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Stones have been known to move, and trees to speak.

Augurs and understood relations have

By magot pies and choughs and rooks brought forth

The secret’st man of blood.

—Macbeth (III, iv)





ONE

They came.

They came, it seemed, from every place on God’s earth south of the city limits. They came with almost no money or formal education. They came never before having ridden in a train. Or a streetcar. Or an automobile. They came former slaves and sons of slaves. Some of the oldest still bore marks from leg irons or overseers’ whips. They came in threadbare clothing and with shoes that were worn clean through. They came with all of their possessions. Everything they owned.

They came from places like Alabama and Mississippi and Texas. (And this, in an age when seventy-five percent of Americans never traveled more than seventy-five miles from the spot where they had been born.) They came from communities where segregation was so powerful, there wasn’t even a word for it. It was no special way of doing things. It was the only way. They came having ridden up in train cars that were, themselves, often segregated. They came hoping to find relatives who had already made the trip up to Chicago. Or friends. Or mere acquaintances. And those who knew nobody had heard there were organizations with names like the Chicago League on Urban Conditions Among Negroes that existed to assist newcomers such as themselves. They had read about these organizations in the newspapers circulated by black railroad porters who worked on the trains that started in Chicago but ran all throughout the South. Many of the newcomers had never before been to a city, much less the second-largest city in the United States. None had seen a lake as large as Lake Michigan. None had seen or smelled or heard anything like the blasted hellscape that was the Chicago stockyards—where more animals were killed each day than any other place on earth.

Many had been sharecroppers. Many had not eaten properly in several days. They were—all of them—taking the biggest risk of their lives. They were wagering everything they had. It might not be much, but it was all on the table.

They came with hope. They came with desperate dreams. They came for the promise of a place less miserable than the one they had left. To some, the rumors of Chicago seemed impossible to credit. The work of a fantasist, surely. A place where black people and white people could ride in streetcars together, and enter businesses through the same doors. A place where blacks owned businesses and homes, and sent their children to proper schools. A place where you could get a job in a factory or slaughterhouse with relative ease, and begin earning a living right away. A place where you could feel free to say what you thought.

And what was perhaps most jarring to these newly-arrived was that the rumors were, essentially, true. This was happening. It was the case. And the sheer astonishment such knowledge instilled could be overwhelming to the point of paralysis.

The world was a different place. The world was going crazy. Going something, at least. These times were not normal. A madness, perhaps a benign one, was allowing this great migration to begin. To gather steam as though it might never stop at all.

A war consumed the world. The whole world. A terror came with that, yes. But could it, really, be all bad, these times of madness, if they also allowed for this change that blew on the wind? That blew across the cotton fields of Georgia and the plantations of Louisiana, and blew people north to settle in the land of Lincoln. To settle in a landscape so cold and hard and alien in the winter that it might have been another planet.

Joe Flippity was his name. He had come himself, years before. He had been among the first. Then he had watched the others who had come after him. He had watched them hard.

It was, more or less, his job.

Crespo came to fetch Joe Flippity on the first day of August. It was evening. Crespo had an idea of where his target might be, but only roughly. For a man like Crespo, that was enough.

Crespo took a streetcar to Katt’s Tavern on South State Street and waited. It was like a place from a Wild West town. Little more than a broken-down house. It did not have electricity or gaslight. The men inside drank by lantern.

Crespo stood by the long wooden bar—crowded and shadowy enough that his white face was not immediately noted. Near the bar was a table. Seated at it were five Negro men, and the only other white in the place. The white man was slight and bookish, with an immaculate moustache and a yellow band around his hat. For the moment, he was doing all of the talking.

“The horses are perfectly identical, see? Actual, no foolin’ identical twins. All the markings and mottlings alike, just as if they’d been printed from the same plates. What we’ll do is take one horse and train it in secret. Out in Michigan there’s a fellow I know who works cheap and won’t rat. The other horse, we put it in circulation over at Hawthorne. Never train it. Give it a meal right before each race. Pretty soon, it has a reputation as the worst horse in Chicago. The odds on it get long. Reeeal long. And that’s when we swap in the twin and bet big. We’ll make a killing, gentlemen. An absolute killing! But you have to swear on your lives to keep it secret. And I need the money tonight. This owner, he doesn’t realize what he has in these twin horses. He doesn’t see the opportunity. Wants to split them up and sell them individual-like. What a tragedy that would be! Gentlemen, please believe me when I say that we have to act fast. . .”

As Crespo looked on, a figure stepped out from the shadows. He was tall and thin and black as jet. He wore a leather coat that fit him closely, despite the August heat. Perhaps he wore it to give the impression of being more powerfully built than he actually was. The shadow man was silent as he approached the table, seeming almost to float across the dark barroom floor.

“There a problem here?” he asked.

For a moment, only silence.

“We ain’t giving this man no trouble,” one of the Negro men said.

“Yeah,” insisted another. “Mind yours.”

