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To my aunties – Georgia, Maria, Marina,
Panayiota, Sofia, Voula and Marie





CHARACTERS


Ida Young (née Davis), private investigator


Michael Talbot, private investigator (retired)


THE LUCIANO FAMILY


‘Lucky’ Luciano, boss, deported to Italy


Frank Costello, acting boss


Vito Genovese, acting underboss


Joe Adonis, Costello’s lieutenant


Gabriel Leveson, Costello’s fixer


John Bova, a mole in Costello’s clique


Nick Tomasulo, a mole in Genovese’s clique


NYPD


Lieu. Det. David Carrasco, assigned to the D.A.’s
Homicide Bureau, Michael’s contact


Lieu. Det. John Salzman, Narcotics Division, Gabriel’s contact


OTHERS


Benjamin Siegel (deceased), the New York mob’s
West Coast representative


Albert Anastasia, underboss of the Mangano crime family


Bumpy Johnson, Harlem racketeer






‘Would you like to have an image that will give you an idea of my life? There is a person at the wheel of a car on a road unknown to him. He is unable to stop the car. The things passing through are unexpected, new, different from the trip that he wanted to make. It is terrible for the man who is at the wheel of his own life to realize that the brake doesn’t work.’


FRANK COSTELLO, MOBSTER
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LOCAL NEWS


HARLEM HOUSE OF HORRORS


————


FOUR FOUND SLAIN IN UPTOWN FLOPHOUSE


————


NEGRO VETERAN ARRESTED AT SCENE


————


VOODOO LINK TO SAVAGE KILLINGS


————


Leonard Sears – Chief Crime Correspondent


Manhattan, Aug 2nd. – Thomas James Talbot, 35, an NYC hospital worker was arraigned this morning on four charges of first-degree murder following a killing spree late Friday night at a hotel on W. 141st Street. Police were called to the Palmer Hotel after reports of a disturbance and found a scene of carnage, with bodies littered throughout the hotel. In a room at the rear of the building they discovered a blood-soaked Talbot, still clutching money and narcotics he had stolen from his victims. Talbot, a hotel resident, fled the scene but was apprehended after a short chase.


————


‘The most gruesome crime scene I’ve ever encountered’


————


All four victims were stabbed to death, with some slashed across the throat, and others partially dismembered and disemboweled. Bodies were discovered in the reception area, a passageway, and two guest rooms. Police Captain John Rouse described the crime scene as ‘the most gruesome I’ve encountered in over thirty years as a police officer. All the victims were savagely attacked, and killed in cold blood’. The murder weapon, most likely a long-bladed knife like a machete, is yet to be found.


————


VOODOO PARAPHERNALIA


————


Talbot, a WWII veteran who served in the Pacific campaign, had rented a room for some weeks on the hotel’s top story. When a search of his room was undertaken numerous items with links to voodoo rituals were discovered among his belongings – charms, amulets, bone-casting sets, skulls and robes. Bottles containing unidentified liquids were also found, and religious items from the Pacific Islands. Similar items were present in a room on the second floor where two of the bodies were found, along with literature relating to the Temple of Tranquility – a Harlem voodoo cult. It is yet to be ascertained whether the killings were undertaken as part of a voodoo sacrifice ritual, or whether Talbot and his fellow devotees, who also lived in the flophouse, fell out with tragic consequences. By the end of the night, Talbot was the only resident of the hotel left alive.


————


MISSING HAULAGE WORKER FOUND AT SCENE


————


Among the dead was Arno Bucek, 25, the only white victim. Bucek was reported missing by his parents in Queens six weeks previously. It was in the room where Bucek’s body was discovered that Talbot was initially discovered by police. It is believed that Talbot was attempting to steal narcotics and money from Bucek’s room when the police arrived. It is unclear what Bucek, a heroin addict, was doing in a Negro flophouse, and where he had been for the six weeks between his disappearance and death. The police have not ruled out the theory that he was being imprisoned for purposes of ritual torture.


————


COURT APPEARANCE


————


Talbot appeared emotionless and bedraggled at the arraignment hearing in the Manhattan Criminal Court. First-degree murder charges were filed by Assistant District Attorney Russell Patterson, and a date of August 11th was set for a preliminary hearing on the charges. Talbot did not enter a plea. He was remanded and sent to be held in custody at Rikers Island.


————


LIST OF VICTIMS


————


Below is a list of the victims discovered at the scene:


—Arno Bucek, 25, discovered on the first floor. Killed by multiple cuts to the torso


—Lucius Powell, 29, discovered on the second-floor corridor, believed to be a member of the Temple of Tranquility, killed by multiple cuts to the torso


—Alfonso Powell, 32, discovered on the second floor, brother of Lucius, believed to be a fellow member of The Temple, killed by a single cut to the throat


—Diana Hollis, 45, discovered in the hotel’s reception area. Miss Hollis was a hotel employee, found with injuries described as ‘particularly savage’ by Captain Rouse


————


For more on this crime, and further photographs of the ghastly scene, turn to page 4.








PART ONE


NOVEMBER 1947




‘As a clue to the operational problems confronting the office, one has only to consider the complexity of life on the island of Manhattan. Here, 2,000,000 residents of heterogeneous lineage, race, religion and color, and 3,000,000 commuters and transients are jammed into the most congested twenty-two square miles in the world. Nowhere is crime found in such astonishing volume; nowhere does it assume so many imaginative and diverse forms; and nowhere may a criminal so readily lose himself in a crowd.’


REPORT OF THE DISTRICT ATTORNEY,
COUNTY OF NEW YORK, 1946–1948
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Monday 3rd, 1.45 a.m.


Come, see the vampires. Watch them lope across Times Square. Watch them jostle and throng as the stars wheel through the night. The hookers and pimps and junkies, the dealers and hustlers and chiselers, the elbow sneaks, the blade-men, the braggarts, the dead pickers, the lush-rollers, the runaways, the stay-outs and layabouts and down-and-outs, the wastrels and the bottom dogs, lured to the heart of the world’s greatest city by its neon blaze, its quicksilver jazz, the promise of a score. From flophouses on the Bowery, from dope-pads uptown, from the fruit bars strung like fairy lights along the docksides of Chelsea and Brooklyn, from sucker-joints, from bebop clubs, from hack ranks, from laundromats, from stage doors and artists’ lofts, from cold-water tenements and penthouses in the clouds, from bridges and freeways, from the blackness under the 3rd Avenue El, from tunnels, from alleys, from basements, from gutters, from shadows, out of the city’s very cement, the darkness had come and formed itself into something dangerous and alive: the empire of night had arisen.


Among its hordes walked a tall, dark-haired man in his thirties, with his trench-coat collar turned up and his Stetson slouched low. He hid a haunted smile; a face which bore the marks of a life spent hustling on the streets of New York. His long-dead parents had named him after the archangel Gabriel, and all his life he had walked a little wearily, as if the weight of a pair of wings pressed down upon his back.


He passed jazz clubs which emitted a swirl of bebop into the night, sex shows daubed in illuminated signs – GIRLS, GIRLS, GIRLS – lighting up the sidewalks like fairgrounds. He caught his reflection in the plate glass of all-night cafeterias, a reflection that distorted as he moved. He skirted advertising boards outside dubious movie-houses, ignored the shouts of the rope-callers leaning in the shadows and arrived at his destination: 1557 Broadway, Horn and Hardart’s Automat. He gazed up at the building, at its giant stained-glass windows, its red neon sign perched two stories high.


He paused before he stepped inside, looked around. If anyone spotted him, it might mean his death, or worse, the death of the girl. And it was the girl he was risking it all for. Get in, get the passports, get out. Leave before any stray glances sent six years of plans unspooling.


He entered and saw the place was jam-packed, roaring with people, customers standing two deep in front of the vending boxes. Gabriel peered through the crowd and the thick pall of cigarette smoke and spotted the forger at a table near the washrooms, sitting alone. He fought his way over and slid into the chair opposite him, saw immediately how close to death he looked; haggard and yellow-skinned and dull-eyed. Gabriel wondered again why the forger had chosen to make the hand-off in Times Square in the middle of the night. Maybe he wanted to get laid one last time in one of the brothels sprinkled around the neighborhood like confetti. But the man had explained he’d booked himself in on the overnight from Penn Station, and was so ill these days he didn’t sleep anyway.


The forger’s voice was ragged and soft and Gabriel had to strain to hear him over the din of coffee spigots, coin slots and waitresses clattering plates into piles. It was one of those places that amplified noise, that turned all sound into a rattle and sent it careening around the walls.


