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PROLOGUE

New York City, 23rd August 1900

The beer hall’s sole purpose was to make the burly men in lederhosen forget that they had left their home country for ever, and in this it was a great success.

They sat, squeezed tightly together, at the long wooden tables. Some rubbed shoulders with lifelong friends, some with casual acquaintances and some with men they had only just met. None of that mattered, because they were all Bavarians, and when one spoke of the mountains and lakes he had once known, they all pictured it in their minds.

They drank foaming beer from stone steins, and nibbled at large German sausages. They swayed – gently and in unison – to the syrupy music which was being pumped out by the two accordionists on the small stage. Occasionally, one of them would sing, and even if his voice was not particularly strong, the others would beat out the time on the table in a gesture of solidarity – for though they all led separate lives on the outside, in here they were a single entity.

But there was one man – alone at the bar counter – who stood out as different. It was not simply his clothing which distinguished him, though his sober suit certainly looked out of place. Nor was it the fact that he was not German–American. What truly set him apart was the fact that he was clearly not having a good time.

Inspector Patrick O’Brien took a listless sip of his beer and checked his pocket watch for perhaps the fifth or sixth time.

He felt a bubbling in his stomach – like Irish stew boiling over – and accepted, with some reluctance, that he was nervous. It was a new experience for him. He had spent the previous seven years investigating police corruption, and in that time there had been death threats – and even one actual assassination attempt – yet his nerve had held throughout it all. But this was different. This was more important. His fate – and the fate of others – was being held in the balance.

He checked his watch again.

His contact was late.

Very late.

A tuba player had now joined the accordionists on the stage, and the music, while not losing any of its sentimentality, had become more strident.

O’Brien fought the temptation to glance at his watch again, knowing that – at most – a minute had passed since he’d last looked at it.

‘Noch einer?’ asked the barman.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Would you like another beer?’

O’Brien looked down at his stein, and saw that it was nearly empty.

‘No, I... no, thank you, I’ve had enough.’

The barman gave him a look which said that a real man would be on his third or fourth drink by now, then turned away dismissively.

It had seemed like a good idea to arrange the rendezvous somewhere he was not known himself, but which was familiar territory to his contact, O’Brien thought. But now – as he saw that at least one of the drinkers was casting curious glances in his direction – he was beginning to think it had been a mistake.

And that was not the only mistake he had made.

It had been a mistake to go and see Senator Plunkitt – a sign of weakness that, even after this matter was resolved, a devious man like Plunkitt might be able to use against him.

His fingers instinctively reached for the chain which held his pocket watch, and it was only with considerable mental effort that he forced them to withdraw again.

Perhaps he should tell the barman that he wanted another beer after all, he thought, for though he was not normally much of a drinker, it might do him good to get really rolling drunk just this once.

‘Fool!’ he snapped at himself. ‘Coward!’

And it was only when the barman turned around and looked at him enquiringly that he realized he must not only have said the words aloud, but also rather loudly.

It was more to save an explanation, rather than for any other reason, that O’Brien turned and walked towards the frosted-glass door which led out of the beer hall.

It wasn’t a retreat, he told himself as he reached for the door handle. It wasn’t even a tactical withdrawal. He was simply leaving the place because there was no point in staying there any longer.

It was his natural caution, he had long been convinced, which had kept him alive for so long, and, once outside, O’Brien quickly checked the street.

There was not a great deal to see. The shops had closed, so both the shoppers and traders who had been so much in evidence when he’d entered the beer hall had now completely vanished. Nor was there any sign of any other foot traffic – those men set on drinking in a saloon had already reached their destination, and those men intending to leave a saloon and go home were certainly not planning to make any such move yet.

It was perhaps because the street was so tranquil that he was alarmed when, from the corner of his eye, he detected a sudden movement.

He turned quickly. From out of the shadows beyond the nearest street light, a figure had emerged, and was running towards him. His first instinct was to reach for his revolver, but then he let his hand fall to his side again.

The runner was only a boy – probably fourteen or fifteen at the most – and a very poor boy, judging by his threadbare jacket and shabby pants.

And was he – a police inspector – to take out his weapon to defend himself against a mere child?

Of course not!

Yet the closer the boy got to him, the more concerned Patrick O’Brien became.

In part, this was due to the way the boy was running – zigzagging as if he expected to come under fire at any moment.

In part, it was because, though it was a pleasantly warm evening, the boy had his cap pulled down over his eyes and had covered the lower half of his face with a muffler.

The boy was no more than a few yards away when he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pistol.

Cursing his own stupidity – his own complacency – O’Brien went for his revolver, this time in earnest. He did not want to kill a child, but since the child was clearly intending to kill him, he had very little choice in the matter.

His fingers had only just made contact with the handle of his Colt when he felt something slam heavily into his chest, and realized he had left it too late.

He staggered backwards, and was still trying to pull his weapon clear when the second jolt came, followed rapidly by a third.

His legs would no longer support him, and he fell heavily to the ground. He noted, with some surprise, that the fall seemed to have caused him more pain than the bullets.

So perhaps he was not badly wounded after all.

Perhaps he would survive.

But even if he lived, his recovery would take months, his fevered brain reminded him – and he did not have months, because what he needed to do, he needed to do now.

