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WHAT IF THE MAFIA AND FBI JOINED FORCES TO ASSASSINATE HITLER IN 1938? COULD IT HAVE SUCCEEDED? COULD IT HAVE PREVENTED WWII? COULD IT HAVE CHANGED THE WORLD?


 


The FBI colludes with the mafia to assassinate Hitler in the spring of 1938 during a state visit to Italy. Bugsy Siegel and his accomplice, a secret agent to keep the gangster’s volatile nature from erupting, are chosen to carry out the deed. With the help of the Italian mafia, conned into thinking the target is their bitter enemy Mussolini, the pair must avoid rival gangs and a wily Italian police inspector  to avoid being caught or killed before they can even get close to Hitler. No one could have predicted the calamitous events their mission unleashes.


 


"...nations that play chess with world leaders should beware; toppling the King may just be the beginning...The author's personal insight makes Payback a great novel of what might have been." —Ian Hall, author of the Avenging Steel series.


 


"Payback is a fascinating alternative history which turns what we know of World War II on its head. Gangsters and Hitler - what could go wrong? Read Payback to find out!"—James R Benn, author Rag and Bone.


 


"...Real historical figures blend seamlessly with fictional ones, and everyone is believable...In the long tradition of Axis victories in the Alt-History genre, Italy is often overlooked. Michael FitzGerald changes that with Payback, a novel filled with strong characters, excellent research and surprising twists and turns."—Sandra Saidak, author of From the Ashes.


 


“...Bugsy Siegel, a hitman for the American Mafia, and Luigi Carmona, a far less psychotic but no less competent killer, travel to Mussolini’s Rome before the outbreak of World War II on a mission of assassination...a page-turner of a thriller [and]an alternate history novel that asks us whether great men control history or...are controlled by it...“—David Dvorkin, Author of Budspy.


 


"Payback is a first-rate thriller. Michael FitzGerald's tale of World War II intrigue and daring keeps the heart racing to the very last page."—James Thayer, author S-Day.
 "...a great read with an amazing plot that kept me always wanting more. It's a great story about Hitler, Mussolini, gangsters and an FBI agent that held my interest till the end..."—David Avoura King - Author Hitler Out of Time.




 


"...one of the most original 'what if' novels since Fatherland...explores the unique possibility that if Adolf Hitler were assassinated before his grip on Germany tightened then there would be a power vacuum in Europe of immense proportions. His addition of American mafia figures brings a colorful new level to this intriguing novel."—Kim Kinrade, Author Rockets of the Reich.
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Killing came easy to Frank Costello but even he was shocked when he heard the target. On a day in March 1938 when the sky drizzled he made his way towards a bench in Central Park. His two bodyguards held an umbrella over him to shield him from the rain.


He was on time — 14.00 hours


He paused within sight of the bench and stared intently at the man wearing a raincoat sitting there patiently at the pre-planned meeting point.


“Mr Costello,” the seated man said, rising to greet him. “Special Agent Jones.”


Costello refused the offer of a handshake. He sat down on the bench and glared at his unwanted companion.


“Well, Mr. FBI man, what do you want with me?”


Jones looked at the two bodyguards who stood behind the bench.


“You won’t need them,” he said. “I’m not here on police business.”


Costello lit a cigar and puffed away.


“Of course you are. You’re a cop. Police business is all you know. And you Feds are the worst of the lot. You’re obviously trying to set me up for something. Well, you’re wasting your time. You can go to hell!”


Jones stood up.


“Frisk me if you want. I’m not wearing a wire and I’m not trying to trick you. I want to put a proposition to you.”


“What sort of proposition?”


“It’s a matter of national importance. We need to talk alone. Ask your men to step away.”


Costello turned to his two henchmen.


“Take a walk. But not too far.”


Once they were out of earshot Jones lit up a cigarette.


“Mr Costello, we want your organization to kill someone for us.”


Costello stared at him for a moment and then burst out laughing.


