woman’s - the switchboard operator.

‘Yes, what is it?’

He listened.

‘I’ll be right there,’ he said, and slammed down the receiver. Then he put on his raincoat over his dark suit and hurried out. The expression on his face was a mixture of tiredness and irritation.

 



Arriving on the scene, he found the place swarming with NYPD patrolmen and detectives who had been alerted after the elderly resident had called 911.

They were talking among themselves about what had happened when Reynolds, still scowling, entered the spacious lobby.

‘Here he is,’ one of the detectives said, immediately breaking away from the group and coming towards him. ‘Evening, Lieutenant.’

‘Evening, Mike!’

John Reynolds was head of the detective squad at the 17th precinct. He was a tall, broad-shouldered, hard-faced man, his thinning hair almost completely grey. After thirty years on the job, he knew the criminal world of Manhattan like the palm of his hand. He was fifty-six, the oldest detective still working the streets. Others his age preferred sitting behind a desk giving orders. It was less stressful and you got more sleep. Reynolds was an exceptional investigator, one of the old school. There weren’t many of his kind left.

Michael Bernardi, one of the rising stars of the detective squad, was head of homicide. He had been in the Times Square area when the call had gone out, and it had taken him only a few minutes to reach the scene of the crime.

‘Any witnesses?’ Reynolds asked.

‘None so far, apart from the old guy who phoned,’ Bernardi replied, pointing to a man standing not far from them, talking to a policewoman. Reynolds glanced at him. He was tall, so thin he was verging on the skeletal, and almost bald.

‘It could have been a robbery that went wrong,’ Mike went on. ‘There are two bullet cases inside the doorman’s booth. Small calibre - .22, I think.’

‘Do we know the name of the victim yet?’ Reynolds asked, rubbing his chin with his hand - a habitual gesture of his, almost a nervous tic. No hair grew on that part of his chin, thanks to an old wound received in a shootout with gang members in the Bronx.

‘Bill Wells,’ the policewoman said, approaching the two men with an open notebook in her hands. She was young, with long black hair gathered under her cap and not a trace of make-up on her face. She gave Reynolds a curious look: she knew him only by reputation. ‘I checked out the name, Lieutenant. No priors. Completely clean.’

‘Good work, officer.’

‘Nothing’s been touched, Lieutenant,’ Bernardi said.

‘Good. Let’s wait for the medical examiner to get here. In the meantime, cordon off the crime scene and make sure no one comes in.’

The policewoman moved nimbly away. Reynolds went over to the doorman’s booth, slowly walked around the body and stood looking at it for a while. Blood had gushed from the victim’s head, transforming his face into a mask.

Then Reynolds had a word with the elderly resident who had discovered the body. The man’s voice was so weak that he kept having to ask him to speak up.

‘I took my dog out around eight for his usual walk in the park behind the Public Library, just around the corner here . . . Bill was at his post. He smiled at me as usual and waved. When I came back in, just before nine thirty, I found him in that position . . . I’m so sorry . . . He was a good man. I’d known him for years . . . I’m so sorry . . .’

All at once they heard footsteps. Someone was arriving in  a hurry. Immediately afterwards they heard a voice. ‘Who’s in charge? I want to speak with your chief !’

Reynolds turned and saw a man in his forties, clearly agitated, wearing dark blue jeans and a striped turtleneck sweater, and, next to him, a teenage boy in a sweatshirt and sneakers. They were just beyond the yellow tape bearing the words POLICE - DO NOT CROSS. Reynolds lifted the tape, ducked under it and walked up to them.

Meanwhile, the members of the Crime Scene Unit had started to check for fingerprints inside and outside the booth and on the panels of a wooden cupboard against the wall containing household items . . .

No stone would be left unturned.
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‘My name’s McGrey, and I’m a doctor,’ the man said excitedly. He indicated the boy. ‘This is my son Denis. We live on the fourth floor.’

Denis looked thirteen, fourteen at the most. He was slim, tall for his age, with fair hair and a pale face. He was staring at Reynolds with his intense blue eyes, perhaps struck by the lieutenant’s imposing physical presence, all six and a half feet of him.

‘I’m Lieutenant Reynolds, head of the detective squad. Go on.’

