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For Mum




PROLOGUE


CADENZA






‘Jazz has come to stay because it is an expression of the times, of the breathless, energetic, superactive times in which we are living.’


LEOPOLD STOKOWSKI, 1924







New Orleans, August 1922


Louis Armstrong ran down the platform as the Panama Limited was departing, his cardboard suitcase in one hand, his cornet case and tickets in the other. He waved the last of these at the platform attendant who didn’t even look on account of him being too busy laughing at the boy, chubby and sweating and overloaded with luggage, trying to run along the train, trying to overtake the whites-only carriages, get to the ones he could jump on without fear of catching a beating.


The train blew its whistle and Louis redoubled his efforts, dodged past a stack of luggage, past a bemused-looking porter, reached the first carriage marked Colored, threw his suitcase on board, put the tickets in his mouth, grabbed the handrail and swung himself onto the train as the driver increased the heat and the train soared out of the station and blasted into the burning southern skies.


He collapsed into a heap on the floor and stayed there a moment, trying to get his breath back, lungs burning from too little exercise and too many cigarettes. He rummaged around in his pockets for his handkerchief, wiped the sweat from his face, tried to make himself look presentable, and made his way to his compartment. When he found it, he saw it was cramped and close and occupied by a large woman and a brood of young children, all of them sitting on the two bare wooden planks that passed for seats. Louis smiled at the woman and she screamed at the children to make room for him and he swung his suitcase onto the flax netting above the seats.


‘What’s your name, boy?’ the woman asked when Louis had squeezed himself into a corner.


‘Louis Armstrong, ma’am.’


‘You Mayann’s son?’


‘Yes, I am.’


‘I’ve known your mother years,’ she said, her tone suggesting she was for some reason proud of the fact. ‘Where you headin’?’


‘Chicago.’


‘Us too. You got work that way?’


‘Yes, ma’am. Playing with Joe Oliver’s band. Second cornet.’


‘Joe Oliver?’ repeated the woman, rolling the name round her memories for a few seconds, trying to see if it would stick. Then she shrugged. ‘Well, good luck to ya’. You eaten?’


‘No, ma’am.’


‘You brought food?’


‘No, ma’am.’


In his rush to get to the station he hadn’t had time to stop off at a grocery and now the woman was looking at him slant-eyed. The train contained three dining cars, one serving French food à la carte, one serving cafeteria food, and one serving lounge snacks, but black people were allowed in none of them. The woman tutted, then shouted at the eldest of the children to get the basket, and when the child had retrieved it from the netting and placed it on the floor in the center of the compartment, she took the gingham off it and passed out pieces of fried chicken and catfish, corn on the cob, breaded okra, johnnycake, and bottles of lemonade, and Louis felt, five minutes out of New Orleans, that he’d already found a new family.


After they’d eaten they collected the leftovers in the basket and Louis played with the children, stared out of the window, chatted, smoked, fell asleep, and the day turned to night and at some point he awoke to see a galaxy of city lights streaking past the window, daubs of neon against the blackness, the sense of a great hustling on the streets below, and then the sodium buzz of Chicago’s 12th Street station.


Louis helped the woman down and they walked along the platform and into the center of the station. He looked around at the people there, and saw how quickly they were walking, how they rushed, how sharply they were dressed, how streamlined, sleek and modern everything seemed. He wondered if it was just his eyes, and he turned back to look at the train, at all the Southerners collecting their bags, and the difference leapt out at him: the ragged, unfashionable clothes, the battered baggage, all of it caked in poverty and the dust of the southern plains.


Compared to the Chicagoans, Louis’ people looked like refugees from some far-away, famished country, and in that instant he realized that his notion of home would be tested in these new surroundings, that it would be a struggle to not let himself be influenced by the contrast. Getting out of the South was battle enough; black folks had been lynched just for being seen at a counter buying train tickets North, mothers poured pepper into the shoes of their children making the journey, in the mistaken belief that it threw hunting dogs off their scent. But now Louis sensed there was another battle looming for all these people, a battle to fit in, to not be taken advantage of, to not lose who they were in the attempt.


‘You sure you got somewhere to go?’ the woman asked.


‘Sure, ma’am. Joe Oliver’s sending someone to pick me up,’ Louis said.


The woman stared at him, unconvinced, then she nodded and gathered up her children and wished him good luck, and the moment she had disappeared into the ever-shifting crowd, Louis regretted having lied to her. He turned around and took in the immensity of the station and the city beyond and he remembered the stories of jazz musicians leaving New Orleans and ending up stranded in strange places, fleeced by promoters and record-company men, left without a friend or a cent, begging on the streets for enough to buy a train ticket home.


He tried to shake the thought, looked for a restroom to go and freshen up in, so he could continue the journey feeling vaguely clean. He saw a sign and followed the arrow to a set of marble steps leading down to a pair of doors, the usual symbols for men and women over each. But he couldn’t see any signs for whether the restrooms were for white people or colored, and so he stood there a minute, hesitant.


‘Boy, you look loster than a snowflake in hell,’ said a voice behind him, and Louis turned to see an old Negro dressed in a Red Cap’s uniform standing behind him, grinning. Something about the man’s manner and approach suggested he’d done this before, that working in the station often involved helping out newly arrived Southerners looking dazed by their own situation.


‘Where you from now?’


‘N’awlins.’


‘N’awlins?’ repeated the man with a sour look on his face. ‘I ain’t got much time for N’awlins. Can’t stand the smell of beer.’


Louis frowned, unsure what to make of the comment.


‘Where you need to go?’ asked the man.


‘Southside.’


‘Every darkie getting off every one of those goddamn trains is going to the Southside, boy. Whereabouts in the Southside’s the question.’


‘The Lincoln Gardens. I’m here to join Joe Oliver’s band.’


‘King Oliver?’ said the man, suddenly animated. ‘You the new cornet player everyone’s talking about?’


Louis frowned, guessing there’d been some mix-up, wondering since when was Papa Joe called King?


‘Come on, boy. Let’s get you a car.’


The Red Cap led him outside and put him in a taxi and told the driver to take him straight to the Lincoln Gardens and Louis sat on the edge of the seat and watched the city whistle by. They drove out of the station, down State Street, past what looked like a red-light district, and in no time at all Louis got the feeling they were in the heart of the Southside, in Bronzeville, the Black Belt, the new home of jazz. It was gone ten on a work night, and the streets were as packed and alive as a Saturday on Bourbon Street. The cab passed jazz clubs and blues bars and chop-suey joints and pool halls and cinemas and vaudevilles, all lit up with every shade of neon shining bright and lurid in the darkness.


They passed under elevated railroads, and alongside streetcars; and in the distance, row upon row of skyscrapers gleamed in the night, giving Louis a sense of a whole city riding a spark, shining with electricity, chrome and speed. From the black people rushing down the streets in sharp suits and dresses, to the traffic and trains zooming past, to the flashing of the neon signs, all of it pulsed with new realms of possibility.


The cab swung a left onto 31st Street and dropped him off outside the Gardens and Louis looked up at the building and caught sight of the sign above the doors: KING OLIVER AND HIS CREOLE JAZZ BAND.


And then he heard the unmistakable sound of his old mentor’s cornet cutting through the walls of the building and soaring out onto the street. It was the same, lowdown blues from back home, but different somehow. It took a moment to figure it out: the speed. It was much, much faster, just like the people he’d seen rushing through the streets; it had a more frenetic tempo, made breakneck to suit its new home.


‘It’s the King’s new boy,’ shouted the cabdriver over the noise to one of the bouncers at the door, swinging a thumb in Louis’ direction. The bouncer was huge, and despite the heat he was dressed in a wool overcoat, with velvet lapels and a fur collar. Louis stepped out of the cab and the bouncer eyed him, and he felt conscious once more of his clothes and his battered cardboard suitcase.


He paid the driver and as the cab screeched off Louis took in the men walking up and down the sidewalk, hawking pints of gin or wraps of marijuana or heroin or cocaine. And in the queue outside the club, he saw something that made him stop: white people. A group of awkward young men, studious-looking, skittish, listening to the music like they were listening to some kind of god.