“Is this a joke? I thought you guys got paid to stop murder, not commission it.”


“You read the papers, don’t you? Well...”


Costello’s face flushed with anger and the veins on his forehead stood out. He balled his hand into a fist and for a moment seemed about to strike Jones. Instead he yelled at the FBI man.


“You trying to make out I’m dumb or something?”


“Hear me out,” Jones said. “You didn’t let me finish. Europe is on the brink of war and the U.S. will be dragged into it.”


“What’s that got to do with me?”


Costello stood up and prepared to leave.


“Please sit down and let me explain. If there’s another war a lot of people are going to die. But if we kill just one man there won’t be any war.”


“You think killing one man will stop a war? Anyway it’s none of my damn business. Do your own dirty work! What’s in it for me, anyway?”


“We’d make it worth your while. The police would ease off on your people and you’d be handsomely rewarded for your assistance.”


The cops have been trying to bust my rackets lately, Costello thought. And who doesn’t want more money? What’s his angle, though?


“Who is it you want killed, anyway?”


“The target is Hitler and we want you to help us kill him.”


Costello stared at him and the cigar fell from his hand and landed on the ground. When he recovered from the shock he asked him the obvious question.


“Why don’t you kill him yourself?”


“We don’t want it to look like a political killing.”


“Why not? That’s exactly what it is.”


The agent began to sweat in spite of the cold as he sensed that Costello was still unhappy about the idea.


“If the world knows the United States organized the assassination of Hitler it would mean big problems for us. We might end up at war with Germany. The public would not support our actions.”


“Not my problem. Anyway, it’s too dangerous. You’d never get close enough to get a shot in.”


“It would be dangerous but it would be worth it. You and I both know that there are Jews in your organization who’d be delighted to see him dead. People would certainly believe they might kill him.”


The agent hoped he would be easier to persuade. He tried to appeal to his patriotism.


“Hitler’s death has to look like a gangster killing. Let’s make a deal that will benefit both of us. If you won’t do it for your country do it for your Jewish friends.”


Costello began to think it might be worthwhile after all.


“You’d need someone who’s good with a rifle. My guys are more used to handguns.”


Jones clutched at the sudden opportunity.


“We’d train him. He’d go on an intensive course with our agent and the two of them would go on the mission together. He mustn’t know his partner works for the government. Let him think they’re both hitmen for your organization. He’ll be working with a pro so even if he misses it won’t matter. Our guy will kill Hitler and he’ll just be a smokescreen.”


Am I doing the right thing? Will the Feds protect any shooter I give them?


“If I let you have one of my people I’d want you to guarantee his safety.”


“There’s never any guarantee in this line of work, Mr Costello. But his partner will be a fully trained and experienced agent and we’ll have people on the ground watching out for them both and doing everything we can to bring them back safe.”


“Where and when?”


“Not yet decided. We’ll arrange a meeting with our agent.”


“I’ll think about it. Give me a few days and I’ll get back to you.”


Costello made a sign and his bodyguards joined him.


“Let’s go,” he said.


But a slight smile passed over his face for the first time. Yes, I think I know someone crazy enough to do it. As he walked away he wondered — could the man he had in mind carry out the plan or had he made the biggest mistake of his life?
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As night fell and the neon sign at Pete’s Bar flashed on and off two smartly dressed men sat at a table in the corner. They sat away from the main clientele to avoid being overheard.


One of the men in the bar stood at nearly six feet tall. He was handsome, immaculately dressed, and only the steel that shone behind his blue eyes gave a hint of the type of man he really was.


The other man was much shorter, standing at only five feet four, and far less physically striking than his friend. Only his cold smile revealed a will and a degree of hatred every bit as intense as that of his friend.


It was not pleasure that brought them there that evening. As they drank their third bourbon and lit up a cigarette they sat at their table quietly. They gazed out of the window and waited for the moment to strike at their enemies.


The proprietor stepped forward to serve them.


