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For Roisin and Pharaoh,


with love and awe. 


You know who you are.










 ‘And here, shipmates, is true and faithful repentance; not clamorous for pardon, but grateful for punishment.’


 


Herman Melville, Moby-Dick










Then . . .


The first girl was still alive when he poured the cement into the cavity between the floorboards and the earth. He decanted it tenderly, like wine from a chalice. She managed to raise her hand above the level of the setting liquid and over the course of the next two days the cement-coated limb turned to stone. He watched the transformation without interval. Viewed it dispassionately. Viewed it the same way he had watched her die.


At length, the sight of the stone hand began to unsettle him. Even when he closed his eyes he could still see that arm and wrist, that palm and halted pulse; fingers curled inwards, rising up from the floor as if reaching out for him. Eventually he had to hack it off with a spade. The hand sits on his bedside table now. He uses it to hold his ring, watch and crucifix as he sleeps. The flesh inside the stone shell has started to corrupt but he does not mind the odour of the rotting claw. It is a comforting smell, like baking bread or mown grass.


With the second and third girls he made sure their hearts had stopped beating before he began to pour.


By the time he entombed the eighth girl he had begun to know, almost to the exact hour, when their pulses would give out through lack of food and water. He had begun to know on what day their cries would stop.


This girl is different. She is still alive two days after he expected her to expire. She still has some lustre in her eyes.


It is almost as if she believes there is still hope . . .


 


Though she can no longer feel her legs, the girl senses they are drawn up, baby-like; pressed against the swell of her gut.


In these moments she fancies that this place, with its wooden roof and bare earth and its dead-animal smell, is a womb. She is an unborn child, protected and embraced by the walls of the cavity in which she squirms.


At other times, she feels that the chamber has the properties of a cocoon. She will be reborn as something magnificent; all effortless grace and dazzling wings.


In such moments, she does not despise her confinement but sees it as the man wishes, as a place where she is safe. She can almost forget the reek of piss and blood and the sensation of scuttling beasts that scamper, multi-legged, like disembodied hands, across her unwashed skin.


The man is right, after a fashion. She is safe, down here. Her prison is impregnable. She knows the ceiling to be sturdy and immobile, having banged upon it with fists and knees until both were bloodied and numb. She knows that she can only burrow down a few inches into the cold soil before she strikes rock. At first, she had believed herself capable of turning onto her belly; perhaps finding a softer patch of ground where she could begin to tunnel out. But the wooden timbers are only a few inches above her face and the size of her stomach makes it impossible to rotate. So she lies in the dark and the cold, sticking out her tongue and trying to catch the water that drips through the cracks between the wooden panels. She savours the tastes of mud and brick; of spilled gas and old leaves.


It has been several hours since she last lapped at the chemical-tasting water that her captor gently drizzles through the tiny fissures above her face. She has begun to yearn for the pleasant numbness that she has come to associate with its presence upon her tongue. Her thoughts are becoming less fuzzy and the pain in her stomach is turning from a vague ache into something that seems to be tying her intestines to her spine. She realises that she is choking. Her tongue has rolled to the back of the dark, wet cave of her mouth. For an instant she imagines rolls of fifty-dollar bills, wrapped with a band and pushed down her gullet. And then the image is gone; replaced by flashes of gold that stab into the blackness of her vision with each dry, punishing cough.


She can hear movement up there, the rhythmic thrump-thrump-thrump of the rocking chair as it moves forward and back, forward and back, disturbing the dirt and the dust and the chalky grey powder that carpets the floor and which billows down onto her filth-streaked face.


Please, talk to me. Please, don’t give up. I’ll listen. I promise I’ll listen . . .


The sound of the rocking chair stops abruptly. Icy panic fills the girl’s chest and throat.


Footsteps reverberate softly on the floor above her face. A sprinkling of dirt tumbles through the cracks and into her open mouth. She begins to cough again and closes her eyes, instinctively, as she begins to retch and heave.


She opens her eyes as the hinges creak. Light floods the six-foot-by-six-foot pit in which she has lain these past weeks. It is not a harsh light. It makes her think of old-fashioned photos and oil paintings. It speaks to a part of her that she only half remembers but the voice is strong. She finds her eyes brimming over, emotion pushing on her chest. She finds herself reaching up. She wants to be picked up, like a child, wishes for warm, strong fingers to close upon her wrists and to lift her, effortlessly, from this pit of filth and despair. Through the blurring swirls of her vision, she fancies that she can see her father, with his straight back and his curly hair; his gold cross and colourful shirts. Tries to smell him, to lose herself in the sweat and soap powder and tobacco and rum. She cannot find it. There’s only the stench of herself.


And then him.


Him, with his pale eyes and pale skin and his empty mouth.


She opens her eyes into the thin, sunken face of her captor. He looks like a dead thing. Looks as if he has begun to decompose, only to open his dead eyes and worm his way back into the light.


‘Please,’ she begs, and it sounds as though there is a foot on her throat. ‘Talk to me. Please. You can. I’ll never tell. I’ll never say . . .’


She sees herself in the blackness of his irises. And then she sees, for a moment, the person she was. She has a name. A family. A home. She used to be called Alejandra, but these past years she has answered to Ali. More American, her father said, in an accent thick with the sounds of home.


Her head feels like it is exploding. Memories collide and smash and splinter. She was running through the place her family called Alphabet City. Counting the streets, the way she always did. The early-evening sky was silvery-blue; like the blue around St John’s severed head in the jigsaw-puzzle picture that glared down behind the priest as he smiled and twinkled through Mass. Blue, like the man’s watch, scratching her wrists as he pushed her down and covered her body with his own. His associate. That was the word he used, that warm night when she looked upon the handsome devil who did things to her that she did not understand and which, at first, she did not want to stop. Regret came later. Regret and pain, followed by those long months of not knowing what to do or what to say and watching her body change while praying over and over again that nobody else would see the truth of her.


A sudden rasp, almost masked by the casters of the chair. A sudden mechanical noise, and then it feels as though her ears are filling with water as the tomb reverberates around her.


‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been eight months since my last confession. I have allowed the devil to seduce me on four occasions when I was unable to stop myself from touching my skin in a way that would displease the Lord. I have harboured many impure thoughts. I have thought disrespectfully about the man who calls himself my father. I am grateful for his kindness and yet when he speaks to me I feel a great rage inside me – a hunger for something I can’t describe. I have imagined myself stealing into his room at night and smashing his brains in with a hammer – perhaps driving a nail into his skull as if it were the wrists or feet of our Lord. I do sincerely repent . . . Shush, please, no more . . . I repent of these sins and ask for the strength not to repeat such offences. Forgive me, Father, for my actions in making this confession. The girl I took had kind eyes and spoke kindly to me. Please allow her torture to cease. She suffers and screams and cries and her skin has begun to repel me. Father, please intercede with our Lord and pray for her agonies to cease so she may rest with Jesus and her sinful flesh can be consumed by this sacred earth. Bless me, Father. Amen.’


Ali pictures the other girl and knows, with an intuition she cannot comprehend, that she too was, is, in this tomb. She sees the girl as a mirror image of herself, beneath the ground, growing weak, fading with each flimsy tick of her heart. She wonders whether the girl still lies next to her. Whether her head is near her own feet so that they sleep top-to-tail, as her mother used to call it. She wonders whether there was pain in her final moments, or if she flew to heaven as softly as falling asleep.


Ali suddenly remembers a sensation of . . . hollowness. Of being an empty thing; a vessel, to be filled. More than that. Exhaustion. Her knees and back ached. She was scrubbing floorboards. Floorboards that were almost golden. Floorboards in which she could see her face. Mama had been skinning poblano peppers that morning. The apartment would smell of sofrito verde. There was homework to be done but nothing she did not enjoy. History. English. But then it rolls over her again; that memory of wrongness. That sensation of unease, like a patch of dampness on her clothes or a stone in her shoe. She remembers pain. Remembers sitting alone in the bathroom and weeping into her hands. Her mind fills with traffic and neon. That night. That night . . . running down the alley off Avenue C; four streets from home, safe in Alphabet City; in these streets of guns and dealers which her father still called Loisaida, and where she never felt afraid.


In the mirrors of his eyes, she sees herself clearly. She lies on her back, face twisted upwards, bare legs drawn up to her belly. She is dressed in rags and she senses that her black curly hair looks like the hide of a long-dead bear.


Strong hands close around the bare skin of her wrists. She makes little noise but for a strangled gasp as she is pulled upwards, jerked into a sitting position and lolling in this unfinished grave like a puppet.


For an instant, she sees the room. Brick fireplace. Wooden walls. A solitary wooden chair and a table with a tape recorder. A three-seater sofa, covered in magazines. Empty food cartons and discarded clothes. A wall, crammed with books. And mirrors. So many mirrors . . .


He pulls her upwards and suddenly the pain is not in her arms. The whole lower half of her body seems to contort in agony and the sensation gives her strength. She resists the tugging on her limbs. Instead she gives in to the crippling pain encircling her whole lower half. And then she is free, slumping back into the hole in the ground as her captor steps back; staring in horror as the thing in her belly rotates, straining at her thin flesh, like so many pythons in a bag.


‘My baby,’ she says, as memories flood her like daylight. ‘Please . . . !’


The light is snatched away as the lid of her prison slams shut. Her scream bounces back and forth between the wood and the earth until she is lost in an echoing tomb of her own cries.










Part One










Thirteen Nights Ago


The branches reach out for him like the grasping limbs of dead souls. Withered, rotting things that cling to his cuffs and his hands and his hair like the forsaken. He thanks God that he cannot see their faces and that they cannot see his. He has sent a lot of people to hell and he does not doubt they take it personally . . .


He brushes the thoughts away, crashes past the branches and the spindly leaves, pushing onwards; his boots thumping down through the thick snow and striking the hard earth beneath. He can hear his own blood banging in his ears. The sound of the gunshots is still echoing in his skull and the torch in his hand jerks up and down with each urgent step.


‘Here, you old fuck,’ comes a voice filled with laughter. ‘I see you. Follow the light.’


Claudio curses and raises a hand to his face as the glare of the flashlight skewers him. He is still wincing when the younger man emerges from the tangled pocket of evergreens and walks slowly towards him. He still has his gun in his right hand. Claudio holds a knife, its hilt thick with blood, in his left.


‘You catch him?’ asks Claudio breathlessly.


‘Fuck no. Prick was fast.’


‘Faster than a bullet?’ he asks irritably, and wipes the sweat from his forehead, leaving a smear of crimson upon his skin.


‘What you wanna do now?’ comes the reply. ‘His accent was Russian. Somebody’s fucking us around. This is a set-up. There might be more of them . . .’


Temper overwhelms Claudio. None of this was supposed to happen.


Crisp.


Efficient.


Clinical.


That is how he made his name and kept himself alive these past forty years. The younger man is all bravado and front, with his soft calfskin coat and his sweatpants, his white trainers and his gold chains. His name is Luca and he may have just got them both killed. Claudio chews on his lower lip with his one remaining incisor.


‘Stop that, man.’ Luca laughs. ‘You’re like a fucking vampire. And these woods are creepy.’


Claudio makes a fist then takes a deep breath, trying to reign in his temper. He was supposed to be pretending to be a traffic cop, for fuck’s sake. And he’d arrived in sneakers and sweatpants! All he had to do was keep them quiet until Claudio arrived. But he couldn’t help himself. Had to show off. Had to show he was a man who mattered . . . 


‘I’m sure I clipped him,’ says Luca. ‘You hear all that bullshit? Did he look important to you?’


‘You know the Russians – everybody says they’re somebody important,’ says Claudio quietly. ‘I know that accent though.’


‘Doesn’t mean he mattered.’


‘Something’s gone wrong here,’ whispers Claudio, suddenly aware of the absolute silence of the woods. ‘This wasn’t the job. I smell lies. And now there’s nobody to ask because they’re fucking dead.’


Luca shrugs. He doesn’t much care. He’s enjoyed himself tonight. He’s had a chance to hurt somebody. There’s a light in his eyes as bright as the blood upon the snow.


Claudio shakes his head again. ‘There’ll be repercussions. I don’t like repercussions.’


Luca rolls his eyes like a petulant teenager. He turns his back on Claudio and starts walking back to where he left his car.


Claudio stands still. It could have all gone perfectly. It was a good plan. A perfect pincer movement, followed by enough layers of rumour and speculation to ensure that nobody ever guessed at the truth.