‘My son says he saw a police officer, Lieutenant—’

‘Hold on, just calm down. It might be better if we moved away from here.’ They walked over to the far end of the lobby, next to a large window through which evergreen plants could be seen beneath a glass roof.

‘Now,’ Reynolds said reassuringly, ‘just calm down and tell me what happened.’

‘It isn’t easy to calm down, Lieutenant.’

‘Why?’

‘I just heard the doorman was killed. It doesn’t make sense . . .’

‘In what way?’

‘My son . . . Denis . . . told me that, when he came home this evening, he saw a police officer inside the doorman’s booth, with poor Bill.’

‘What time was this?’

There was a pause, during which Dr McGrey looked Reynolds straight in the eye. Then he turned to his son and said, ‘Denis, tell him what you told me.’

The boy could hardly wait to speak up. That afternoon, he said, like every Saturday afternoon, he had gone to baseball practice. He wasn’t sure what time he had come back. ‘It might have been around eight thirty.’

‘Why do you say “might have been”?’

‘I didn’t have a watch on. When I go training, I leave my watch at home.’ He glanced at his father, who nodded.

‘And what did you see?’ Reynolds asked.

‘I came into the building and saw Mr Bill,’ the boy continued in a determined tone. ‘He was in his booth, as usual. I think he was sitting down. There was a police officer next to him.’

‘What was this police officer like?’ Reynolds prompted.

At that moment, he heard a baritone voice calling a greeting. It was Robert Cabot, the medical examiner, who had just arrived. Reynolds was relieved to see him. He preferred Cabot to the rest. From the first time they met he had felt an instinctive empathy for him, struck by his straightforward manner and keen intelligence.

‘Like the police officers who are here,’ the boy replied. ‘He had the same uniform, even the same cap.’

‘Are you sure he was a police officer, Denis?’

‘Absolutely sure. I know what cops look like. I’m not making a mistake.’

‘Denis wants to join the police, Lieutenant,’ his father said.

‘That’s right,’ Denis said, smiling, revealing the brace on his  teeth. ‘I want to be a detective.’ His face had become slightly flushed.

‘Can you describe this police officer?’

‘I only saw him for a second, Lieutenant. I was running because I was late.’

His father nodded silently.

‘Go on, Denis.’

‘I’m not sure if I said hi to Bill. Maybe not. I thought he was talking with the police officer.’

‘Had you ever seen a police officer in the doorman’s booth before, Denis?’

‘No, never. This was the first time.’

‘Can you remember anything at all about the officer?’

‘No. I think he was standing, because he was taller than Bill.’

‘Good! That’s useful to know.’ Reynolds put a hand on his shoulder. ‘See if you can remember any other details like that.’

Yes, details! Those details which are always so important in any investigation. At first they might appear insignificant, but as time went by they often turned out to be crucial, perhaps even the key to the whole case.

Denis fell silent.

‘Was he white?’ Reynolds asked, rubbing his chin.

‘Yes, he was, I’m sure of that.’

‘Young? Old?’

‘Young, I think, but I can’t be a hundred per cent certain.’

‘What age would you say?’

‘I don’t know. But he wasn’t old. He wasn’t like Bill.’

‘Beard, moustache?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t think so.’

‘Do you remember anything else?’

‘No.’

‘Did you see anyone looking suspicious before you entered the building?’

The boy shook his head. ‘No. No, I didn’t.’

‘Or anything unusual?’

‘No. I already said no.’ With his hand, he began picking at a spot on his right cheek.

‘Stop that, Denis,’ his father said. ‘You’re going to make it bleed.’

It was pointless to continue. It would only be a waste of time. And right now every minute was precious.

‘I understand, Denis. Just try to think about it a bit more. Dr McGrey, if your son happens to remember anything else, let us know.’

‘Don’t worry, Lieutenant, I will.’

‘Thanks.’ Reynolds took his card from his wallet and handed it to him. ‘All my phone numbers are here. Call me any time.’

‘Of course. I want to know what happened more than anyone. I’m concerned about my family. Manhattan just isn’t safe. All these policies they’ve brought in lately don’t seem to have done any good. Sure, the streets are cleaner now, they’ve gotten rid of the vagrants, you don’t get stopped on the streets and asked for money like you used to, but there’s still plenty of crime. And it’s not just at night; something can happen to you any hour of the day. Well, you would know all about that, Lieutenant. Am I right?’

