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Summer, 1952. Twenty powerful men gather in secret and devise 
a plot to manipulate the President of the United States.

Soon after, writer Eddie Wesley leaves a party hosted by affluent 
and influential members of black society, and discovers a body. 
The murdered man had an unusual gold cross gripped between 
his hands and Eddie is determined to find out why he was killed 
and what the cross signifies. 

But then Eddie’s sister Junie becomes entangled in an underground
movement and vanishes…

Is her disappearance connected to the conspiracy to control the
President of the United States?
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“O, that the years had language!”

—Eloise Bibb


PROLOGUE

The Council

The lawyer was nervous, and that was odd. His hands trembled on the steering wheel, and that was odder still. He had learned in the war that there was no sin in being afraid as long as the others never knew. He understood that courage was a discipline. As was confidence. In the marble caverns of Wall Street, the lawyer intimidated all around him with his breadth of knowledge and speed of mind. In the boardrooms of his clients, he had no equal. On his rare forays into the courtroom, he charmed the judges with his wit and persuaded them with his force. He had commanded a company of Rangers in North Africa and Europe. He provided his adoring wife and children with a house in the suburbs, equipped with every modern convenience. It was the summer of 1952, the era of such men as himself. The United States was about to elect a military man its President. The nation’s steelmakers had just crushed a nationwide strike. The Congress was about to add the words “Under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. American science had invented a way to phone from California to New York without using an operator. Some people insisted on calling attention to the nation’s imperfections. But the lawyer believed in quiet progress. Quiet, gradual progress. The nation would move forward in its good time. So calm down, he commanded himself, annoyed to discover that he was drumming his fingers on the dash.

He tightened his grip on the wheel.

The driveway was full of cars. The house was long and low. Golden light spilled invitingly from the windows. Still the lawyer hesitated. August air, loamy and rich, drifted into the car. Clouds hid the moon, but the forecasted rain had yet to arrive. The lawyer glanced at the glowering sky and endured a shivering premonition of death. Fighting his growing unease, the lawyer focused his mind on the image of his wife’s glowing face. He shut his eyes and listened to her teasing South Carolina drawl. Calmer now, he reminded himself why he was here.

Dinner and conversation, his host had said, smiling, over coffee in Manhattan. And stag only. No wives.

Why no wives? the lawyer had asked, not unreasonably.

Trust me.

The lawyer had been too savvy to press. His host knew people, and the kind of people he knew, knew other people. Then, too, his host had raised the return of favors to an art form. Everyone wanted to be in his good graces. As successful as the lawyer’s career might have been so far, there were always higher rungs on the ladder. Courtesy and curiosity pushed him forward. When his host mentioned the name of some of the others who were expected to attend, the lawyer was hooked.

He climbed out of the car.

Laughter wafted from the house, and, beneath it, music, scratchy and low. The lawyer practiced his courtroom smile. The music was classical but fluffy. The lawyer fortified himself with the knowledge that his host was no Renaissance man. The disciplined confidence he had learned in the war was returning. He mounted the steps jauntily, ready to be the star of the evening.

About to ring the bell, he noticed a much younger man standing at ease on the grass, his face in shadow, his smooth hair pale and bright in the light from within. Odd. No aides, tonight’s host had insisted. No drivers. No bodyguards. And this in a crowd whose members tended to possess several of each.

The lawyer rang, then turned to the stranger to say hello. But the blond man had vanished so thoroughly into the inky darkness that the lawyer began to doubt whether he had seen him at all.

Never mind. Focus. Scintillate. Intimidate.

The door swung open. The lawyer stepped inside.

When he emerged, it was well past four in the morning. He was dizzy from lack of sleep, and too much good food and excellent claret. He was among the last to leave. Their host had worked out a departure schedule, according to some scheme none of them understood. And yet they did as he proposed, accepting without a murmur of complaint his insistence on security against threats he refused to disclose. He had a hypnotic aspect, the lawyer decided. Mesmerizing. He would have been fantastic in the courtroom. He planned everything with care. Even the number of guests turned out to be a symbol of their undertaking.