“This man’s not getting any trouble from you,” said the shadow man. “But I think y’all about to receive some trouble from him.”

The figure underneath the yellow-banded hat looked up in confusion that almost appeared genuine.

Then the shadow man opened one side of his coat to reveal a rare treasure. A Colt 1911 in an oiled leather holster. Then—slowly, deliberately—he opened the other side of his coat to reveal something rarer still . . . at least on the South Side of Chicago, at least in the coat of a Negro man. A six-pointed metal patrolman’s star with CHICAGO POLICE stamped across the top and a copper badge number at the bottom. In the center of the star was the great Seal of the City of Chicago, rendered as well as it could be by a crude metal press.

The group stared wordlessly at these marvels.

“This man’s business is getting your money . . . for something that never damn happens,” the policeman said. “That horse he’s telling you about? A few months from now, when you see him on the street and ask where your money is, he’ll tell you it died. Or got stolen. Or died and then got stolen. He’ll say he’s been ruined by the whole affair, and has men he owes money breathing down his neck. He’ll say he fears he is about to be killed or thrown in jail. All that will be a lie . . . but it will be enough to make you leave him alone, which will be his only purpose. And by then, you will have been took. It will already be too late.”

The man with the yellow hatband opened his mouth to object. The policeman put a firm hand on his shoulder and regarded him icily.

“Mr. Weil, what’d I tell you about working my part of State Street?” the policeman asked. “You got a set of balls, coming back down here. I give you that.”

“You got it all wrong,” Weil said, his eyes flashing left and right, then left again. “This is the real deal this time! I’m not trying to put it over on nobody. Don’t you see? I’m trying to let these fine men in on the con with me. We’re going to make money together. These men know they’re in the big city now. . . Chicago! . . . where anybody has a shot to get rich! Don’t they deserve that shot, officer?”

Over at the bar, Crespo—who had apprehended Weil a time or two himself—smiled at the con man’s tenacity. Even when cornered, he continued to pitch, to spin, to wheedle.

The tall, dark police officer did not seem as amused.

“Time for you to go, Mr. Weil,” said the officer, helping the man with the yellow hatband to his feet. “I’m sure you understand.”

“I-” Weil began.

“You nothing,” said the policeman. He pinned one of Weil’s arms behind his back and marched him to the door.

Weil made a show but did not really resist. As he was shoved outside, he looked back through the doorway to the men at the table. His expression told them this was all a misunderstanding. That something like this had never happened before. That it was outrageous. And that he’d be back with them at his earliest convenience.

It was clear those men still wanted to believe. They would probably try to find Weil later and ask him—plead with him, even—to let them in on the deal. The lure of easy money was just that strong. In a boomtown like Chicago—where new fortunes seemed to be made every day—there was only one true fear. But it ran deep and it consumed everyone. It was the fear of missing your chance. Of looking straight at it and not seeing it. And then having to watch as some other miserable son of a bitch used it to make a million dollars.

The tall police officer returned from the door, sans Weil. The men sitting at the table looked as though they wanted to fight. To jump the officer and beat him—maybe to death—1911 and badge be damned.

One of them pushed back his chair violently.

That was when Crespo stepped out from the bar.

“Flip!” Crespo said loudly. He made sure to let his own holster show. The men at the table thought twice, and then a third time too. For the moment, they elected to remain where they were.

“Salvatore Crespo,” Flip said with a smile. “The devil brings you down to South State Street?”

“I’m looking right at him,” Crespo said. “You got time to take a walk? Maybe even a ride?”

“I reckon I do,” Flip said evenly. He gave the men at the table a last, long look that said they’d thank him later.

Back outside, the air was warm and the night sky was clear. It smelled a lot less like lamp oil and beer, and a lot more like shit. The police officers began to walk north.

“I start to think there’s a part of town where Weil won’t ply his trade, and then I see him there,” Crespo said.

“You kidding?” Flip replied. “Mister Yellow loves him some black folks. He loves him some green, more precisely. Black folk ain’t got as much as some others, but he’ll still take it on an off night.”

Crespo laughed. They passed a man selling fried pig parts on a dirty, broken cart. One of his offerings was an entire face, still smiling wide. The vendor, in contrast, failed to offer even a grin.

Beside the pig vendor was an illegal brothel that operated openly. The smell of perfume, liquor, and come eked out from its open door, as did syncopated music from a dingy band in the lobby. (The music style had recently been named after the come-smell. Or maybe it was the other way around. Flip had never been entirely clear on this point.)

“Feel like you didn’t travel all this way to chat about a two-bit con man,” Flip said.

Crespo nodded. He looked Flip up and down. The Italian’s expression said he might be debating how to best begin a good joke.

“How long you been on the force?” he eventually asked.

They approached an alley containing a dead horse.

“You know,” Flip replied, smiling to reveal bright, almost perfect teeth. “Long as I been in town, seems like.”

“I thought so,” Crespo said. “And how long have there been gentlemen of color like yourself on the force? Negro officers?”