Reynolds made no comment, simply said goodnight to them. Father and son both took the elevator.

As soon as they’d gone, he scanned the lobby, looking for cameras.

There weren’t any. That was a pity: CCTV might have confirmed Denis’s testimony.

For the moment, they had nothing to go on.
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It was the medical examiner who provided the first clues.

Robert Cabot looked forty at the most. He was slim, with longish brown hair combed back from his face, a light complexion, and keenly alert eyes. Looking at him without knowing him, you’d be unlikely to guess that this was a man who worked out of the Kings County Hospital mortuary, in daily contact with death. Unlike some of his colleagues in the Medical Examiner’s office, he wasn’t the kind of person to make cynical wisecracks as an antidote to the more distressing aspects of the job.

He approached the lieutenant with an air of tranquil assurance, still wearing latex gloves and overshoes.

Rigor mortis had not yet set in, he explained, and he had found two bullet holes in the back of the dead man’s neck. No doubt about it: this was a homicide.

‘How long has he been dead?’ Reynolds asked.

‘Not long. I’ll be able to be more specific after the post mortem.’

‘Any hypostatic stains?’

‘No.’

That meant, Reynolds calculated, that death must have occurred four hours earlier at most. Any longer, and the blood,  through force of gravity, would have accumulated in the lower parts of the body and filtered through the skin tissue, forming bluish marks, the so-called hypostatic stains.

‘Exit wounds?’ Reynolds asked.

‘No.’

‘So the bullets are still in the body?’

‘That’s right. I’ll recover them during the post mortem. Then we’ll be able to clarify their trajectory and determine the positions of the doorman and his killer when the shots were fired.’

‘Thank you, Dr Cabot. When are you planning to do the post mortem?’

‘Tomorrow morning at ten, I hope. I’ll try to get the report to you as soon as possible.’

‘Detective Bernardi will be there.’

‘I’ll be expecting him,’ Cabot said, taking off his gloves and raising his arm by way of farewell. Reynolds had never seen him shake anyone’s hand - it was as if he feared infection from the contact.

He called Bernardi over and asked him to check around the precincts to see if any police officers had paid a visit to the building that evening. Then he ordered searches of the doorman’s booth and the victim’s apartment, and assigned officers to go door to door, asking all residents to report to the precinct house as soon as possible, preferably the following morning, to be interviewed. ‘Anyone who isn’t home, leave a card under the door.’

The officers dispersed.

In the meantime, the Crime Scene Unit technicians had already finished their work, and now two of them were getting ready to take the body away in a black plastic sack.

 



The doorman’s booth was on the small side.

In his years of service, John Reynolds had come across  some which were bigger, and many that were downright squalid. This one had a long wooden counter and a two-door cupboard, also of wood, crammed full of newspapers, magazines and leaflets. A plastic shopping bag in a corner contained the remains of Bill Wells’s dinner: a cheeseburger and a sachet of ketchup from the nearby McDonald’s. A can and a small Diet Coke bottle, both empty, were in the litter bin, next to a well-preserved mahogany desk. The only item of clothing, a dark grey overcoat, somewhat worn at the elbows, was hanging from a plastic coat hanger. In one of the pockets, the detectives found a bunch of keys, but no wallet. They had hoped it might be there, as it wasn’t on the body or on the counter.

‘Do we know where he lived?’ Reynolds asked Bernardi.

‘Yes, Lieutenant. The manager of the building gave me the address. It’s in Queens. He lived alone since his wife died ten months ago. I’m on my way there now.’

‘I’ll walk out with you,’ Reynolds said, joining him.

As soon as they were out on the sidewalk, heavy rain and high winds lashed at their faces. Lightning flashed across the sky at ever decreasing intervals. It was almost midnight and they seemed to be in the second circle of Dante’s hell. Only a few reporters had gathered so far. They ignored them.

The atmosphere on the streets of Manhattan was no different than any other night: expectation and excitement for some, a sense of danger, even extreme danger, for others. Behind the façades of its skyscrapers and on its avenues and streets, New York, the city that never sleeps, concealed traps for the unwary. That was how it was. Even on a stormy night like tonight.