The lawyer stood beside his car, fingers touching the door without quite opening it. The dew made the surface shine. He was shivering harder now than he had been on arrival. And not from cold. The host had unveiled his plan, and it turned out to be, like the man himself, brilliant, complex, efficient. The lawyer had sat there with the others, the whole room entranced as their host strode up and down in front of the fire, eyes bright and alive, filling in some details, leaving others for later discovery. One by one, the men at dinner had nodded. Some of the most powerful men in the country, and they had all nodded. Yes. Yes. And yes again. They were on board. The lawyer had nodded along with the rest, but his nod had been a lie.

The lawyer thought the plan, for all its brilliance, was evil.

There was no other word.

The plan might even accomplish its ends. Many evil plans did. The lawyer had seen enough of life to know that the triumph of good was anything but inevitable. The triumph of good in the last war had cost the world millions of souls.

The lawyer slipped behind the wheel. What was it about him that had made their host think he would join willingly so wicked a plan? Did the man really think so little of him? Maybe so. Maybe with reason. He thought about the men in the room, smoking their cigars, drinking their wine, nodding their heads. His career would likely sky-rocket if he went along with them. The future stretched ahead of him, an endless golden band.

With brimstone waiting at the far end.

He knew what his wife would say. She was a wonderful woman, but she had been pampered and sheltered all her life. She did not understand how, in the world of men, sometimes you had to sup with the devil at least for a while, in order to—

“Did you need anything, sir?”

The lawyer turned, startled. The blond man was leaning close, smiling politely through the open window. He had crept up on the car without giving the smallest hint of his approach. Even in the Rangers the lawyer had known no one as stealthy. The lawyer started to answer, then hesitated. The cobalt eyes said that the blond man knew his every thought. The gaze was at once pitying and spiritless, the gaze of an executioner.

“I’m fine,” the lawyer said, after his stomach finished twisting and turning. “Fine, thank you!”

“Good meeting?”

“Oh, yes. Absolutely.”

“Travel safely, sir.”

“I will. Thanks again.”

Driving off, the lawyer felt a flooding relief, as if he had escaped from Hell. His murder was still thirty months away.


CHAPTER 1

Hitting the Town

(I)

HAD EDDIE WESLEY been a less reliable man, he would never have stumbled over the body, chased Junie to Tennessee, battled the devils to a draw, and helped to topple a President. But Eddie was blessed or perhaps cursed with a dependability that led to a lack of prudence in pursuing his devotion. He loved only two women in his life, loved them both with a recklessness that often made him a difficult man to like, and thus was able, when the moment arrived, to save the country he had come to hate.

A more prudent man might have failed.

As for Aurelia, she arrived with her own priorities, very conventional, very American, and so from the start very different from Eddie’s. Once they went their separate ways, there was no earthly reason to suppose the two of them would join forces, even after the events of that fateful Palm Sunday and what happened in Hong Kong—but join they did, by necessity more than choice, fighting on alone when everybody else had quit or died.

Almost everybody.

(II)

Edward Trotter Wesley Junior breezed into Harlem in May of 1954, just days after the Supreme Court outlawed racial segregation in public schools, a landmark decision that Eddie was certain must conceal some sort of dirty trick. He possessed a degree from Amherst, a couple of undistinguished years of graduate work at Brown, a handful of social connections through his mother, and a coveted job on the Amsterdam News, although he quit in disgust three months after starting. He had not realized, he explained in a letter to his beloved sister Junie, how very small and unimportant the position was. Junie, in a mischievous mood, forwarded his letter to their awesomely disapproving father, a Boston pastor and essayist. Actually, he was at this time in Montgomery, Alabama, helping to organize a boycott of local businesses that refused to call Negro patrons “Mr.” and “Mrs.” Wesley Senior, as he liked to be called, was a distant relation of William Monroe Trotter, the Negro journalist once arrested after tossing pepper to disrupt a speech by Booker T. Washington, and had inherited some of the fire of that clan. Upon his return to Boston, he answered Junie at once, sending along a surfeit of citations from the New Testament, most on the subject of hard work, commanding his daughter to share them with her brother. Eddie read them all; Second Thessalonians 3:10 sufficiently stoked his fury that he did not write his parents for a month, for Eddie was rather fiery himself. When he at last pulled together enough money from odd jobs to afford a phone, he refused for weeks to give his parents the number. Wesley Senior thought Eddie lazy. But Eddie, to his own way of thinking, was simply focused. He did not want to write about car wrecks and speeches by the great leaders of the rising movement for Negro rights. He wanted to write short stories and novels and decided, in the manner of many an author before him, that earning a living would disturb his muse. So, for a time, he mooched.