Flip had not expected the interrogation to become so historical.

“While before me,” he answered after considering it. “First of us due to retire soon. I heard of Negro officers as far back as—what?—maybe the seventies. Right after the war between the states.”

They slowed and regarded the dead horse for a moment, then proceeded on.

“And yet they still don’t let you wear a uniform,” Crespo observed. “No marching in parades. No proper funeral when one of you goes down in the line of duty. Just a badge and a gun, and keep things quiet in your part of town.”

Flip silently let his gaze drop to Crespo’s waist, indicating that the Italian, in plain clothes, also had only these items at the moment.

Crespo grinned.

“Thing is,” Crespo continued, “sometimes things can change. It builds for a while—you can feel it building—and then—Boom!—something happens, and the world is different. Italians didn’t used to get much respect either. You know, they say we’re part Negro, just a little bit.”

“Italy close to Africa,” Flip observed.

Crespo grinned again.

“I was a member of the Black Hand Squad,” he continued. “That’s a few years ago now, but it changed everything for Italian officers in this town. Some of the men from that squad are working in high places in the department now. Very high places. And everybody’s gonna turn out for our funerals.”

Flip had heard about the Black Hand Squad. Around 1900, a team of Italian extortionists had begun operating in Chicago. Mostly, they preyed on other immigrants from Italy. To dissuade those tempted not to pay protection, the extortionists—who called themselves the Black Hand—killed ten to twenty Chicagoans a year. They left the bodies at busy intersections with knives protruding from the corpses’ backs and notes claiming credit. At first, the city had seemed powerless to stop them. Those who went to the authorities for assistance received little, and usually wound up dead. It started to become embarrassing. Then, in a rare show of competence, the city had created the Black Hand Squad—a contingent of twenty-five policemen tasked solely with busting the extortion ring. What made the squad unique was that every member had been an immigrant from Italy or the son of immigrants from Italy. Within six months, the squad had caught most of the Black Hand players and successfully reduced the extortions from a geyser to a trickle. (They were never stopped entirely, but had been put down to levels that Chicago could, more or less, find tolerable.) It was said the squad members had been richly rewarded for their success.

“I heard that was you,” Flip allowed. “Yes, I heard all about that.”

“Oh did you, now?” Crespo said.

“You’d be surprised what I hear all the way down on South State,” Flip said.

“Then I’ll tell you something you didn’t hear,” Crespo told him. “I know you didn’t hear it because we never told nobody. And that’s that we were shit scared. All of us. Thought we were gonna die for sure. Some of us wanted to enlist in the army rather than face the Black Hand. But in the end, we took them down. And they never touched us. We all survived.”

“Why you tellin’ me this?” Flip asked, suddenly growing uneasy.

They neared a stop where a streetcar would take them north to the Loop—the skyscrapered center of the bustling city.

“Because,” said Crespo, “it’s time for you to meet the man.”

Twenty minutes later, Flip and Crespo stepped off a crowded streetcar and into another world. Rich men in cloaks strolled in groups, smoking and talking confidentially. Women, almost always accompanied by men, wore fine hats decorated with feathers from rare birds nearly murdered out of existence for the plumage. The buildings around them were tall and electrified. There was the smell of hot food and beer and pungent cigars.

Crespo conducted Flip down one of the only dark alleyways in sight.

“I still ain’t clear on this,” Flip said. “What are we doing?”

“It’s better if he tells you,” Crespo replied mysteriously. “He’ll like to. No matter how big you get in the world, there’s still some things you like to do yourself.”

Halfway down the dark alley was a metal door with a brass handle. Before it loitered a lone uniformed police officer, smoking. There was a crushed straw hat at his feet. The officer regarded Crespo, who then indicated Flip. The uniformed officer squinted and screwed up his face as though trying to make himself believe that this skinny Negro was the special guest they had been awaiting.

The uniformed officer opened the door. The hinges needed oil and yelped like a sickly cat, kicked hard. It made Flip jump a little, but only a little.

“Last door at the-”

“I know where to go,” Crespo said, brushing past the officer.

Flip followed.

They proceeded down a narrow wood-paneled hallway—dimly lit, but lit—which Crespo navigated without hesitation.

At the end of the hall was a single door, painted dark red, or so it seemed in the scant electric light. The mullions had been carved into long-tailed lizards. One of the stiles had been damaged by a blow, probably from a cane or gun butt. From beneath, cigar smoke poured, regular and thick. There was the sound of muffled conversation.

Crespo leaned over to Flip and spoke softly.

“I can only tell you two things about how to deal with the man. The first is that he can tell when you lie, so don’t lie to him. The other thing is . . .”

Crespo’s voice fell further, practically to a whisper.

“He, himself, will almost always lie. But you won’t know it ’till-”

Before Crespo could finish, the red door was opened by a banker. Or so it might have been. Ironed shirt. Bright necktie. Diamond stickpin. White shoes. Expensive cigar. Soft, gloved hands.