The predators were always lying in wait.
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Sunday, 2 November

 



Michael Bernardi was forty-two years old.

The son of Sicilian immigrants, he’d been born, and had always lived, in New York. Of medium height, solidly built, with a dark complexion, short chestnut hair with a sprinkling of grey, and piercing dark eyes, he was tireless and determined in his work, a detective with a secure future in the police department. Always helpful, he was much appreciated, a favourite of the lieutenant and his colleagues. His reports were always clear and detailed. He double-checked everything scrupulously, and never accepted anything at face value. Highly intelligent himself, he had a short fuse when it came to stupidity and arrogance in others.

Now, at the head of a small team of officers, he stood outside the front door of Bill Wells’s apartment building. It was located at the end of a dead end street, and they had had to park their cars in a nearby square and cover the last few yards on foot. The area was a decaying one, filled with low-rise housing, factories and potholed streets.

The apartment was on the second floor of a dilapidated brownstone building with deep cracks in the walls and a  rusted fire escape. It had been a barracks at one time, but decades of neglect had reduced it to a squalid, unrecognisable state. There was no uniformed doorman here. No security system. No one to give out information at such a late hour.

Before knocking at the door of the apartment, the detectives stood listening for a moment or two. There was no sound from anywhere. But their arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed. On entering the building, Bernardi had glanced around and had seen a curtain moving in the dim light of a street lamp. He knocked at the door. Several times. It was no use. One by one, he tried the keys from the bunch found in the overcoat, until at last one of them turned in the lock. Once, twice, three times. The door opened.

‘Anyone at home?’ he called out, going in with his gun in his hand.

Silence.

He switched on the lights.

There was no corridor. The three small rooms had low ceilings, damp-stained walls, and threadbare carpets. The furniture was sparse and of poor quality. The living room was empty apart from two armchairs and a couch, covered in some synthetic material, presumably to hide wear and tear. But at least the place was clean and tidy.

There was an indescribable air of sadness about the place.

The detectives started searching.

The search was an indispensable routine. It was here that the victim had lived his life, and it was here, among the things that had belonged to him, that they might find a few clues to his death.

They looked everywhere, even in the unlikeliest places.

Experience had taught them that people, especially older people, hid money, jewels and their most valued possessions in their homes, either because they’d stopped trusting banks, or else out of fear.

So they looked in the lavatory cistern, the bag in the vacuum cleaner, the lampshades, the refrigerator, the freezer and - the oldest and commonest hiding place in the world - under the mattress. They didn’t find anything anywhere, except in an old dresser in the bedroom. When they opened the four drawers with floral motifs on them, a strong smell of mildew emerged. They were full of linen, socks, sweaters and shirts, some very worn. Here, too, everything was tidy. In the last drawer they discovered a tin box containing photographs of the victim and others, perhaps relatives and friends, along with some yellowed letters and a diary with names and addresses. Buried right at the back were papers relating to an account at a bank in Manhattan. They took everything away with them.

But there was still no trace of a wallet. More than ever, Bernardi was convinced that Bill Wells had been the victim of a petty robbery that had ended as badly as it possibly could: in murder.

 



He knocked at the door of the apartment opposite Wells’s.

The door opened, but only as far as the chain would allow. An elderly man stared out at Bernardi, his angry eyes saying,  Why the fuck are you knocking at my door at this hour?


Calmly, Bernardi opened his leather wallet and showed the man his badge. ‘Detective Michael Bernardi,’ he said.

The man’s eyes lingered for a moment on the badge, then moved to Bernardi’s face, then back to the badge, for longer this time, as if he wanted to examine it. The chain was still in the same position.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked in a sleepy voice.

‘I’d like to ask you a few questions. Can I come in?’

‘A few questions? What about?’

The crack in the door widened, but only as far as the length of the chain.

‘Your neighbour, Mr Wells, was killed this evening.’

Immediately, the man turned pale. At last he took off the chain and opened the door.

‘Come in,’ he said, moving away from the door, a sad expression on his face. ‘My name’s George Brooks.’