Maybe they’re nothing more than flesh wounds, he thought desperately. Maybe I’ll be back on my feet in a day or two.

But he knew that he had been hit three times – squarely in the chest. And he knew that the pain now coursing round his body was greater than any pain he had ever experienced before.

He heard the sound of fast footfalls as his assassin ran away.

And then he died.


ONE

Since the moment they had both embarked on the ship at Liverpool, Hiram Johnson had been fascinated by the brown-suited Englishman.

The suit itself had been the starting point of this fascination. It was, to be frank (and Johnson valued frankness as a thoroughly American virtue), not quite ‘the thing’. It might once, in its heyday, have been classified as a good suit, but those days of glory were far behind it now, and while such apparel might have gone unnoticed in the steerage section of the ship, it stood out like a sore thumb within the universe that was the second-class deck.

So why would a man who could afford to pay the forty dollars passage money not buy himself another, smarter suit? Johnson asked himself.

The man inside the suit was also worthy of further study. He was rather tall for an Englishman – over six foot – and as thin as a rail. Yet he seemed to exude great physical strength, and in a fight between him and one of the beefy bully-boys who swaggered around the Bowery, Johnson had no doubt which of the two he would put his money on.

Then there was the man’s general attitude. From the moment the ship had pulled away from the dock, the rest of the passengers had seemed positively desperate to mingle. They had attended the tea dances, dined at each other’s tables and had swapped their life stories with the reckless abandon of people who know they are never likely to meet again.

The man in the brown suit, in contrast, had kept himself very much aloof. From the very start of the journey, he had eaten alone, strolled around the deck by himself, and merely shaken his head – in a firm, though not unfriendly manner – when asked if he wished to join in any of the deck games.

Yet, for all that, it seemed to Hiram Johnson, the man in the brown suit had missed nothing – for all that, he had probably learned a great deal more about his fellow passengers than they (despite their loquaciousness) had learned about each other.

And so it had continued for the six days, one hour and seventeen minutes they had been on the ship. Now, as they were sailing towards the dock, the man in the brown suit stood on the deck, looking out over – and apparently absorbed by – the Manhattan skyline, and it seemed to Johnson that if he were ever to crack through the man’s shell, this was not only his last chance, but also the best one which had been presented so far.

He sidled up to the rail, coughed discreetly, and when the Englishman noticed him, held out his hand and said, ‘Hiram Johnson.’

He would only have been slightly surprised if the other man had turned away at that point, but instead the Englishman took the proffered hand and said, ‘Sam Blackstone.’

The man had a powerful grip, Johnson thought, but it was a natural power, rather than one designed to intimidate.

‘Could I ask you if this is your first visit to my country, Mr Blackstone?’ the American said.

‘Yes, it is.’

‘And what do you think of it?’

‘I’m impressed,’ Blackstone said.

Johnson felt a surge of satisfaction course through his veins.

‘And what, particularly, is it that you find impressive, Mr Blackstone?’ he asked.

‘Those very tall buildings, beyond the port. We don’t have anything like them back in London.’

Johnson nodded. He supposed it would have to have been that. It was the tall buildings just beyond the port which impressed everyone.

‘Over here, we call them skyscrapers,’ he said. ‘It’s a term that was originally applied to tall sails on ships, you know.’

‘Yes, I did know that,’ Blackstone replied, though without any hint of superiority in his voice.

‘They look like they’ve been here for ever, don’t they?’ Johnson continued. ‘As much a part of the natural landscape as your own baronial castles back in England?’

‘Well, perhaps not quite as much as the castles,’ Blackstone said, in polite disagreement.

‘No, perhaps not,’ Johnson conceded. ‘And, in fact, they haven’t been there very long at all. The first one was completed in ’89.’

‘Only eleven years ago,’ Blackstone said reflectively.

‘Only eleven years ago,’ Johnson echoed. ‘And that particular building has quite a story attached to it, if you’d care to hear it.’

‘I would,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘It all started when a smart young silk merchant by the name of Stearns bought a vacant lot at 50 Broadway. He planned to put up a building that he could rent out as offices, but the problem was that the frontage was only twenty-one and a half feet wide, and if he built it out of stone – which is what all buildings of that nature were built of at the time – the walls would be so thick there wouldn’t be enough space inside to turn a profit.’ Johnson chuckled. ‘And we Americans, you know, always want to turn a profit.’

‘So I’ve heard,’ Blackstone said.

‘Well, sir, Stearns pondered on the problem mightily, and then the solution came to him in a flash. Why not build it on a steel skeleton framework, a bit like a bridge – although in this case, the bridge would be standing on its end, rather than spanning a gap? If he did it that way, he argued, the walls would only have to be twelve inches thick, and need bear no weight at all.’

‘Very clever,’ Blackstone said.

‘Not everybody thought so. When the newspapers got to hear of it, they soon started calling it the Idiotic Building.’

Blackstone’s lips twitched, forming a slight smile. ‘That does sound rather unkind of them,’ he said.

‘Yes, it was rather unkind,’ Johnson agreed. ‘But you could see their point, because apart from Stearns and his architect – a guy called Gilbert – there wasn’t a soul in New York who didn’t believe that it would blow over in the first strong wind. Then, one Sunday morning in ’89 – when all thirteen floors had been finished and there was only the roof left to be put on – there was one God Almighty storm, with the winds reaching up to eighty miles an hour. Stearns and Gilbert rushed straight to their building, as you’d imagine they would, and by the time they arrived, there was already a crowd there – just waiting for it to come toppling down. And do you know what Gilbert did next?’