The bouncer stared at Louis and inclined his head a whole eighth of an inch toward the entrance; Louis walked to the front of the queue and the bouncer swung the door open and that’s when the music really hit him, like a freight train, ear-splittingly loud and unrelenting.


They stepped through the foyer and onto the dance floor and Louis saw it was packed with hundreds of young slickers, dancing to the sound of Papa Joe’s freak music, his horn growling and moaning and bending its timbre and pitch. The place was thumping with jazz, swirling in a current of optimism and hedonism, crazed by the here and now. And in that moment, a realization flared through Louis’ mind – despite the difference in tempo, all these sophisticated Northerners were flocking there to listen to Southern music, to New Orleans music, to his music. And he thought of that ragged-looking army of refugees getting off the train at the 12th Street station. They might have been impoverished, but they were giving the city something it craved, something it worshipped.


And a smile cracked his lips. He wasn’t sure what was going on, some exchange between people from different ends of the country, between fast and slow, black and white, old and modern, some forging of something new and important. Something was happening in Chicago, and he grinned from ear to ear at the beautiful bizarreness of it all.




PART ONE


FIRST CHORUS




‘We have reached a time when a policeman had better throw a couple of bullets into a man first and ask questions afterward. It’s a war. And in wartime you shoot first and talk second.’


DETECTIVE WILLIAM SHOEMAKER,
CHICAGO PD, 1925


‘The only effective rule in Chicago is that of violence, imposed by crooks and murderers. The ill fame of Chicago is spreading through the world and bringing shame to Americans who wish they could be proud of that city. They are forced to apologize for America’s second-largest city and to explain that it is a peculiar place.’


WASHINGTON POST, 1928
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Chicago, June 1928


Thousands thronged the streets, blocking traffic, locking down whole neighborhoods, pretty much all of the commotion centered on the Sbarbaro & Co. Undertaking Rooms at 708 North Wells Street. People filled the roads and sidewalks around the building, others lined the procession route, others still took up positions at the gates to Mount Carmel, or climbed lampposts or hung from awnings. Families arranged chairs around upper-story windows. In the sky, a black fuzz of mourners sprouted like mold along the rooftops, crowning the proceedings.


Only a tiny fraction had actually known the deceased, a high-level politico with a history of rumored Mob connections, who wore suits with pockets tailored especially large to accommodate his bankroll, who distributed turkeys and coal to the poor at Christmas, even to Negroes. But a gangster’s funeral provided spectacle: thousands in the streets; celebrities and politicians; a parade of flowers and luxury cars; a casket costing more than most people’s houses; mobsters who would kill each other on any other day, walking side by side, respecting the funeral-day truce. And so the ceremony became an event: Chicago, restless city, dynamo, home of the skyscraper and the twenty-four-hour factory, only ever stopped for the funeral of a gangster.


Among the crowds thronging the streets that morning, one man was making a particular nuisance of himself, jostling past people as politely as he could . . . Excuse me, ma’am . . . I hate to be a pain . . . Would you mind . . . heading as straight as he could for the center of the spiderweb, the front door of Judge John Sbarbaro’s funeral parlor. The people he slipped past looked at him funny, wondering if he had an invite to the ceremony. He didn’t look like a gangster or a politician, and although he had the good looks of a film star, no one could recall him from the screen of the Uptown, or the Tivoli, or the Norshore. Plus he wasn’t really dressed for a funeral, but rather in a summer suit of buttermilk linen, which, if a little rumpled, was impeccably cut.


The man, Dante Sanfelippo, was a little into his thirties, of medium height and slender build, with Mediterranean features and striking eyes. He had a leather overnight bag slung over one shoulder, and the tired, muddled look of a traveler, having a few hours earlier gotten off the Twentieth Century Limited – the overnight train from New York – and made his way northwards through the throngs after a brief stop at the Metropole Hotel.


Back in New York, Dante was a rum-runner, a gambler, a gentleman bootlegger, a needle man, a fixer, and something of an enigma, a man of many acquaintances and very few friends. He had grown up in Chicago, but had fled the city six years earlier and today was his first day back in his hometown; a hometown which Dante had realized, in the few hours since his return, was nothing more to him now than a ghost town.


After a few more minutes of fighting through the crowd, he finally made it to the cordon that had been formed around the block where the Sbarbaro was located. Pressed up against the barriers were hordes of street kids, urchins who’d had all day to stake out a spot from which to peep at the gangster legends whose names travelled the city in whispers and gunshots; kids to whom Capone, Moran, O’Banion, Genna were a royalty of sorts, the grandest, most glamorous men who would ever shine in their neighborhoods.


Dante studied them a moment, then turned to look over the cordon, and was shocked by what he saw; an ocean of blue flowers laid out on the ground in front of the building in so great a number that not an inch of asphalt was visible anymore. A whole city block covered in wreaths, chaplets and bouquets. The wash of blue broke through the railings between the shopfronts, flowed past fire hydrants, lampposts, garbage cans, lapped against porches and walls. Every blue flower that could be purchased in the state of Illinois, arranged into myriad tributes that must have cost tens of thousands of dollars to order, make up and deliver.


Dante let out a whistle, impressed, then he looked for some way through the flowers, and after a moment he spotted it: a thin sliver of paving stones, heading to the front steps of the parlor, where three gunmen wearing suits and blank-slate expressions were standing guard. Dante sighed and slipped under the cordon and there was a gasp from the crowd, the people guessing he was a trespasser, unhinged, a man with a suicide twitch.


He threw his bag over his shoulder and strolled through the field of cornflowers, campanulas, forget-me-nots. As he approached, the gunmen tensed, their slouches dissolving, hands moving steadily into their jackets. When Dante was a few yards from the bottom of the steps he stopped, and smiled, and nodded, and the men glared back at him with practiced looks.


‘I’m here to see Mr Capone,’ Dante said, and the closest gunman gave him the twice-over.


‘He’s busy,’ the man replied, punching at the words.


‘Tell him it’s Dante the Gent.’


At the mention of the name the gunman frowned, as if a ghost had just introduced himself, then a look of realization was chased across his face by a look of worry. The gunman nodded at one of his colleagues, who nodded back and slipped through the glass door into the funeral parlor.


Dante smiled at the remaining guards and lit a cigarette. He heard a roaring noise in the air, and along with the rest of the throng he looked up to see two planes soaring like a scream against the sky. The crowd gasped and rippled as the planes swooped low, then the pilots turned the machines upwards and flew toward the sun, disappearing into its blaze.


The crowd set to wondering what was going on, and Dante turned his eyes back down to earth, took off his hat and wiped some sweat from his brow, hoping the gunman would come back soon and he’d be admitted to the funeral parlor, to get out of the heat. He had been hoping that by leaving New York he would avoid the sweltering temperatures there, but if anything, Chicago looked like it would be even worse for it this summer.


Four days earlier Dante had been on his rum-runner boat in the waters off Long Island. Ever since the start of prohibition, three miles off the coast, just far enough away to be in international waters, a daisy chain of boats selling liquor had sprung up. Going by the name of Rum Row, it ran from Florida in the south to Maine in the north, and the busiest knot of boats on the whole line was the Rendezvous, to which the restaurateurs and cabaret men of New York caught speedboats each night, in search of high-quality imported booze.


Among the flotilla of boats that made up the Rendezvous, Dante had the reputation for selling the best liquor of all. He personally tested every crate – at great risk considering some of the poisons that were passed off as alcohol. And it was there off Long Island, among the floating warehouses, that a motor launch had approached one night and Dante had been informed by the men on it that his presence had been requested back in Chicago by his old friend Mr Capone. Dante’s mind had raced to the city of his birth, a city on fire with gangland murders and bombings, a beacon of urban chaos, burning like a sunset over the Midwestern plains. He left his business operation in the hands of the two men he worked the boat with – a grizzled former crab fisherman from Florida and the man’s grandson – and he packed his bags for Chicago.


Four days later, standing outside the Sbarbaro & Co. Undertaking Rooms, he was still none the wiser as to what Capone wanted. He had put feelers out in New York before he left; subtly, trying to gauge what might be the reason, but all he got back was what he already knew – that the tit-for-tat bombings and killings had quietened down after the elections in the spring, that the deadly gang war between Capone and Bugs Moran had abated, and that the city was on the edge of an uneasy truce; still split down the middle between the two, with both armies on standby, a pair of cymbals ready to crash. And Dante had been dragged to the center of it all by a draft it was impossible to dodge.