He had long white hair and a pale, emaciated face. He was wearing only a pair of long woollen underpants with a large hole over the left knee and a sweater that came down to his waist.

‘Thank you,’ Bernardi replied. ‘I’m sorry we didn’t warn you we were coming, but I’ll only be a few minutes.’

The apartment was freezing cold. Bernardi followed the old man down a narrow corridor past the open door of the bathroom, through which he glimpsed an old-fashioned toilet with a chain, a little washbasin and a pile of linen in a corner, until they came to the small kitchen, which smelled of fried fish. They sat down at a table covered with a stained plastic tablecloth with a floral pattern.

The man told him that his neighbour was a very serious individual, who had often had a faraway look, and a hint of tears, in his eyes of late. ‘He lost his wife, you know. They loved each other very much. He had no one else in the world.’

‘Had he had any strange visitors lately?’ Bernardi asked. ‘Did you hear anything suspicious?’

The man shook his head. Two large tears were running down his cheeks. For a few moments, he was silent. Then he started speaking again. ‘No, nothing at all. He led a quiet life. I can’t believe he was murdered.’

‘You haven’t seen or heard anything unusual in the last few days?’ Bernardi persisted.

‘Nothing, and nobody I don’t see every day. The punks, the dealers . . . This isn’t exactly the best of neighbourhoods. Well, I’m sure you people know that.’

‘Thank you. You’ve been very helpful. I’m sorry to have called on you so late.’

As Bernardi rose from his chair, he heard subdued voices and footsteps out on the landing. His colleagues. He had to go. At the door, he turned and handed the man a card. ‘Don’t hesitate to call me if you remember anything.’

‘I’m sorry I didn’t even offer you anything to drink,’ the man replied, closing the door quietly.

Turning to his men, Bernardi hesitated for a moment, thinking, What do you know - humanity, in a rat hole like this!
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When John Reynolds got back to the 17th precinct, he immediately gave instructions to his men about the interviews they would be conducting. ‘Dig,’ he said, urging them, ‘and you will find.’ Then he opened a bottle of water, poured some into a paper cup and took a long gulp.

He occupied the typical head of detectives office space: a large corner office at the end of a long corridor. On one wall hung two big maps of Manhattan, strewn with pins. The first indicated the rapes, assaults and murders reported within the past six months. The second showed the houses, banks and commercial premises robbed during the same period. Next to it was a graph showing the decline in crime statistics. On the left-hand wall just next to the desk was another map, which had been there for a few months now, showing locations for two crimes that were on the increase: rape and sexual assault.

He walked to the window. Large raindrops were beating noisily against the panes. He thought about calling home again.

That morning, when he had left, his wife Linda had had all the symptoms of flu. She was pale, sweating, and shaking like a leaf. When he had last phoned her, at around eight in the evening, she had told him that she had a temperature of 102  degrees and that she had already phoned the doctor. Now he dialled the number again. Linda answered at the fourth ring.

‘Hi, darling, did I wake you?’

‘No, John, I was in the bathroom.’

‘Sorry about that. How are you feeling?’

‘A little better.’

‘What did the doctor say?’

‘Nothing too serious. Just a bout of flu. I should be up and about in a few days.’

Reynolds hesitated before replying. He imagined his wife in her nightdress, the black lace one, his favourite, with her dark hair falling softly over her shoulders.

Linda was a tall, beautiful woman with full hips and blue eyes. Reynolds had always been jealous of the admiring glances she received from other men, although he was sure she was faithful to him - and took pride in the fact.

‘Look after yourself, darling,’ he said at last. ‘Keep away from draughts.’

‘Don’t worry. When are you coming home?’

‘There’s been a homicide.’

‘Where?’

‘Here in Manhattan. The doorman of an apartment building was murdered.’

‘Another murder . . .’ There was a kind of exhaustion in her tone, and perhaps something else. He caught the hint of it, and the terrifying thought suddenly struck him: What if Linda gets so tired of this life that she decides to leave me? What would become of me?


But it was only a fleeting impression. ‘Only a little while longer, darling, you know,’ he hastened to reassure her.

‘Let’s hope so.’

‘When I get home, I’ll try not to wake you.’

‘I love you, John.’

‘I love you too.’