‘No, I don’t,’ Blackstone said.

‘He grabbed a plumb line and began to climb a ladder up the side of the building. The people who’d come to watch began screaming at him, telling him not to be such a reckless fool and to come down before he was killed. But he didn’t pay them no mind.’

‘A determined man.’

‘A very determined man. He climbed right to the top of that thirteen-floor building, and once he was there, he crawled on his hands and knees along the scaffolding, until he reached the very edge of the structure.’

‘This would be where the plumb line comes in,’ Blackstone suggested.

‘You’ve heard the story before, Mr Blackstone,’ Johnson said, sounding a little disappointed.

‘No, I promise you that I haven’t,’ Blackstone replied. ‘Do please go on, Mr Johnson.’

Well, Gilbert got the plumb line out of his pocket, held one end, and let the other – the one with the lead weight on it – fall towards the street. And there it was – hanging taut. Which meant, as I’m sure you’ll appreciate, that the building wasn’t vibrating at all. And that day, sir,’ Hiram Johnson said, with an impressive swelling to his voice which indicated he was reaching the grand finale of his story, ‘was the day that changed the history of New York City.’

‘Is that the place?’ Blackstone asked, pointing at a domed building in the distance.

‘Why, no sir, that’s the Pulitzer Building. It’s named after its owner, Joseph Pulitzer, the publisher of the New York World newspaper, and that’s got a story of its own.’

The ship had almost reached the dock, and already there was a flurry of activity, as stevedores prepared to unload the cargo, and customs offices stood waiting to come on board. Within half an hour or so, he would be on American soil for the first time in his life, Blackstone thought.

‘I said, the Pulitzer Building’s got a story of its own,’ Johnson repeated. ‘Would you care to hear that, too?’

Blackstone smiled again. ‘Why not?’

‘Pulitzer’s a Hungarian by birth,’ Johnson said. He paused. ‘I guess that’s somewhere in Europe.’

‘Yes, it is,’ Blackstone confirmed.

‘Joe came here in the Fifties, and when the Civil War broke out in ’61, he already felt patriotic enough about his new home to join the Union Army as a cavalryman. Well, one day, when he was on a short leave in New York City, he went into French’s Hotel in search of some refreshment, but the management was worried his frayed uniform might offend some of their fancier guests, so they refused to serve him.’

‘Bastards,’ said Blackstone, who had been a soldier himself, and knew all about frayed uniforms.

‘Joe survived the war, and started his newspaper, which became a big success, and when he’d made enough money, he bought French’s Hotel outright, had it razed to the ground, and put the Pulitzer Building there in its place.’

‘So the story had a happy ending,’ Blackstone said.

‘Yes, it did,’ Johnson said, though that was not the point of his story at all. ‘But do you know why he built it so tall?’

‘Because he needed a great deal of space to run his newspaper properly?’ Blackstone guessed.

‘That’s part of the answer, but only part of it. You see, the World’s two biggest rivals, the Sun and the Herald, have their offices nearby, and Joe wanted his building to dwarf theirs. The popular tale is that he said he wanted a building in which his editors only had to go to the window in order to spit on the Sun, but I believe – if you’ll excuse the crudity – that what he actually said was that they only had to go to the window in order to piss on it.’

‘That sounds more like a Hungarian,’ Blackstone said in a tone which left the American unsure whether he was joking or not.

‘So that’s the building he wanted, and that’s what he got,’ Hiram Johnson continued. ‘It’s three hundred and nine feet tall, which makes it the tallest building in the whole wide world.’

‘But from what I’ve already learned about you Americans, I don’t think it will be the tallest building in the world for long.’

‘I do believe you’re right, sir,’ Johnson agreed.

‘And this Joe Pulitzer bloke started out with nothing,’ Blackstone said thoughtfully.

‘And he started out with nothing,’ Johnson confirmed.

‘So it would seem that this really is the land of opportunity.’

‘It is, sir. We pride ourselves on the fact.’

The ship had docked, and no sooner had the gangplank been lowered than a stream of people poured down it. There were men, women and children, all poorly dressed (though not a great deal more poorly than Blackstone himself), and they carried their possessions in a variety of carpet bags, sacks and small steamer trunks. The dockside police had been waiting for them, and shepherded them towards a number of moored barges.

‘Where are they going?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Ellis Island,’ Hiram Johnson told him. ‘It’s out in the bay. It’s where they’ll be processed.’

‘And will you and I be going out to this Ellis Island, too?’ Blackstone wondered aloud.

‘No, sir, we will not. It’s only the steerage passengers who are taken to the island. We’ll be processed on board the ship.’

‘So despite this being the land of opportunity, there’s still one law for the rich and another for the poor?’

Johnson chuckled. ‘Now you’re catching on,’ he said. ‘The preamble to our Declaration of Independence says, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal.” However, if you read between the lines, it also says, “But if you think the rich will get the same treatment as the poor, you must be crazy”.’

He paused, as if suddenly concerned that having held his country up as a shining example, he had now said something which might tarnish it in Blackstone’s eyes.