As he dwelled on it, the door to the funeral parlor opened, the gunman exited and nodded at his colleague, and the colleague turned to look at Dante.


‘Mr Capone will see you now.’
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Ida Davis stood at the window of her office on the ninth floor of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency building and tried to catch something of the tepid breeze that was wheezing in from outside. A thin sheen of sweat was prickling the skin between her shoulder blades, threatening to drip down her back and soak through the cotton of her blouse. The sun had only been up a few hours and already the skies were silky with heat, the city roasting, set to endure another day in the endless heatwave that was unfurling through the summer.


On the avenue far below, the morning traffic was crawling along. Sunshine glinted off running boards and grilles, and even the road itself was shining with unusual ferocity, a ribbon of blazing light stretching away in either direction, making blotches of Ida’s vision, forcing her to squint.


On the corner opposite, a homeless Negro woman was screaming to no one in particular in a thorny, worn-out voice that the unnatural heat of that summer was the beginning of the end of times, that Chicago – modern Gomorrah, city of wicked and greedy men – was about to burn in the sweep of the Angel Gabriel’s fiery blade. A little further along the sidewalk, two beat-cops were approaching her with their hands on their nightsticks, shoulders hunched like boxers.


Ida closed her eyes a moment and hoped for an end to the hot spell, for the coolness of autumn, the blue light of winter. Somewhere in the distance she heard a church bell tolling nine, but the sound was weak against the roar of the city. She had lived in Chicago for almost ten years, but the constant noise of the metropolis, the unearthly growl of it, was something she could never quite get used to.


Then in the distance she heard a mechanical whine and opened her eyes to see two planes arcing through the sky like a pair of iron lovebirds. She frowned, watched them a moment, then turned her gaze back down to see what had happened with the raspy-voiced prophet, but neither the woman nor the policemen were anywhere to be seen, just the unstoppable flow of pedestrians cascading along the sidewalk, the traffic unleashing its miasma of pollution into the air, where it swirled and shimmered in the heat, warping and distorting the view.


‘You all right?’ asked a voice from inside the office.


Ida turned to see Michael, who was seated at his desk, looking up at her from some paperwork.


She nodded. ‘Just soaking in the car fumes.’


Michael smiled, then there was a knock at the door and they both straightened up.


‘Mrs Van Haren,’ announced the receptionist, poking her head around the edge of the door frame. She backed out of the room and a tall, thin, middle-aged woman stepped into the space vacated and strode toward them. She was dressed in a suit of gunmetal grey that hung off her frame in a way that suggested recent weight loss, recent grief. On her head was a cloche hat with a peacock feather tucked into its brim, and as she approached, the feather wafted in time with her step, a jauntiness that seemed at odds with her otherwise somber demeanor.


‘Mrs Van Haren,’ said Michael, standing and holding out his hand to the two seats opposite him.


The woman sat in one chair, and Ida sat in the other, and when they were settled an awkward smile ricocheted between the three of them.


‘I’m Michael Talbot and this is my colleague, Ida Davis,’ said Michael, and the woman eyed them both before a flummoxed expression crossed her face. Ida knew the look; the woman was unsure of the etiquette involved, having never before consorted with anyone as outlandish as a pair of detectives, especially a pair as outlandish-looking as Michael and Ida.


‘Thank you for your time,’ the woman said, in a voice as prim as her appearance. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’


Michael shook his head. As Mrs Van Haren took a cigarette case from her handbag, Ida took in the woman’s platinum rings and manicured nails. She lit her cigarette with a shaking hand and inhaled deeply. There was something cold about her, something poised and severe, an icing of rigidity with which she was trying to hide her jitteriness.


The previous day, when they’d heard that a Mrs Van Haren had booked an appointment with them, Ida had done a little digging, had found out it was one of the Van Harens who was coming to visit; one of Chicago’s most distinguished families, and until recently, one of its richest. There was talk in the financial press of the family business being mismanaged, of plummeting earnings per share, profit warnings, investor unrest. There was also talk in the society pages of the family’s heiress daughter becoming engaged to a Charles Coulton Junior, a man from a family of greater, but more recent, wealth whose new-money status caused the articles Ida had read to be laced with jibes and snobbery.


‘You’re the detectives that solved the Brandt kidnapping?’ Mrs Van Haren asked, and Michael nodded.


‘And the First National gold robbery?’ she continued, and Michael nodded once more. They’d also solved dozens of other cases over their years in Chicago – blackmails, burglaries, murders, heists – most of which had never made it into the papers, much to Ida’s relief. The woman must have asked someone who the best detectives in Chicago were, and been pointed in their direction. And now she was trying to match up the two unlikely Southerners before her with whatever notions her imagination had conjured up from the press reports she’d read.


Michael, the non-imaginary version, was somewhere past fifty years old, as tall and thin as Mrs Van Haren; his face had been heavily scarred by smallpox, something that made him look ghoulish in a certain light, pitiful in another, and had the benefit of giving him a strangely ageless quality. Ida was twenty-eight and unusually beautiful, if a little awkward, a girl whose defining characteristic was that she was a Negro light-skinned enough to pass for white, a trait that had left her feeling like a misfit for most of her life. The pair of them spoke with New Orleans accents, the easy-flowing cadence marking them out as migrants from that dark city at the other end of the Mississippi from Illinois, brought to Chicago on the same river that before them had brought voodou and jazz, cholera epidemics and tens of thousands of the South’s poor.


Ida met the woman’s gaze as it lingered over her and she smiled, and the woman smiled back in a strained way before taking another fierce drag on her cigarette, the grey of the smoke swirling about the grey of her dress. Ida usually felt uncomfortable in the company of those born into great wealth; it had been her experience that behind the gentility there always lurked a contempt, a sense of entitlement, a confident belief that the world had been especially reserved for them. But with this woman, she wasn’t so sure.


‘My daughter has gone missing,’ she said eventually, a tremor in her voice.


‘When?’ asked Michael.


‘Three weeks ago.’


‘And the police?’


‘The police have made no headway into finding her, and knowing the police in this city, I doubt they ever will.’


Michael shared a look with Ida. Police incompetence and laziness were to be expected in Chicago – but not when the family being dealt with was the Van Harens.


‘Where was she last seen?’ asked Ida.


‘Marshall Field’s. One of our drivers dropped her off outside the store and that was the last anyone saw of her.’


‘Had she been acting unusually in the days before she disappeared?’ asked Michael.


‘No, Mr Talbot,’ the woman said. ‘There was no unhappiness, no fretting, no angst.’


Ida thought back to the society pages she had read the previous day. Judging from the articles, the daughter seemed to split her time between the usual high-society events and putting in long shifts doing charity work at Jane Adams House and a project in Hyde Park helping young Negroes from the Southside.


In the photos, Ida had spotted something odd – a clue in the missing daughter’s clothing – that made her question whether Mrs Van Haren was telling the truth about her disappearance.


‘My daughter was about to get married,’ she continued. ‘And that, perhaps, is the strange thing about this – her fiancé has also disappeared.’


‘And you don’t believe they eloped?’ asked Michael.


Mrs Van Haren shook her head.


‘We approved of the marriage. The wedding was to be one of the highlights of the summer. And then a few weeks before the ceremony, both of them disappear. From different places. On the same day.’


‘And the fiancé?’


‘Still missing also,’ she replied flatly, looking down at the cigar ette in her hand. ‘I’ve been over it a million times. If it was kidnap then why no ransom note? If she has wound up in a hospital, or God forbid, a morgue, then why hasn’t she been recognized? If she was being blackmailed, then why didn’t she ask for money? If she ran away with some lover, then why did her fiancé also disappear? It doesn’t make sense. How can one of the richest, most beautiful girls in the city disappear off a sidewalk in the middle of the day?’


Mrs Van Haren looked at them as if she’d asked them a riddle, a crossword clue that was infuriating her.