Both hung up simultaneously.

Reynolds knew that his career was about to change. His promotion and transfer to a desk job at NYPD headquarters on Park Row, which would allow him to work more sociable hours and to devote more time to himself and Linda, had already been decided.

A reassuring future.

 



The offices of the detective squad occupied one whole floor.

Homicide was on one side of the corridor, spread over a series of rooms. Each room contained four desks. Rows of metal filing cabinets lined the windowless walls. The last room was Michael Bernardi’s office, separated by large windows from the space where his men worked.

The rooms were crowded, the computers switched on, and the telephones were constantly ringing. The chairs in front of the desks were occupied by witnesses, answering questions with an air of boredom, convinced they were only wasting their time. Their answers amounted to little more than the same litany:

The victim was a good man . . . He’d been working there for more than thirty years . . . He was always helpful, always doing little jobs . . . He was a quiet man and didn’t go in for gossip . . . He never did anything at all suspicious . . .

There was complete unanimity. No one had heard anything unusual, any gunshots, no one had seen anyone suspicious in the past few days. No one confirmed Denis’s story of having seen a police officer in the building.

In separate rooms, the victim’s two fellow doormen gave their statements. They mentioned the occasional argument Bill Wells had had with local punks who’d tried to bum a few dollars off him, some of them even threatening violence. ‘In  this town,’ one of the two men said, ‘you can be killed for a ten-dollar bill in an old wallet. That’s how New York is. It’s a violent place. What happened to Bill could have happened to one of us on our shift.’

Just before leaving, having given their fingerprints to be compared with those found inside the doorman’s booth, they both asked the same question.

‘Will you get him?’

‘That’s what we’re trying to do.’

‘Please find him.’

It was almost a prayer.

 



When the last witness had left the office, Lieutenant Reynolds called his men together.

He listened patiently to all the reports, but nothing he heard sounded particularly useful, though his men had made a thorough search of the area for possible leads. No one had seen anything, not even a suspicious car. It wasn’t the first time. In these cases, fear kept mouths firmly shut.

Bernardi, just back from the search of the victim’s apartment, stuck his head round the door, and Reynolds motioned him to come in. To the rest of the men, he said, ‘What are you waiting for? Keep your eyes open. Check all surveillance cameras in the area. We can’t afford to waste time. We’re dealing with an unpremeditated homicide here. So let’s get going!’

Once the men had gone and Reynolds was alone with Bernardi, he grabbed the bottle of water, filled two paper cups and said, ‘Hold on a moment, Mike.’ Then he lit yet another cigarette, possibly the last of the day, and took a few drags. Clouds of smoke formed in the air, making it smell even mustier than before.

Bernardi sat down opposite Reynolds and brought him up to date on the search of the victim’s apartment and on the  answers they’d obtained from the other precincts in New York. No squad car or police officer had been called to the building on Madison that evening. No one from that address had phoned 911 or any of the precincts to request assistance.

Reynolds threw his now empty cup into the waste bin. ‘So none of the witnesses we’ve questioned so far has mentioned a police officer. Except Denis . . .’

‘I know what you’re thinking, Lieutenant. A kid with a vivid imagination, who wants to be a detective . . .’

Reynolds nodded. Then his mind went back to the testimonies of the victim’s colleagues, and he mentioned to Bernardi what they had said about Bill Wells’s confrontations with neighbourhood punks. At these words, Mike pulled a face, as if to say, That’s it! There’s our confirmation!


They switched out the lights and left the office. Reynolds glanced at his wristwatch. It was 3.50 in the morning on what should have been his day off. He said goodnight to Bernardi, lifted the collar of his raincoat and got into his grey Ford Crown Victoria next to the driver, who had already started the engine. ‘Take me home,’ he ordered. ‘Home’ was Battery Park, at the southern tip of Manhattan, on the western side looking towards New Jersey.

And so they drove through the night, in a city now wrapped in a blanket of fog.
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It was an unusually mild morning for the time of year.

The fog had lifted as suddenly as it had settled. The weak, grey-pink light of dawn had given way to a clear blue sky tinged with gold. The air had been swept clean by the wind from the ocean. But still the usual smog and poisons clung to the façades of the skyscrapers.