The banker looked at Crespo and Flip, then smiled a smile of genial contempt. A smile that said the two policemen were parade animals in some kind of show for children or imbeciles. Then he folded forward obsequiously—very unlike a banker, but now like a server at a private club—and beckoned them enter the smoky room.

Past the banker was a round wooden poker table with a green felt top. At the table sat a figure in a dark suit. He was hunched forward and wore a voluminous, almost flowing jacket and vest, making it difficult for an onlooker to tell exactly how large he really was. The seated figure faced away from the door, and did not turn as his guests were bid enter. His fleshy neck was exposed. Had Flip and Crespo intended him harm—to rush forward and slit his throat, for example—no one could have intervened to save his life.

Perhaps, thought Flip, offering up a naked, upturned neck was the ultimate sign of power. Or of madness.

A light bulb dangled from a thin cord above the table. It moved ever so slightly in the breeze from the door. When it swayed, it took the shadows with it. The seated figure seemed to shrink or grow with each sway.

Then the figure—slowly—stood. And turned. And in the shaky light of the small room, it seemed to Flip, and possibly also to Crespo, that, in some strange way, the city itself had stood and acknowledged their presence. And now prepared to address them.

Three hundred pounds in a day when the average man weighed half that, Big Bill Thompson—the Mayor of Chicago—was not made porcine or roundfaced by his size. Instead, he managed only a genteel waddle beneath his prominent, quarterback’s chin. His belt thrust far forward, as though a globe were concealed in his trousers. He was tall, but not taller than Flip. He had a small mouth that looked ready to make careful, pertinent statements. He was not yet fifty, but had the stately bearing of a much older public servant.

The mayor’s most striking trait, however, was that he managed to be both handsome and repellent at the same time. Handsome from a distance, but repellent—that was the only word for it—when you got up close. When you took a second look. And Flip did.

The folds of the mayor’s powerful athlete’s neck concealed infected pocks and acne scars. His teeth were generally straight, but beset by rot from cigar and pipe smoke. Regarding Big Bill Thompson was like regarding a gourmet meal that had been left in an alley for a day or two. Cover the patch with the wriggling cockroaches and worms, and maybe the rest still looked good enough to eat. Maybe. But also, maybe not. And then you still knew about the worms.

“Mister Mayor,” Crespo said.

Flip found that his own throat had gone completely dry. He had not expected this encounter. Nonetheless, he managed a slight bow in the mayor’s direction.

“This is the one I told you about, Mister Mayor,” Crespo continued. “The one I thought could help.”

The mayor’s small mouth stretched into a grin.

“Yes,” the mayor said. “That’s fine. Does he talk?”

Crespo glanced hard at Flip from the corner of his eye.

“Yes I do, Mister Mayor,” Flip said through a scratchy throat. “I certainly do.”

“Well that’s fine indeed,” the mayor said.

“Joseph Flippity,” Crespo said. “Just about everyone calls him Flip. Everyone on the force, that is.”

The mayor nodded, deigning that this might be acceptable.

Flip had seen the mayor before, but only from a great distance. This giant. This titan. This planet.

Thompson was a Republican, from the party of Lincoln—and Lincoln and Thompson were both names known along South State Street. Thompson had been the first mayor in the city’s history to actively court the vote of black folks, and to speak of his mission as including furthering their interests. A scion of important local families, he had nonetheless killed a man with his bare hands in 1893. A career in Chicago politics had followed swiftly thereafter. His rise had been quick and straightforward. Thompson was well-liked and effective. He was plainspoken. He was not afraid to go anywhere or meet with anybody. Many already had their eyes on him as a contender for the highest office in the land. (Woodrow Wilson was an effete, East Coast college professor who had not killed anybody with his bare hands. When the political winds decided to shift back in the other direction, many felt they might shift to Big Bill Thompson.)

The mayor slicked back a loose strand of hair, then carefully tented his fingers. He opened his mouth and smiled, but for a moment did not speak. Flip had encountered precisely this kind of hesitation in the course of enforcing the law. The normally garrulous clergyman searching for the words to explain how the young girl, or boy, had come to be half-naked on his office couch. The storekeep caught with his hand in the till. The grandmother seeking to account for the stolen goods stashed in her attic or basement.

Flip knew that when a person hesitated like this, you must never speak first. You must always stay absolutely silent. Accordingly, Flip waited patiently for Big Bill Thompson to find the right words.

“Since the first settlers came here—to this river inlet beside Lake Michigan that smelled like wild onions—certain men have been asked to go, let us say, above and beyond, for the sake of the city. They have been asked to do more. To give more. The soldiers who manned the crude fort that grew here, beside the frozen Chicago River—how I shudder to imagine their miserable existences—were called upon to do things that were never spoken of. While starving and waiting to be killed by Redskins, they defended this honored soil. Soil they would sanctify with their own blood. They defended it against unspoken things. Things that would never be fully understood. Or known. Things the average Chicagoan need never concern themselves with, thanks be to God. And thanks to those men. Do you understand?”