‘Of course, with the numbers involved, we’ve no choice in the matter,’ he continued hastily. ‘Why, last year alone, a million and a half people passed through Ellis Island. There simply wouldn’t be the space to process that many people anywhere else.’

‘You’re probably right,’ Blackstone agreed non-committally.

A new thought came into Johnson’s mind. It had been his mission to find out more about the other man, and in that he had failed miserably. Where he should have been asking shrewd questions, he had fallen into the trap of instead boosting his home country. Where he should have been analysing responses, he had instead provided responses to be analysed.

Well, there were still a few minutes left, and he was determined to make the best of them.

‘So, tell me, Mr Blackstone, what brings you to the United States of America?’ he asked. ‘Business?’

‘I suppose you could say it was business, in a way,’ the other man replied enigmatically.

‘You’re a salesman perhaps?’ Johnson suggested, though Blackstone’s shabby suit seemed to argue against that possibility. ‘That’s my own particular line of work, you know.’

‘I’d never have guessed that,’ Blackstone said, and once again the American was not sure whether he was joking or not.

‘Yes, I represent Buffalo Pharmaceuticals,’ Johnson continued. ‘We started out small, but we’re growing bigger every day, and now we even have a European office, which is why I happen to be...’ He paused, conscious of the fact that he had allowed himself to drift away from his intended aim again. ‘So are you a salesman?’ he asked, getting back on course.

‘No,’ Blackstone said, ‘I’m not.’

‘Then perhaps you’re an engineer of some kind?’ Johnson said doggedly. ‘A railway engineer? We’re very big on railways in America.’

‘No, not that, either,’ Blackstone replied. For a moment he said no more, then – perhaps deciding it would be rude to supply no details at all – he added, ‘I’m here to pick up a man, and escort him back to England.’

‘Then you’re kinda like the Pinkertons?’ Johnson exclaimed.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘They’re a big detective agency, but most of their work doesn’t involve detecting at all. Their main business comes from providing protection. I suppose you’d call them bodyguards.’

‘Ah!’ Blackstone said.

If that was Blackstone’s line of work, it would certainly explain his innate hardness and aloofness, Hiram Johnson thought. It would even explain why he felt under no compulsion to be more smartly kitted out. Because if you were willing to entrust your life to a man – and he was good at his job – you wouldn’t give a damn how he dressed.

Blackstone had still neither denied nor confirmed that this was his line of work.

‘So you’re a bodyguard of some sort?’ Johnson repeated.

‘In a way, I suppose I am,’ Blackstone conceded, smiling again, but very thinly this time. ‘It is my job to see that nothing untoward happens to the man who I’m picking up until he’s safely back in London.’

What a very strange way to phrase it, Johnson thought.

‘And will something “untoward” happen to him once he is back in London?’ he asked jovially.

‘That would depend on your point of view,’ Blackstone said. ‘I wouldn’t regard it as untoward at all. In fact, I would see it as a very satisfactory conclusion to the whole affair. But I suspect the man I’m escorting won’t see it in quite the same way.’

‘Why? What will happen to him?’ Johnson asked, with an eagerness to know which almost made his question a demand.

‘Once back in London, his accommodation will be provided for him. So will his food, and though, for the most part it will be pretty plain fare, he will be allowed to order whatever he wishes on his last night in that accommodation.’

‘Oh,’ Johnson said, disappointed at the mundane nature of the answer. And then something in the back of his brain picked up on the last few words and decided they were important.

‘On his last night there?’ he repeated.

‘Before he goes on his short journey,’ Blackstone explained.

But that was no explanation at all, Johnson thought.

‘The man will be going on a short journey, will he?’ he asked.

‘A very short one,’ Blackstone agreed. ‘It can’t be more than twelve yards from the condemned cell to the gallows.’


TWO

The first-class passengers, whose carriages were already waiting in attendance on the dockside, were the first to disembark. They did so at a slow, stately pace (as suited their exalted position), and were seemingly unaware of the inconvenience this caused the second-class passengers who, once they had finally disembarked themselves, would be forced to rush towards the cab rank in order to secure one of the waiting vehicles.

Blackstone did not mind the delay. He had spent six days at sea, in a cabin which, while it would no doubt have horrified the people who were used to plush staterooms, had seemed perfectly adequate to him. He had enjoyed his food and the sea air, and – even more importantly – he had enjoyed the leisure.

Six days of doing nothing! He couldn’t remember when he had last spent six whole days doing nothing, because he was too good a copper to rest while crimes were being committed – and crimes were always being committed.

He had, he now admitted to himself, even been half-expecting that there would be a murder on the ship in the mid-Atlantic, because it somehow didn’t seem quite right that he should be allowed this treat. But there had been no murder, and now he felt more rested and relaxed than he had in years.

He chuckled softly to himself, as his mind drifted back to that morning, only a week earlier, when Sir Roderick Todd had summarily called him to his office.

It had been some time since Blackstone had been commanded to appear before Todd, and he hadn’t minded that one iota.

He didn’t like the man. Todd was both a complete idiot and an opium addict, though the inspector was not sure which of those had come first. He was, moreover, a terrible snob, who would almost rather have had cases go unsolved than have the solution come from an ex-army sergeant who had been brought up in an orphanage – and who clearly did not think, as he was supposed to, that the sun shone out of the assistant commissioner’s backside.