It was 8 a.m. and already New Yorkers, tourists and athletes were pouring out on to the streets.

The newspapers carried page after page devoted to the marathon. The murder of the doorman, on the other hand, merited only a few brief mentions on the inside pages, which merely reported that the previous evening, in an apartment building in midtown Manhattan, a doorman named Bill Wells, sixty-one years old, had been shot dead. There were no eyewitnesses, and as yet no indication of the identity of the perpetrator or his motive.

Only the New York Times gave the news a little more space.

In the concluding lines of his article, the reporter lingered over a detail ignored by all the other papers:
It appears that, shortly before the murder took place, a resident of the building saw the victim in the company of a police officer  inside the doorman’s booth. When quizzed about this, the NYPD press office declined to comment. But we have reason to believe that there has been definite corroboration. Is this yet another embarrassment for the NYPD?





Detective Bernardi read the article on the way to Kings County Hospital mortuary. His tired face flushed with anger. He looked for the name of the journalist who had written the piece. It was David Powell, a crime reporter who had a history of coming up with excellent sources, some inside the NYPD itself.

Bernardi folded the newspaper and tossed it angrily onto the pile of papers on the back seat.

‘What’s the matter, sir?’ the driver asked.

‘Nothing, Raymond, just the usual press crap.’

‘Right!’

‘Some son of a bitch looking for a scoop and not caring what damage he causes along the way. The stuff he’s written shouldn’t have been made public yet.’

‘Journalists are scum, sir. I’m with you there.’

‘We’ll make this one pay sooner or later . . . same goes for whoever it is who’s giving him his information.’

The driver shook his head. Knowing Bernardi’s dogged determination, he was sure that David Powell would be feeling the heat sooner or later. For the rest of their short journey, they spoke little, and soon reached their destination.

After walking down a series of cold corridors, Bernardi took the stairs that led to the basement where post mortems were carried out. In this part of the hospital all the hours of the day were the same, it was a place with no windows, untouched by daylight. Even the smell never changed: that characteristic stench that greeted him now and became even  sharper as soon as he walked through the door of the autopsy room.

A shiver went down his spine.

 



The body lay naked on a stainless steel table in the middle of the room.

An orderly was washing it down with a hose.

The medical examiner, Robert Cabot, standing by a counter with the instruments, had already put on a white coat, green rubber gloves and a mask. His long chestnut hair peeked out from under his cap. He was ready. He and Bernardi exchanged a brief greeting, then Bernardi, too, put on a white coat and mask, omitting only the gloves. Then he stepped closer to the table to observe the post mortem. Although he knew by heart every movement Cabot would make, he was always surprised by the ME’s meticulous precision.

Dictating to a tape recorder, Cabot carefully examined the corpse and described its external appearance, then began cutting it open. As he worked, he filled the test tubes on the steel cart beside him with urine, blood and other bodily fluids for subsequent analysis. Finally, he started the circular saw, breaking the grave-like silence with its roar.

He opened the scalp and pulled it back, sawed through the skull vault, and examined the brain. With a long pair of tongs, he extracted two bullets and placed them on a little tray. Bernardi took a few steps forward to get a better look.

 



Now they were sitting on two visitors’ chairs in front of the desk, slowly sipping hot coffee.

‘There are a number of significant factors,’ Robert Cabot said, with the self-satisfied air of someone who is in a position to demonstrate his own skill for the umpteenth time. ‘Three for certain, I’d say.’

Bernardi put his cup down on the desk, and took his ubiquitous notebook and pen from his briefcase. ‘Go on, Doctor.’

‘Just a minute!’ Cabot said, and drank down the rest of his coffee before proceeding. ‘First: the time of death. Between eight and ten last night. Give or take a few minutes either way. This can be inferred from the absence of hypostatic stains, from the rectal temperature, and from the fact that his dinner was fully digested. Second: there are no signs of physical attack. Third: the two bullets. They entered behind the ear, went through the cranium, and lodged in the right lower jaw.’

Bernardi nodded. The first two factors confirmed what they had already surmised. The third, on the other hand, was new and required further explanation.