‘It doesn’t make sense,’ she repeated, desperation seeping into her voice. She mumbled something, then started shaking, and Ida could see the ice was cracking; a moment later she burst into tears, and her previously grey face was suffused with blood. She fumbled a handkerchief from her purse, more to hide behind than to dab away tears, and Ida leaned over and put her arm around her, felt the woman’s body shake and convulse.


‘Gwendolyn is my only child,’ she continued. ‘Can you imagine the terror of not knowing what has happened to her?’


She opened up her handbag, took a photograph from it and passed it to Ida. It was a studio shot showing a woman in her early twenties seated in front of a floral screen, wearing a Canton dress of printed crepe, her hair marceled into a wave and dotted with pearls. Ida recognized the girl from the social pages of the newspapers. Gwendolyn Van Haren was strikingly beautiful, a gracious kind of beauty, containing as it did a hint of strength in the high cheekbones and forthright stare.


She passed the photo to Michael, who looked at it for a few seconds, then put the tips of his index fingers together, and Ida, seeing the sign, nodded back at him.


‘We’d be happy to look into your daughter’s disappearance,’ he said and Mrs Van Haren stared at him for a long moment, almost in disbelief, before a smile scrabbled onto her face, a weak-looking smile that was out of practice, unsteady on its feet, a smile that got Ida’s sympathy purely because it seemed to be struggling so very hard just to exist.


‘Thank you, Mr Talbot, Miss Davis,’ she said, her voice warmed by a rekindling of hope. ‘Thank you.’


She sniffed and dabbed at her tears again, and the peacock feather in her hat moved about jauntily; Ida looked up at it, and the eye at the center of the feather seemed to stare back at her in an accusing sort of way.


‘May I ask where your husband is?’ Michael asked.


‘He’s away overseeing business out west,’ she replied stiffly.


Ida wondered exactly what she meant. The family had made its money on the railroads, helping set up Chicago as the nation’s main transportation hub. But now the family money seemed to rest solely in investments, and bad ones at that, and Ida wondered what business could be more important to a man than the job of finding his own daughter, and consoling his tormented wife.


‘What are the next steps?’ Mrs Van Haren asked.


‘We’ll see what the police reports have to say, and take it from there.’


‘You’ll be consulting with the police on this?’ she asked, and for the first time there was an edge in her voice, and the handkerchief in her hand increased its trembling ever so slightly.


‘We have friends in the Police Department,’ said Michael, using as vague a terminology as possible for the army of corrupt cops the agency had arrangements with. ‘Under the circumstances, I’m sure they’ll be willing to grant us access to the case files.’


He smiled and Mrs Van Haren smiled back, uncertainly.


‘I’d like to ask for your discretion in this,’ she said. ‘The police, despite their many failings, have kept quiet.’


‘We keep all client information confidential,’ said Michael, and Mrs Van Haren nodded.


‘After we realized she was missing,’ said the woman, ‘we – that is, my husband and I – put together a reward for her safe return. Fifty thousand dollars. We were to go to the papers with an announcement, but the police warned us against it. That money is still earmarked for whomever it is that finds my daughter, including you. I need to know what happened to her,’ she said, the pleading tone returning to her voice. ‘I need to know where she is.’


‘That’s a generous offer, Mrs Van Haren,’ said Michael, ‘but it’s against company policy to accept enticements.’


She nodded, and fished about her purse for another cigarette.


A few minutes later, after they’d taken some further information, they were all standing and saying goodbye and Mrs Van Haren was walking out, face ashen once more, the feather bouncing resolutely in her cap.


‘What do you think?’ Michael asked after she had left.


‘She’s hiding something,’ said Ida. ‘And I’m guessing that fifty thou she mentioned was supposed to be hush money. She doesn’t want the police involved and her husband’s suspiciously absent.’


‘As is the fiancé.’


Ida nodded and walked over to the window to catch the breeze once more. She thought again of the photos of Gwendolyn Van Haren she’d seen in the magazines and how they didn’t tally with the story her mother had told. She peered out of the window a moment, and was glad to see that the homeless woman was on the street corner once more, screaming about the opening of the Seventh Seal, the throne of God, the devastated earth.


Ida turned and sat on the windowsill and looked at Michael.


‘How does one of Chicago’s most famous heiresses disappear off the street into thin air?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know,’ said Michael. ‘Let’s find out.’
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The blood trail started in the heart of the Federal Street ghetto, on a cobbled road near the Rock Island and New York Central Railroad lines. In drips and splatters, it skipped northwards and turned a corner into a narrow alleyway, past broken crates, garbage cans, grease stains and scraps of rotting food, until it eventually stopped a few yards from the alleyway’s other end, in a rich, syrupy puddle, on top of which lay the source of all that blood: the body of a middle-aged white male, finely dressed, spread-eagled, mutilated and dead.


There were two people in the alleyway with the corpse, a beat-cop and a crime-scene photographer. The rest of the officers had been sent out to canvass the locals, or man the cordon at the mouth of the alley, and the detectives who’d caught the case had gone to the pool hall around the corner to use the phone and await the Coroner’s physicians.


The beat-cop, a lazy, scuffed-knuckle type, was supposed to be keeping an eye on the evidence, but was instead rolling a cigar ette whilst leaning against the service entrance to the kitchen of the Mai Wah Noodle Palace, whose wall made up one half of the alleyway.


The photographer, who went by the name of Jacob Russo, was in the process of setting up his camera on a tripod to catch a close-up of the dead man’s face.


Jacob was in his thirties, tall and rumpled, and he went about his business with the world-weary manner of a war correspondent. He locked his camera, a Voigtländer Bergheil, onto the base plate of the tripod; then he looked at the light around him, and tried to guess at the right exposure settings. The alleyway was so narrow, and the buildings either side of it so tall, that they managed to cut out all the sunlight, leaving the slender strip of asphalt they were on as shadowy and dark as an underground sewer. On top of that, the chop-suey joint whose wall the beat-cop was leaning against had a huge neon sign running down its corner, and the light from the sign was flooding into the alleyway from State Street, flashing purple and red in two-second intervals, washing over the dead body like an electric tide, ebbing and flowing: purple . . . red . . . purple . . . red . . .


‘Like a goddamn carnival,’ said the beat-cop, grinning at Jacob and popping his cigarette into his mouth. Jacob nodded back, though he’d thought the neon looked more like a warning beacon, an echo of things to come.


He turned to look at the mouth of the alley, at the sign stretching thirty feet up the corner of the building: CHOP SUEY . . . NOODLES . . . CHOP SUEY . . . NOODLES . . .


The words alternated with the image of a Chinese dragon, looking lost in its electric body, pondering the foreign soil below.


Jacob turned his attention from the sign to the corpse and studied it a moment. The victim was in his fifties, he guessed, and was dressed like a gangster – double-breasted suit adorned with a buttonhole carnation and a breast-pocket handkerchief, shoes patent leather, covered by spats. Not the type of man you’d expect to find dead in an alleyway in the most crime-addled part of the crime-addled Black Belt.


Stab wounds littered the man’s sizable belly and chest, but it was his face – a tough, lined, mustachioed face – that caught Jacob’s attention. The man’s eyes had been gouged out. The eyeballs placed, quite daintily, a few inches from the head, where they lay atop the greasy asphalt like a pair of peeled lychees, catching the reflection of the neon sign, the dragon appearing at intervals on their glossy white domes.


After the stabbing and the gouging, the man had been finished off with hands around his throat – where there was a ring of blue and yellow bruises. What was left of his face bulged unnaturally, the blood having rushed into it during the strangulation, causing lips and nose and cheeks to swell, veins to pop, making the face less human and more like a plastic Mardi Gras mask, half melted in a fire. And on top of all of that, the face was flashing purple and red in two-second intervals.


The man’s left hand was thrown back behind his head, the right stretched out sideways, almost touching the restaurant’s trash cans, which were lined up along the wall and giving off a rich, pungent smell of rotting meat and fish sauce.


There was something peculiar about that hand.


Jacob shuffled over to get a closer look, lowering himself down onto the asphalt which felt strangely warm to the touch. He took a flashlight from the messenger bag at his hip, switched it on and shone it over the hand. There were shards of dark green glass buried deep in the skin of the man’s palm and fingers, dozens of them, peppered all over. Then Jacob smelled it – the tang of champagne wafting off the glass-embedded skin, and beneath it, a chemical smell, sharp and burning. It had been years since he had smelled it, but he knew in an instant what it was – the scent of chemically altered alcohol.