‘Do you remember a villain called James Duffy?’ Todd demanded, by way of greeting.

Blackstone grimaced at Todd’s use of the word ‘villain’. The AC had used it to show that he was a hard-nosed copper who lived and breathed the London underworld, whereas the truth was that the closest he got to it was the occasional view from his carriage window.

‘Yes, I remember him, sir,’ Blackstone said. ‘Ran a brothel in the East End, and just to keep his girls in line, he’d cut off one of their heads now and again. I arrested him, and he was sentenced to hang, but then some silly bugger in Pentonville slipped up, and he managed to escape.’

‘I have long believed that he fled to America, and now I appear to have been proved right,’ Todd said.

Long believed, Blackstone repeated silently to himself.

Proved right!

The assistant commissioner, Blackstone suspected, had never even heard Duffy’s name until that morning, and now he was trying to create the impression that if the man had been tracked down, it was entirely due to his own efforts.

‘Yes, it appears the police department in New York City has detained a man who might well be Duffy,’ Todd continued. ‘But there is a problem.’

How he liked to pad it out, Blackstone thought. How much the assistant commissioner loved the sound of his own voice.

‘A problem, sir?’ he said.

‘That is correct. They are not prepared to extradite the man until they’re sure he really is Duffy.’

‘Then we should send them a set of his fingerprints, sir.’

‘We’re talking about colonials, here,’ Todd said, a sneer entering his voice. ‘We’re talking of people who speak English – just about – but are otherwise completely backward.’

It was clear that Todd had never read Mark Twain, Nathaniel Hawthorne or Herman Melville, Blackstone told himself.

‘Is that right, sir?’ he asked. ‘Backward?’

‘Indeed. And a prime example of this is that the American so-called police forces don’t use fingerprinting.’

‘In that case, sir, I don’t see how we’ll ever be able to prove whether it’s Duffy or not.’

‘Of course you don’t,’ Todd agreed. ‘But, you see, I do. I know how to use my brain, Inspector – which is why I’m sitting behind this desk and you’re standing in front of it.’

‘I knew there had to be some reason for it, sir,’ Blackstone said. ‘Thank you for explaining it to me.’

Todd looked at him suspiciously. ‘Are you being insolent, Inspector? Or, perhaps, in the interest of strictest accuracy, I should say, are you being insolent again?’

‘Of course not, sir,’ Blackstone assured him.

‘Good,’ Todd said. ‘Would you now like to hear how I’ve solved this problem to which you see no solution?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind, sir.’

‘The New York Police have agreed that if one Scotland Yard officer can personally identify the man as Duffy, that will be sufficient cause to extradite him. And that officer, Inspector Blackstone, will be you.’

‘You want me to go to America, sir?’

‘Good Lord, but you do catch on quickly,’ Todd said sarcastically. ‘You sail from Liverpool the day after tomorrow.’

‘First class, I take it,’ Blackstone said, before he could stop himself.

Todd glared at him. ‘You’ll be travelling second class,’ he said. ‘And you can thank your lucky stars you’re even doing that, because, if it wasn’t for the need to uphold the dignity of Scotland Yard in the eyes of the travelling public, I’d have booked you into steerage, with the rest of the riff-raff.’ He glanced up at the clock on the wall. ‘I assume you have no questions.’

‘Well, sir, I was wondering—’

‘Good, because I’m a busy man, and I’ve already spent more than enough time on this minor matter. You can go, Inspector.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ Blackstone said.

He had almost reached the door when he heard Todd say, ‘Actually, there’s one question I’d like to ask you.’

Blackstone turned around again. ‘Yes, sir?’

‘Are you a good sailor, Inspector?’ the assistant commissioner asked.

‘I’m afraid not,’ Blackstone replied. ‘I think I must have been at the back of the queue when they were handing out sea legs.’

Todd permitted himself one of his rare smiles. ‘Excellent,’ he said.

Blackstone had lied about the sea legs, of course, but it had been a lie with a purpose. Because if Todd had even suspected that he would enjoy the trip, the assistant commissioner would have done his damnedest to make sure somebody else – anybody else – was sent instead.

It was as Blackstone was walking down the gangplank that he first noticed the man standing directly in his path. He was a young man, not more than twenty-five or twenty-six. He had a straw boater on his head and was dressed in a white linen suit, which matched his white bow tie. In his hands, he held a large piece of cardboard, on which he had written – in impeccable script – the words ‘Inspector Blackstone, New Scotland Yard’.

The last three words seemed a little unnecessary to Blackstone, but since this was clearly his reception committee of one, he walked over to the young man and said, ‘I’m Blackstone.’

His words had an instantaneous effect. The young man immediately let the card fall, and before it had even had time to reach the ground, he was already holding out his hand.

‘Gosh, this is a real honour, sir,’ he said, as he pumped Blackstone’s hand up and down.

‘Is it always this hot here?’ Blackstone asked, loosening his tie with his free hand.

‘Hot?’ the young man repeated, as if, in his bubbling enthusiasm, he had not even noticed the temperature. ‘Oh, hot! Yeah, this is New York City in July, and it is always hot.’ He continued pumping away at Blackstone’s hand. ‘I have to tell you, sir, you have absolutely no idea how long I’ve been waiting to finally meet a real police detective.’