“Another drink, Mr Lansky, Mr Siegel. Or perhaps some food — on the house of course.”


Lansky waved him away but without irritation.


“Another time, Pete. We’ve got some unfinished business ahead of us.”


The two men turned away as soon as Pete had gone and gazed out of the window. Across the road stood a large brick building with its lights blazing and the door wide open to admit the long queue of people waiting outside and slowly entering.


“Look at those Nazi Germans,” said Siegel. “They don’t know what’s going to hit them tonight!”


Lansky looked across the street and saw the queue slowly beginning to dwindle.


“Not long now.”


Siegel looked at him and then glared at the crowd making its way inside the building.


“To think the Rabbi offered you money to do this, Meyer!” He laughed. “Still, I bet he was surprised when you turned him down.”


“I’m sure he was. But you and I can both remember when we were kids. Just a couple of hoodlums on the street. Hell, religion never bothered either of us back then. But when the Nazis came out with all that anti-Semitic crap and I saw what they were doing to our people I felt I just had to do something about it. Crazy, isn’t it? It took Hitler to make me realize I was a Jew.”


He looked at the street again and then back to his friend.


“You know, this is the fourth time we’ve done this. But tonight is going to be the big one. There’s a large crowd and it won’t be easy breaking their meeting up.”


“What the hell, we got plenty of muscle. I reckon I can take on at least twenty of those guys just on my own!”


“Maybe.”


He gazed out of the window and saw that the last person in the queue had finally entered the building.


“Come on, let’s go.”


“Yeah, it’s showtime!”


The two men left the bar and made their way into the darkness of the street. They were about to go into battle and a sense of mounting excitement filled them both.




3


The wind whipped across from the Hudson River and the air had the oppressive feel of weather before an impending thunderstorm. The men who stood outside the assembly hall radiated the same sense of charged electrical tension. The cold air bit into their bones, its chill mingling with the inner ice of fear as they contemplated what lay ahead. In a few minutes the men would enter the hall and face their enemies directly. Full of a mixture of courage and belief in the rightness of their cause, they longed for the sharp release of action to free them from the frozen immobility in which they lingered, the men as sharp and eager as arrows desiring their imminent departure from the poised tension of the bow.


The fifteen Jews who were about to gatecrash the meeting of the pro-Nazi German American Bund were not “respectable” citizens. All of them, especially the two leaders of the evening’s mayhem, were well known to the police and the FBI. Not one of them earned his living honestly. They ran gambling, protection rackets, prostitution and loan sharking. Not one of them would have thought twice about killing another person and many of the fifteen present already had a number of unsolved homicides against their name.


Benjamin Siegel, like the rest of the men who planning to break up the Nazi meeting, was a professional criminal, a gangster. At only thirty-two years old he was one of the most senior members of the American Mafia, like his friend Meyer Lansky.


Siegel was a hitman, a bruiser, an enforcer. He would do anything and not even give it a thought.


The people inside the hall were eagerly awaiting the speaker’s address and had no idea that anything out of the ordinary was about to happen. There were unaware that only a short distance away fifteen young Jews were lurking, determined to prevent the meeting from taking place


In the sky above a rumble of thunder broke out and a flash of lightning stabbed the night sky. As if this was some kind of sign for action, Lansky turned to his friend.


“Let’s do it.”


The ground floor of the building was a large hall with chairs where the audience of three hundred sat listening to a speaker holding forth. On the stage a swastika hung above his head and a large picture of Hitler was prominently displayed.


As the young Jews entered the crowd turned round and stared at the unexpected visitors. Lansky pointed to the ground floor windows and the men began opening them.


“We’re taking back our country,” shouted Siegel, “If you like Germany so much why don’t you go back there?”


He then turned to the audience and fixed them with a fierce stare from his penetrating blue eyes.


“Get your women out of here! Fighting’s a man’s job!”