He paused a moment to breathe, and a searing pain shot through his foot that brought him back to the here and now. He rose and stretched out his leg, flexing the wasted muscles around his ankle. He looked up to see the beat-cop smirking at him, but Jacob, accustomed to being treated like a joke by the Police Department, ignored the man and set about moving his tripod over to catch a shot of the victim’s hand.


He readied the Voigtländer, then poured some magnesium powder into his flash lamp and raised it above his head. He pressed the shutter release and when he heard the camera’s timer whirring he set off the flash lamp and there was a fireworks thump as the magnesium exploded and sent a wave of whiteness cascading around the alley, transporting them for an instant into a realm of dazzling nothingness.


Then the purple-red reality faded back into view and Jacob watched as the powder sent a cloud of smoke into the air which wafted toward the beat-cop and sent him off into a coughing fit.


‘Goddammit,’ the man said, shooting Jacob a venomous look through the gloom, wiping pearls of spittle from his lips.


Jacob suppressed a smile and made like he hadn’t noticed. He slipped a dark slide into the camera and took out the plate, tossing it into his messenger bag. Then he leaned against the wall, lit a cigarette and looked again at the body: the two nightmarish craters where the eyes should have been, the third crater of the man’s mouth, open as if he was still surprised at what had happened to him.


Jacob heard a noise and looked up toward the pale nickel of sunlight at the mouth of the alley. A car had pulled up on State Street and two men from the Coroner’s Office hopped out, bulky leather Gladstone bags in their hands. They met the detectives, who were stepping out of the pool hall at about the same time, and after conferring a moment, they ducked under the cordon rope and headed into the alley.


‘Ain’t there no goddamn lights in here?’ said the older of the two Coroner’s physicians, squinting through the gloomy neon haze, prompting his assistant to take a flashlight from one of the Gladstone bags. He turned it on and as its beam cut an angle through the gloom the men got to work on the body.


‘What’s the nearest funeral parlor to here?’ asked the lieutenant.


‘Gracie’s. Two blocks away,’ replied the younger of the two doctors without looking up. ‘It’s a coon place.’


‘It’ll do. Let’s get wrapped up here quick. Before the Chinks next door put the body on the menu.’


The lieutenant grinned at his own joke, and Jacob made eye contact with the younger detective. They nodded at each other. The young detective turned and headed back toward the mouth of the alley, and Jacob followed him. They stepped out onto State Street, and were blinded by the sunlight a moment; then the young detective – Frank Lynott – produced a pack of cigarettes from his jacket pocket.


‘Your limp’s worse,’ he said. ‘You okay?’


Jacob nodded. It always happened when he kneeled for too long. If he did his stretches and stayed mobile, people hardly noticed his limp, but after sleep, or after crouching, or after any period of inactivity, he moved with a noticeably uneven gait.


Lynott lit up and they surveyed the scene on the street: a group of young men were milling about the cordon at the mouth of the alley; others were heading into the pool hall or the noodle parlor; taxis were looking for fares.


A few hours earlier, when the man was being killed in the alleyway, just a few yards away State Street would have been alive and jumping, with the clubs open, and music blaring, and gin hawkers working the queues. But no one had noticed the asphalt tango going on in the alley. Or if they had, they hadn’t concerned themselves with it.


‘You manage to get anything good before the Coroner’s men got to work?’ Lynott asked, turning to look at Jacob with a sly grin.


‘Sure,’ Jacob replied, wiping a sheen of sweat from his brow.


Coroner’s physicians were appointed on the Coroner’s personal recommendation, and the recommendations had long since become an opportunity for backhanders. So of the twenty-six currently working in Chicago, not a single one actually had any experience as a pathologist, and only one was affiliated with a hospital: a consultant on a children’s ward. All of which meant it was only a matter of time before the two doctors in the alleyway compromised, contaminated or destroyed any evidence remaining. And both Jacob and Lynott knew it.


‘The attack started somewhere nearby,’ Jacob said. ‘In an alcohol stash spot between here and the Rock Island railroad tracks. He was stabbed there, but he managed to get out, probably by smashing a champagne bottle into his attacker’s face. He stumbled all the way here, by which point he’d lost too much blood from the stabbing, so he collapsed. The killer followed the blood trail, caught up with him, pulled that trick with the eyeballs, then strangled him.’


‘Jesus. He gouged his eyes out while he was still alive?’


‘I think so. Strangler victims’ eyes fill with blood from the pressure. Those ones on the street are as white as marble.’


‘And the rest of it?’ asked Lynott.


‘He’s got glass embedded in his hand. Dark green glass, thick. And his hand smells of champagne. Means he was attacked somewhere there were champagne bottles nearby. He picked one up and retaliated. The blood trail leads back to the railroad tracks. There’s no bars or cathouses down that way, so the only other places there’d be champagne at hand would be a bootlegger’s stash spot. Plus the man’s dressed like a gangster, so he was probably down here doing business and something went wrong. I’d check the hospitals for anyone admitted looking like they’d had a bottle wrapped into their face. If they’re not the killer, they’re at least a witness.’


Jacob paused and thought of telling Lynott about the caustic smell on the dead man’s hands, but after a moment he decided against it, not sure if a faint, almost indiscernible scent that he might have imagined really constituted evidence. They both smoked silently and stared out at State Street a while.


The two men had grown up on the same block, had both dreamed of becoming detectives. But Jacob had been barred from entrance because of his leg, so Lynott had put him forward for the job of crime-scene photographer, and Jacob had landed it. He visited crime scenes, developed the prints, studied the minutiae, cultivated an eye for what was important. And this was the reason why he was a standing joke in the Police Department – Jacob was an outsider with a limp and more talent than any detective in the division.


On the opposite sidewalk, the door to one of the cheap hotels that lined the street opened up, and a couple stepped out into the glaring sun, rubbing their eyes, looking dog tired and sleepless. The man, a Negro, and the woman, a blonde, nodded at each other and wordlessly went their separate ways. That was something else about the Black Belt – black men with white women, white men with black women – the mixing that occurred in the city’s ‘Black and Tan’ interracial jazz clubs often ended up in the flea-ridden hotel rooms that overlooked the strip.


Something about the scene tugged at Jacob’s thoughts, a memory waiting in the shadows, just outside the spotlight of his consciousness.


‘What is it?’ asked Lynott, who’d noticed him frowning at the hotel front.


‘I dunno. Something about this reminds me of something. Like I’ve seen it all before.’


‘You seen a guy get stabbed, have his eyes gouged out and strangled?’


‘When you put it like that, you’d think I’d remember.’


They grinned at each other and carried on smoking.


‘There’s something else bugging me about those eyeballs,’ said Jacob.


‘That they’re looking at the trash cans?’


‘The vic got killed in the middle of the night. He’s been there hours. How comes no rats ran off with them?’


He turned to look at Lynott, and Lynott shrugged, and Jacob continued to mull over the murder. As hellish as the crime scene was, what tugged at his thoughts was the image of the couple leaving the hotel. He had a sense it was connected, and he wanted to know how.


‘I’ll get someone to see where those blood trails start,’ said Lynott after a moment. ‘We better get back.’


Jacob nodded. They stepped out of the sunshine of State Street back into the shadow of the alleyway, becoming shadows themselves except for the tips of their cigarettes, which glowed red in the gloom.
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Dante sat at the back of the funeral parlor’s viewing room alone but for the corpse, which had been laid out in a casket at the front, surrounded by a few thousand dollars’ worth of delphiniums and irises. The casket lid was latched back and open – a big deal for Sicilians: the casket had to be open for two days and two nights for the soul to ascend to heaven. The belief had led to some of the underworld’s more moronic hitmen finishing off their victims with a shotgun blast to the face, ensuring a disfigurement, a closed casket, purgatory, hell.


This old man’s face, though, was damaged by nothing more than the buffeting of life – a few wrinkles, grey hair, a smattering of liver spots. The casket was lined with blue velvet, and the corpse was dressed in a blue suit with a blue rose in its lapel. Dante wondered if the color theme was some dying wish, or if the man’s friends had simply gone overboard.