As if reading the detective’s thoughts, Cabot jumped in before Bernardi had even opened his mouth and said, in an even more professional tone, ‘The route the bullets took runs from the back to the front, with a slight inclination from top to bottom, which suggests that the victim was sitting when he was shot, and that the killer, at the moment he fired, was in a higher position, probably standing to his left.’

Bernardi nodded, pleased with the results.

Cabot handed him two small plastic bags containing the bullets. They were .22 calibre, like the cases discovered on the floor of the doorman’s booth. Bernardi put them in his briefcase. Then he asked when the report would be ready.

‘In a few days,’ Cabot replied. ‘But I’ve already told you my most significant findings.’

‘Thanks.’

Bernardi closed his notebook, took off his white coat, said goodbye and left. But he didn’t go back to the precinct house.  On the spur of the moment, he decided to pay a visit to the Crime Scene Unit’s ballistics lab.

And there he would learn something unexpected.

 



Something really unexpected.

The killer’s gun had been fitted with a silencer.

The tips of the copper-coated, round-nosed bullets had been found to have semicircular dents, caused by the bullets making contact with one of the metal diaphragms of the silencer which was not perfectly aligned with the axis of the gun barrel.

‘A silencer, Lieutenant! They’re sure of it. No doubt whatever. ’

Bernardi had rushed straight from the ballistics lab to the precinct house and was now sitting facing Reynolds, leaning forward with his elbows on the desk.

‘This changes everything. The theory that this was an unpremeditated murder by some street punk is starting to look very shaky. We’re going to have to think again.’

‘Are the dents on both bullets?’ Reynolds asked.

‘Yes, although they aren’t perfectly identical, but that’s quite normal, according to ballistics. The similarities are significant. Every mark on the two bullets was compared through an optical microscope.’

There was a long pause.

The sun, now high, flooded the room and flared off the lieutenant’s nameplate.

In an investigation everything could be useful: preliminary reports, interview transcripts, post mortems, expert analyses, sometimes just a routine door to door. But solving the case depended on reading and interpreting the material evidence correctly. Both Reynolds and Bernardi knew how important it was not to rely on intuition alone. What they had just learned  was the first piece of concrete evidence they had, the first piece in the jigsaw.

‘How about prints?’ Reynolds asked, breaking the silence.

‘All the prints found at the crime scene belonged to the victim and his colleagues,’ Bernardi replied.

‘No one else?’

‘No one else, Lieutenant. Unfortunately.’

‘And on the bullet cases?’

‘No prints on them.’

Which meant that the killer must have been wearing gloves when he loaded the gun - a precaution usually taken by hit men.

‘So the killer was a professional!’ Reynolds said. ‘Everything we have right now points to that.’

The theory of a professional hit was also supported by the weapon: the .22 was the weapon of choice for hit men. It was easy to conceal, and with a silencer it produced no sound other than the noise of the mechanical parts.

But there were details that didn’t fit this picture. Why would a professional hit man have killed the doorman at his place of work when there would surely have been other, less risky, opportunities? Why would a hit man take the victim’s wallet? And why on earth had the doorman not reacted? Had he known his killer? Did he have a secret life, unknown to his colleagues, the residents of the building, and his neighbours?

That made for a lot of questions. So far, there were no answers.

Bernardi stared down at his notebook. Better to get back to concrete facts. He brought the lieutenant up to date on the cause of death, the supposed time of death, the bullets and their trajectory.

‘Mike,’ Reynolds said when he had finished, ‘we need to find out more about Bill Wells’s past.’

Bernardi nodded, although he had his doubts. Having seen the man’s apartment, he thought it unlikely that such an anonymous existence could hold any secrets.

‘Oh, one more thing, Mike.’

‘Yes, Lieutenant?’

‘The case is yours. You call the shots, but I’d be grateful if you’d keep me informed of what’s happening as it happens. You know what I mean.’ He rubbed his chin with his hand.

Bernardi nodded. ‘Sure, Lieutenant. I know you like to follow certain cases personally.’

John Reynolds smiled - his first smile of the day. As head of the squad, he could supervise and coordinate his detectives’ activities without necessarily being involved personally. But everyone at the 17th precinct knew that wasn’t how he worked. He had always had a particular interest in homicide - not to mention the fact this would, in all probability, be his last case.
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