The women began to scream as they heard his words and realized there was going to be a brawl. Reluctantly they stood up and began moving towards the exit. Some of them were sobbing hysterically and trying to drag their husbands away with them before the trouble started in earnest.


The intruders began throwing people out of the open ground floor windows. The attackers might have been completely outnumbered but their bravery, the sheer surprise of their appearance and the violence of their attack upon the meeting more than made up for it. Fists flew and arms grabbed members of the audience, sending them crashing on to the street.


There were a number of Brownshirts near the front of the hall and they moved quickly to try and quell the invasion. The attackers began by using their fists but with the approach of the Nazi bodyguards they picked up chairs and used them as weapons. They drove them into the men’s stomachs, smashed them over their head and employed them as makeshift clubs.


The Brownshirts waded into the attackers, grabbing chairs in their turn. The meeting was descending into a chaotic brawl and the Nazis were every bit as aggressive as the intruders. In spite of their small numbers the fifteen Jews created mayhem out of all proportion to the size of their group.


Benny Siegel, utterly fearless, carved his way through the crowd with brutal, demented violence. Intent upon bringing the confrontation to an abrupt climax, he broke away and marched straight ahead. He gazed right into the nervous eyes of the speaker who summoned his bodyguards to protect him as the Jew advanced upon the stage.


Siegel strode right up to the swastika banner and hurled it on the ground. None of the Nazis stopped him, instead gazing in stunned disbelief. How could one man cause so much destruction in his wake? Then he seized a picture of Hitler and trampled it under his feet.


The speaker and his six henchmen looked at him and hesitated. There were seven of them and he was just one man. In spite of the odds they knew he was capable of causing enough violence to incapacitate most if not all of them..


The speaker turned away and spoke to the Brownshirts and his followers generally.


“Everyone out!” he shouted.


No one moved towards Siegel as he stood there punching the air in triumph. Flanked by his bodyguards the speaker left rapidly. The rest of the audience abandoned the fight, moving towards the exit in search of sanctuary, now intent only on returning to their homes before they needed the attention of the local hospitals.


As the last stragglers made their way out of the meeting, Siegel hurled a final insult at them.


“Some Master Race you turned out to be!”


The fifteen Jews made their way out of the hall just minutes before the first police cars reached the now abandoned building.


“Great job, guys!” said Lansky.


Then the group parted to go its separate ways. Lansky and Siegel walked together for a while.


A frown passed over Siegel’s face.


“You know, we could put a stop to all this right now if we just sent over a guy to Germany and whacked Hitler. That’d end it for sure!”


Lansky looked at his friend with a resigned expression on his face.


“Not this again. Enough already! We talked about this before. It’s too dangerous.”


“I’d die happy knowing I’d knocked off that son of a bitch!”


“You think I don’t want him dead every bit as much as you do? Our job is to keep the Nazis out of America. Now let’s get out of here before the cops catch us!”


The two men parted with a feeling of triumph after the night’s events. Breaking up a meeting of Nazis in New York might be only a small thing in itself but to Lansky and Siegel it was their contribution to a crusade against Hitler and his regime. They might not be able to harm him directly but at least they could attack his supporters in America.


After Siegel had said goodbye to his friend he made his way to the luxury suite he maintained in one of New York City’s classiest hotels. He entered it in high spirits, the adrenalin rush he felt after the night’s events putting him into almost a state of ecstasy. Standing beside the tub he hesitated briefly over which oil to use. Then he laid in the bath and soaked away his cuts and bruises in the warm water.
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Morning came upon New York at last but Siegel still slept, if hardly the sleep of the just, at least with the quiet satisfaction of a man who has done his job well. Dressing with his usual fussiness, taking an eternity to comb his hair exactly the way he wanted, he emerged at lunchtime wearing his hound’s tooth check suit and a typically gaudy tie. Face cream was lovingly applied to improve his already film star looks. At last after endless preparation he was ready to face the world.