He watches the younger man trudging away through the crow-black woods. He’s struggling through the thick snow and cursing the cold. His gun is hanging loosely from the hand he is using for balance as he totters precariously in front of an old oak with a long, splintered branch . . .


Claudio has stayed alive far longer than he has any right to expect. His longevity has given him a curious kind of sixth sense; a skill for reading situations and staying a step ahead. Perhaps it is his many years in the shadows that have taught him how to read darkness. He does not care to overthink it. But when he feels the air behind him change shape and texture, some primal force takes over and he drops to his knees. Instead of slamming into the back of his head, the branch merely clips him on the top of the skull. He does not make a sound as he topples forward: collapsing onto the tree roots and the hard snow with his arms outstretched and his legs out straight behind him. Christ-like, he lies immobile, only half seeing out of one eye as the man from the trunk, the man who fled into the woods, steps over him and runs lightly towards Luca. Claudio tries to speak but cannot seem to make his lips move. He feels wetness upon the back of his neck.


‘Come on, old man, we’ve got to get busy . . .’


Luca is a few feet away, struggling through the snow. Claudio’s world is black and white; a photographic negative; a snowstorm of newspaper print. In its centre a silhouette, an inky blob that crosses between himself and his companion in purposeful, efficient strides.


Helpless, feeble, he watches as the man who attacked him darts ahead quickly, silently, and without another word he grabs Luca by the collar of his stupid calfskin jacket and pushes him forward. The branch goes into his chest just below his ribcage and exits between his shoulder blades. There is a sound like somebody has snapped a dozen small branches and then the soft hiss as the air in his lungs gurgles upwards through bloodied lips and into the cold night air.


On the ground, Claudio breathes out, slowly. He tries to become a part of the forest floor. He does not want the man to come back and finish him off. He knows that were the roles reversed, it is what he would do. He is a killer. He takes no pleasure in it but it is his life’s work to stop human hearts. He came here, to this lonely place on the road to Crow, to kill two men. He has done what he was paid to do. He wasn’t expecting the third, who took off into the darkness as soon as Luca pulled the trigger and the big dark Irishman fell forward onto the snow-covered earth.


Claudio watches as the man who killed Luca disappears into the trees. After a moment he begins to move. Slowly, soundlessly, he checks himself over. There is a gash to the top of his skull and blood in his mouth, but apart from a ringing sensation in his ears he is unharmed. Damp and cold, he pulls himself upright and leans against a tree. He reaches into his pocket and finds his cigarettes. Lights up, and breathes out a cloud.


‘Fuck,’ he whispers to himself. It covers the majority of his feelings.


Pissed off and sore, Claudio consoles himself with the thought that it is not his fault. Luca fucked up, not him. And nobody told them about the Chechen. He did his job right and then other forces got in the way. Even as he thinks it, he finds himself shaking his head. He has seen men killed for so much less. He has killed men who had perfectly good excuses for their screw-ups. He closes his eyes and searches for comfort. Finds it in Belle. The little girl is the only light in the blackness inside him, but she is a light that grows brighter every time she holds his hand and looks at him as if he were something other than a monster. For her, he would stop all this. For her, he would try to be a better man. But neither she nor her mother knows how he earns the money that sustains them and he never intends for them to find out. He lives on borrowed time. For forty years he has been waiting for it all to stop.


As he stares at the body of the young man impaled on the tree, Claudio feels a shiver of premonition. He suddenly fears that he is at the start of something that could lead to his end.










Chapter 1


10.15 p.m. Seventh Precinct, Lower East Side


Now . . .


There’s a chunk of plastic cat shit in Detective Ronald Alto’s Zen garden. It’s just sitting there, next to the little rake, forming a gruesome mouth beneath three shiny pebbles.


Alto fights back a smile as he wordlessly picks up the offending addition and deposits it in his top drawer. It clatters down among the other pieces of artwork that the detectives of New York’s Seventh Precinct have seen fit to place in the little bamboo and sand construction that sits in the in-tray on top of his age-blackened desk. He presumes this evening’s contribution was made by Detective Hugh Redding. Reviewed critically, the cat shit lacks subtlety but has a certain potency. The same could be said for the man himself. It certainly doesn’t possess the creative genius displayed by Sergeant Kendricks, who last week recreated a beach homicide out of Lego figures in the ten minutes that Alto was away from his desk.


‘B minus,’ announces Alto, without looking at the trio of detectives at the far end of the long room, who sit shovelling Chinese food into their mouths with plastic knives and forks.


‘Objection,’ shouts Redding, beginning to rise. There is rice on the front of his off-white shirt and the seams of his grey trousers strain under the pressure of his flesh.


‘Overruled,’ says Alto, waving Redding back into his chair.


‘It’s a litter box,’ shouts Redding, picking a shrimp off the rolled-up cuff of his shirt sleeve and popping it in his mouth. ‘I want the shit back. Belongs to my stepson.’


‘Early Christmas present, was it?’


‘Little prick left it in my shoe.’


‘And you thought of me?’


‘I always think of you, Ronny,’ says Redding, puckering up and blowing a kiss. ‘Can’t sleep unless I’m spooning you in my mind.’


Alto decides to end the conversation with a grin and a raised mid-finger. He is a veteran of the Seventh and well versed in the foul-mouthed sexual banter that is as much a part of the squad room as the black linoleum, the beige walls, the battered silver filing cabinets and an aroma that would make a perfumer’s head cave in. It’s a pungent cocktail of perspiration, ethnic food and clothes dried out in a too-small room; marbled with coffee and stale cigarettes. Alto associates the smell with home. He missed it when he spent his year on temporary assignment with Homicide South. That was a hard time. He made the right contacts, put away some bad people but it was a difficult few months for his soul. He had to stand by while deals were made that turned his stomach. He found himself changing. He found himself starting to see the advantages, the opportunity for manipulation, rather than seeing the victims and the villains. His time with Homicide came to an end through a combination of failing to kiss the right asses, and becoming too fond of the bottle. He knows himself to be tenacious but in drink he becomes obsessive.