The forger took a sip of the coffee in front of him and winced. Gabriel handed him an envelope. It contained enough money to see the man to Toronto, into the clinic, enough pain-killers to make his last few weeks on earth bearable. The forger’s death would ensure his silence, which was why Gabriel picked him. Getting the passports was the last piece of his escape plan, and when he heard through a friend of a friend that the forger was on his way out, he went to meet him over in Jersey and made him an offer.


The old man hoisted his suitcase onto the chair next to him, opened it and rummaged around. Gabriel looked over to see what he was taking on his death trip – neatly folded clothes, a Pan Am washbag, a Reader’s Digest copy of Spinoza. The man had folded over the corners of a dozen or so pages, making Gabriel wonder what wisdom they contained. It also made him think of the Doc, who peppered his speech with quotes from Ethics.


‘To understand is to be free,’ Gabriel said.


The forger paused and looked up at him, a frown unfurling across his brow. Gabriel gestured to the book. The forger nodded, then got back to his search, rustled a paper packet from the suitcase and handed it over.


Gabriel opened it and took out the passports. They were of the highest quality. The old man had put all his decades of experience and craftsmanship into them; they were, after all, the last documents he would ever forge, the last time he would practice his art.


Gabriel pocketed the passports and complimented the forger on a job well done. As the man was about to reply, however, he descended instead into a coughing fit. He pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve and Gabriel saw that it was stained bloody brown.


As he waited for the old man to recuperate, Gabriel looked about, checking to see if anyone he knew was in the place. His eye landed on the food dispensers, each one made of glass, the size of a shoebox, placed one on top of the other all the way up the walls. People dropped nickels into slots, turned handles, took food from the dispensers – a plate of macaroni and cheese, a tomato soup, a fishcake, a Key lime pie.


On a table further down, college kids were scoring tea from a Puerto Rican teenager in a leather jacket. At other tables sat bleary-eyed cab drivers and telegram messengers, dancing girls, junkies and johns, the outcasts and oddballs who filled Times Square each evening, and evaporated each dawn. Gabriel would miss them when he was gone, even though he knew them for what they were, as cynical and opportunistic as the city they called home. And he would miss New York too, its roar, its energy, its restlessness, the way it slammed against you. Like no other place on earth. The cities of Europe and Asia had been decimated in the war and now New York stood alone. In the dark skies of Upper Bay, the torch in Liberty’s hand burned brighter.


The automat’s front doors fluttered open and a party of tourists from the Corn Belt wandered in. They looked about as if they’d stepped into some modern-day Babylon, and after a few awkward moments, turned and exited. The door swung shut, and through the condensation on its window the lights and sights of Times Square were transformed into a prism of multicolored streaks, making Gabriel think of constellations, hallucinations, the drip painting back in his apartment.


He turned to the old man, who took a last sip of his coffee and nodded.


‘Happy to be leaving?’ Gabriel asked, wondering if the forger shared his own mixed feelings about moving away.


The forger mulled over the question. ‘Happy, sad – same thing,’ he said.


Gabriel wondered if the insight had been gleaned from Spinoza.


He helped the man up, offered to escort him to Penn Station.


‘It’s a lot of money you’ve got there,’ Gabriel said, hoping the forger wouldn’t feel patronized. ‘These streets are rough.’


The forger shook his head.


They stepped out onto the sidewalk, into a drizzle that had started while they were inside. The forger turned up the collar of his coat, flipped a flat-cap onto his head. He gave Gabriel a look and Gabriel guessed at the man’s frosty manner – he had asked for forged passports for himself and a thirteen-year-old girl. No option to explain the girl was his niece, that the pair of them were running away for the girl’s own good. Gabriel had to let the man think the worst of him. But he was used to it. In his past Gabriel had been a night undertaker, a petty crook, a skip-tracer, a gambler. All of which had schooled him in disapproval. These days he ran a nightclub on behalf of the Mob, and acted as a fixer when needed. He was good at it. He had a breezy manner other mobsters lacked, the charm and calm to handle delicate situations. But for the past few years, Gabriel had been stealing money, and in ten days’ time, on Thursday the 13th, the Mob would find out.


As he watched the forger disappear down Broadway, heading for Penn Station and Toronto and a morphine-slicked slide into the great unknown, another Spinoza quote came to mind: a free man thinks of death least of all things. He wondered if it was on one of the pages the man had folded over.


He lit a cigarette and scurried through the crowds to the nearest taxi rank. As far as he could tell, he had done the deal unseen. Mission accomplished, but his anxiety only dimmed a touch. He’d been living in a cloud of it for weeks now. If Gabriel and his niece hadn’t made it to Mexico by the time his skim was discovered, they were both as good as dead. A beach in Acapulco, or shallow graves in a forest upstate.


He reached the taxi rank and got in line behind a gaggle of wealthy revelers, the men in shiny suits, the women pearled and minked. Further on, groups of merry-makers stumbled about. It was the first weekend of the month and the streets were full of payday drunks. Gabriel looked around at the carnage, spotted a noticeboard affixed to the wall of the building opposite. A couple of years ago it had been covered in posters for war bonds, now a plumage of paper scraps was pinned to it that fluttered in the wind, turned mushy in the drizzle. Police bulletins, lost and found, missing persons.


Gabriel stared at the last. There were dozens of them. Mostly girls, mostly young, from all over America, last seen boarding buses or trains in towns he’d never heard of. Last seen wearing this or that. Some of the notices had photos pinned to them. Some of the girls didn’t look that much older than Gabriel’s niece. He thought about the hustlers who prowled Penn Station and the bus terminals looking for runaways, easy marks, fresh meat, GIRLS, GIRLS, GIRLS.


He heard a car horn honk and turned to see he was at the front of the queue. He hopped into the waiting cab.


‘Where to, pal?’ the cabbie asked.


‘The Copa.’


The cabbie nodded and pulled into traffic, and Gabriel looked again at the posters, thought about all the world’s missing people, the disappeared. In ten days’ time, one way or the other, he and his niece would be among their number.
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Monday 3rd, 2.34 a.m.


They hauled north through Midtown, leaving behind Times Square and its midnight rainbow. They cut onto 7th, then 52nd. They passed the jazz clubs on Swing Street, which were still pulsing with neon, music and movement. They turned up Madison, which was quieter, more respectful of the hour. The classical facades of its offices and apartment blocks were daubed in stillness and shadows, making them look tomb-like, as if the street was lined either side with crypts. Gabriel imagined the whole city a necropolis, skeletons behind every door.


The cab turned onto 61st Street and signs of life: the Copacabana, located on an otherwise fusty residential street in the upper-crust Upper East Side. There was still a queue of people snaking up the sidewalk, waiting to get in. There were bouncers and cabbies and revelers heading home. That nightclub buzz. The dull thud of music shook the air.


They stopped behind the broadcast van parked up by the entrance to the Copa Lounge next door. Gabriel hopped out, paid the fare and looked up at the sign: Never a cover or a minimum. He walked past it, to the entrance of the Copa itself. The bouncers opened the rope, let him in. He nodded his thanks.


He stepped into the foyer and went down the stairs and the sound of the band upped a notch, then the doors to the dancehall opened and the music hit him like a blast wave. The two a.m. floorshow was reaching its climax; Carmen Miranda on stage, shimmying away in a tight satin dress, headscarf packing half a bowl of fruit. Behind her a bevy of Samba Sirens broke hearts with their hips, matching Miranda’s movements with unnerving precision.


The club was nearing its capacity – seven hundred people, spread out across the various floors, mezzanines and terraces. On the stairs and ramps that connected them all, captains and waiters rushed around. The Copa had started out as a modest attempt to bring the glamorous hotel nightlife of Rio De Janeiro to the cold north, but had become so popular they’d had to constantly expand the space. They opened a cocktail lounge upstairs and WINS started broadcasting a radio show from it – the famous stay-outs drop in with their pin-ups. And you’re invited! Then someone decided to turn it into a movie; Copacabana, starring Groucho Marx and Carmen Miranda. Since the movie required a soundtrack, the Copa became a song as well: ‘Let’s Do the Copacabana’. It was this song that Miranda was dancing to now. The Brazilian singer-dancer-actress had been booked into the club for five weeks as part of the film’s publicity tour, and the song was the climax of the floorshow. As her hips shimmied to the atomic rumble of the conga drums, Gabriel cast his eye over the crowd.


At the bar Frank Sinatra and Rocky Graziano were involved in some kind of limbo competition with a pair of girls Gabriel thought he recognized from the theatre posters on 42nd Street. He could see the effect of Benzedrine in their eyes. One of the girls fell onto the carpet and they all burst out laughing. Frank slapped Rocky on the back, like they’d achieved something of note, and maybe they had.