The slickly groomed hair, handmade suit and shoes and the immaculate way in which everything fitted him perfectly made him look like a dandy. His sparkling eyes and ready smile gave the impression of an easy-going and happy-go-lucky type of man.


Wandering out of the hotel he hailed a cab to an uptown restaurant. He knew it was a favourite eating place of his two best friends. He was almost at the door of the restaurant when a man bumped into him in the street accidentally. The transformation was immediate and terrifying.


“Why don’t you look where you’re going, asshole?”


The cold glare on Siegel’s face froze the man into a stunned silence and immobility. For a moment he thought he was about to be physically attacked.


“I’m sorry,” he said in a trembling voice.


“Piss off!”


He pushed the man out of the way before composing himself as he turned towards the door. When he entered the restaurant the owner recognized him immediately.


“Mr Siegel,” he said, almost bowing. “Always a pleasure to have you here.”


Siegel smiled at him, once more the affable and relaxed man he had been only a few minutes before. His anger had gone as quickly as it had appeared.


“Hi, Tony.” 


The proprietor summoned a member of staff to take his hat and coat and then escorted him personally to his table. Lansky and Costello were already sitting there and talking animatedly over a glass of red wine.  


“Good to see you, Benny,” said Costello. “Had a good night?”


Siegel grinned.


“The best! But I guess Meyer told you about that already!”


“He mentioned something about it, yeah.”


Costello snapped his fingers and the waiter almost ran to the table.


“Another bottle of red wine. What are you eating today?”


“I’ll take the steak and a small salad.”


The waiter disappeared with the order and the three men chatted amiably. The restaurant proprietor hovered beside the table and whispered some news. 


“I just heard on the radio that Hitler has marched into Austria without any opposition. Thousands of people are fleeing the country or under arrest. Especially...” he hesitated for a moment, “Jewish people.”


Siegel banged his glass of wine on the table with such force and fury that it shattered. He leapt up from his chair and picked up the steak knife from his plate before stabbing the meat with it.


“That bastard Hitler!” he yelled.


He was shaking with rage and the eyes in his head stared with the cold fire of a professional killer in search of revenge. Lansky and Costello gazed at each other as they recognized the signs that he was on the point of losing all control.


Siegel sat down at the table and toyed with the remains of his steak. He had lost his appetite now that Hitler was spreading his hateful Nazi empire further afield. He lit a cigarette and blew smoke rings into the air as he tried to adjust to the news. My parents came over from Austria and if they hadn’t they’d be in the thick of it right now. Something has got to be done about it! 


“I still say we could end it all now if we just go and whack Hitler. I could go over to Germany and knock off the bastard myself!”


Lansky and Costello exchanged looks of resignation. They had heard variations on this particular theme many times over the last five years. What even Lansky did not yet know was that Costello had recently been approached by the FBI with a proposal to provide one of the Syndicate’s gunmen as part of a plot to assassinate Hitler.


In an attempt to change the subject and cover his own uncertainty Costello instead talked about the raid on the Nazi meeting the previous evening.


“That thing you did last night — it took a lot of guts. I’d be happy to let you have my people go with you to help. Even up the numbers a bit.”


“Thanks, but we’re doing okay. At least for the time being we want to keep this an all Jewish operation.”


They chatted for a while before Lansky left but even his departure did not stop Siegel from returning to the subject of killing Hitler. Gazing at Costello after his friend had gone he tried once more to get him to go along with his plans. He was still choking with rage, longing to take an explosive revenge upon the world in general, and Hitler in particular. He had tried repeatedly to win his friend over but every time he raised the subject Lansky kept telling him an assassination would never work.


“Tell me, you think there’s any way we could whack Hitler?”


Costello gazed at him with a neutral expression on his face. Siegel was too useful to the Syndicate to treat him disrespectfully but his obsession with Hitler had begun to irritate some of the non-Jewish members. Until now he’d always told him that some things were beyond even the power of the Mafia to organize and that killing Hitler was one of them. Now he had been approached by the US government and asked to provide a gunman to do just that.