In the silence, he heard the drone of the planes overhead once more, then something closer, footsteps, and he turned to see three men enter the room: Al, his brother Ralph, and his bodyguard Frank Rio. Al grinned when he saw Dante, and Dante grinned back, trying to cover up his shock at how much Al had changed in the six years since they’d last met.


They crossed the room and embraced, then Al stood back and they regarded each other. Al was much fatter than Dante remembered, balder too, and strangely pale, looking ten years older than he actually was. The fine food, cigars, booze, cocaine, the stress of forever having to guard against assassins and intrigues – all the ingredients of la malavita were taking a devastating toll on Al Capone.


‘Long time, Dante,’ said Al in his trademark soft-spoken voice, barely louder than a mumble. ‘How’s the Big Apple?’


‘Ripe for the picking.’


Al flashed him a grin, and slapped him on the back.


Dante and Al had run together years before, both of them up-and-comers in Torrio’s Mob. But while Dante had left Chicago and wandered across the country like a haunted ghost, Al had stayed in the city and become the overlord of its underworld, ending up in charge of an organization that controlled most of the booze, gambling and prostitution in the city, that turned over a hundred million dollars a year, out of which Al paid for the elections of mayors, governors and senators. Prohibition had unleashed the biggest crime wave in American history, and Al had ridden it all the way to the top. If there was an undisputed winner of the Volstead game, it was the prematurely aged twenty-nine-year-old standing in front of Dante, five foot seven, grey eyes, hair the color of bark, a knowing smile playing on his lips.


Dante said hello to Frank, and then to Al’s brother Ralph, who coldly nodded back a greeting. Ralph ‘Bottles’ Capone was just one of the brothers involved in running the organization. While Al was the Outfit’s outer face, always dressed to perfection in dazzling suits, smiling for photo shoots, turning up at galas and sporting events and political rallies, Ralph took care of beer distribution.


‘Condolences on your loss,’ said Dante, nodding toward the casket.


‘He had it coming,’ said Al. ‘Last viewing’s about to start, let’s talk.’


They pulled some chairs into a horseshoe and sat, and Al leaned back, moving into a beam of light coming in from the windows, casting the scars on the side of his face into bright relief. Al was painfully conscious of the scars, three of them, bumpy and purple, raked from his ear to under his chin. He’d caught them years before in a barroom brawl in Brooklyn, and he used a mix of talcum powder and concealer to cover them up. This attempt at controlling his image didn’t work, so among Al’s numerous nicknames – Snorky, King Alphonse, Al Brown – was the one he detested, Scarface.


Al looked at Dante a moment before he spoke.


‘We got a traitor in the Outfit,’ he said. ‘I want you to smoke him out.’


Dante thought a moment, surprised by the request, but trying not to let it show on his face.


‘Ralph,’ said Al, nodding to his brother, ‘you wanna fill Dante in?’


Ralph nodded and cleared his throat.


‘About three weeks ago there was a poisoning at the Ritz. Some of Big Bill Thompson’s group booked out a private room for a shindig. Food, girls, cards, booze. The mayor was there, the governor, two former senators, the State’s Attorney, the head of the Employers’ Association, a judge at the municipal court. They got served a round of champagne before the meal and an hour later two of them were in the morgue and the rest were in hospital having their stomachs pumped.’


Dante nodded. The list of men was a who’s who of the Capone-sponsored end of the Republican Party. If the booze had done its work more thoroughly, Capone’s political base would have been all but wiped out. And worse still, the press and the government would have turned their attention onto the Outfit, and special censure would have rained down from the murky agencies in Washington being set up to deal with exactly this kind of organized crime.


‘Poison booze?’ asked Dante.


Ralph nodded, and Dante pretended to think.


‘Our boy at the hotel ran interference on any press stories and tried to figure out where the batch they’d been served had come from. He traced it through front-of-house into the kitchen and from there to one of our deliveries.’ Ralph jabbed at his own heart, indicating that someone in the Outfit had supplied the killer alcohol.


‘I picked it up at our end, traced the delivery. The batch had come from one of our warehouses. It had been driven out to the Ritz in one of our vans, by two of our boys, and the two boys and the van were nowhere to be seen. Until three days later when they turned up in a field outside Lockport, burned to a crisp with bullet holes in their heads. We’ve been digging into it from every angle, and none of it makes sense. Like Al said, it looks like someone on the inside is trying to take us out, but we ain’t got a clue who.’


Ralph held up his hands and Dante nodded.


‘And it’s not Moran?’ he asked, turning to look at Al.


Bugs Moran was the head of the Northside Gang, Al’s main rivals in the city. He had a penchant for leather jackets and was nicknamed ‘Bugs’ because he was buggy, crazy, homicidally violent and not very clever. Moran had made more than a dozen attempts on Al’s life in a little over a year and a half, until Al had called a peace conference at the Hotel Sherman and they’d agreed to divide the city between them. The truce was still holding, shaki ly, but everyone knew the slightest tremor could send it tumbling.


‘If Moran was behind it, someone would be bragging,’ said Al, shaking his head. ‘I put out feelers and no one’s talking. Plus it ain’t his style and he ain’t got nothing to gain by doing it on the down-low. I can’t start another war without knowing for sure.’


‘And the two casualties?’


‘Borelli and Scanlan copped it. Borelli was a two-bit alderman in one of the river wards, Scanlan worked for the Board of Trade. Small, Ford and Crowe ended up in hospital.’


‘And the mayor was all right?’


‘He had his stomach pumped,’ said Ralph. ‘He’s fine now, but his presence there complicates the situation.’


Mayor ‘Big Bill’ Thompson – one of Chicago’s most corrupt politicians – had backed Capone for years, and Capone had backed him. But when Thompson had been re-elected the previous spring, he’d got it into his head that he could make a run for the presidency. He’d started building bridges and roads, an airport, creating jobs, and clamping down on his former mobster friends, raiding nightclubs and breweries, despite the fact Capone had contributed over a quarter of a million dollars to his re-election campaign, and Bugs Moran fifty thousand. Now that he’d been poisoned in a Capone-supplied hotel, the mayor might have every reason to suspect Capone himself had been behind it.


Al stared at Dante, and Dante’s eyes again flicked to the makeup and scars, and he thought of Red Indians painting their faces before battle.


‘What do you think?’ Al asked, and Dante blew air through his teeth.


‘It could be someone with a grudge against one of the people at the party came up with a bullshit plan for poisoning them. Or it could be what you’re worried about . . .’ Here he stopped to look at the three of them and noted the concern on their faces. The second possibility was that the poisoning was an attack on the politicians because, the mayor excluded, they were paid-up Capone lackeys; then Al was facing an out-and-out attack on his organization.


‘If it was aimed at you,’ continued Dante, ‘then I think you got a helluva mess to deal with. And seeing as you’ve asked me all the way out here to Chicago, I’m guessing I’ve got a helluva mess to deal with, too.’


Dante smiled and Al stared at him a moment, and Dante got worried that maybe his levity had been misplaced. Good moods were delicate things with Al, ripped apart on the slightest snag. Al could be charming and courteous one second, murderous the next. For all his refinement and elegance, back in the Torrio days, it was Al who had run the torture chamber in the basement of the Four Deuces Club. And recently Dante had heard rumors back in New York from his friends Lansky and Luciano that Al had been behaving ever more erratically, ever more unhinged.


But then Al flashed a smile back and shrugged his shoulders, and Dante relaxed a touch.


‘Yeah, that’s about the size of it,’ he said.


‘Why me?’ asked Dante.


‘Ain’t no point having an insider look for a traitor. You wanna audit, you call someone from the outside. You built up a good reputation for being a fixer out in New York. I’ll pay you, and when it’s all over, I’ll cancel your debt. We got a traitor in our midst, Dante. I need you to find him. What do you say?’


Dante paused a moment to take in his situation. He had already reconciled himself to accepting the job. He was in hock to Al from six years earlier, when he had rushed out of Chicago, and now Al was calling in the debt. He tried to gauge his slim chances of finding the traitor, his slimmer chances of getting through it alive, and the slimmest chance of all – that through the whole operation, Al wouldn’t discover Dante’s secret and take him out himself. Between Dante and his goal was an unfathomable void where the future would play its tricks, but his only choice was to make the leap.