His mother sent money, cars were washed, meals were served, papers were sold. Around the corner from his apartment on 123rd Street was a Jewish grocery—that was what they were called, Jewish groceries, a reference to ownership, not cuisine—and Eddie for a time earned a second income working nights behind the cash register, reading and writing there on the counter because custom was thin. But a better offer came his way. In those days the seedier side of Harlem was largely run by a worthy named Scarlett, who had risen to power after the legendary Bumpy Johnson, king of the Negro rackets, was sentenced to prison for the third time. Scarlett owned a nightclub on 128th Street and much else besides, and was said to pay his dues to Frank Costello, the successor to Lucky Luciano and, at the time, the most powerful Mafia leader in New York. Scarlett was an elegant Jamaican who had come out of the old Forty Thieves gang along with Bumpy. He was popular along the streets. He liked to walk into shops and pull a huge bankroll from the pocket of his tailored suit, make a small purchase with a large bill, then tell the delighted proprietor to keep the change, thus cementing his reputation for generosity—never mind that a week later his people would be around to collect protection money from the very same store. At twenty-seven, a joyless term of military service behind him, Eddie Wesley was not known to be a scrapper. Still, he had a friend who had a friend, and before he knew it he was doing occasional odd jobs for bluff, secretive, boisterous men who were, or were not, connected to Scarlett. It was a living, Eddie told himself, but not his parents; it was only until he was discovered as a writer; besides, it would provide meat for the tales he would one day spin. He reminded himself, whenever moral doubts assailed him, that Richard Wright, in Black Boy, had confessed to a youthful life of crime. True, Wright stole no more than the occasional fistful of tickets from the proprietor of a movie house, and Eddie was carrying mysterious packages across state lines, but he consoled himself with Wright’s dictum that the white man had done so many horrible things that stealing from him was no breach of ethics. And if part of him suspected that, whoever Scarlett was stealing from, it wasn’t the white man, Eddie suppressed the thought.

“Where do you go all these nights?” asked Aurelia, his unattainably highborn girlfriend, whom he often wooed by reciting Andreas Cappelanus on the art of courtly love: medieval literature having been among his best courses at Amherst. They were canoodling, as it was called, in a shadowed booth at Scarlett’s club, not the sort of place where Eddie’s friends ever went, or, more important, Aurie’s. “You’re so secretive”—as though she herself was not.

“If I told you, you’d never believe it.”

Aurelia was much quicker than Eddie, and always had been: “Then it can’t possibly be another woman.”

“You’re one to talk,” he said.

“I know.” Sipping her pink gin fizz with Kirschwasser, the drink for which she was known throughout Harlem. She was a columnist for the Seventh Avenue Sentinel, the second-largest Negro paper in town, and wrote about everyone’s scandalous peccadilloes but her own. “I am one to talk,” she said, and leaped to her feet, tugging at his arm. “Dance with me. Come on.”

“We shall be conspicuous,” said Eddie, in the peculiar elocution he had developed at Amherst. His friends mocked him, but women adored it.

“We shall not,” she teased, echoing his cadences, and perhaps she was even right, because Scarlett’s was also the sort of place that always remembered to forget you were ever there. But before they could have their dance, one of the boisterous men tugged Eddie aside for a whispered conversation. Eddie, excited, told Aurelia they would have to make it an early night, conveying through his body English what he dared not speak aloud. Alas, Aurie was not so easily impressed: included in her family tree, as she would remind you at the drop of a hat, were villains galore, as well as a Reconstruction Era congressman and the first Negro to make a million dollars in real estate.

“You can’t be involved with these people,” Aurelia said as they walked through the sooty Harlem rain. She wore cheap plastic overshoes, but her umbrella was from Paris, where her aunt sang jazz.

“It isn’t involvement in the usual sense.”

She knew his excuses, too: “Let me guess. Research for the great novel.”

“Something like that.”

They had reached the public library on 135th Street, three blocks from the apartment Aurie shared with two other women. Cars were jammed so tightly along the curb that it was a miracle they ever got out again. This was as far as Eddie was ever allowed to go. Aurelia kissed him. She had feathery eyebrows and a roundish chipmunk face. When she was happy, she looked like a playful imp. When she was earnest, the roundness hardened, and she became Hollywood’s image of a schoolmarm. This was schoolmarm time.