‘Oh?’ Blackstone replied, mystified. ‘I shouldn’t have thought it would have been difficult to meet one in a city this size. The police force must have hundreds of detectives on its strength.’

‘It does, and I’m one of them,’ the young man said, finally releasing his grip. ‘I’m Detective Sergeant Alexander Meade.’

‘Then I don’t see what you meant,’ Blackstone confessed. ‘If you’re a police detective...’

‘I said a real police detective, sir,’ Meade said. ‘Not just a man who carries a badge, but one who solves real crimes.’

‘But don’t the—?’

‘Oh, things are a little better since the Lexow Committee completed its investigation,’ Meade interrupted, ‘but not that much better. The problem is Tammany Hall, you see. Always was. And until we can get rid of it, there’ll never be a major improvement.’

‘Is that right?’ Blackstone asked, and he was thinking that while they were undoubtedly talking the same language, the young sergeant might as well have been speaking Hindustani for all the sense he was making.

Blackstone had always thought the traffic on London’s streets was bad enough. But compared to Manhattan, those streets were country lanes. Carriage fought against carriage to gain the advantage. Long, single-decker horse-drawn buses – which Meade informed him were called ‘streetcars’ in New York – moved at a ponderous pace most of the time, yet seemed to put on a malicious burst of speed when they saw the opportunity of blocking the progress of other vehicles. Electric taxi cabs hooted their horns in frustration as the drivers fretted that their batteries would be drained before they reached their destination. And, overhead, the elevated railway – the ‘El’, Meade called it – thundered along, pushing clouds of smoke into the sky and filling the air beneath it with small, glowing cinders.

‘You have an underground railway in London, don’t you?’ Meade asked, across the carriage which was taking the two of them to the Mulberry Street police headquarters.

‘Yes, we do,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘A well-established underground railway.’

‘It’s certainly been around for quite some time.’

‘We could have had one for “quite some time”, too,’ Meade said gloomily. ‘The mayor was talking about building one twelve years ago. But Tammany Hall didn’t like the idea, you see, because most of the guys who work for Tammany have got shares in the streetcars and the El.’

‘That’s the second time you’ve mentioned Tammany Hall,’ Blackstone pointed out. ‘What exactly is it?’

‘It’s complicated,’ Meade said, in a tone which suggested that he really didn’t want to talk about it. ‘And, hell, I didn’t volunteer for this assignment in order to tell you about New York’s problems. I want to hear what it’s like to work in the famous Scotland Yard, so give me some of the juice.’

It was complicated to talk about the workings of the Metropolitan Police, too, but Blackstone did his best, and all the time he was speaking, Meade listened with rapt attention.

‘It’s like I always imagined,’ Meade said, almost dreamily, when Blackstone had finished. ‘You don’t rely almost entirely on the words of crooked informers to make your cases. You don’t beat a confession out of the nearest available suspect. You conduct investigations. You follow clues.’

‘Well, yes, I suppose we do,’ Blackstone admitted. ‘But then, don’t all police forces—?’

‘Gee, I’d love to work with you,’ Meade interrupted him. ‘I’d learn so much from the experience.’

Was Meade doing no more than serving up a dish of gently warmed flattery seasoned with faux-admiration? Blackstone wondered.

Or was it merely that he hated his own job so much that he simply refused to see any of the virtues of the New York Police Department?

Whichever it was, the young man’s attitude was making him feel distinctly uncomfortable.

‘I’m sure your own police department is, in its own way, just as good, and just as bad, as the Met,’ he said.

Meade’s face darkened, and, as it did, the expression of youthful enthusiasm it had been displaying quite melted away.

‘The police in New York City have two functions – and two functions only,’ he said.

‘And what are they?’ Blackstone asked.

‘To protect the rich, and to line their own pockets,’ Meade replied. The carriage came to a sudden, juddering halt. ‘We’re here,’ the sergeant continued. ‘This is 300 Mulberry Street. Our headquarters – the very heart of stinking police corruption.’
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The Mulberry Street police headquarters was five storeys high (including the basement) and was sandwiched between a slightly shorter building to its left and a slightly taller one to its right. Each floor had ten windows looking out on to the street. Its architectural style was decidedly Georgian – though Blackstone doubted that a country which had fought two wars against King George would ever have used that term to describe it. It was a pleasant, solid-enough building, though it was nothing like as impressive as New Scotland Yard.

‘There are plans afoot to build a new headquarters,’ Meade said, almost as if he’d read Blackstone’s mind. ‘It’s going to be neoclassical. We just love neoclassical, here in the States.’

And why wouldn’t you? Blackstone asked himself, continuing his earlier train of thought. After all, the ancient Greeks never tried to tax your tea, and it certainly wasn’t the Romans who burned down your White House.

The Mulberry Street desk sergeant sat at his desk. A pile of white forms were close to his left hand and a stack of blue ones were close to his right, but he did not appear to be showing much enthusiasm for either set of documents. He had, Blackstone decided, the same air of weariness and cynicism about him as seemed to be the lot of every desk sergeant, everywhere.

‘This is Inspector Blackstone of New Scotland Yard, London, England,’ Alex Meade announced, with considerable gravity. ‘He has come here to identify his suspect.’