Ten minutes later, he stepped out of the funeral parlor and into the heat and verve of the scene outside. The crowds had been pushed back for the cortege to assemble, workers were loading the wreaths onto carriages, a fleet of policemen on motorcycles were arranging the escort. Dante stopped a moment in the shade of the funeral home’s entrance, lit a cigarette and turned to look at the gunman by his side.


‘You really Dante the Gent?’ asked the gunman.


‘Why d’you sound so surprised?’


The gunman shrugged, suddenly looking youthful and naive.


‘Cuz everyone thought you were dead.’


Dante thought a moment.


‘Stick around,’ he said, and the gunman laughed.


Then the doors behind them opened up and they stood aside as the pallbearers walked out, straining under the weight of the platinum casket. They negotiated the steps and placed the casket on the horse-drawn carriage at the head of the procession, passing by a quartet of men wearing silk sashes identifying them as members of the Chicago Opera Company. Dante watched them a moment, then he craned his neck to see how far back the cortege went.


When a gangland war was underway, tit-for-tat killings were followed by tit-for-tat funerals, with each gang trying to make their buddy’s send-off more impressive than their rival’s from the week before. And so Mob funerals spiraled in their opulence, becoming ever more monstrous and bloated with flowers.


‘Twenty-five carriages just for the bouquets,’ said the gunman. ‘Thirty limousines too. Sbarbaro said the cortege would be a mile and a half long.’


Dante nodded. ‘That’s not a cortege, that’s a homecoming parade.’


The gunman laughed, and Dante imagined the disruption the cortege would cause as the fifteen miles of road between the Sbarbaro and the Mount Carmel cemetery were closed down.


‘So you really Dante the Gent?’ the gunman asked again.


‘Maybe I am,’ said Dante, and he raised his hat to the boy and ambled onto the sidewalk. He passed the motley mix of mourners assembled there – bootleggers, racketeers, aldermen, assassins, congressmen, pimps and priests – so tight-knit that any person watching was left in no doubt as to the level and extent of the corruption eating away at the city. Even the undertaker himself embodied it. John Sbarbaro, as well as being the funeral director of choice for the city’s gangsters, was also one of the city’s judges.


Dante slipped through the crowd, which seemed to have grown denser, and as he reached the corner of Grand Avenue, the marshal blew his trumpet to signal the procession was underway, and the two planes came back, flying overhead, swooping down so low the crowd let out worried cries, and everyone looked up, and the planes were already blocks away.


Then they banked, and turned and headed back over the procession, and when they were above the throng once more, the bottoms of the planes opened up, and from their bowels was unleashed a downpour of blue flower petals. It was as if the airplanes’ propellers were churning up the sky itself, slicing it into blue flakes which waltzed their way to earth.


When they realized what was happening, the crowd gasped as if they were at a fireworks display. Dante shook his head and wondered again what it was about gangsters and flowers. And even as he turned his back on it all and headed east, the petals were covering hats and clothes and smiling faces, as if the city had been caught under a sudden storm of blue snow.
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Like many of Chicago’s twenty-five thousand speak-easies, the saloon on the corner of Madison and Wells Streets was technically a ‘cordial store’; a place where adults went to drink sodas, seltzers and colas till four o’clock in the morning. ‘Cordial stores’ became so widespread that the notion of them stopped being preposterous and they became instead an accepted aspect of city life, bothering no one except Chicago’s few remaining Anti-Saloon League members.


To stop people in the street from looking into the store, the front windows were packed thickly with a display of the bottled drinks it was supposed to be selling: Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper, Canada Dry ginger ale, root beer, lime cordial. On a sunny day like today, the display of bottles created a stained-glass effect which washed over everything in the place: the bar, the tables, the afternoon crowd, all of them glowing with blotches of garish color, adding an air of impishness to the illegal drinking going on inside.


Michael was seated in one of the booths along the back wall, waiting for Ida while she got them their drinks. He happened to be sitting in a patch of purple light beaming in through a grape-soda bottle and it caused the people walking past to cast him wary looks. For some reason purple made the smallpox scars on his face seem especially freakish. He lit a cigarette and watched Ida through the mirrors behind the bar as she waited her turn, standing next to some office girls who were howling at the jokes of a few clerks trying their luck.


Men and women drinking together in bars was one of the ironies of prohibition. Back in the old days saloons looked to distance themselves from accusations they were brothels by refusing women entry. But speak-easies, by definition already illegal, had no reason to stop them, and so women flocked to the new drinkeries, meaning the law which was supposed to drag men out of the bars, ended up dragging women into them. Michael had heard from numerous saloon-keepers that the reason the number of bars in the city had trebled since the start of prohibition was the presence of women; and he had heard from numerous policemen that the reason the number of murderesses had trebled in the same time, was the presence of bars.


Ida ordered three schooners of beer, paid, and headed back to the table, moving through the crowd slender as a knife. Michael was proud of his protégée, the best, most natural detective he had ever worked with. He thought about the nineteen-year-old slip of a girl he’d met almost a decade ago, a shivering, uncertain Southerner in the big city for the first time. The Pinkertons had taught her how to shoot a gun, pick a lock, drive a car, shadow a suspect; how to interrogate, bribe, coerce, coax, calculate – but all those skills were just refinements of a natural talent.


She reached the booth, sat and passed him a glass, and they both drank. Then Michael took the photo of Gwendolyn Van Haren from his pocket and placed it flat on the table.


‘She’s not the kind of woman who melts into the background,’ said Ida, picking up Michael’s silver cigarette case from the table and helping herself to a Virginia Slim. Michael nodded and looked over the photo once more: the heiress in her perfect dress, beautiful, elegant and regal. But despite her natural bearing, there was something haunting her features, a melancholy, a forlornness, a distance, that oddly reminded him of Ida.


There was an eruption of laughter from the bar, and Michael and Ida looked up to see the office girls cackling once more and the clerks patting themselves on the back. Then the front door opened and a man in a brown cotton suit entered. He spotted them through the crowd and headed their way. Lieutenant Ralph Stockman was short, pudgy and easygoing, and worked missing persons in the Detective Division.


‘How’s my two favorite Pinks?’ he said, flashing Ida a smile.


‘Doing good, Ralph. We got you a beer,’ said Michael, sliding the drink across the table. Ralph sat and took a long swallow.


‘This goddamn heat,’ he said, taking off his hat. ‘I think it’s making me lose my mind.’


He sighed and passed them over a slim paper folder: the division’s investigation into Gwendolyn Van Haren’s disappearance.


‘Mullens and me caught the case,’ he said.


‘And?’


‘And it’s an odd one, even after you’ve accounted for the pedigree of the girl. She woke up one morning, asked the family driver to take her shopping, stepped onto the sidewalk in front of Marshall Field’s in the middle of the midday rush and disappeared. Into thin air.’


Ralph made a waggling motion with his fingers, a magician casting a spell.


‘We spoke to the people at Marshall Field’s and no one remembers her entering. The Van Harens have an account there – when one of them visits, they know about it. We canvassed the locals and no one remembers seeing her. Took her photo up one side of the Loop and down the other. Not a thing. Then we drove over to chez Van Haren, and that’s when things got interesting. We didn’t get any leads, but there was a damn strange atmosphere in that house. Mullens and me both picked up on it.’


‘Strange how?’ asked Ida.


‘I dunno. It wasn’t just the usual unhappy-rich-folks strange. I can’t put my finger on it. But it was like every one o’ them had something to hide – the mother, the father, the driver, that goddamn butler. Couldn’t get a bean out of one of ’em. So we came back to the division, typed up our reports, and the chief took the file off us before the ink was dry.’


Ida and Michael shared a look. Captain Hoban, the chief of the division, was a notorious Capone shill, and had for the last few years been looking to make a move into politics via a job opening in the State’s Attorney’s office – a job opening that never seemed to materialize.