“My family has certain expectations of me,” she began. “I’m an only child. My future matters to them. A lot.”

“So you keep telling me.”

“Because it’s true.” The brow crinkled. “You know, Eddie, my uncle’s hotel business is—”

“I’m a writer.”

“They own hotels in seven different—”

“I cannot do it.”

“He makes good money. He’ll always make good money. I don’t care what the Supreme Court says. We’ll need colored hotels for the next fifty years. Maybe more.” Eddie stroked her cheek, said nothing. “I wanted to ask you one last time, because—”

He covered her mouth. Gently. They had been arguing the point for years. Both knew the outcome in advance. Like tired actors, they recited the same old lines. “I have to write, Aurie. The muse sits upon me. It is not a matter of choice. It is a matter of necessity.”

“Then you should have kept the newspaper job.”

“It was not real writing.”

“It was real money.”

Later that night, as Eddie left the train station in Newark, a couple of thugs tripped him, kicked him, snatched the parcel in its neat brown paper, ran. They had marked him down weeks ago and bided their time until he got careless. He was told by one of Scarlett’s people that the boys had admitted the crime. Not to the police. To Scarlett, who was said to have a way of loosening tongues. Eddie believed it. Maceo Scarlett’s nickname was the Carpenter, a reference, it was rumored, to the unfortunate fate that had befallen his predecessor, whose right-hand man Scarlett had been, back when the poor gentleman possessed a right hand: something to do with nails and saws. A neighbor named Lenny, the dark, skinny imp who had tempted Eddie in the first place over to Scarlett’s side of the street, assured him that he was in only small trouble, not big, for losing the package: nothing would happen if he got out now. And so, when Scarlett’s people offered him a second chance, Eddie respectfully declined. For a month thereafter Eddie did not read the papers. He did not want to know what happened to the boys.

(III)

After that Eddie went back to washing cars and sweeping floors. He earned little money, and saved none, for what he did not spend on Aurelia he shared with friends and neighbors. He developed a reputation as a soft touch. You had but to ask, and he would turn over his last dollar. This was not generosity in the usual sense, but neither was it calculated. He simply lived so thoroughly in the moment that it would never occur to him to hold on to a quarter because he might need it tomorrow. The most intensely political of his buddies, Gary Fatek, playing on Lenin, liked to say that when the revolution arrived Eddie would give the hangman cash to buy the rope; but Gary was white, and rich, and hung out in Harlem to prove his bona fides. Aurie found Eddie’s lightness with money endearing, even though it called into question—she said—his ability to support a family.

“In the fullness of time, I shall be successful.”

“In the fullness of time, I shall be married. So watch out.”

As it happened, Aurie made this comment, to embarrassed laughter all around, at a small dinner party hosted by a young couple named Claire and Oliver Garland at their apartment on West Ninety-third Street. The occasion celebrated Eddie’s transition to published writer. One of his stories had at last been accepted by a serious literary magazine. Ralph Ellison sent a note. Langston Hughes proposed a toast to Eddie’s grand future. Eddie had never met the famous writer, and was nervous. But Hughes, the greatest literary light in Harlem, put the young man at his ease. Hughes was broad and smiling, a spellbinder of the old school. Over brandy and cigars, he shared tales of a recent sojourn abroad. Eddie was enthralled. Langston Hughes lived the life Eddie coveted for himself. Running hotels with Aurelia’s uncle could not possibly compare. Oliver Garland, the only Negro lawyer on Wall Street, seemed to have been everywhere, too: he and his cousin Kevin and Langston Hughes compared notes on restaurants in Florence. Eddie, child of a preacher and a nurse, knew little of Negroes like this.

Gary Fatek was also at the party, along with a couple of other Caucasians, because members of the younger, educated set in white America prided themselves on ignoring the cautious racialism of their parents. Afterward Gary pulled one of his cute political tricks, summoning a cab, climbing in with Eddie and Aurelia, then directing the driver to drop his friends in Harlem first and only then head to Gary’s own place in the Village. Everybody knew that a New York cabbie would otherwise never go north of Columbia University. Eddie, always a proud man, would never have cooperated with this nonsense had Aurelia not been present; and Gary probably would not have tried. White friends were important, Wesley Senior had long preached to his children: That is where the power lies, he warned them, and where, for the foreseeable future, it will. Eddie and Aurelia sat together on the bench. Gary folded down the jump seat, and clutched the handle as the driver bumped angrily uptown. He lectured them about revolutionary politics. He was red-haired and gentle and certain. He said Eddie’s short story showed the glimmering of consciousness, but only the glimmering. Aurelia, feigning a cold, giggled behind her white-gloved hands. Even back in college, where the three of them first met, everybody had known that Eddie was entirely unpolitical.