Behind them were a few second-rate film stars and half the Yankees outfield, who’d been in the club every night since their World Series win a month back. Men from the Bonanno crime family mooched about with some women who might have been their wives or girlfriends or mistresses. Members of New York’s four other Mafia families were scattered about. On one of the far terraces, high up, in the darkness behind some fake palm trees and mirrored columns, Gabriel spotted Mayor O’Dwyer seated at a table with a crowd of suits, stirring a swizzle stick round a joyless mai tai.


The mayor looked up, and through the roar of dancers his eyes met Gabriel’s. They nodded at each other. O’Dwyer was elected with the support of Frank Costello, the head of the Luciano crime family, the not-so-secret owner of the Copacabana, the man on whose behalf Gabriel managed the club. Gabriel tried to make out the other men at the mayor’s table, but it was too shadowy. One of them picked a pill from a cigarette case and tossed it into his mouth.


As the band reached a crescendo, Gabriel took one last look around the room, and felt crushed once again by what he saw, the thought that this was where they had come to, this decadence was what peace had brought, the end result of the world tearing itself apart, of millions slaughtered and shadows burnt onto walls. He wondered, as he often did, if maybe the world hadn’t died in the conflagration, and they were all carrying on their existence in limbo, a necropolis, and he was the only one who’d noticed.


The band reached the end of the song in an avalanche of conga rolls and horns. A roar went up from the crowd and people hugged each other, and some kissed. Eyes glistened.


Miranda bowed.


The emcee took the mic and announced the band would be taking a break and now here’s Martin and Lewis to keep you all entertained.


Dean Martin came onto the stage holding a whiskey, Jerry Lewis with his hands in his pockets. Martin thanked the emcee, and held up a finger to him as he exited the stage.


‘Behind every successful man,’ he said, ‘there’s a surprised mother-in-law.’


The drummer flung off a roll. The crowd burst out laughing.


Gabriel turned his back on it all, headed to a door marked Staff Only and pushed through it into a dank, gray corridor. The door shuttered behind him and killed much of the sound. After a few corners he reached his office, unlocked the door and stepped inside. It was a windowless space, as gray as the corridor, with a year-round smell of damp. It was dominated by a green baize table at which three men counted stacks of money. They put the money into piles, wrapped the bills in bands, added them to trays, licked pencils, scribbled on lists. The accounting was complicated, a list of what they actually made, a list of what the tax authorities would hear about, a list of what went to the official owners, a list of the skim Costello and the Mob would take. Gabriel was probably the only person in the operation who could keep track of it all.


He locked the door and slumped into his chair, and the two passports felt like they were burning a hole in his jacket. Six years of planning, ten days to go, and he was succumbing ever more to the jitters.


He lit a cigarette, noticed he was being eyed by Havemeyer, the oldest of the men sitting around the table counting stacks.


‘What?’ Gabriel asked.


‘Costello wants to see you,’ Havemeyer said without breaking his count.


Panic thumped through Gabriel’s chest, coursed through his torso.


‘He was here?’ he asked.


Havemeyer shook his head. He finished counting off the stack, wrapped a band round it, laid it on a tray, made a tick on a list. Only then did he turn to look at Gabriel. The lime-colored cellophane of his visor caught the beam of the overhead and sent a shaft of lurid green across his face, making him look like a character from one of the comic books Sarah left scattered about the apartment.


‘He called,’ said Havemeyer. ‘Left a message with Augie.’


‘He say what he wanted?’ Gabriel asked. Then realized it was a stupid question. The city bugged Costello’s phones, and even though Costello hired a telephony expert to scan for them, he still only ever discussed business in person.


‘What do you think?’ said Havemeyer.


Gabriel tried to calm himself. Maybe Costello had a job for him and it was all OK. Or maybe Costello had found out and Gabriel’s grave was already being dug.


‘You sweating?’ Havemeyer asked.


Gabriel shook his head. ‘It’s raining out.’


It looked like the old man bought it, because he nodded and got back to his count.


One of the men heaved a tray of money stacks over to the safe in the corner, a squat piece of cast iron, whose lumpen shape had always reminded Gabriel of a bomb. Another of the men opened the safe door, and the dollar bills were consumed by the darkness at its heart. If everything was an illusion, if they had indeed descended into the underworld, this bomb was the furnace that powered the dream.


Six years of planning, ten days to go, and he’d been called in by the boss of all bosses.
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Monday 3rd, 7.05 a.m.


Four hours later, Gabriel, Havemeyer and two security goons stepped out of the Copa’s stage door into an ash-colored dawn. The goons sent the roll-shutters that covered the entrance crashing to earth and the noise roared down the alleyway and made Havemeyer jump. He looked around him with red, rheumy eyes and Gabriel thought how a man Havemeyer’s age shouldn’t be working nights in a club anymore.


The goons padlocked the shutters and handed Gabriel the keys and then they went their separate ways; the goons for a workout in Bova’s gym in Williamsburg; Havemeyer back to his sofa in the Heights, because his wife liked to sleep late; and Gabriel for a meeting with Frank Costello, the ‘prime minister of the underworld’.


He walked to 5th, where the sidewalk was busy with suits and secretaries, shop girls, Negro maids, kids hawking papers. The night rain had left a sheen across the city, made the pavements slippery, the air clammy and close, despite the chill. Gabriel hailed a cab to take him to the other side of the park. He could use the drive to prepare for the meeting. He needed to come across relaxed, normal, steady. Like he wasn’t about to vanish with a giant wedge of stolen Mob money.


He lit a cigarette and remembered the beaches in Mexico as he’d seen them during the war. He felt the scorching heat of the sun on his skin, the pure white light bouncing off the sand, the calming shush of the waves. For a moment he was no longer on the bleak streets of New York in November.


And then he was again.


Cold and tired and anxious in the hard gray dawn.


They passed the subway station and people were streaming out of its exit. Every work day half a million commuters flooded into Manhattan via its tunnels and bridges, which made Gabriel wonder if the island’s rarely seen soil compressed under their weight, sank a little, if the river lapped ever so slightly higher against the piers?


The cab approached Columbus Circle and came to a stop at a red light. Gabriel smelled the warm, sweet fragrance of freshly baked bread, saw a bakery truck pulled up outside a grocery. The bakers were unloading trays of bread covered in wax paper. Gabriel felt a pang of envy. The bakers had food to show for their night’s work. What did Gabriel have? He and the fifty people he employed had spent the night conjuring up an illusion of exotic Rio in a basement on East 60th Street. A lavish phantasm that vanished every dawn. Nothing left of it but a few hundred hangovers being slept off across town, and the last traces of the congas echoing in his head.


The lights turned green and the cab headed north. He counted off the streets as they ticked by on his left, 60th up to 71st. On his right, the park was poised on the tipping point between fall and winter. There was frost on the ground, and the trees had lost their leaves, revealing their black, spindly armatures, a smattering of birds’ nests, a long-deflated balloon some child must have cried over in the dog days of summer.


The rain picked up again, pattering hard against the cab’s windows, fragmenting the world into translucent beads. They pulled up outside the Majestic Apartments, a twin-towered Art Deco building at 115 Central Park West. At one time or another, most of the city’s Mob bosses had owned apartments there. Now only Costello was left. Gabriel paid the cabbie and got out into the drizzle and wind, then through the entrance, nodding to the doorman, into the reception area, where he was hit by a burst of warm, dry air.


‘Here for Mr Costello,’ he said to the concierge, who nodded and waved Gabriel up. At this time of day there was always a steady stream of people arriving to see Costello.


The elevator took him up eighteen stories, opening onto a red-carpet corridor at the end of which was the door to apartment 18F. Any other Mob boss would have security guards at this point, if not in the reception area downstairs, or out on the street. Not Costello.


His openness was something Gabriel always liked about his boss. Costello didn’t carry a gun, didn’t employ bodyguards, didn’t have a chauffeur drive him around. When Costello had an appointment, he caught a cab, alone, unarmed. Like any other New Yorker. This as much as anything made the city feel that Frank Costello wasn’t half so bad, that although he was the boss of all bosses, head of the commission, leader of the five families, chief of all organized crime, in charge of an army of over two thousand men, he was more than anything a local boy done good. Manhattan’s gangster.


Under his leadership the Mob had earned more money, grabbed more influence, come into more power than at any time in its history. All this under a man who’d never even wanted to be the head and had only taken the job reluctantly.


Gabriel knocked on the door and after a few seconds, Costello’s wife Bobbie opened up.


‘Morning, Gabby. How’s tricks?’ she asked, leaning in to kiss him.


She had a high-pitched, little girl’s voice that had stayed with her through the decades.