‘I’m guessing someone in City Hall leaned on him,’ said Ralph, voicing what all three of them were thinking. ‘Anyway, my take on it was the girl wanted to disappear. She got in a jam, went on the run, and now she’s either drinking Margaritas in a Havana hotel, or the real world got the better of her and she’s dead and buried in a coal cellar somewheres. Until anything new surfaces, the case is unofficially shit-canned.’


Michael nodded. The Van Harens had the political clout to get every cop in the division fired if they wanted to, and yet the captain was letting the case slide, and the mother had come to them begging for answers.


‘You get anything on the fiancé?’ Ida asked, and Ralph shook his head.


‘None of our lot caught the case. If the fiancé did disappear, no one’s reported him as an MP.’


Michael thought a moment.


‘Thanks for this, Ralph,’ he said.


‘No problemo.’


‘How’s everything else at the station?’


‘Jittery as hell,’ said Ralph. ‘Everyone’s waiting for Capone versus Moran part two to kick off.’


He raised his eyebrows, then finished his beer in a long gulp, and picked his hat up off the table. Michael passed him an envelope stuffed with five-spots. Ralph nodded his thanks, then gestured to the folder on the table.


‘I’ll need that back first thing tomorrow morning,’ he said.


‘Sure thing,’ said Michael.


Ralph smiled at them both, his eyes lingering on Ida a little too long, then he shimmied his way out of the booth and, as he headed off into the crowd, the gaudy spots of color beaming in from the windows shifted over his form.


Ida turned to look at Michael. ‘What do you think?’ she asked.


‘First thoughts would be the fiancé killed her and ran away. That’d explain the simultaneous disappearances.’


‘Or maybe it was the other way around.’


‘Maybe, but she looks a little too delicate for that.’


‘Maybe they both committed a crime and they ran away together,’ Ida suggested.


‘Maybe,’ replied Michael, ‘but that doesn’t explain the jittery mother, and the jittery police captain, and the house full of people with secrets. And then there’s what you found in your trawl through the gossip magazines.’


Ida had told him about her discovery, how at some point the previous Christmas, in all the photos in the press, Gwendolyn had started wearing long-sleeved gloves to every event she’d been photographed at. It made sense in the winter, but when spring rolled around, she was still wearing the gloves, even at the engagement party where she’d been showing off her diamond ring. Long gloves, needle marks, the scars of slit wrists.


‘Suicide doesn’t explain the missing fiancé,’ said Ida.


‘Neither does an overdose.’


‘Maybe they’re in hock to a gang of dope peddlers.’


They both went silent a moment. Then Ida finished her beer and stared at the empty glass.


‘So, shall we discuss the fifty-thousand-dollar elephant in the room?’ she asked, looking up at him.


Michael had been hoping she wouldn’t bring it up.


‘What’s there to discuss?’ he said. ‘If we accept the money and anyone finds out, we lose our jobs. So we put the fact she made the offer in our meeting report, and refuse any payment.’


‘Or,’ said Ida, ‘we don’t put it in our report and keep the money if it’s offered us . . .’


‘I wouldn’t be so certain the mother’s going to pay out, even if we do find the girl. What if we find out she’s dead? Or it turns out she killed herself because the father was abusing her? You think Mrs Van Haren’s gonna pay to hear that?’


‘Maybe not,’ Ida conceded, ‘but it’s worth a shot. Fifty thousand, Michael. We can finally get out of the Pinks, start our own office, retire even. You could send your kids to college, move out of the Black Belt.’


He registered the exasperation in her voice. Both of them were getting sick of working for the Pinkertons. Interesting cases came along now and then, but much of the company’s work was odious at best – breaking strikes, coercing witnesses, acting as political security. On top of that, the company stifled Ida’s ambitions, always underplayed her role in their successes, despite Michael’s protestations. But with a family to support, and no savings, Michael couldn’t quit the job, as trapped as any of the other million or two wage slaves whose spirits the city harvested.


‘This is a once-in-a-lifetime deal,’ Ida continued. ‘Fifty thousand dollars won’t turn up again. Not for people like us. I say we risk it all. Keep the offer off the report and see what happens.’


‘And if someone finds out and we both get fired? Detective jobs ain’t exactly easy to come by.’


‘They’re a lot easier to come by than fifty thousand dollars. We don’t have to file the report till tomorrow,’ she said, in a softer tone of voice. ‘All I’m saying is – think on it till then.’


He looked at her and saw her frustration, saw all the opportunities that had been denied her through her life, as a woman, as a Negro, frustrations Michael could only just appreciate. And now a rich white lady had turned up and dangled more money than they could make in a lifetime in front of them, and the only thing standing between them and it was Michael’s skittishness.


‘All right,’ he said, ‘I’ll have a think on it.’


‘Talk to Annette about it too,’ she said with a mischievous smile, guessing Michael’s wife would take Ida’s side in the argument. Michael gave her a look, then smiled and shook his head, already getting the feeling he was being backed into a corner.


‘So when do we go round to the Van Haren residence?’ she asked.


‘Tomorrow morning,’ Michael replied. ‘Let’s spend the afternoon ringing around the hospitals, asylums and morgues. Maybe give someone in Narcotics a call. You never know, this case might be over before it’s started.’


He finished his drink and they left the cordial store, stepping out into the heat and haze of Madison Street, where the cabs, carriages and touring cars were all caught up in a snarl of traffic that was somehow worse than usual. The sidewalks were overflowing with people, thousands of them, and Michael thought how hard it would be to find a girl in a city the size of Chicago. He put on his hat and thought of his own daughter and the pit of despair he’d face if she ever went missing. Why was it the older he got, the more easily his mind wandered down the path to hell?


His thoughts were interrupted by a whining noise far above them, and they looked up to see two planes flying south, heading toward the airfield near the lakeshore. They watched them a moment as they flew by, then a speck appeared in the air, something small and delicate swirling in the heat. Michael frowned at it, trying to figure out what it was, and after a few seconds, when it had wafted nearer, he realized – it was a single blue rose petal, a lone piece of confetti. Michael and Ida shared a look, confused as to where it could have come from. Then they watched as it floated the last few feet to earth, landed on the sidewalk, and was instantly turned to oil by the unceasing march of the pedestrians.
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Jacob worked the crime scene till noon. Then he packed up his camera and tripod and left Bronzeville, catching a trolley north across the city through streets choking with traffic. He rested his head against the window frame and closed his eyes and imagined the heat becoming so strong it melted the road and the buildings too, the stone turning gooey, the whole city falling to earth in a great, grey sludge of cement. Then he opened his bleary eyes, realized he’d fallen asleep, and tried to stay awake till he reached his stop on Taylor Street.


Eventually he arrived, lugged his tripod and camera off the trolley, and walked the last few blocks to his building. He climbed the stairs, opened the door to his apartment and stepped into the living room. He put down the tripod and the camera, headed over to the windows, opened them up, then left again, descending five flights to the super’s room in the basement. Like many of the building’s residents, he rented a shelf in the super’s refrigerator. He knocked and the super’s daughter opened up, a teenaged, redhaired girl, listless and antsy in the heat.


He asked her to grab him a couple of the cold beers he had in the cooler, and he leaned against the door frame and watched as she approached the hulking white metal icebox in the apartment’s kitchen, yanked open the handle and took the bottles out. Everywhere Jacob looked there were new and wonderful gadgets pushing them forward into the future – refrigerators, radio sets, vacuum cleaners, electric razors. But Jacob could afford pretty much none of them, not after he’d paid for his photographic equipment. The girl turned to see him staring in her direction, and she smiled to herself, returned to the door and languidly held out the bottles for him to take. He thanked her and made his way back up the stairs.


By the time he’d returned to his apartment his ankle was throbbing, so he sat on the sofa and cracked open one of the beers. He waited a moment, then smelled the beer, and the beer smelled okay, so he took a sip. He lit a cigarette and looked across the room at the huge copperplate map of the city he’d pinned to the wall there – the only picture he’d ever brought into the apartment. He’d put it up when he’d got his first job as a crime-scene photographer. He’d started sticking little red pins in it, one for every scene he’d attended. But within a few months there were no spaces left around the areas that he was usually called to, so he’d abandoned the project, taken out the pins, and now there were just holes scattered across the map, perforating most thickly the neighborhoods that were highest in violence.
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