For the last few months of his time in Homicide he was doggedly pursuing a money-launderer who had links to Paulie Pugliesca’s crime family. Loose lips alerted him to the crooked lawyer’s existence and he became convinced that if he could put a face to the legend he would have a useful lever to use against Pugliesca. The old man’s soldiers were responsible for a half-dozen hits during his time on Homicide and he had fought tooth and claw to keep the murder investigations under his remit instead of being folded up into the larger Federal investigation into organised crime. Instead he found endless layers of bureaucracy and legal red tape and became so entangled in who owned what and which company belonged to what offshore account, he found himself drowning. He returned to the Seventh as a borderline alcoholic. The file he collected on the lawyer still sits in his desk; the smug, round-faced bastard grinning up through the sheets of arrest reports, requests for information and legal documentation. He doesn’t know why he keeps it other than a feeling, deep in his core, that it matters.


Adjusting his glasses, Alto sits down in his swivel chair and slaps his hand down on the keyboard of the chunky computer. The machine is all but useless and he prefers to use his own slimline laptop for his casework, but when the screen desktop is dark he can see the reflection of the squad room in all its grey misery, and at this hour, on an evening this grim, he is far too short on self-loathing to put himself through it.


Ronald Alto is forty-two years old. He’s tall and slim and is one of the few detectives in the Seventh who worries about how much exercise he is getting, how much he drinks, and whether he has consumed enough portions of fresh fruit and vegetables each day. His colleagues have stopped inviting him to join in their nightly banquets of cultural cuisine, though tonight the smell of chicken chow-mein is so strong that he could well be passively consuming a share of their artery-hardening calories. It took Alto a year of hard work to lose the sixty pounds he packed on after Lisa walked out on him and he is obsessive in his desire not to let a single ounce of fat slip back onto his middleweight boxer’s torso. Lisa would consider this typical of him. If he had been less obsessive about his work, perhaps she would never have left. Alto would disagree. She was always going to leave him. Obsession had nothing to do with it. He considers himself neither more nor less devoted to his work than any of his colleagues. He simply struggles with going home to watch shitty TV and eat dinners off a tray when he could be taking steps towards catching killers. He presumes he would be the same in whatever profession he chose. Were he a carpenter, like his father, he would not be able to stop sanding or varnishing simply because his shift had finished. He would need to see the job through to completion. He told Lisa that long before they were married and continued to mutter it, sullenly, in the face of her tears and tantrums through the course of their three-year marriage. She was already gone a week by the time Alto realised she had made good on her threat. It was not the absence of Lisa that plunged him into misery – more the fulfilment of the gloomy prophesies made by friends, family and colleagues when he announced his intention to wed. Cops’ marriages don’t last, they said. Marry another cop or marry nobody. He ignored their grim predictions, confident that he would be the exception to the rule. Nobody was pleased when he was proved wrong.


Alto opens his laptop and, in the few seconds it takes for the machine to come to life, turns to look out of the dirty windows at a view he knows better than his reflection. The detective room is on the second floor of the utilitarian Seventh Precinct, which shares its home with the handsome heroes of the Fire Department. It overlooks a dreary, blustery corridor of the Lower East Side. The constant wind seems to have picked up a vast chunk of Manhattan’s most uninspiring constructions and deposited them at the edge of the East River. The Seventh, housed at the pleasingly exact address of 19½ Pitt Street, looks out on a scene almost Soviet in its bleakness. This is a place of housing projects, bridge ramps and squat brick buildings, rattled almost insensible by the constant rumble of vehicles crossing the bridge overhead. Nobody would put this view on a Christmas card, despite the hard, frozen snow that is piled up on the sidewalks like garbage bags. Fresh snow hasn’t fallen for three nights but the temperature has yet to get above zero and the flurries that did fall have turned to jagged white stone. The emergency rooms are overrun with people who slipped and hurt themselves. Alto heard a story yesterday that a Vietnamese shopkeeper had been assaulted by the son of an elderly lady who fell outside his store. The dutiful son had blamed the shopkeeper for not shovelling the snow away from his building. The shopkeeper had suggested that it wasn’t his responsibility. Devoid of further rational argument, the son made his point by kicking the shopkeeper unconscious. It has been years since such anecdotes shocked Alto. He no longer questions what people will do to one another. He just tries to tidy up afterwards as best he can.


A buzz from his cell phone reminds him to take one of his vitamin tablets. His hooded, military-issue coat hangs on the back of a nearby chair and he searches its pockets for the correct bottle. He takes two green tablets with a swig of electrolyte-rich water, and then slides himself back over to his computer.


‘Dinner-time, George?’ shouts Redding, with his mouth full.


‘Just an hors d’oeuvre,’ replies Alto, grinning. The men and women of the Seventh have two nicknames for him. One is George Jetson, a reference to his diet of spaceman pills. The other is Bono, in tribute to the amber-tinted spectacles he wears to combat the migraines he suffers when he spends too much time beneath bright lights. Both nicknames are remarkably affectionate. The Seventh is full of police officers with handles like Boner, Stinkz and Ball-sack. To Alto, Ball-sack seems particularly unfair. After all, her mother named her Deborah.


Alto’s fingers move over his keyboard and he pulls up the relevant case file. He sends it to the printer and sits back, waiting for the ancient machine to start rattling and spitting like some steam-powered beast. His eyes flick up to the clock above the filing cabinets. It’s 10.18 p.m. He probably has a few minutes . . .


A moment later, Alto’s posture tenses as he looks at the mugshot filling his screen. The man’s name is Murray Ellison and if Alto doesn’t find a way to put him in prison there is a very good chance he will kill him. Last summer, Ellison drugged an NYU philosophy student he met in a bar off East Broadway. She had been out drinking cocktails with friends and the handsome investment banker had taken a shine to the petite nineteen-year-old with her bubblegum-pink hair, her hippy dress and her little boy’s body. He said hello. Charmed her. Bought her drinks and another round for her friends. Whispered in her ear until she goose-pimpled and blushed. High on new experience, lost in drink, she let him near enough to stir Rohypnol into her sangrias blancas. As the drug loosened her inhibitions, she told her buddies she was going to stay with her new friend. They were thrilled at her daring; excited that she was going to do something so delightfully brazen. He promised them he would ensure she got a taxi home. Instead, he took her to his East Village apartment and raped her near-unconscious body. He went to bed and left her on his living-room floor. The combination of alcohol and Rohypnol caused her to choke to death on her own vomit.