“I know you hate the guy but he’s so well protected you’d never get close. But I’ll think about it and if you find a good plan let me know. In the meantime I got a date with a Broadway showgirl.”


Costello left the table. His handmade shoes were immaculate as ever, his silk shirt without a visible crease showing, and his suit fitted him perfectly with an easy and understated elegance. The proprietor made a sign to a staff member who immediately came across and helped Costello into his cashmere overcoat before handing him his Fedora hat.


Siegel finished his meal and wandered off to think his dark thoughts alone. Now Austria had fallen who would be next on Hitler’s list? Czechoslovakia, perhaps, or maybe Poland. In the mood he was in right now the last thing he felt like doing was getting drunk or visiting one of his many girlfriends. No, he decided, it was time to go back to his wife Esta and their two young daughters Millicent and Barbara.


Before returning home he visited a florist and bought the largest bouquet of flowers in the shop. He took a cab and, after giving the driver a large tip, entered his apartment.


“Hi, honey. Got something for you.”


His wife Esta emerged from the living room and he was startled by her appearance. Her long black hair was styled in the latest fashion with the new cold wave perm. It framed her face which emphasised her artfully applied make-up with pencil thin eyebrows and full pink lips. Her dress was new, shorter than usual and it showed off her slim legs. Made of fine pink wool crepe it was moulded to her body and had padded shoulders. The dress fell softly into pleats and the effect of her latest style was to make her look even more attractive and sexy in his eyes. He hugged her and tried to caress her body, but she pulled away.


“So you come home at last I see. Two whole days I was waiting for you! Where you been, with one of your fancy pieces?”


“No, Esta. Hey, I got you flowers.”


“You think I’m blind?  So where you been? And what’s her name?”


“Hey, it’s not a broad, I swear to you. I had to go out and take care of something.”


She turned away in disgust.


“Take care of something! Don’t you mean someone? How do you think I feel knowing I got two young kids to bring up? Every time you go out I wonder if the next time I get to see you will be at the funeral parlour inside a casket. You even know you got two daughters?”


He stared at her in astonishment. It was true that sometimes his wife was moody and unhappy but this was the first time she had ever launched into him with such an outburst.


“Okay, you want to know where I’ve been the last two days? We went out and smashed up a Nazi meeting in the hall. So that’s where I was. After the fight I checked into a hotel, had a bath and slept. Next day I had lunch with Meyer and Frank. And then I came home.”


Her eyes filled up with tears, but many of them were tears of pride. She walked across to her husband and took the flowers out of his hand.


“Benjamin Siegel, I swear I don’t know what I see in you sometimes. You’re the stupidest, most irresponsible man I’ve ever known! But every now and again I just can’t help loving you!”


She kissed him on the cheek and moved towards the kitchen.


He looked at her with a hangdog expression on his face.


“I can’t help what I am. But you and my girls mean everything to me.”


“I know that. Let’s spend some time together before I lose you again.”


He spent that night and the next few nights at home with his wife and family, being the dutiful husband and father. For a few brief days Benny Siegel could almost have passed for a respectable family man.
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One fateful day everything changed as the happy, relaxed man, playing with his two young daughters and being attentive to his wife, vanished instantly.


Siegel was sitting comfortably in his armchair reading the New York Times when his gaze became fixed on a news item that read “Hitler to visit Italy.” Feverishly he read the news which was only a frustratingly small paragraph stating that he would be making a State visit to Italy at the beginning of May. Siegel sat bolt upright as he digested the information. His eyes stared into space as he became lost in deep thought. The world outside hardly existed as he brooded on this new development.  


“You all right?”


“Shut up, I’m thinking.” 


His brain was working in overdrive as he considered the news. His immediate reaction was of course pure anger — the thought of that monster being welcomed by Mussolini as if he was just like any other leader made him mad with rage. He began to wonder if he could turn the news to his advantage and somehow realize his dream of killing Hitler.