“Yessir,” said Flip.

The mayor flashed a lightning-quick smile with only the corners of his mouth. It was the most insincere thing Flip had ever seen. He realized, in a trice, that he had already failed one test.

“You do not understand,” the mayor affirmed. “You do not. But you will.”

The mayor turned his thick neck toward the shadows and cried: “Bring them out!”

The shadows began to move.

As a working policeman, Flip had developed some acumen for noticing when very large men might be concealing themselves behind curtains or in the dark corners of a room. But Flip was not accustomed to being so near the all-but-blinding presence of the mayor. And so his senses had been dulled, and he was utterly surprised when a strange man of tremendous musculature stepped out of the nearby darkness. The man’s arms and back strained his suit almost to the point of bursting. The fedora on his head looked like a small, novelty hat placed on a bull. The man carried a fine white envelope, very large. From it, he carefully produced several photographs. He held them daintily, with the tips of his powerful fingers, gripping only the edges. He placed them face-up on the green felt table. Then he lifted his ox-like head and made eye contact with the mayor, asking if he had done this correctly. The mayor nodded, and the giant retreated back into the shadows.

Flip looked down at the table.

Immediately, he saw that the photographs showed bodies. Dead bodies. All black, and all, somehow, destroyed.

“Things are . . . happening . . . once again in our city,” Big Bill Thompson said carefully. “And once more our humble prairie settlement calls for stalwart men willing to stand against the idiot hand of murder that comes in the night.”

Flip swallowed hard.

The mayor’s fat fingers began to search among the photographs like puffy white grubs, twitching toward a rotting morsel. Flip glanced up at the mayor’s face and saw that a perverse smile had crossed the public servant’s lips. The mayor inspected the images with a look of wistfulness, as if the photos spawned fond remembrances. With each reacquaintance, the mayor’s strange, horrible smile grew.

“This photograph tells you how it began,” the mayor pronounced as the grubs found their first feeding place. “The start of the summer. Just a day or two into June. An alley along 71st Street, right where it stops being Jew and starts being Negro. The Washington children. Did you hear about this incident, officer?”

Flip had not. He said so.

“A brother and sister,” the mayor told him. “Both ten or thereabouts. Twins. Practically identical—except for the plumbing, of course. They’d come up from Louisiana a month before. Staying with relatives in the neighborhood—or looking for relatives who were supposed to have been in the neighborhood—it was never clear. Witnesses at the scene claimed no knowledge of any parents. Certainly, nobody came forward to claim the bodies. But look closely, officer! The children have been completely decapitated! You can see that, I’m sure. Yet the image is imperfect. I fear our photographer may have lost his nerve. He could not bring himself to move any nearer the corpses. So what you may fail to detect, initially, is that the heads have been switched.”

Flip looked hard into the flat square image and winced. The grubs seemed to sense his discomfort and wriggled happily. The photograph showed a young black boy and girl with their heads cut cleanly off. Yet the boy’s head was positioned above the body wearing the dirty white dress, and the girl’s pigtailed pate had been placed upon the torso in the grimy overalls.

“They were not joined surgically,” the mayor clarified. “Merely placed where the other ought to have been. No, it was one week later, as I understand, that the first proper reattachment occurred—crude though it may have been. Done with spikes from a rail fence. Here. The toppermost two photos. Look!”

The tapping grubs indicated Flip should observe a pair of photographs at the head of the table. The first displayed a pair of black boys, perhaps fifteen years old. They were supine, and had been posed beside one another. Their necks had been cut. The first picture was a close shot, but the second was even closer. That one showed the heads pulled back slightly from the necks, displaying metal spikes extending out from each of the windpipes and up into the heads.

A few paces away, Crespo puffed air from the corner of his mouth in bewilderment.

“These boys were found near the Calumet,” the mayor said. “They were also siblings, and also twins—in this case, the perfectly identical kind. Hailed from Arkansas. Family name of Horner. They’d been living with a relative and looking for work on the crew digging the Calumet- Saganashkee Channel. That was the story from the work crew, at any rate. We have been unable to locate a blood relative. They say perhaps it was a long-lost uncle with whom the boys had stayed. But he has not come forward. Now . . . the next scene, Mr. Flippity, shows something that happened over one month later.”

The fat grubs moved to a large photograph in the center of the table. It showed a modest living room with a fireplace, rugs, and wooden floorboards. Paintings hung on the walls and cheap heirlooms stood upon a mantle. Below, a set of fireplace tools had been disarranged haphazardly across the floor. In the center of the room were two girls, about ten years old, covered in blood . . . and perfectly identical. Their heads had been severed and crudely reattached with what looked like twine or wire. There was also a third girl in the picture, about the same age. She seemed to stand beside the fireplace, but only because she had been impaled there with a fireplace poker through her sternum.