Alto cannot prove what happened next but has no doubts about the sequence of events. Alto has traced the calls made from Ellison’s cell phone and knows that he rang an unregistered cell phone forty minutes before a stolen Volvo was dropped off at the kerbside outside his building by a stocky man in a woollen hat and a ski jacket. He has never been traced. A short while later, a man who looked a lot like Ellison was spotted by a neighbour placing a suitcase in the trunk of the car. He then got into the vehicle and drove away. The vehicle was picked up by surveillance cameras on a residential street in Red Hook. The driver covered his face as he left and did not lock the door. Instead, he left the keys in the ignition. It was stolen four hours later. Whoever took it seems to have abandoned the vehicle a short while afterwards. Alto has a feeling they looked in the trunk. Not long after, it was stolen again. By the time the contents were reported to the police, making a case against Ellison seemed damn near impossible. The District Attorney said there were too many gaps in the timeline. Once the neighbour began to have doubts about who it was they had seen, and with so many opportunities for other parties to have put the case in the trunk, the whole thing became too difficult to proceed with. There were no usable forensics, and Ellison had good lawyers. He stuck to his story. The girl came home with him, they had sex, and she left. The suit his lawyer was wearing cost more than Alto’s car. Ellison smirked his way through his interviews and even had the balls to wink now and again at the officers watching from behind the mirrored glass of the interview room. Alto managed to track down the petty thief who sold Ellison the vehicle but he refused to testify and left the city before Alto could secure a subpoena. The District Attorney’s office was impressed with the work Alto had done to demonstrate the victim’s last movements, but did not have sufficient belief in a conviction to prosecute. Ellison was set free. Alto, who had been present at the victim’s autopsy, had to be physically held back as Ellison stepped onto Pitt Street and climbed inside a sleek black limo. He was in the process of pulling his gun.


After the outburst, his sergeant bought him the Zen garden. Told him to let it go, to be a bit more Buddhist about the whole affair. Karma was a bitch, and Ellison would eventually get what was coming to him. Alto heeded his sergeant’s words. He just wanted to make sure that karma knew exactly what was required.


Alto is staring into Ellison’s green eyes when the phone on his desk begins to ring. His eyes flick to the clock: 10.30 p.m. The visitor is bang on time.


After telling the desk sergeant he will be straight down, Alto crosses to the printer and collects his sheaf of papers. He pauses for a moment and decides that it will be too cold without his coat. He returns to his desk, pulls on the great grey garment that makes him look like a member of the KGB, and walks briskly down the stairs to the reception area. He does not need to be told which of the people waiting in the small reception area is here for him. He performed a Google search on his visitor the moment he was told who was coming. And the man standing reading the noticeboard is unmistakably Detective Sergeant Aector McAvoy of Humberside Police in Merrie Old England.


‘Sergeant McAvoy,’ says Alto, swiping his card on the security scanner and pushing through the plastic barrier. ‘A pleasure.’


The big man turns from the noticeboard like a teenager who has been caught looking at a skin magazine. He looks startled. Embarrassed. His big face is red and his tousled hair is damp at the temples. There is grey beneath his eyes, as if an artist started drawing him in charcoal then switched to pastels halfway through. He has a ginger goatee, running to grey and the big brown eyes of a Disney animal. There are scars running from his eyelid to his jawline. They are angry, painful-looking wounds, at odds with the gentleness of the rest of his face. He’s wearing hiking boots and dark trousers that disappear into the hem of a long, dark blue woollen coat. His right hand, when he extends it, is pink and broken and solid as rock.


‘Detective Alto?’ asks McAvoy. ‘I’m Sergeant McAvoy. Oh, sorry, you already said . . .’


Alto fights not to do a double-take as he spots a blush creeping onto the bigger man’s cheeks. On his computer are the reports he requested detailing this man’s part in the successful detection of two different serial killers on his home turf in Yorkshire. One of those men ended up dead. The other is serving multiple life sentences. In both cases, McAvoy had bled in pursuit of his quarry. In both cases he was praised for his insight and bravery. Alto has been looking forward to meeting him.


‘Good flight?’ asks Alto.


‘No delays,’ says McAvoy. ‘Humberside to Amsterdam, then Amsterdam to here.’


‘Amsterdam, eh? Any time to enjoy yourself?’


‘I was only there two hours,’ says McAvoy, not appearing to understand the reference.


‘When did you get in?’ asks Alto, his tone breezy.


‘Into JFK a couple of hours ago. Taxi to the hotel, then I walked here.’


‘So there’s no point asking you what you think of our fair city?’


‘I’m sure it’s lovely,’ says McAvoy, apparently apologising for not being able to give a better researched answer.


‘First time in New York?’


‘Near enough,’ he says, pushing his hand through his hair and giving a twitchy little smile. ‘Flew through here years ago. Changed for a flight to Texas. Rugby team. I was still a student then.’


‘Texas, eh?’ asks Alto, and tries to win McAvoy’s affection. ‘They say everything’s bigger there. Doubt they said that when they saw you.’


McAvoy’s blush turns scarlet and Alto realises he is dealing with a man whose shyness could well be a fatal affliction. He feels embarrassed by McAvoy’s discomfort and gestures towards the door so the bigger man has time to recover himself. Out on the street the cold hits Alto immediately and he winces in greeting to the uniformed cops leaning against the front wall, drinking coffee and speculating on the parentage of the firefighters with whom they are engaged in a bitter fight for parking lot supremacy.


‘Sorry we couldn’t lay on some better weather for you,’ says Alto, as he leads McAvoy down the sidewalk away from the precinct. ‘There’s a little place up here we can grab a quiet corner and something that actually tastes better than the plate it’s served on. I can’t promise you the same in the detectives’ room.’


McAvoy gives a nod of agreement. He walks comfortably enough on the snow. Doesn’t hunch inside his jacket the way that most people do. His big strides seem to devour the sidewalk. Alto is no small man and is well used to the company of men whose general size and shape would be best equated to kitchen appliances, but next to McAvoy he feels like he is walking beside a suddenly mobile building.


‘Cab driver give you his life story?’ asks Alto.


‘His name was Jack,’ says McAvoy, looking across the street at an ugly housing project. ‘Been here since he was seven. Runs a limo firm but still drives cabs. Hasn’t been back to Hong Kong since he was nineteen but hopes to get there next year. Likes the Knicks. Has a cousin in London and wanted to know if it’s true that we all carry umbrellas.’


Alto laughs. ‘Cab drivers like that where you’re from?’


‘Depends whom you get,’ says McAvoy, and Alto finds himself oddly pleased by McAvoy’s use of the word ‘whom’. ‘The stand-up comedians would have you believe that every taxi driver is a racist chatterbox with the social graces of a barnyard animal. I wouldn’t like to say. Cabs are expensive. I usually drive.’