‘You know,’ Gabriel replied. ‘Getting ready for winter.’


‘Here to see Frank?’


‘Sure.’


She turned and led him down the corridor.


Bobbie was a petite woman, pretty, brunette, quick-witted. Like many Italian gangsters, Costello had married an outsider, a Jewish girl from 7th Avenue, just around the corner from the East Harlem slum in which he’d been raised. It was another part of the Frank Costello fairytale – marrying the rich girl from the right side of the tracks. He’d been twenty-three at the time of the marriage, Bobbie fifteen.


‘How’s the Copa?’ she asked.


‘Same old.’ He smiled. ‘Latin music, Chinese food, American sleaze-balls.’


She laughed.


Two dogs came yapping up the corridor, a miniature Dobermann and a toy poodle, barking and scowling. Bobbie kneeled down to shush them.


‘Would you shut the fuck up?’ she said, grabbing them by their collars. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with them.’


The dogs continued to yap at Gabriel and he wondered if they could sense a traitor in their midst. If, like cancer and fear, dogs could also smell betrayal.


‘How’s Sarah?’ Bobbie asked, ushering the dogs down the corridor.


She always asked after Gabriel’s niece, and when she did, Gabriel felt a tinge of something in her voice. Bobbie and Costello were childless, maybe the reason why they doted on the two dogs.


‘At the moment, crazy about comic books,’ he replied.


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Every kid in the city’s got their nose in a comic book.’


‘I wouldn’t know.’


‘You need to get out more in daylight hours,’ she said, giving him a sly grin.


They reached the lounge and went straight in. The scene inside had always reminded Gabriel of a hotel restaurant at breakfast time. Along the far wall tables had been set up, laden with serving trays of bacon and eggs, pastries and breads, toast toppings, coffee pots, a samovar of tea. Two bored-looking maids stood next to the tables, waiting for people’s orders, and all across the rest of the space, on sofas and chaises-longues, by the windows, by the piano, next to the fireplace and the slot machines, were the luminaries, standing or sitting or leaning, drinking, eating, talking, planning, scheming. Gabriel spotted suits from City Hall, Wall Street, trade unions, all but one of New York’s crime families.


Every week Costello hosted breakfasts here, and so the day began for many of the city’s political players. It was all part of Costello’s grand plan – to ingratiate himself with the upper crust, do them favors, lend them money, blur the lines between legitimacy and racketeering, make so many friends, it was impossible to be weeded out.


And the plan had worked, so far. Costello not only organized the nation’s crime, but much of its commerce, too. New York was home to the most powerful economy the world had ever known. Half the country’s imports and exports flowed through its port, a port that was controlled by the Mob, making this the heart within the heart of the world’s greatest city, the nightmare within the dream.


‘I’ll see if he’s free,’ said Bobbie. ‘Help yourself to food and coffee.’


She headed through the din and Gabriel lit a cigarette and checked to see if his hands were shaking. Then he headed over to the buffet tables and grabbed a coffee, scanned the room. The decor was gilded, vintage, luxurious, overdone. Furniture had been bought in bulk to fill the apartment’s vastness and make it look homely. A wood fire crackled in the hearth, above it hung a Howard Chandler Christy in a gilt frame. There was a gold piano, and in each corner, a slot-machine from Costello’s New Orleans operation, all of them rigged to pay out. Costello’s idea of hospitality.


Despite all the finery and furniture, the room was dominated by its windows; unhindered views of Manhattan in all its pale glory, shimmering in the morning drizzle. The Dakota was next door, the park opposite, beyond it the lofty, old-money towers of the Upper East Side and Gabriel’s own apartment. To the south, the skyscrapers of Midtown rose row after row into the rain-clouds like so many knives.


Gabriel looked down into the park. The rain had melted most of the frost that had covered the ground earlier.


‘Gabby,’ someone said.


Gabriel turned to see John Bova standing next to him. A low-level pimp in the Luciano crime family, owner of the Brooklyn gym Gabriel’s security goons trained in. Bova had the physique of a boxer gone to seed, and a red, splotchy face made grotesque by a thick scar that ran down its right side.


‘Bova,’ said Gabriel. ‘You’re up early.’


Bova paused, not sure if he was being needled. ‘Here to see the boss?’ he asked, fishing for information.


‘Nah,’ said Gabriel. ‘I’m here for the snacks.’


Again Bova eyed him. Again Gabriel enjoyed the man’s confusion.


There were two factions in the Luciano family, the one Costello and Gabriel belonged to, and the other one, headed up by Vito Genovese, the family’s underboss out in New Jersey, power-hungry and itching to usurp the throne. Bova was supposed to be in Costello’s clique, but was actually a mole for Genovese. Costello and Gabriel both knew it, but kept Bova around anyways, in case of emergency.


‘What about you?’ Gabriel asked.


Bova shrugged, though Gabriel could see him puff out at being the topic of conversation. The man was everything Gabriel hated about mobsters: violent, self-satisfied, egotistical, nowhere near as sharp as he thought he was.


‘Here making contacts,’ said Bova. ‘You know how they say, poor men get up and go to work; rich men get up and make contacts.’


Gabriel wondered if Bova had been studying self-help business manuals. The man ran a stable of over-the-hill prostitutes from a collection of rat-infested apartments scattered around Columbus Circle. He strung them out on dope, sent them onto the streets in the coldest weather, beat them when profits dropped. Meanwhile, almost everyone else in the room was a civic leader. Gabriel wondered exactly what contacts Bova was hoping to make.


‘Any idea who the kike with the leather face is?’ Bova asked, gesturing to a sun-tanned, gray-haired man standing next to the samovar. Bova liked to use Jewish slurs whenever Gabriel was around.


Gabriel gave him a look. Bova caught it.


‘No offense,’ said Bova. He shrugged, then a mean little smile twisted his lips.


‘That’s Jack Warner,’ Gabriel said. ‘The movie producer.’


‘Warner as in Warner Brothers?’


Gabriel nodded. Costello and Warner were old friends. Gabriel looked at the man and realized that something was going on. The last couple of nights he’d noticed a few other Los Angeles-based movie producers in the Copa. He made a mental note to ask Costello about it.


The door on the far side of the room opened up and Bobbie smiled at Gabriel and gestured him over. Gabriel felt a wave of relief to be getting away from the overweight pimp.


‘So you are here to see the boss,’ said Bova. ‘What’s cooking?’


‘I wish I knew,’ said Gabriel, heading across the room to Costello’s study.





PART TWO




‘In short, the County of New York, island of greatest concentration, greatest wealth, greatest culture, and greatest splendor, in keeping with its superlatives, presents a law enforcement problem of greatest magnitude.’


REPORT OF THE DISTRICT ATTORNEY,
COUNTY OF NEW YORK, 1946–1948





4


Monday 3rd, 6.35 a.m.


The sun rose on the state of New York, and picked out a line of silver glinting south through the Hudson River Valley – The 20th Century Limited, the overnight express train from Chicago – threading itself like a needle through the landscape, past mountains and shimmering lakes and forests ablaze with autumn colors, drawn inexorably to the magnet heart of New York City. The railroad track turned a wide arc on the approach to the Bronx, affording the passengers a view of Manhattan’s skyscrapers, their pinnacles bathed in the fresh, cold light of dawn.


Then the train completed its turn and roared into the city, snaking between tenement roofs and pigeon lofts and giant billboards bolted onto scaffolds. It soared over the Harlem River, dipped down onto Manhattan, the buildings either side rattling past like marching soldiers. It reached 97th Street and plunged into the Park Avenue tunnel and all turned black for the final approach to Grand Central Terminus, where the train pulled into platform thirteen, came to a stop, and the great hustle of people shouldered its way out into the station.


Ida alone remained in her seat. She watched the others leave as if witnessing some unfathomable migration of beasts – the businessmen, the families, the tourists – bedraggled and bleary-eyed, many of them regretting their choice of an overnight train which disgorged its passengers so unceremoniously into New York’s unforgiving rush hour.


When the passageways were empty, she rose, plucked her suitcase from the overhead compartment, and found her way through the debris to the restroom. It was cramped and unheated, so the cold bit at her skin, but there was a sink with a mirror above it, which was all she needed. From outside she could hear the porters unloading the train, the bustle of the station, the dull roar of thousands of hard soles against marble, and in the distance, the rumble of the world’s greatest city, eight million people rising to make another day.


She brushed her teeth, washed her face, fixed her hair, reapplied makeup, washed her hands. She stared at herself, checking to see if recent traumas had left their mark. A little gray at the temples, a few wrinkles at the eyes, a softness to her features. She looked younger than her forty-seven years, and what she’d lost in youth, she’d gained in self-assurance and poise. Or so she liked to tell herself.