Eddie did not consider his short story revolutionary. He did not consider it anything, except finished. Entitled “Evening Prayer,” the tale had been published in The Saturday Evening Post. It was expected to win prizes. The story recounted a single day of segregation, viewed through the eyes of a small boy watching the daylong humiliation of his proud father, a stern deacon of the church who worked as a hotel doorman. At the end, the boy got down on his knees, folded his hands, and vowed that, whatever he turned out to be when he grew up, he would never be a Negro. Eddie’s mother wrote to say she cried for an hour when she read it. Aurelia had praised the story in the Sentinel, referring to its author as “Harlem’s most eligible bachelor”: her way of teasing from afar. Eddie’s literary agent was negotiating a deal for his first novel. This was the story in which Eddie invented the term “darker nation” to describe Negro America—capturing, he thought, a sense of solidarity and distinctiveness. And although later the term “black” would come into wider usage, for a time “darker nation” was on upper-crust Harlem’s lips.

Eddie, however, even if on their lips, had just barely scratched his way onto their lists. In those days, everything in Harlem was divided into tiers. Prestige mattered, and multiple layers separated the top from the middle, to say nothing of the bottom. Some addresses were better than others. So were some clubs, some spouses, some friends, and some parties. The social distinctions mattered little to the great mass of Negroes, but Eddie had been raised, in spite of himself, to an awareness of who was who. Although his father, the great preacher, pretended not to care about such trivialities, his mother had filled Eddie’s head with stories, and he supposed some of them must be true. All through his childhood, Marie Wesley had spoken of Harlem drawing rooms so exclusive that it would not be unusual to see George Gershwin and Duke Ellington playing a piano duet. Of homes as expensively furnished as the high-rise apartments on Park Avenue. Once his short story began to open doors, Eddie could not bear the thought of not walking through them. Given the chance, thanks to his erudition, he glittered. He traveled upward. He could quote Shakespeare and Dante by the yard, but also Douglass and Du Bois. He could tease. He could charm. He could flatter. On a frigid evening in February of 1955, he attended a grand party at a palatial townhouse on Jumel Terrace, a fancy little cobblestone enclave near Saint Nicholas Avenue between 160th and 162nd streets. The party had been called to announce a royal engagement. The prince of one of the senior Harlem clans was to wed the princess of one of the darker nation’s Midwestern kingdoms. Everyone who mattered was there, including several white politicians, and a number of men and women too famous for Eddie to dare approach. One of the toasts was offered by Robert Wagner, the mayor of New York. Frank Sinatra offered another. Everyone was buoyant but Eddie, who usually limited himself to a single glass but tonight drank quite a bit more. Eddie attended out of duty, and wished he had not.

He was in love with the bride-to-be.

Eddie watched the happy couple, listened as glasses were raised to Aurelia Treene and Kevin Garland. His usual geniality faded. He began to seethe. People were surprised. Eddie Wesley was always so placid, and so much fun. Tonight he argued belligerently with other guests. Finally, a young man with whose family Eddie’s had summered on Martha’s Vineyard in the old days was delegated to pull him aside and calm him. Eddie broke free. Harry Belafonte tried. Eddie broke free. Langston Hughes tried. Eddie broke free. A grim phalanx of Harlem men then offered courteously to put the fool out on the street, but the bride-to-be intervened. In full view of everyone, she grabbed Eddie by the arm and dragged him into the kitchen. He did not break free. People whispered excitedly. The kitchen was busy with hired help, everyone in smart, sparkling uniforms, eyes on the princess as they pretended to look the other way.

Aurelia was furious.

“This is just the way it is. This isn’t your world, so I can’t expect you to understand. But I have responsibilities to my family.”

“And to yourself?” Eddie demanded. “Have you no responsibility to yourself?”

Aurelia was unfazed. She remained schoolmarm-stern. “How can we preserve what matters if we all keep on putting ourselves first?”

“I don’t put myself first. I put you first.”

“You put your writing first.”

“I love you,” he said, the words like ash in his mouth. “I’ll always love you.”