Alto notices that McAvoy has slowed his pace a little and seems mesmerised by the tall buildings across the street.


‘Not exactly pretty,’ says Alto, nodding. ‘It gets more hipster the further we go.’


‘It looks like Snakes and Ladders,’ says McAvoy. He turns to Alto, his brow furrowing. ‘Do you have that here? The game with the ladders? And the snakes? All the fire escapes. We just need some huge dice.’


Alto considers the building that McAvoy is looking at. He has never thought of it before but suddenly finds himself seeing it the way his new acquaintance does. ‘We say Chutes and Ladders, but I’ll tell that to the boys,’ he says, nodding appreciatively. ‘You must have an artistic soul.’


‘My boss would make a joke about being an arsehole,’ says McAvoy.


‘Asshole, you mean?’


‘She wouldn’t say that. Wouldn’t sound right.’


‘She? You got a lady boss?’


McAvoy nods. ‘She wouldn’t call herself a lady either. Tougher than any of us. Best police officer you’ll ever meet.’


‘Can’t be easy when you don’t hate the boss,’ says Alto, stepping around some garbage bags and feeling his feet slide on the hard snow. ‘Hating the boss is what gets a lot of cops through the day.’


McAvoy considers this, while mumbling a ‘good evening’ to two black youths in baggy sweatpants and puffer coats standing outside the liquor store and watching their curse words turn to clouds on the cold night air.


‘Nothing to hate,’ he says. ‘And it helps that she saved my life.’


‘I Googled you,’ says Alto tactfully. ‘You’ve seen some action, eh?’


McAvoy turns his head away. He seems to be at last feeling the cold. He draws himself a little closer into his coat.


‘Where is it you’re taking me?’ asks McAvoy, and his voice is a little colder too.


Alto points at the dark glass of an Irish bar. They are only a couple of blocks from the Seventh but already the buildings seem cleaner and the shops and restaurants more inviting. The cold weather has thinned out the normal night-time crowd but there are still huddles of students, office-workers and intoxicated diners milling around. Alto pushes open the door and his glasses mist up as they approach the long, copper-topped bar of Lucky Jack’s.


‘Nice,’ says McAvoy appreciatively, looking at the dozens of whiskey bottles and the gleaming silver bar-taps. It’s dark and atmospheric and the lights dance pleasantly in the shapely bottles stacked up behind the bar.


‘You drink, I presume,’ says Alto, saying hello to a large man with a green Mohawk who is drinking Guinness and reading the Tribune.


‘A bit,’ says McAvoy. He’s studying the specials written in chalk on the blackboard by the toilets. ‘I’m intrigued by the hot buttered rum. And there’s a mucky hot chocolate sounds good. Would you think the worse of me?’


Alto wonders if the big man is joking. He works with men and women who drink beer and Bushmills. He gives a smile and turns to the young, handsome barman, who gives himself away as Australian with his opening ‘G’day’.


‘Mucky hot chocolate for the big man and a Brooklyn for me,’ he says brightly, and turns around to find McAvoy looking out of the window at the bum wrapped in a sleeping bag in the doorway across the street. Alto barely noticed him. He was just a shape among the piles of hard snow and the uncollected garbage.


‘Thanks,’ says McAvoy, taking the hot chocolate. Without another word, he goes to the door and walks out, crossing the street in six strides. Alto watches McAvoy deposit the drink beside the homeless man and gently place a hand on his shoulder. He talks to the man for no more than a minute, then makes his way back to the bar.


‘A lemonade for me,’ says McAvoy, slipping out of his coat. His cheeks are burning.


‘And a lemonade,’ says Alto to the barman. He smiles. Gives a little shake of his head. ‘You looked like a massive Jesus, healing the sick.’


‘A massive Jesus,’ says McAvoy, and gives what seems to be his first proper smile in an age. ‘Don’t say that near my boss.’


‘You seem to love that woman.’ Alto laughs.


‘And don’t say that near my wife.’


The two chink glasses and hunch forward in their stools, elbows on the bar.


‘Copper to copper,’ says McAvoy, indicating the bar-top.


‘You’re fucking weird,’ says Alto, and grins, suddenly enjoying himself. ‘Seems a shame to spoil the mood.’


McAvoy’s smile fades. He gives a little nod, as if preparing himself. ‘You’ve been told why I’m here,’ he says.


Alto takes another sip of his Brooklyn and pulls the papers out of his coat pocket. ‘You want to know whether we’ve caught the people who shot the Miracle Man,’ says Alto, in a way that suggests the news is not going to be good.


McAvoy puts his head on one side. Sucks his cheek as if weighing up whether to lay down playing cards that he has no faith in.


‘No,’ he says at last. ‘I want to help you find the other victims.’


‘There’re more?’ asks Alto. ‘Just what we need.’


‘There’s one more, at least,’ says McAvoy.


‘And what makes you think that?’ asks Alto conversationally.


McAvoy looks at the ice chinking in his glass and breathes out, as if from his toes.


‘Because he’s family. And he either pulled the trigger, or you just haven’t found his body yet.’










Chapter 2


. . . feeling any better today, handsome? You’ve got a bit of colour in your skin. We’ll have these curtains closed, what do you say? I was right to let the sun work its magic. I always say you should grab the sunshine in both hands and rub it all over your face when you get the chance. There’s more snow coming so you enjoy Mr Sun while he shines. Beautiful blue sky too – though there are black clouds rolling in. My brothers and me, we used to purse our lips and blow when the clouds came; trying to push the rains and the snows back out to sea. Let them have it back in Nantucket, that’s what Mother would say. They’ve got the clothes for it. Anyways, I’ll leave you to it. You need your rest. I’ll be back to clean you up but don’t be clock-watching now. I hope your friend comes in again. I know you enjoy his visits. You just keep it calm, though, y’hear? Your pulse rate went too high last time. You need things steady and safe. Get yourself back to strength. We’ve been betting on whether your eyes are blue or brown. I’ve said brown. Fionnula from Ward C swore blind you had blue. Said she heard it from the anaesthetist’s lady friend. Blue, and unresponsive, though you don’t want to hear that, I’m sure. I don’t want to cheat. I want you to open your eyes and show me those twinkly brown peepers while you smile and praise Jesus for the miracle that you are. God bless now. I’ll be along in a while . . .