The desk sergeant looked up with a blank expression in his eyes. Then enlightenment dawned.

‘Oh, yeah, the Limey cop,’ he said.

‘The Limey inspector,’ Meade said, somewhat rebuking.

‘Sure,’ the sergeant agreed easily. ‘We got your guy down in the cells. Wanna see him?’

‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ Blackstone said.

‘Why would I mind?’ the sergeant replied. ‘He’s down in the basement. Go see him.’

‘I expect that the inspector would appreciate an escort down to the cells,’ Meade said.

‘For what?’ the sergeant wondered. ‘He wants to know what direction to go in, he can ask. An’ he should recognize the prisoner when he sees him, ’cos he’s the one on the wrong side of the bars.’

A look of concern and uncertainty was spreading across Alexander Meade’s face.

He was embarrassed by the way his guest was being treated by the desk sergeant, Blackstone thought, but he was still unsure whether saying anything further would make the situation better, or if it would simply make it worse.

The phone rang on the sergeant’s desk, and the sergeant picked up the earpiece.

‘The Limey cop, sir?’ he asked, once he’d listened to the man on the other end of the line for a moment. ‘Yes, sir, he’s...’

The sergeant’s expression suddenly grew more alert – and perhaps a little troubled.

‘Yes, sir, Inspector Blackstone, that’s who I meant...’ he continued. ‘No, I... I’ll get right on to it, sir.’

He hung the earpiece up, and turned to Blackstone.

‘Would you mind waiting here for a few minutes, while we make the necessary arrangements, sir?’ he asked, in a voice which was now unashamedly ingratiating.

‘What arrangements?’ Meade enquired.

‘The arrangements that need to be arranged,’ said the desk sergeant, whose instructions to be pleasant clearly had not extended to being pleasant to Sergeant Meade.

It was the desk sergeant himself who, ten minutes later, escorted Blackstone down the steps to the basement cells.

Though there were several such cells there, only one of them was occupied, and the inspector immediately recognized the man staring at him through the bars as James Duffy.

Blackstone turned on his heel, and began to walk back towards the stairs.

‘Hold on,’ the desk sergeant said, taking him by the arm.

‘Yes?’ Blackstone replied.

‘Is that it? You ain’t even talked to the guy.’

‘There’s no need to talk to him,’ Blackstone said. ‘That’s James Duffy. There’s no doubt about it.’

‘Yeah, but I think you should still talk to him,’ the sergeant, said, beginning to sound a little desperate.

‘Why?’

‘Well, ’cos...’cos...’

‘Yes?’

‘’Cos the commissioner don’t want no mistakes.’

‘There is no mistake.’

‘Talk to the prisoner, can’t you?’ the desk sergeant asked, wheedling.

‘Why should I?’

‘Do it as a favour to me.’

‘As a favour to you?’ Blackstone said. ‘Why should I do you a favour? Ah, now I see. Since we’re already such good pals...’

‘OK, I admit that I was bit rough on you when you came in,’ the desk sergeant conceded. ‘But I was busy!’

‘Yes, it must have been hard work staring at all those forms,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘An’ if you want anything at all while you’re in New York,’ the sergeant said, ‘booze, a girl... a boy even...’

‘I’ll talk to the prisoner,’ Blackstone said quickly, before the offers could get any worse.

‘Thanks,’ the desk sergeant said, turning on his own heel and almost rushing for the stairs.

‘Wait a minute,’ Blackstone called after him. ‘Don’t you want to be here when I question the suspect?’

‘Hell, no,’ the sergeant said over his shoulder. as he mounted the first step.

Blackstone walked towards the cell. He remembered James Duffy as a vicious brute, and it was clear from the way he looked now that his time in America had not changed him.

Yet Duffy himself seemed quite pleased to see his visitor, and even gave him a crooked smile as he said, ‘Hello, Mr Blackstone.’

‘What’s been happening to you in the last ten minutes?’ the inspector demanded.

‘Happening to me?’ Duffy asked, mystified.

‘The sergeant said I could see you straight away, then he got a phone call, and suddenly I couldn’t see you at all until arrangements had been made. So what were those arrangements?’

‘Oh, that,’ Duffy said. ‘They moved me, didn’t they?’

‘From where to where?’

‘From the cell on the end of the row to the one that I’m in now.’

Blackstone walked to the end of the row and inspected the other cell. It seemed identical, in every way, to the one Duffy was currently occupying.

Which was strange.

‘So, how are you, Jimmy?’ he asked the prisoner.

‘On top of the world, Mr Blackstone,’ Duffy replied. ‘Best fing I ever did, coming to America.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘It’s a land of opportunity, ain’t it? If yer’ve got a bit of go about yer, yer can make a fortune.’

‘And have you made a fortune?’

Duffy smirked. ‘I’ve done all right. Even in prison, yer looked after if yer’ve got the dosh to pay for special treatment – which I have.’

‘Then it should be some consolation to you to know that when you hang, you’ll hang as a rich man,’ Blackstone said.

‘Fing is, Inspector, I don’t ’ave to ’ang at all, when you fink about it,’ Duffy said.

‘No?’

‘No! The Yanks won’t send me back unless you say I’m the man yer looking for.’

‘True,’ Blackstone agreed.