Ida stepped off the train, reached the end of the platform and caught her first glimpse of Grand Central in full flow. Torrents of black suits cascaded through the station’s honeycomb of passages, up and down its marble stairs, out of exits, onto platforms, across the giant expanse of the main concourse, a cavernous space split by razor-sharp sunbeams that burst in from the skylights above.


The rush and noise contained something of the buzz Ida had always associated with New York; the itchy, excited energy of people on the move, tackling overstuffed schedules at breakneck speed. Just as Manhattan’s skyscrapers allowed ever more real estate onto the island, so too did the city condense people’s days, concentrating time, intensifying, thickening, compacting it. Ida wondered if it wouldn’t fray her nerves, if she wouldn’t break down through sheer claustrophobia.


She slipped through the torrents as the tannoy system boomed, reached the benches where she was supposed to meet Michael. She looked up at the brass clock above the information booth. The hands atop its milk-glass face told her she was still a little early. She waited, looked around, at the rush, at the sunbeams, at the fug, at the station’s ceiling miles above her, the paintings that covered it obscured by years of grime and cigarette tar.


Eventually, she could make out what the paintings depicted – the constellations, in gold lines on a deep-blue background, both the stars themselves, and, superimposed on the universe, the ancient Greek mythical figures that represented them. Amidst the golden dust of the Milky Way, she made out Orion, Taurus, Aries, Pisces. Her eye settled on Gemini for some reason, the twins clinging to each other as they careened through the sky, one holding a sickle, the other a lyre. Something about the figures’ movement, the way it echoed the rush on the concourse beneath them, made her uneasy.


As she deliberated on why that could be, she noticed someone approaching through the crowds. Michael, a hand raised, waving. He stepped through one of the sunbeams streaming in from the skylights, and his figure flashed and glowed, dust swirled. Then, just as quickly, he exited the beam, and the flash evaporated, and Ida’s eyes adjusted.


He reached her and they hugged and clung onto each other as tightly as the Gemini twins tumbling through the Milky Way above.


‘Michael,’ she said.


‘Ida. Welcome to New York.’


They disengaged from the hug and Ida looked at her friend. Michael was in his early seventies, although it was hard to tell because of the smallpox scars that covered his face, obscuring wrinkles and softness. Despite his age, he still had a straight back, still retained his tall, gaunt appearance. But he had changed in the months since Ida had last seen him. He looked weary, shaken by the disaster that had smashed into his life, trailing upheaval and trauma in its wake. She should have been happy to see him, a familiar face in an unfamiliar city. Instead she was concerned. She tried to think what she could say that wouldn’t sound trite, wondered if her voice would betray how concerned she was.


‘How are you?’ she asked.


‘Battling on. You?’


‘Itching to get started.’


He nodded, acknowledging the sentiment. ‘Thanks for coming,’ he said flatly.


‘You think I’d stay home?’


She smiled, and a second later he echoed it, and they stood there awkwardly, and the question that had been bugging Ida the last few weeks nagged at her again – why hadn’t he called her earlier? In the twenty years she’d been running her agency, she’d become an expert in miscarriages of justice. She was the first person he should have called.


‘You want to go by your hotel?’ he asked. ‘Drop your things off? We’ve got the crime scene to go to and then the island.’


She shook her head. ‘I’ve only got that,’ she said, gesturing to the thin suitcase at her feet. ‘Let’s get started. I’ll check in later on.’


They turned and headed for the subway entrance, and she looked again at her downtrodden friend.


‘We’ll get through this, Michael,’ she said. ‘We’ll see him set free.’


And even as she spoke, she realized she’d already failed at not saying anything trite.


‘Sure we will,’ Michael replied.


But she could sense his disquiet, an uncertainty echoed in her own emotions. She realized the same misgiving was gnawing away at them both, a fear that this, the most important case they’d ever had, might just be the one they couldn’t win.
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Monday 3rd, 7.25 a.m.


When they emerged from the subway station Ida saw that the sunny spell had come to an end, the skies had marbled and a freezing wind was blowing in from the river.


‘Welcome to Harlem,’ said Michael.


Ida smiled and pulled her collar tight and they headed south down Lennox Avenue, a wide tree-lined thoroughfare of brownstones and apartment blocks dotted with restaurants, bars and stores. On the sidewalks people were bustling towards the subway station and the bus stops; Negro women on their way downtown to white people’s houses, clutching brown paper packages that contained their maid’s dresses, folded up tight; men dressed in peacoats and flat-caps heading to warehouses and factories; gangs of children dragged down by school books.


Ida caught the voices of these people as they passed – many of them spoke like she did, with Southern accents. In New York, as in Chicago, the city’s Negroes were mostly from the Cotton Belt, refugees from its race hate and grinding poverty.


As they walked, Ida noticed the people staring at Michael – a tall, thin, white man so far uptown. He didn’t seem to be bothered by it. He’d married a colored woman back in New Orleans, raised two colored children, moved to Chicago, lived for years on the Southside. He was used to society at large casting him looks. Now one of those children had moved to New York and had been accused of a multiple homicide. Hostile locals was the last thing he was worried about.


A drizzle picked up, floated down from the sky onto the sidewalks and curbs, where Halloween decorations from the previous weekend had been left out for the garbage vans – cut-paper skulls and skeletons and witches, pumpkin heads in piles, rotting, half-collapsed, their jagged smiles sinister.


Ida pulled her collar tighter against the rain, Michael pushed his hat down low. They cut onto 141st Street, over Seventh Avenue, and here, in the smaller streets, things were more rundown, and Ida saw again that Harlem was much like Chicago’s Southside – pawn shops, dope pads, shuttered-up gin mills. Once-grand houses were crumbling now, tarnished by broken cornices, rusted railings, boarded-up windows. The streets were smattered with discarded furniture, overflowing trash cans, other universal signs of decay. Different cities, same slum.


They arrived at a row of dilapidated brownstones. Michael pointed to a building opposite a root doctor’s shop.


‘That’s it,’ he said. ‘The scene of the crime.’


They crossed the street and approached the building, a corner brownstone with a long sign running up its brickwork – The Palmer Hotel – umber letters on a background which at some point had probably been yellow ochre, but years of smog had turned to a shade somewhere between jaundice and bile. The building was broad and foreboding, seemed to loom down at them from the sky, as if its masonry might rear up and crash onto them at any moment. It wasn’t the kind of place you moved to, it was the kind of place you ended up. What the hell was Michael’s son doing there? The boy had graduated from Northwestern, medical school, had practiced as a hospital doctor before the war.


Ida looked at Michael. ‘What’s the plan?’ she asked.


‘Remember Dave Carrasco?’


‘From West Town?’


Michael nodded. ‘He moved out here about ten years ago. He’s a detective now with the DA’s Homicide Bureau. Technically he’s working for the prosecution, but he owes me a favor, so he’s been helping me out. He let me have a look at the case jacket, come by the crime scene. He’ll be here soon. Come on, let’s get out of the rain.’


They walked over to the doorway of the root doctor’s shop, stepped under the awning. Ida looked at its windows. They were covered by white net curtains and above them hung a sign – Prince Moses – Authentic New Orleans Root Doctor. Offers Voodoo Spell-casting, Love Potions, Curse Removal & Exorcisms, Magic Candles & Oils. On the windowsill was a row of brown jars, a label pasted on each – Follow Me, Boy – Evil Be Gone – Protection – Wealth.


Ida stared at the curlicues of the letters.


‘Smoke?’


She looked up to see Michael had gotten a pack of cigarettes from his pocket. She took one. They lit up and watched the hotel through the rain, Ida wondering again how Tom had ended up there. She remembered reading the news report back in her office in Chicago – The Harlem House of Horrors Slayings. She remembered the shock at seeing Tom’s name. She’d called up Michael’s house and Annette, Michael’s wife, had picked up the phone, told her Michael was already on his way to New York.


The shock had faded over the intervening weeks, but the confusion hadn’t. Ida had known the boy since he was a child, had seen him grow up, felt he was something like a nephew to her. Tom had always had a gentle manner to him, had wanted to be a doctor so he could help people. The idea that he could hurt anyone made no sense to her. It was completely against his nature, against everything he stood for.


She turned to look at Michael. She wanted to talk to him about the situation, how he felt. He’d stopped working ten years ago, then out of the blue, a call from Rikers Island, and now instead of enjoying his retirement, he was standing on a street corner in Harlem in the rain. The strain of it was clear in his demeanor, how sullen he was, how withdrawn.


‘Who’s your lawyer?’ she asked.