Never fucking shuts up, this one. Well intentioned, but Christ, it’s like living with a children’s TV presenter. Don’t know who she is. Just a noise. A sort of rainbow noise, like looking through a crystal. Not like Holy Joe. He’s beige. Parchment, maybe. Voice like crinkling paper. Typical fucking Bible-basher. Prayer after fucking prayer, psalm after bloody psalm. I’m the miracle, that’s what they say. A miracle. Bollocks. I can’t fucking move. Can’t open me bastard eyes. Can’t do a thing but listen and smell. Decent food, by the whiff of it. No flowers, but there’s something like Christmas trees and cinnamon wafting up what’s left of me nose. Shouldn’t have said that out loud, Dr Grey. Don’t distress the patient. Poor bastard doesn’t know his own name but he knows he’s had his nose sliced off and a bullet put in the back of his head. Should be pushing up daisies. But he survived. Miracle Man. Modern Lazarus, though Lazarus didn’t spend the next two weeks in a hospital bed in a fucking coma, did he? But Lazarus didn’t come out swinging, and this one fucking will. He’s fecking strong, is this one. Doesn’t die easy. Doesn’t go down, even when his legs are telling him to fall. He’s a fighter. Doesn’t know his name, but he knows that much. Knows he doesn’t give up. Knows he can take a beating and come back stronger. Knows that somebody is going to pay for this. Somebody is going to fecking bleed. Just remember. Try to remember, son. Think now. There was snow. Snow like icing on a cake. Some greasy prick in sweatpants trying to make you squirm. Trees like sticks of charcoal. And then he ran and you watched him go; told him to run till his lungs burst. There were shouts, and then the shadow was falling forward and there was a bang and it was all fucking dark until Nurse Rainbow started telling you how lucky you were to be alive and that you needed to get your strength but she was praying for you, and so was this nice man who wanted to read to you from his Bible and said he was family . . . remember. Get better. Start swinging. Make somebody fucking bleed . . .










Chapter 3


McAvoy is aching. His whole body hurts. On the plane he felt as though somebody were staging an elaborate record attempt, or answering some difficult metaphysical conundrum about how many people of Celtic origin could be crammed into a standard-class discount flight from Humberside Airport to JFK. He had never seen so many red-haired people in his life and had half wondered whether he had accidentally stumbled into a convention. Had there been a mix-up? Was he guest speaker? It was the large lady with the Cork accent who put him right. It was always like this around Christmas, she said. The Irish loved the Americans, so they did. Vice versa, and all that. They were going to New York for the parade. They were going to see family. They were going to see aunts and uncles and distant cousins who had extended the offer of free accommodation during the festive period. They’d booked months ago for less than the price of a train ticket to London and they were planning to show the city how to enjoy itself. There were eighteen of them in all. McAvoy counted. As they took their seats around and about him, McAvoy had the distinct impression he was watching some sort of display team.


It wasn’t a comfortable journey. Here, now, he wants to stretch out, like a cat in front of a fire, but he fears that if he did so his skeleton would make a noise like a machine gun and he knows enough about America to be concerned that such a commotion would lead to people leaping for cover and returning fire. He hasn’t slept in twenty-four hours and would be the first to admit that he is entering the exhausted and manic state that only the parents of young children can truly comprehend.


He sits forward on the uncomfortable chair and tells his half-hearted hallucinations that he has no time for any nonsense. Instead he focuses on his new companion, studying the smaller man’s face for any clues to his thoughts. He finds himself unexpectedly optimistic. He expected the worst on his interminable cab ride from JFK. Some gruff New York cop who would treat him with disdain and tell him that he had no authority here and should get himself back to England before he got himself into trouble. In Ronald Alto, he seems to have found the complete opposite. He’s warm, welcoming and surprisingly pleasant company. McAvoy just hopes he hasn’t used up his annual quota of good fortune on this one small bit of luck. He fancies he will need a lot more in the days ahead.


‘Your wife’s brother?’ asks Alto, raising his eyebrows. ‘There was no mention of that when I got the call.’


‘I don’t want to lie to you,’ says McAvoy quietly. ‘Maybe whoever called you had less trouble with deceit.’


‘It was my colonel who called me,’ says Alto, and he appears to be making connections in his head. ‘Said he’d been asked for a favour. Said I was to share what we had with a detective from England who had some knowledge of our victims. Told me to use my judgement but not to let you get yourself in trouble or in the way. Same colonel who landed me with the Miracle Man case in the first place. Body wasn’t found here so it shouldn’t have been mine but the hicks upstate were out of their depth and the victims had been staying in the Comfort Inn five minutes from the Seventh so he threw it my way. I still haven’t said thanks.’


‘That’s where I’m staying,’ says McAvoy, looking at the back of his hands. ‘It made sense when I booked it.’


Alto shrugs. ‘Colonel was a bit evasive, now I think on it.’


‘I’m not 100 per cent sure that I mentioned my own family connections,’ says McAvoy, as if confessing to smashing an expensive vase in a friend’s house. ‘My boss knows. She called some associates who owe her a favour. They must have contacted your colonel.’


‘Less trouble with deceit?’ asks Alto, seeming to wonder whether or not he has been tricked or treated unfairly. After a moment he shrugs. ‘If you tell the boss the truth in some precincts you have to buy everybody else’s drinks for a month. I’m not going to get testy about it. And thanks for being honest. Shall we compare notes or would it be easier if you just told me what you know?’


McAvoy shakes his head. ‘I know next to nothing. If you could tell me what you’ve got, I’ll see if I can contribute anything.’


Alto finishes his Brooklyn and calls for a sparkling water. ‘One beer a day,’ he says to McAvoy, by way of explanation. ‘I try to live right.’


‘Wife’s rules?’ asks McAvoy.


‘Ex-wife’s,’ says Alto. ‘Every pound I put on is a victory for her.’


‘Wish I had your resolve,’ says McAvoy. ‘I have a sweet tooth. There are times when I’m around 90 per cent cake.’


‘Your wife’s a good cook?’


McAvoy screws up his eyes. He nods, momentarily unable to speak.


Alto removes his glasses, cleans them, and puts them back on, while McAvoy struggles with the ball of gristle in his throat.


‘You want another?’ asks Alto, pointing at his lemonade.