‘And for five ’undred dollars, most men I know would be willin’ to say almost anyfing.’

Blackstone smiled. ‘But there are some men who wouldn’t settle for less than a thousand,’ he pointed out.

Duffy grinned back at him. ‘Yer drive an ’ard bargain, don’t yer, Mr Blackstone?’ he said. ‘But since you seem to be ’olding all the cards, let’s call it a fousand.’

‘And just what makes you think that you can bribe me, Jimmy?’ Blackstone asked.

The other man shrugged. ‘Every man ’as ’is price, Mr Blackstone. That’s somefink they understand over ’ere. Why do you fink the desk sergeant left when he did?’

‘I don’t know. You tell me.’

‘So we could get on wiv our negotiation in peace an’ quiet. Course, ’e’ll demand ’is cut, which is fair enough – but if I was you, I wouldn’t give him more than ten per cent.’

‘I intend to give him fifty per cent,’ Blackstone said.

‘That’s up to you, but I wouldn’t...’

‘Or even a hundred per cent! Because a hundred per cent of nothing is still nothing.’

‘Yer what?’ Duffy asked.

‘I’ve seen what you did to one of your victims,’ Blackstone told him. ‘Her name was Maggie Blair, and you cut her head off with a saw. At what stage in that grisly process did she die?’

Duffy shrugged. ‘’Ard to say. But it wasn’t my fault that it ’appened, Mr Blackstone.’

‘Then whose fault was it?’

‘Maggie’s. She was asking for it. The little slut simply wouldn’t do as she was told.’

‘And having seen her,’ Blackstone continued, ‘there’s no amount of money in the world that would compensate me for missing the sight of you dangling at the end of a rope.’

‘All right, all right, two fousand, then,’ Duffy said.

‘Not if you were to offer me a million,’ Blackstone told him.

‘Four fousand,’ Duffy said desperately. ‘That’s all the money I’ve got. I swear it.’

‘If they calculate the drop right, then when the trapdoor opens, the fall breaks your neck, you know,’ Blackstone said, conversationally. ‘They say it’s an instant death, but it isn’t.’

‘I just ain’t got more than four fousand, Mr Blackstone,’ Duffy whined.

‘There are still what the doctors call “vital signs of life” for at least half an hour after that,’ Blackstone continued. ‘It’s widely believed that since you’re unconscious for that time, you don’t feel a thing, but who knows whether that’s true or not?’

‘I... I...’ Duffy gasped.

‘You’ll know, Jimmy,’ Blackstone said. ‘Hanging there, soaked in your own shit – because your bowels will open, like they always do – you’ll know. But the pity of it is, you’ll never be able to tell me.’

There was the sound of trickling water, and looking down at the leg of Duffy’s prison uniform, Blackstone saw that the man had wet himself.

He nodded his head, with satisfaction at a job well done.

‘If it feels like that now, just imagine how it will feel when they’re actually putting the rope around your neck,’ he said.

Then, without another word, he turned and walked towards the steps.

When Blackstone appeared at the head of the stairs, the first thing the desk sergeant did was to look up at the wall clock.

‘You were talkin’ to him for six minutes,’ he said. ‘Maybe six and a half minutes.’

‘And was that long enough?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Long enough for what?’ the sergeant countered, a shifty, evasive look coming into his eye.

‘Long enough to satisfy whoever it was told you to get me talking to Duffy in the first place.’

‘I have no idea what you mean,’ the sergeant said.

‘So if you have no idea, you – and whoever put you up to it – won’t be expecting a cut of the bribe, then?’ Blackstone asked.

The sergeant paled. ‘Don’t tell me... don’t tell me you took a bribe. Not with the...’

‘Not with the what?’ Blackstone asked.

‘Well, if you did take one, it don’t have nothin’ to do with me,’ the sergeant said, ignoring the question.

‘Not with the what?’ Blackstone persisted.

‘I swear before God that my slate is clean, an’ I’m innocent on all counts,’ the sergeant said, as if he was already addressing the court.

This was beginning to sound like a conversation between a dog and duck, Blackstone decided – because not only was it not going anywhere, but it seemed increasing unlikely that it ever would go anywhere.

‘Do you know if the police department has booked me into some sort of lodgings?’ he asked.

He certainly hoped it had, because the weather had been unpleasantly warm even when he’d landed, and as the morning had progressed it had grown even hotter. Now, with his shirt stuck to his back and small rivers of sweat cascading down his neck, what he wanted – more than anything else in the whole world – was a good cold bath.

‘Lodgings?’ the sergeant repeated. ‘Oh, yeah, you got a room booked for you at –’ he rifled through the stack of paper to his left – ‘the Mayfair Hotel.’

‘Is that far from here?’

‘Maybe five minutes.’

‘Then if you’ll give me instructions on how to find it, I’d like to go there now.’

‘There ain’t time,’ the desk sergeant said. ‘Sergeant Meade’s expectin’ to take you out to lunch at twelve.’

Blackstone glanced up at the wall clock.

‘It’s only just after ten thirty now,’ he said. ‘If my lodgings are only five minutes away...’

‘An’ before that, we’ve got your meeting,’ the sergeant said.

‘My meeting?’ Blackstone repeated. ‘What meeting is that?’

‘The one with Commissioner Comstock,’ the sergeant told him.
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