‘Len Rutherford. He was probably our sixth choice. The first five wouldn’t take the case unless Tom pleaded guilty, and now Rutherford’s seen the evidence he’s pressuring us to do the same. The consensus is Tom should admit it, go for a plea deal, then maybe he’ll get out when he’s my age.’


Michael took a toke on his cigarette, didn’t look at Ida, didn’t take his eyes off the crumbling facade of the Palmer Hotel.


‘I didn’t think I’d ever have to do this kind of work again,’ he said bitterly. ‘What was the last case we worked together? I can’t even remember.’


She thought quickly, running through their adventures in her mind, trying to place the most recent one. They’d worked together at the Pinkertons’ Chicago Bureau for nearly a decade, but even after that – when Ida had set up her own agency and Michael had gotten a job at the Treasury Department – they still teamed up for the occasional case, when Ida needed Michael’s help, or he needed hers.


‘That Chinese bookie who went missing,’ Ida said. ‘Back around the time of the Steel Mill riot.’


Michael remembered, nodded. The rain pattered on.


A Plymouth pulled up outside the hotel, and Michael gestured to it, and they crossed the road. A man got out of the driver’s side. He was middle-aged, chubby, sported a bushy moustache and a Chesterfield coat in a houndstooth weave.


‘Detective Carrasco,’ said Michael. ‘You remember Ida?’


‘Sure, sure,’ said Carrasco, holding out his hand. ‘How are you doing, Miss Davis?’


‘Good, Carrasco,’ Ida said. ‘Although it’s Mrs Young these days.’


Even two years after he’d died it felt strange using Nathan’s surname, as if his death meant she no longer had a right to it.


‘Apologies,’ Carrasco said. ‘Here.’


He had a thick paper binder in his hand, which he passed over to Michael.


‘It’s the case jacket,’ he said. ‘You can keep that one. Got a secretary who’s sweet on me to make a duplicate.’


‘Thanks, buddy,’ said Michael, taking the binder.


‘Shall we?’ Carrasco said, gesturing to the hotel.


They walked up the front steps and into the building. The reception area was dingy and close. On one side was the reception desk, separated from the rest of the room by a partition inset with a wire-mesh window. Beyond it there was a staircase leading to the upper floors, a corridor going into the depths of the building.


They approached the reception desk, and through the wire mesh, Ida saw a tall, gangly Negro man leaning back in a chair, reading the sports section of the New York Mirror. On the counter behind him was a grid of pigeon holes, and a Bakelite radio, set to a station playing blues.


The man eyed them over the top of his paper but offered no greeting.


Carrasco flashed his badge. ‘NYPD,’ he said. ‘I called. We need to go over the crime scenes again and the suspect’s room.’


The man looked at Carrasco with a blank-slate expression. Then he languidly turned to the pigeon holes behind him and grabbed three sets of keys, laid them out on the counter. Carrasco picked them up, handed them to Michael.


‘I’ll stay here,’ said Carrasco, guessing correctly that Michael and Ida wanted to go through the crime scenes on their own. ‘You got any questions, just shout.’


Michael nodded. ‘Thanks,’ he said. He turned to look at Ida. ‘Where d’you want to start?’


She thought, remembered the details from the newspaper articles she’d pored over in the intervening weeks.


‘Tom had a room on the fifth floor?’ she asked.


Michael nodded.


‘Let’s start there.’


Room 502 was cramped and dreary, with an empty bed-frame in one corner, a wardrobe in another, and a table and chair underneath the window. A depressing room, made more so by the knowledge that this was where Tom had spent his last days before being arrested.


Michael opened the case jacket, flicked through the paperwork inside, passed Ida a sheaf of crime scene snaps. The photos showed the room as the cops had found it on the night of the murders: a mattress and sheets on the bed, clothes on the chair, books on the floor, but most notably, voodoo-style trinkets, strewn all across the room. Strange things – straw dolls with screaming black faces, ornate crucifixes, an icon depicting the Virgin Mary surrounded by snakes, a miniature coffin filled with straw and mud.


‘This voodoo angle’s an attention-grabber,’ Ida said.


Michael nodded, catching what she was getting at.


‘Tom says he never saw those things before in his life,’ he said. ‘Not till they showed him the crime scene snaps. I believe him on that. The boy hasn’t stepped foot in a church since he was fourteen years old. He’s not even religious, much less superstitious.’


Ida nodded. Looked at the photos once more. In the silence, the sound of the radio in the reception area floated up into the room, the twanging chords of Guitar Slim’s ‘South Carolina Blues’, far off and ghostly.


‘You got Tom’s witness statement?’ she asked.


Michael nodded, fished it out of the binder and passed it over.


Ida scanned it. In his statement Tom claimed he was in bed asleep when he was awoken by the sound of a disturbance downstairs. He went to investigate. Saw the two dead bodies on the second floor, and the other two bodies on the first floor. Went into the room where one of the bodies lay and that’s when the cops burst in and arrested him.


Ida looked up at Michael. ‘He’s saying he slept through four people being murdered?’


‘It don’t make much sense to me neither.’


‘And this is the story he’s sticking with?’


‘Yup.’


She looked at him, sensing anger for the first time. The fact that there was still a spark of it in him allayed her concerns about his wellbeing. A little. She walked around the room, passed the window and peered out of it. On the street below someone had arrived at the root doctor’s shop, had turned on the lights. A neon sign she hadn’t seen before flashed, sharp against the pale autumn light – in lines of blue it depicted a skull in a top hat, and below it in green, the words Louisiana Voodoo. It made her think of New Orleans, of her parents, of everything she’d lost in the thirty or so years since she’d left home.


Ida looked around the mean apology for a room once more and a dispiriting sensation quivered through her.


‘Let’s check downstairs,’ she said.


On the way down, she inspected the walls and floorboards and risers for any stains or scratches or other clues that might by some miracle still be there after so many weeks.


Nothing.


‘This is where the first two bodies were found,’ Michael said when they’d reached the second floor. ‘The Powell brothers.’


He unlocked the door to room 202, the first door off the stairs, and they stepped inside.


This room was larger than Tom’s, nicer too. There were two single beds, two wardrobes, a sink, a one-burner gas stove. Like Tom’s, the room was on the side of the building facing the street out front.


Michael extracted more photos from the binder, passed them over. The first body lay in a puddle of blood out in the hall, multiple stabs wounds across the chest and stomach. One of the arms was tossed backwards, fingers touching the staircase’s bannister.


The second body was in the room, lying belly down near the window. Blood splatter and streaks covered the wall. In a close-up from later on, the body had been turned right side up, revealing a deep gash across the neck, the white gleam of spinal column.


‘These were the two brothers who were in the voodoo cult?’ Ida asked.


Michael nodded and took out more photos. Voodoo trinkets like the ones in Tom’s room. Also pamphlets from the Temple of Tranquility, the cult of which the Powell brothers were supposedly members. Ida studied the photos of the pamphlets. The Temple looked like a back-to-Africa church. She’d seen dozens of similar organizations in Chicago and had never understood their appeal.


‘What did the brothers do for a living?’ she asked.


‘No one seems to know.’


She studied the room as it was now, compared it to the nightmare in the photos.


‘There’s something else,’ Michael said wearily.


He handed her a photo of a wristwatch dusted with aluminum powder, revealing a fingerprint.


‘It’s Alfonso Powell’s watch,’ said Michael. They found it on his wrist. They matched the print to Tom’s left index finger.’


Ida looked up from the photo to Michael, noted how ashen he looked, despite the red scars across his face. ‘What did Tom say?’ she asked.


‘Said he never came in this room, much less touched the bodies.’ He said it so flatly, it was almost like he was challenging her.


Ida nodded, not rising to it. ‘Let’s carry on,’ she said.


They locked up the room and descended to the reception area. Carrasco was leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette. He nodded when he saw them come down. The receptionist was still sitting in his chair behind the desk, reading the sports pages.


They turned down the corridor which led to the rear of the building, passing a payphone affixed to the wall. In the shadows at the back they reached the door for room 103. Michael opened it up. It was even gloomier than the others, with the same layout and furniture as Tom’s room. There was a sprawling, dark brown blotch on the floorboards which Ida guessed was dried blood, long-since stained into the wood. The place reeked of death, even after all this time, despite the fact that lemon-scented detergent had been doused about the room and the window had been cranked open.


The rain was coming in through the window, pattering onto the sill, dripping down the wall. The window had iron bars over it and beyond them Ida could see the alleyway to the side of the building. Next to the window was another door, heading, she guessed, into the yard at the rear of the building.