“An informal home for orphan Negro girls,” said the mayor. “Nice Christian woman runs the place. Miss Heloise, or somesuch. She came home one afternoon to find this scene, just as you see it here. The two girls on the ground with the switched heads . . . they had come to our fair city from . . . from. . .”

As if on cue, the bull of a man again stepped out. He patted his tight suit until he found a paper in his breast pocket. He removed it and handed it over. The mayor unfolded it carefully.

“Ah yes,” the mayor said. “Doreen and Netty were their names. They had come from South Carolina. Nothing more is known. Miss Heloise appears to have taken them in with no questions asked. They were—as you can plainly see—also identical twins.”

The photograph was grainy, but Flip could tell that the mayor was correct on this point.

“The other unfortunate,” the mayor continued, pointing to the impaled girl. “I am told the responding officers do not believe she was a target. She may have walked into the room and surprised whoever—or whatever—did this. The wrong place at the wrong time, as they say. And for it, she was killed as surely as the others.”

Flip looked again at the photograph. The impaled girl’s eyes were open wide. She looked bewildered and overcome, but sentient. If Flip had seen the photo of her face out of context, he would have sworn she was alive.

“Then . . . finally . . . we come to it!” cried the portly mayor.

The grubs grew spastic now, as if electricity had been made to course through them. They scrambled down the green felt to the final photo resting at the bottom of the table. Momentarily, the mayor’s great, equatorial belly obscured the image in shadow. Flip squinted, struggling to see. The mayor noticed this, grinned evilly, and stepped away. All was revealed in a sudden rush.

The photo showed a wooden plank floor with three figures reclining upon it. They had been placed equidistant, with the crowns of their heads nearly touching. Three Negro boys, obviously dead. Perhaps twelve or thirteen years of age. They showed what appeared to be results of the crudest surgery—as though deep wounds stretching all around their necks had been sewn up with tailor’s thread. Flip understood instantly that the heads had been severed, rotated, and sewn back on.

“The Whitcomb boys,” said the mayor, consulting his notes. “Discovered last Tuesday in a house on Egan Street. They . . . well, you see what has been done. This is exactly the manner in which they were found.”

“Triplets . . .” Flip said softly.

“Pardon?” the mayor said.

“The Whitcomb boys were identical triplets,” Flip clarified. “Couldn’t they mama tell them apart.”

“You knew of them?” the mayor asked, intrigued.

“A little,” Flip said. “Saw them around. The family moved here from Texas a year ago.”

The mayor nodded sagely.

“Good. They say you are a man with his ear to the ground, so to speak. That is why we have summoned you.”

Flip did not look the mayor in the face. Instead, his eyes stayed fixed on the photographs.

“All children,” Flip said. “All Negro. . . all from somewhere else . . . and every one of them a twin.”

“Indeed,” the mayor said with a solemn nod. “You grasp the essentials.”

“I heard the Whitcomb boys died,” Flip continued. “I ain’t hear any details though. Nothing like this. And someone told me something about the girls at the orphanage—but again, the specifics were . . .”

“Were concealed intentionally, on my orders,” the mayor confirmed. “Even within the police department, as much as was practicable.”

Here, Flip arched his eyebrows and shrugged, as if to say such a goal was far from unobtainable.

“What we need now is to discover who is doing this, and to stop them just as quietly,” the mayor asserted.

“No suspects?” Flip asked.

“Not a man,” said the mayor. “And I use that word advisedly. For it is a man. No woman could have done such horrible things as these. But please, be assured . . . all that we know, all that we have—every resource—will be put at your disposal.”

Silence.

Stillness.

Nothing moved.

Flip leaned closer as though he had misheard a very elderly person.

“My disposal, Mister Mayor?”

“Why do you think I have sent for you?” the mayor inquired rhetorically, turning his attention to the typed page in his hand. “You are, apparently, an officer of some talents. The Bruford Case. The First West Bank Robbery. The rescue of the Towson girl. They tell me there is not a more decorated Negro officer in my entire police department.”

Flip did not immediately respond.

“Have I been misinformed?” the mayor pressed.

“No . . . I . . .I expect you’ve been informed just fine,” Flip managed.

The mayor smiled.

“The city learned many lessons with the Black Hand Squad,” the mayor said, his eyes flitting over to Crespo. “We learned that those inside certain communities will always have special advantages when it comes to enforcing the law in those communities. Yet—pleased as we were that squad’s results—we were not pleased that knowledge of the case dispersed itself so widely. People as far away as New York now associate our city with organized crime! Can you imagine it? Chicago and organized crime?! That serves nobody. Not our citizens. Not our businesses. Nobody! So, officer, do you understand what I am asking? Do you understand what is at stake?”

Flip did not. The expression on his face showed it. Thompson sighed and took a cigar from his jacket pocket. He bit off the tip, lit the end, and took several puffs.