For a moment Aurelia softened. She touched his cheek. “Maybe if you’d taken that job with my uncle.” Then, as if by force of will, the schoolmarm was back. “Some things we can’t do anything about. That’s the way life is.” To this credo, Eddie had no answer. “Now, behave yourself,” she added.

Aurelia rejoined her admirers, and her glaringly unamused fiancé. Eddie decided the time had come to depart. A friend or two offered to accompany him, but Eddie shook his head. In consequence, he was alone when, thirty minutes later, he found the body.


CHAPTER 2

The Cross

(I)

EVERY CORPSE ON which Eddie Wesley had ever laid eyes had belonged, once, to someone he knew, for his familiarity with the species flowed entirely from encounters at funeral parlors and what were called “homegoing services” at his father’s church. His term in the Army had been served entirely within the nation’s borders, and even during his months working for Scarlett he had never touched what Lenny called the happy end of the business. It was past midnight when Eddie came upon his first-ever unknown body. He was wandering among the lush trees of Roger Morris Park, across Jumel Terrace from the party, talking himself down, remembering how his father always warned against treating desire as implying entitlement. The park was closed to visitors after dark and haunted besides, but Eddie was a doubter of conventions and rules, except in literature, where he accepted them entirely. The park had once been the grounds of the most famous mansion in all of Manhattan, the ornate Palladian palace that had been home, a century and a half ago, to Madame Jumel, perhaps the wealthiest woman in the land. This was back around the time of the Louisiana Purchase, when the Haarlem Heights had been a distant, rural enclave for the white and well-to-do of the polyglot city. Harlem of Eddie’s era, after sixty years of Negrification, possessed few genuine tourist attractions, and the Jumel Mansion was among the few, although its principal lure was probably the ghost of Madame herself, occasionally spotted leaning from the upper windows to shush unruly visitors and, now and then, crossing the hall before your eyes, perhaps searching for the fortune that her second husband was said to have stolen. Most of Harlem pooh-poohed the ghost stories by day, and avoided Roger Morris Park at night.

Eddie did not think much of the supernatural, considering that more Wesley Senior’s realm.

He stumbled over the body in the shadow of a dead elm very near the wrought-iron fence, where a passerby would no doubt have spotted it from the sidewalk early the next morning. The stumbling was literal, for Eddie, pained eyes on the townhouse where every moment drew Aurelia further from him, was not looking down. He tripped, and his chest hit crusty mounded snow. He turned and, spotting a man lying behind him, spun, catlike, to his feet, remembering the boys who had mugged him in Newark. Even when he crept closer and took in the elegant suit and watch chain, the lack of an overcoat despite the February chill, the white skin, the well-fed jowly face, the closed eyes, and the unmoving hands, he was certain the man must have tripped him on purpose, because—on this point, years later, he was firm—five minutes ago, on his previous circuit along the fence, the man had not been there.

“Hey,” said Eddie, anger fading as he got a good look. He shook the man’s shoulder. “Hey!”

A fresh night snow was by this time brushing the city, and tiny twirling flakes settled on the stranger’s forehead and lips as well as on the hands folded across his substantial chest. Still the man made no move.

“Are you okay? Hey. Wake up!”

But by that time Eddie had guessed that the man would not be waking. A white man, dead in Harlem. The press would have a field day. Not afraid but, for once, uncertain of his ground, Eddie knelt on the frozen ground and unfolded the man’s pudgy hands, intending to check the pulse, although he had no idea how it was done. When he separated the fingers, something gold glinted and fell to the snow. Eddie picked it up. A cross, perhaps an inch and a half long, ornately worked, with an inscription on it he could not read in the faint glow of a streetlamp outside the fence. Then he realized that the words were upside down. Inverting the cross, twisting it to catch the light, he could make out “We shall,” and, in the dark, no more. Maybe the next word was “overcome”? But the light was too dim.

The cross dangled from a gold chain, threaded oddly through an eyelet at the bottom rather than the top, so that, had the dead man been wearing it around his neck, the cross would have been upside down, the words right side up. Eddie wondered why he had been clutching it at all. Seeking protection, perhaps. But from what? Leaning closer, squinting, Eddie had his first hint. Around the plump neck, digging into discolored flesh, was a leather band. The man had been garroted.