It was still only February so there was plenty of time to organize a plan for the assassination. Siegel began visualizing the scene in his mind. I’ve been to Rome a few times and I know the city reasonably well. I could make it happen there — but I’m going to need some help to set up contacts with the Italian Mafia. 


Burning with excitement he wanted to share his new angle on an old idea. Picking up the phone he gave Costello a call.


“Frank? I got a plan I need to run by you.”


“Let’s meet up. The usual place.”


That morning both met in a bar to talk things over. Breathless at the thought of action at last, he laid out his plan in some detail.


“Frank, I need your help setting up the Italian end.”


“No problem. I’ll use my contacts over there.”


“I’m gonna knock off Hitler when he sets foot in Rome.”


What a stroke of luck, thought Costello. He knew that the idea of assassinating Hitler had been one of his friend’s obsessions for a long time. And now that the Feds had asked him to get one of his own people to help kill Hitler the timing was perfect.  Costello considered the plan more carefully, realizing that he’d need to talk it over with the FBI and warn them about their prospective partner in crime.


“In Italy it might be possible to do it. Leave it with me; I’ll talk to some people and see if I can get things set up for you.”


For a moment Siegel was lost in a world of dreams, caught up in a sudden vision of Hitler lying dead at his feet from a bullet he had fired himself. For such a sight I could die happy.


After they parted the idea of assassinating Hitler continued to haunt Benny Siegel’s mind He had no choice but to leave the matter in his friend’s hands for the time being. No one else had better contacts in Italy than he did and no one else could open doors that would be closed to him otherwise. If anyone could make it happen it would be Frank Costello.
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Costello met Jones and quickly put the agent in the picture.


“I’ve got you a shooter but there might be a problem with him.”


“What kind of a problem?”


Neither man trusted the other and Jones was already wondering if he was trying to find some way to wriggle out of the situation. Costello was torn by a mixture of emotions; fear for the safety of a man who he genuinely saw as a friend, anxiety that Siegel was so incapable of working with anyone else that he’d screw up the whole mission and a growing awareness of how much was at stake for his country.


“He’s rather excitable. Unstable, even. He might be difficult to train and he won’t take orders from anyone.”


“Do I know him?”


“Yes. His name is Benjamin Siegel.”


The FBI man stared at him in genuine shock. He certainly hadn’t expected to have him as a co-assassin.


“Bugsy Siegel? I’m impressed. I was expecting one of your foot soldiers.”


“Don’t ever call him that or he’ll kill you. But he’s been sounding off at me for the last couple of years about whacking Hitler and when he heard the Germans had marched into Austria he raised it with me again. This time I told him I’d think it over.”


Jones gave him a cool stare.


“Well, he’s wanted for quite a few murders already so I suppose he’s had plenty of practice at killing people. And this time round he might even find some people who felt a bit of sympathy for what he’d done.”


“He’d certainly make a credible assassin. Known for his hatred of Hitler and having spoken about killing him quite a few times people would believe he could do it.”


“We’d better introduce him to our agent and see what he says. If he thinks he is capable of being trained up as his partner in crime then we’ll okay his presence on the team.”


They parted and Costello waited for Jones to contact him and make the introductions between Siegel and the real sharpshooter. If it works, he thought, Hitler will be killed in a government hit but all the suspicion will fall on Benny. I just hope they’re not setting him up for a fall. This Federal agent does the killing but Benny takes the blame as a known gangster and gets hung out to dry.
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Knowing how much was at stake and that even if his plan did come off it might still be a one-way ticket to Italy, Siegel became particularly attentive to his wife and children. He showered them with gifts, took them out to fancy restaurants and Broadway shows, allowing none of his many girlfriends near him. Esta was delighted with his attentiveness but knew that it was only a temporary phase; eventually he would leave to carry out yet another of his “jobs.” It’s so hard to love you, Benny, she thought sadly, but it’s impossible not to love you.
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