“The world is changing, Mr. Flippity,” declared the mayor. “We stand now in times without precedent or analog. Not in this country; not in the world. Negroes will make this city, officer. And that is not election talk. Negroes from all across the former Confederacy are moving here, to this new Mecca, in numbers that will change who and what we are forever. A man can understand that . . . or he can become lost to history. How do you think I beat Sweitzer, that Democrat, to become mayor? We were not so different, he and I. Not really. But I understood the future. I grasped that immigrants to this city are a boon. A positive boon! If we continue to grow like this, we may eclipse even New York. Imagine it!—Chicago, the nation’s de facto capital. A capital with a populace that includes men and women of race. It will be so. It must be so! I will not allow a madman to stop it.”

Flip nodded seriously.

“But word travels quickly,” the mayor continued. “Faster than it ever has. The telegraph. The telephone. They tell me that soon we will be broadcasting our words—my words—through the naked air, with receivers in every home. Our train porters already carry Chicago’s newspapers to every city in the South. No . . . make that every city in the United States. There, they are read and re-read. And if word circulates that Chicago allows its most vulnerable newcomers to be killed and mutilated without consequence. . . that those who have already endured so much should find here, not sanctuary, but slaughter and horror. . . Well, it does not serve my purposes.”

The mayor drew on his cigar thoughtfully. He glanced once more at the photographs on the table and smiled.

“In my idle moments—purely as a distraction, you understand—I have attempted to imagine the mind of someone who would do such things as these,” the mayor said, nodding at the grisly pictures. “And all that I have been able to discern . . . is that this is his goal.”

A beat passed.

“That what is his goal, Mister Mayor?” Flip asked carefully.

“Why, to kill the city itself!” said the mayor. “To reverse our growth. Our prosperity. To see that a man like me, who ran and won with the help of Negro votes—and woman votes, and Italian votes, come to’t!—is never elected again. He intends that word of his murderous deeds should spread far and wide, and undo our progress. So, plainly, we are in a race against him. We must stop him. More specifically, you must. The city has called for assistance, officer. Will you answer?”

Flip managed a small nod.

The mayor grinned like a Cheshire cat and extinguished his cigar.

“I will expect a status report in one week,” the mayor told him. “You are relieved of all other responsibilities until then. Your lieutenant has already been informed.”

“Yes,” Flip said, attempting to conceal the extent of his bewilderment.

“I will see you again, right here, in seven days,” the mayor told him. “I expect progress. The city expects progress.”

“I . . . yes . . .” Flip said.

With no further ceremony, the mayor threw the white envelope and the slip of paper onto the green table and walked away. He passed into the shadows at the edge of the room, and out through a door that Flip could not see. The ox-like man emerged from the darkness and began to gather the paper and photographs. He placed them into the envelope, folded it shut, and thrust it into Flip’s chest. All the while, the man smiled a murderous, demented smile, his eyes gleaming in the glow of the electric light.

“We should go now,” Crespo whispered urgently. “Put those pictures inside your coat. And tell this man here what you need—whatever you need—to get the job done.”

Flip did.





TWO

The next day was Wednesday.

Flip had not slept well or extensively. In the predawn gloom, he waited on the steps of the Church of Heaven’s God in Christ Lord Jesus—an imposing stone structure set back on a boulevard along South Michigan Avenue. Formerly a synagogue, in recent years it had been converted into one of the largest black churches on the South Side of Chicago. Flip smoked a cigarette as he waited, and shifted his weight back and forth on his feet. In the bluish chill of morning, it was almost cool enough for his coat.

A group of tradesmen passed. They regarded him carefully, but stayed silent. A man who appeared vagrant and insane sauntered along behind them, clearly with no destination in mind. He wore canvas bags on his legs instead of trousers. Flip stared him down hard when he began to linger, and the man moved off.

A few moments later, in the far distance at the end of the boulevard, the pastor came into view. He wore black from head to toe, and walked slowly, purposefully. He had small glasses with round, wire eyepieces. He was about fifty years old. His short-cropped hair had halfway gone to gray.

Flip, who did not regularly enjoy tobacco, quickly extinguished his smoke.

“Oh my word, it’s Joe Flippity,” the pastor said when he edged onto church property, as if galvanized to speech by the holy soil underfoot. “Tell me you’re not here with more bad news, Flip. My flock has had about all it can take.”

Flip stared straight ahead for a moment and blinked rapidly. His mind searched for alternative answers, but found none. There was nothing but the truth.

“Here about the Whitcomb boys,” Flip said.

The pastor frowned and shook his head. Flip could smell the man’s bergamot aftershave on the wind.

“The Whitcomb boys come into the world at the same time, and God took them away at the same time,” the pastor pronounced. “What do you think of that? Coincidence? No sir. Providence. Like Jacob and Esau. Of course, Jacob and Esau would be fathers of nations. The Whitcomb boys were too young to be fathers of anything, bless them. Still pure. Still innocent.”

To Flip, the Whitcomb boys had certainly looked old enough to get girls pregnant, or at least to make themselves come. But Flip did not say this to the pastor.