Eddie shot to his feet, senses woozily alert. If the body had not been here five minutes ago, then the killer must be nearby. He listened, but snow crunched in every direction. He peered, but in the trees every shadow swayed. Eddie was no fool. A garrote meant Scarlett, or somebody like Scarlett, and the Scarletts of the world had a thing about witnesses.

He wiped off the cross, tucked it back into the cold, lifeless hands, and hurried away. Crawling through the gap in the fence gave Eddie more trouble than usual, maybe because he was trembling. Struggling toward the sidewalk, he kept waiting for the garrote to slip around his own neck. He looked up at the townhouse but could not face the humiliation of return. He plunged south. Fat Man’s, the famous bar and grill on 155th Street, was open late, packed as usual with Negro celebrities. If you could get in, Fat Man’s was the place to be seen, and right now Eddie wanted to be seen, as far as possible from Roger Morris Park. He called the police from the pay phone in the back, not troubling to share his name. He had a drink, but everybody seemed to be looking at him. Maybe because he did not belong. Maybe because he was trembling and sweaty. Maybe nobody was looking, but Eddie took no chances. He threw money down without counting: it must have been enough, because the bartender thanked him and even said “sir.”

Home was a narrow walk-up on 123rd Street, noisy and airless, an address he seldom admitted outside his tiny circle, for the Valley, as it was called by the cognoscenti, was far from the most desirable corner of Harlem. For letters from his relatives he had invested prudently in a post-office box. Two flights up, in his claustrophobic flat, Eddie sweated the night away, perched on his lumpy but carefully made bed, journal in his lap, baseball bat by his side, watching the fetid alley they would use to gain entry to the side door when they came for him.

(II)

By morning, the city was abuzz. The dead man was a lawyer named Castle. Eddie had never heard of him but read every obituary he could get his hands on. Philmont Castle was evidently a titan of Wall Street. Corporations across the country issued condoling statements. So did several film actors. Eddie turned the pages. It seemed there was nobody the lawyer had not befriended. President Eisenhower said the whole nation would miss Phil Castle. He promised federal assistance in tracking down whoever had committed this loathsome outrage—or words to that effect. The lawyer had been a major Republican fund-raiser. And a devoted husband and father. And a pillar of his church. And a guest last night at “an engagement party in Harlem.”

Eddie put the newspaper down with a snap.

Try as he might, he could not correlate the smiling face on every front page with any of the Caucasian faces from last night. But there had been so many, and Eddie, if the truth were told, had stared mainly at the bride-to-be. He turned more pages. No mention of the cause of death, except that it was murder. Castle’s wallet was missing. The police called it a robbery, not exactly an unknown event in Harlem, although the white newspapers seemed unaware that crime of any kind was relatively rare in those days along the nicer blocks. No speculation anywhere on exactly what a Wall Street lawyer might have been doing on the grounds of Jumel Mansion. Nothing about a cross clutched in Castle’s dead hands, whether right side up or upside down. And no whisper of anybody’s having noticed an angry, half-drunk Negro writer leaving the party around the same time the dead man did.

The authorities never questioned Eddie. Days passed. He could not get the cross out of his mind. He wished he had had time to read the rest of the inscription. He risked a rare letter to Wesley Senior, inquiring but not saying why. The pastor answered by return post. His tone for once was patient. He enjoyed being didactic. The upside-down cross was often called the Cross of Saint Peter, because tradition held that the leader of the Apostles had been crucified that way. The Roman Catholic Church considered the symbol sacred. Over the centuries, he added, the upside-down cross had been adopted as an object of veneration by the worshipers of Satan, or, as Wesley Senior put it, quoting Scripture, the followers of “the devil and his angels.”

Eddie decided it was just coincidence.


CHAPTER 3

Emil and Belt

(I)

PROBABLY EDDIE SHOULD have forgotten the whole thing. The cross might have been a mystery, but it was in no sense his mystery. He did not know the family; none of the responsibility rested on his shoulders. He had a career to pursue, a father to impress, and a relationship to mourn. He should have and very likely he would have forgotten the whole thing, but for three events, seemingly disconnected, which only with the benefit of hindsight fell into a pattern.