Michael sifted papers and handed her more crime scene snaps. They showed the room drenched in blood, the body of a young, white male, blond-haired, lying by odd coincidence near where Ida was standing. His torso had been slashed repeatedly, exposed intestines making his mid-section look like it had exploded. He’d almost been hacked in two.


‘This is where the cops found Tom?’ she asked.


Michael nodded. ‘Red-handed, supposedly.’


Ida thought of Tom as a child, Tom as a doctor. She tried to make him the architect of the slaughter. Couldn’t. She looked again at the photos, at the images of the victim, Arno Bucek, the white boy who’d gone missing weeks before the murders then inexplicably had turned up in a Harlem flophouse. In amongst the photos were evidence shots, of the heroin and money that a blood-soaked Tom was apparently trying to steal from the room when the cops discovered him.


‘None of this makes sense,’ she said. ‘What’s Bucek doing in Harlem with two hundred and thirty-eight dollars in cash and twenty grams of low-grade dope?’


‘The cops say he was a pusher.’


‘A skinny Polish kid in the middle of black Harlem?’


Michael smiled a bleak, knowing smile.


Ida looked again at the photos, played spot the difference between them and the room as it stood before her now. The bed had been tossed, the mattress leaned up against the wall, covered in blood spray. Around the window frame were bloody handprints. She noted blood splatter, body positioning. She noted the distance markers the cops had set up. She noted scratches and grooves on the floorboards around the body, splintering patterns. She noted where the forensics had dusted for latent prints, their choice of touch-and-grab surfaces. She made a mental image of the room as it was on that night in August, looked up, meshed it with what she could see now, let the two form a single entity.


But something wasn’t right. Something didn’t mesh. Didn’t add up.


‘You spotted what’s missing yet?’ Michael asked her.


She looked up at him, saw a slight smile playing on his lips.


‘I’ve seen something’s missing, but not what.’


‘There’re no photos of the door,’ he said.


She flicked through the photos. That was it.


‘All these close-ups,’ he continued. ‘And no one thought to take a photo of the door.’


She walked over to the door and kneeled in front of it. She ran her finger down the edge of its frame. No scratch marks, no cracks. She examined its outside edge. That too showed no signs of having been forced, or having been recently repaired.


‘It’s quite the oversight,’ she said.


They shared a look, acknowledging what it all meant. Then she rose and they went back into the reception, where the receptionist and Carrasco were as they’d left them.


More photos. Diana Hollis, last of the four victims, the night receptionist. Not the quick kills afforded the Powell brothers. The scene looked more like what had happened to Bucek, except here the wounds were concentrated around the woman’s crotch. Hollis lay in the passageway leading out from the desk area. Close-ups of the partition and blood streaks across the floor suggested the killer went back there and dragged her out before killing her.


‘Hollis worked the nightshift here?’ Ida asked Michael.


Michael shook his head. ‘She was filling in. I don’t think women work nightshifts much in hotels in Harlem. Not in these kinds of hotels anyway.’


‘Where was the regular guy?’


‘Night off.’


Ida gestured towards the man behind the mesh. Michael nodded, indicating he was the one who should have been working that night.


‘He’s also the hotel owner,’ Michael said.


Ida looked at the man through the mesh. His eyes didn’t leave his newspaper.


She scanned the rest of the room. She noted the cheap linoleum on the floor, bubbling up in spots. She noted the stamped-tin ceiling, painted a muddy beige. She noted the payphone next to the stairs.


‘Any photos of the payphone?’ she asked.


Michael sifted paperwork and shook his head.


‘How were the police alerted?’ she asked.


‘Anonymous phone call reporting a disturbance.’


‘Did anyone request the call records from Bell for that phone?’


‘I don’t know,’ said Michael. ‘We’ll have to ask Carrasco.’


‘It’s worth a try.’


They nodded at each other. Michael returned the keys to the receptionist, and together with Carrasco they stepped back out onto the street, stood on the sidewalk in the drizzle.


‘Well?’ Carrasco asked.


‘It’s a start,’ said Michael. ‘Thanks, buddy.’


‘No problem,’ he said. ‘Anything you want me to do, let me know. You want a ride anywhere?’


Michael shook his head. ‘No, thanks,’ he said. ‘But there is something else.’


He asked him about the phone records, and Carrasco said he’d look into it. Then he hopped into his Plymouth and drove off and they watched the car disappear up the street.


‘He gets caught helping us out, it’s not just his job he’ll lose,’ Ida said. ‘He’s going to prison.’


‘Yeah,’ said Michael, lighting a cigarette.


‘Must be some favor he owes you. What did you do?’


‘Saved his life. And his family’s.’


Ida smiled. Michael smoked.


‘C’mon,’ he said, ‘we can catch the subway to the ferry port.’


They crossed the street, passed the root doctor’s shop, and through the gray sheets of drizzle, Ida saw the icy green neon of Louisiana Voodoo flashing in the gloom once more, the skull in the top hat.


‘So what’s your take on it all?’ Michael asked.


Ida turned her gaze from the shop. ‘Same as yours, probably. It’s got police conspiracy written all over it.’


‘Yup,’ said Michael.


‘There’s the photos of the door to Bucek’s room going missing,’ Ida said. ‘Or never being photographed at all. Then there’s the anonymous tip-off and the timing. How the hell did they respond so quick? To reports of a disturbance in the middle of Harlem on a Friday night in the height of summer. Then there’s the hotel owner mysteriously taking the night off. Like he was tipped off. And then there’s all that voodoo junk. I mean, if I ever saw a police plant it’s right there. Me and you both know Tom isn’t superstitious. He’s a doctor, a man of science. The voodoo angle’s pure diversion. Racial bias, black magic stereotypes, zeitgeist hysteria. It’s all set up to send a jury off in the wrong direction. And the only people who could have put it there were the cops.’


Michael nodded. ‘You see the root doctor’s shop over the road?’ he said. ‘I’m wondering if the responding officers didn’t go in there, boost the merchandise and dump it in their rooms.’


‘I wouldn’t put it past them,’ she said. ‘And then there’s the most important thing of all – the murder weapon. If the cops really did chase Tom out of Bucek’s room and catch him in the alleyway, where the hell’s the machete? He’d have to have thrown it away either in the hotel or in the alley, but the cops say they never found it. It’s good, Michael. We’ve got enough to go on. Enough to get started.’


She looked at him to see if her words had provided him with any reassurance, but she couldn’t detect any emotion on his face. He took a drag on his cigarette.


‘Going up against the police isn’t good, Ida,’ he said. ‘Cops, conspiracies. Someone powerful was behind this. We’ve got to send a colored man into a court-room and try and convince a jury he’s telling the truth, and the good, white police of New York are guilty of framing him. And if the police are covering things up, it means Tom’s in danger. Every day he’s in prison they can arrange a jailhouse hit to keep him quiet. And if they hear we’re making any progress, that’s exactly what they’ll do. If they decide to attack, he’s as good as dead. My boy. Who I raised from a baby.’


She stared at him, and realized that mixed in with his bewilderment, anxiety and anger there was another emotion too – guilt. It was irrational, but if anything similar happened to her son, she knew she’d feel the same. Somehow she’d find a way to take the blame off the boy’s shoulders and ladle it all onto herself.


‘So we’re working against the clock,’ she said. ‘Against the authorities, in a city that isn’t home turf, and we can’t let anyone find out what we’re up to?’


‘That’s about the size of it.’


‘Good,’ she said. ‘I like a challenge.’


She smiled at him and waited, and eventually, against his will, something broke inside him, and he smiled back.





PART THREE




‘Costello has succeeded in becoming as mysterious a figure as the American underworld ever produced.’


HERBERT ASBURY, COLLIERS, 1947
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Monday 3rd, 7.32 a.m.


Gabriel entered Costello’s study and crossed its wide expanse. The room was larger than most people’s apartments, and decked out much like the lounge, with expensive furniture under a high, molded ceiling. Costello was sitting at a giant mahogany desk on the room’s far side, silhouetted by the giant windows behind him. Across the acres of green-baize desktop from Costello sat Joe Adonis, Costello’s lieutenant.


The two men eyed Gabriel as he walked towards them and took a seat. He put his hands in his lap to hide the shakes, covered them with his hat for good measure. He felt the moisture all over his head and wasn’t sure anymore if it was rain or sweat. He told himself again it was nothing; that they couldn’t possibly know about the racetrack accounts, not yet, not till the audit came back on the 13th.


‘And how is our favorite night undertaker?’ Adonis asked Gabriel with a smirk.


Gabriel ignored the jibe.