McAvoy shakes his head. He suddenly needs to feel like a policeman, and not like a damn fool far from home on an investigation he has no right to be involved with, and which, however it plays out, will break Roisin’s heart. His smile fades. He nods, as if preparing himself.


‘Let’s hear it,’ he says, in a voice that should belong to a smaller man.


‘Tuesday, November 26th,’ says Alto, pulling his phone from his pocket and looking at notes. ‘Fourteen days ago, if my math is right. The flight from Dublin arrived at JFK at 8.20 p.m. On board were Shay Helden and Brishen Ayres.’


McAvoy nods in confirmation of the names. On the flight over he has familiarised himself with the backgrounds of both men, though in truth he had long known the name of Brishen Ayres. In the Travelling community the man is something of a legend. Raised with a traditional Gypsy family, Ayres showed talent as a boxer in his youth. Trained at first by relatives, he soon surpassed their standards and joined a legitimate boxing gym in Galway, where he came under the tutelage of a coach who had trained a dozen champions. In Ayres, he saw somebody with the talent to go all the way. It was not just his natural technique or his southpaw stance that set him apart: there was a killer instinct present in the youngster that put a primal fear into anybody who stepped between the ropes with him. By seventeen, he was a member of Ireland’s Olympic squad. He never made it to the Games. He was knocked down in a hit-and-run incident a month before the tournament. Both his legs were shattered and pelvis all but crushed. Though he recovered, his career was over.


In his rehabilitation, Ayres showed the same fighting spirit that had made him a contender. And when he got himself fit enough to stand, he decided to use his skills. Though unable to fight, he knew he had something that he could pass on to others. He started training other Traveller boys and girls. Before long, Gypsy families on the mainland were sending their children to Ayres for month-long training camps. Remarkably, non-Travellers started to seek Ayres out. At the age of twenty-six, Ayres bought the boxing gym where he used to train. Within a year, he was coaching champions. A decade on, Ayres was one of the best-known faces in Galway and had become an advocate on Travellers’ rights. He was liked and admired in his own community and beyond. There were many who called for him to be made head coach of the Irish Amateur Boxing Association and solely responsible for the Olympic team. Whether Brishen ever sought the job was open to speculation but when a Sunday tabloid printed the details of his many criminal convictions as a younger man, it was obvious he was never going to get the nod. Instead, he concentrated on identifying potential professional fighters.


In Shay Helden, he found one. The Traveller boy did not take up boxing until he was fifteen, when his exasperated father contacted Brishen and begged for help in controlling his wayward son. Brishen put him in the ring and instructed three of his best prospects to take a round with him. Helden put them down in moments. Brishen had identified somebody with a right hand that could buckle a car hood. Brishen started to train him in earnest and within a year Helden was catching the eye. The kid was good. He could win medals. But Helden sought a different kind of gold. He wanted to go straight into the professional ranks and there was no shortage of promoters and managers who whispered in his ear. In a bid to keep Helden on the right path, Brishen agreed to act as his manager. He arranged his fights, helped his reputation grow and nurtured him like a son. Two weeks ago, he brought Helden to America to meet with a boxing coach whose name was synonymous with the best of the best. Dezzie Estrada was willing to take a look at Helden with a view to taking him into his stable of fighters. And Brishen was not going to stand in his way. They flew to America in the hope of making both of their dreams come true.


Three days later, their bodies were found in a shallow grave in a patch of woodland off Silver Spur Road, two miles outside the tiny town of Cairo in upstate New York. Helden had been shot in the back and then stabbed through the base of his skull. Ayres had been shot in the head from point-blank range. Both men had been mutilated. The two rural police officers who found the bodies were already in a state of shock at their grisly discovery when Brishen Ayres coughed up a mouthful of dirt and began clawing his way through the earth. The local papers called him the Miracle Man. He has been in a medically induced coma at the specialist brain injury unit at the Wade-Christie Presbyterian Hospital ever since.


‘You have a list of their known movements?’ asks McAvoy, noticing, with a touch of satisfaction, that the homeless man across the street has brought the mug back to the bar and that the barman is fixing him another, free of charge.


‘It’s all in the file,’ says Alto, nodding at the documents. ‘I can walk you through it. Let’s just say there are a lot of bars on there. Those Irish boys know how to drink.’


McAvoy nods. A lot of the information was sent on via email when Trish Pharaoh started pulling the strings that would allow him to the periphery of the investigation. Pharaoh is the only one who knows what failure will cost him and his family. Were he to try to tell Alto the truth, he doubts he would have the vocabulary to make him understand just what is at stake.


‘This family connection of yours,’ says Alto, scratching at the hair by his ear. ‘This suspect we seem to have missed. What can you tell me?’


McAvoy pauses, gathering himself. ‘Valentine Teague,’ he says, forcing himself to meet Alto’s eyes. ‘Twenty years old. Flew into JFK the following day. Also from Dublin Airport.’


‘And?’ asks Alto, sitting forward a little.


‘Valentine Teague’s family is a rival to Shay Helden’s family,’ says McAvoy, with a hint of a sigh. ‘I don’t know how much you know about the Traveller community but rivalries go back decades. If two clans are at war, there’re no limits to what they’ll do to one another. The Heldens and the Teagues have been fighting for years. Once in a while, a member of one family calls out a member of the other one. A “straightener”, they call it. It’s a matter of honour. Valentine called out Shay Helden just when Shay was starting to get noticed. Valentine’s a tough little brute but Helden flattened him. The video’s on YouTube. Brishen was furious that Shay had fought a bare-knuckle bout. Said it risked his chances of getting licensed. Told him if he fought outside the ring again he would cut all ties with him. Shay respected that. Brishen ordered the two families to bury the hatchet and because of the esteem he was held in, they called a truce. Seriously, in Traveller terms it was like an armistice. Valentine had showed enough skills to attract Brishen’s interest and Brishen started training him too. He’s a prospect. Could go all the way.’


Alto looks down at his empty glass and signals to the barman, who is busy untangling Christmas lights at the far end of the bar. He orders a large Canadian Club. McAvoy decides he has earned a treat and asks for a Baileys. He waits until they both have their drinks before continuing, giving a moment’s concern to the notion of who will pay for the drinks. He hasn’t had a chance to get any dollars yet.


‘So this Valentine kid flew out a day later?’ prompts Alto. ‘That’s news to me.’
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