“How much do you know about what happened?” Flip asked. “About what actually happened to those boys?”

The pastor looked up and down the dark street. The sun began to peek over building-tops. Dogs barked, asking to be fed. Seagulls, hovering along the coast of Lake Michigan, pierced the air with crooked cries.

“You know I can’t talk to you, Flip,” the pastor said in a low voice that pled for mercy. “They said they’d shut me down. My work. My ministry. All this. We about the largest congregation on the South Side now, and they don’t give a damn. White policemen said this, Flip.”

“I’m an honorary white policeman this morning,” Flip replied sternly. “I met with the mayor last night. Far as you know, I have blond hair and blue eyes.”

As if on cue, a strange distant buzzing arose.

Flip and the pastor looked north along the avenue, now dappled in sunny orange rays. As the sound drew closer, it changed, gradually, from a buzz to a mechanical thump. A motorized bicycle appeared. It was painted army green, and had the words “Royal Enfield” stenciled across the gas tank in stark white. The device pulled to the steps of the church and fell silent. The pastor took his fingers out of his ears.

The driver stepped off and carefully removed a leather helmet, revealing a white man in late middle age. A metal star was pinned to his pocket. The man hesitated—looked back and forth between Flip and the pastor—and then took a small envelope out of his coat. Flip raised a hand, indicating to the officer that he had found his target.

“From the city,” the man said to Flip, proffering the envelope. “It’s everything you asked for.”

“Thank you,” Flip replied.

The officer lingered.

“I just want to say. . . We sure are counting on you. My cousin, she got twin girls at home.”

Flip nodded seriously. The officer nodded back. Then he restarted the Enfield and pulled away.

The pastor looked back at Flip, calculating.

“They killing white twins too?”

“Not yet,” Flip said, rubbing his jaw. “I expect they want me to stop it here, before it can move north.”

They watched the departing motorbike until it was out of sight.

“Shall we retire to my offices?” asked the pastor.

“Please,” Flip said.

“It has not even been a week,” the pastor declared, easing into the high-backed chair behind his oak desk. The desk was empty save for three polished rock paperweights and a Bible. The pastor lit a series of candles. He placed some on the immense desk, and others on a window ledge beside them.

Flip put the small envelope the courier had brought into the left side of his jacket, tucking it in tight. Then, reaching into the right side of his jacket, he produced the much larger envelope from the night before.

For a moment, Flip perused the photos along with the written text, scant as it was.

“The Whitcomb boys were found at home,” Flip said.

The pastor nodded sagely, his eyes magnified by his lenses and his stare given weight by the candlelight.

“In their own house, this happened,” the pastor said. “Their mother. . .”

“Gladys,” Flip said.

“Yes, Gladys,” the pastor confirmed. “She has. . . She finds herself unable to sleep most nights. This was before the murders. A strange feeling compels her to move her legs. So she walks around her block. She does this from about one in the morning until three or four, like clockwork. I’ve told her it isn’t safe—for a woman to be out so late—but she pays me no mind. Last Tuesday she returned home nearer to five than to four. Nothing in the house looked disarranged, she said. All seemed in order, so she returned to her own bed. Then, perhaps an hour later, she woke again and went to rouse the boys. That was when she found . . . well, it seems you have a photograph.”

“I do,” Flip said. “But that doesn’t mean I have all the details. When did you talk to her last?”

“She came to me straight after it happened,” the pastor told the policeman. “In fact, I believe I was the only person with whom she spoke . . . before the white officers instructed her to be silent. They instructed me to be silent as well. Insisted on it. They said silence would help the investigation.”

The pastor’s expression told Flip he was not sure about this.

“Maybe it will,” Flip replied. “I’ve got to ask you some questions now, pastor. They are routine, but sometimes they help.”

“Yes, of course,” the pastor said.

Flip took a lead pencil and a notebook out of his pocket. He began to write, even before the pastor had spoken.

“Gladys had no enemies,” Flip said. “She was loved in the community, yes? She was involved in no scandals. A good, churchgoing woman. She and her husband had moved here with the triplets around a year ago. From Texas.”

“Yes,” the pastor said. “All of that’s right as rain.”

“And the father of the boys . . .” Flip said. “He’s no longer around?”

“Fell off a boxcar in a rail yard and died,” said the pastor. “That was four or five months ago, though it feels like I just did the service.”

Flip looked up from his notepad and squinted.

“A boxcar fall?”

“The physician said a clot of blood formed in his leg and traveled to his brain,” the pastor explained. “The man had no insurance on his life. There’s something of an informal railroad workers group in the neighborhood. They’ve been helping Gladys with money. So have we, to tell you plainly. The triplets were. . . let’s see. . . they were twelve years old. Gladys knew they would need to go to work soon without a daddy. Help provide. But with what’s happened now. . .”

The pastor paused a moment.

“It’s going to kill her. You know that, right? Whether you catch the man who did this or not . . . It’s going to literally kill her dead.”
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