Adonis’s smirk morphed into a grin, and the grin turned his face into that of a child. Adonis was forty-five years old, but a perennial adolescent. And possibly the vainest man in New York. He was born Giuseppe Doto, but changed his name to Adonis after he read a magazine article about the Greek god of beauty.


Costello frowned at Adonis. Adonis shrugged.


‘How’s the Copa?’ Costello asked in his low growl. Numerous bouts of throat cancer had left him with a ragged rumble of a voice. Despite this he still smoked a few packs of English Ovals a day.


‘Fine,’ said Gabriel. ‘Mayor O’Dwyer was in last night. I couldn’t make out his dinner companions. They left at about four in high spirits.’


Costello nodded, took a sip from the espresso cup in front of him. Part of Gabriel’s role as manager of the Copa was to keep his boss appraised on the comings and goings of the city’s elite. Nightspots were often where powerful men slipped up.


‘I saw Jack Warner outside,’ Gabriel said. ‘And there’ve been a few movie-men from LA in the Copa the last few days. Any idea what’s going on?’


Costello shrugged in that way of his. ‘These government hearings into the commies,’ he said. ‘There’s a meeting next week at the Waldorf to figure out what the plan is. I guess a few of them are trickling in early. You know how movie folks are.’


Gabriel nodded and looked over at his boss. Costello was a swarthy man in his fifties, with a generous nose, a lined face, and olive-black hair combed straight back. He wore an impeccably cut drape suit, its navy-blue fabric making his sunlamp tan look all the more unnatural.


‘So what did you call me in for?’ Gabriel asked, drumming his fingers on the brim of his hat to the incessant conga rhythm in his head. He wanted to get things over with as soon as possible. Discover his fate. A ditch upstate or the beach in Acapulco.


Adonis and Costello shared a look. Gabriel tensed, waited for the inevitable. He swallowed panic, pushed it down into the bottom of his stomach, where a whole rhythm section had struck up.


‘Vernon Hintz,’ said Costello, finally. ‘We caught him on the take.’


Gabriel nodded. Relief flooded through him but he tried not to show it. It wasn’t about the race track. It was something to do with Hintz, a money launderer who cleaned cash for all New York’s five crime families.


‘And?’ Gabriel asked.


‘And he isn’t on the take anymore,’ said Adonis.


Meaning Hintz was now in a ditch somewhere.


‘Poor Vern,’ Gabriel said. ‘I liked the guy.’


‘Sure,’ said Adonis. ‘He was nice. Apart from being a thief.’


‘What’s the world coming to when your money launderer cooks his books,’ Gabriel quipped.


Adonis glared at him. Costello suppressed a smile.


‘Anyway,’ said Costello, ‘before Hintz departed our presence he told us a few things to ingratiate himself, stave off the inevitable.’


Gabriel nodded, wondering, as he had done for months now, where Costello was getting his vocabulary from.


‘Hintz told us a story,’ said Adonis. ‘About this Benny Siegel business.’


‘Which business?’ Gabriel asked, for Benny Siegel left a lot of business in his wake.


Costello leaned forward. ‘Hintz told us that when Benny was in New York last summer, he approached Hintz and asked him to launder two million dollars for him. Cash.’


‘Cash?’ Gabriel repeated.


Adonis and Costello both nodded wearily and things started to make sense.


Benjamin Siegel was the New York Mob’s representative out in Los Angeles. A few years previously, Siegel had had a hare-brained scheme to build a luxury hotel and casino in Las Vegas, a backwater town in the middle of the Nevada Desert. He drummed up three million in financing from his mobster friends back in New York. Spent it all before he’d even started construction. Put the bite on for another three million. Spent that. Then came to New York looking to borrow yet more money. Ended up borrowing another two million, much of it from Costello. Eventually the casino – named The Flamingo, after Siegel’s long-legged girlfriend – opened its doors, way behind schedule, and way over budget. It was a flop. It hemorrhaged yet more money. Someone got fed up and gunned Siegel down with a 30-30 military carbine while he sat drinking coffee on the girlfriend’s sofa in Beverly Hills.


Now Costello, via the dearly departed Hintz, was suggesting Siegel had never planned to put the last two million of borrowed money into his Las Vegas pipe-dream.


‘So Benny borrowed money from everyone in town for the casino,’ said Gabriel. ‘And then tried to steal it?’


Costello leaned back in his seat. ‘That’s about the size of it,’ he said.


‘It’s an OK scam,’ Gabriel said. ‘Benny knows the casino’s going bust, so he asks everyone for money, pretends he’s putting it into the casino, then when the place closes down he tells them all the money got lost in the bankruptcy. Except it didn’t.’


From the lounge, a round of laughter rose up. Gabriel thought he could hear Bova’s cackle rising up above the fray.


Costello let the laughter subside. Gabriel looked through the window at the washed-out image of Central Park.


‘Benny arranged to deliver the money to Hintz, in cash, but he never did,’ said Costello. ‘We had Joe Katz fly out to the Flamingo a few weeks ago. Look the books over. Can you guess what he found?’


‘Accounting irregularities?’ said Gabriel.


Costello nodded. ‘The two million never entered the corporation bank accounts, or any of Benny’s personal accounts. It wasn’t in the safe at the Flamingo, or at his house, or at that whore of a girlfriend’s house. It wasn’t in any of her accounts either. Not even the Swiss ones Lansky set up.’


‘He didn’t have the money when he got off the plane from New York,’ Adonis interjected.


‘How’d you know?’ Gabriel asked.


‘We spoke to his driver, and that Polak accountant him and Dragna use, and a customs agent at the airport who runs frisks for us,’ said Adonis. ‘Unless he threw the money out the plane halfway between here and California, it’s still in New York.’


‘Our two million bucks is out there somewhere,’ said Costello, waving a hand in the air, gesturing to the window, to Central Park, to New York, to the ether.


This was why Gabriel had been asked here. He and Benny were old friends, fellow yids. Gabriel knew Benny’s pals, possibly knew his stash spots. Plus Gabriel had money-laundering experience, had done jobs like this in the past. In Gabriel’s head, the congas beat their panic rhythm once more.


‘So Benny left two million dollars of your stolen money in New York,’ said Gabriel, ‘and you want me to find it?’


Costello nodded. Took a last sip of his espresso. ‘That’s about the size of it.’


There was no way Gabriel could get it done in the ten days he had before leaving town. If at all. And he had to get it done before he left or he’d never escape. And he couldn’t refuse because that would look just as suspicious. He was trapped. He wanted to light a cigarette but didn’t have enough confidence in his hands just yet, so kept them tapping away that conga rhythm on the felt of his Stetson.


‘There’s something else,’ said Costello.


He turned to look at Adonis, gestured for him to take up the thread.


‘When Benny came to see Hintz asking to launder the money, Hintz started telling him about all the fake companies he’d have to set up, all the accounts, giving him a breakdown of how much it would all cost. Benny told him he didn’t have to set up any accounts, he could move the money through some companies Hintz had already set up for one of the other families.’


Adonis raised his eyebrows, let Gabriel do the sums on what that meant. All the city’s crime families used Hintz. If what Hintz had said was true, Benny had conspired with one of the other four families to steal the money.


‘Did Hintz say which family?’ Gabriel asked.


Adonis shook his head grimly.


‘Hintz said Benny never mentioned the other family,’ Adonis explained. ‘He was supposed to come back to New York to arrange all the details but he ended up splattered all over Virginia Hill’s sofa before he could.’


Gabriel looked at them both. ‘What about Genovese?’ he said. ‘He must have an account with Hintz.’


Costello’s face soured at the mention of his traitorous underboss.


‘Benny and Genovese got sore with each other last year sometime,’ Costello said. ‘They hated each other. There’s no way they’d work together on this.’


‘You sure?’ Gabriel asked.


‘Sure, I’m sure. Don’t even think about it,’ said Costello.


Gabriel eyed his boss, wondering why he was so quick to brush aside the Genovese angle.


‘You see Benny when he was out here?’ Costello asked.


‘Sure,’ said Gabriel. ‘He popped by the Copa to say hello.’


Gabriel thought back to the previous summer, to Benny’s last trip to New York, making the rounds of the city’s Mafia families trying to scrape together the ill-fated two million. Benny had come by the Copa with his usual entourage of movie stars and ingénues and mobsters. They’d talked, in private, and Gabriel got the sense there was something on Benny’s mind, something beyond his money problems and the hole he’d dug for himself in the Nevada desert. Gabriel had got the sense that Benny wanted to tell him something, but didn’t have the heart. At the time Gabriel had dwelled on it, but as the days passed he’d forgotten all about it.


‘Did he seem himself to you?’ Costello asked.


Gabriel frowned, wondered if there was more to all this than Costello was letting on.
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