The first of the three events began by chance, two months after he found the lawyer’s body, in a barbershop on Amsterdam Avenue. It was an April Saturday, unusually sultry for a Manhattan spring. The women of Harlem brought out their pastels. The men carried their jackets over their shoulders but did not forgo their hats. The darker nation needed this warm relief from a difficult winter. The Southern states had announced their “rejection” of the Supreme Court’s desegregation decisions. All over Harlem, people shivered, whispering of a second Civil War. Then, just days ago, at the end of March, Walter White, legendary head of the NAACP, had died. The race had lost its leader. At the barbershop, everyone was lamenting. Eddie was there to have his hair cut, but others glided in and out of the door because the barber was known to supply mezzroll, Harlem slang of the day for high-quality marijuana. You slipped the barber’s assistant a couple of bills, and another assistant met you near the filthy men’s room in the back. Eddie had no interest in the shop’s sideline. He went for the history. The head barber, Mr. Pond, would fill your head with stories, some of them possibly true, of the jazz joints where he used to play piano before he cut hair—the Exclusive at 136th and Lenox, the Yeah Man on Seventh, even the world-famous Rhythm Club—and the celebrities he claimed to have barbered in the old days, from Lonnie Johnson to Willie “The Lion” Smith to Fats Waller to Jelly Roll Morton. Maybe. Maybe not. Today Eddie wore brightly colored billowing pants with a wide belt, not really to his taste, although his friends assured him they were the latest fashion. A famous writer, they said, should keep up with the times, and Eddie, although not yet famous, ruefully conceded the point. Sitting in the barber chair, characters from his next story shuffling and reshuffling through his head, Eddie heard a couple of men behind him laughing about a belt and for a terrible second burned with embarrassment. When he listened more closely, he realized that the joke was not about his clothes but about somebody whose name was Belt. Doctor Belt, the men said: the title emphasized and drawn out in the wonder typical of those times, especially down in the Valley, where educated Negroes were less common. Doctor Belt had come to Harlem, the men were saying, to general guffaws from the shop, and the bartenders better look out.

Eddie was not, really, a man who hung out in bars, for he had been bred, much against his will, to a disdain of a certain kind of Negro. He did his drinking in the nicer clubs and the salons instead. But so did Doctor Belt. The name was familiar. Eddie had saved the stories about Castle. Flipping through them later, he found a list in the Amsterdam News of prominent Negroes the lawyer had numbered among his friends. There it was, Doctor Joseph Belt, identified as a “government official.” Eddie learned over the next few days that Belt was a physicist, a former assistant professor at Stanford, who now earned a nice living at a laboratory out west. Eddie was intrigued. He had not met many Negro scientists, although he himself had once hoped to be one. Albert Einstein, the greatest scientist of them all, had died in Princeton, New Jersey, the other day, and periodicals everywhere were running stories on “the technological century.” Scientists had become heroes. Technology was everywhere. Polio had been cured. A new invention not only washed your dishes for you but dried them. There was serious talk of putting a man on the moon. It had become possible to incinerate a hundred thousand people in a heartbeat. The darker nation was caught up in the excitement. There was an editor at the Amsterdam News who now and then still published Eddie’s essays. It occurred to Eddie that he might track down Doctor Belt for a quick interview, a black take on the technological century.

But Belt was uncooperative. He refused Eddie’s entreaties. He would not meet. Eddie was the sort of man who took rejection as a challenge. From Wesley Senior, past master of politics as well as preaching, he had learned that connections existed to be used, that people of power enjoyed doing favors to place you in their debt. So he approached Langston Hughes, who was owed by everyone. Hughes came through, persuading Doctor Belt to meet Eddie for a drink at the Savoy. The physicist refused to talk about his work, and told Eddie that, had he known this was the subject, he would never have accepted the invitation. Eddie said, no, no, he just wanted to hear what it was like to be a Negro scientist. Belt eyed him disdainfully from behind thick glasses. Science was science, he said, missing the point. There was not Negro science and white science, there was good science and bad science. Belt signaled the waiter for another Scotch. He was a distant, paunchy man, soft and dark like a chocolate Santa. Belt drank heavily but not sloppily. He drank the way men drink to forget their burdens, not to unload them. He was in town to visit friends, he said. He had missed Phil’s funeral. He would pay his respects to the widow before she returned to South Carolina. Eddie kept trying to ask about science. Belt ignored him. He spent a lot of time looking at the door, as if expecting a friend, or perhaps an enemy. The Savoy was one of the most famous music halls in New York. There were as many white guests as black. A couple of movie stars had a table near the band. Smoke hung heavily in the air. The waiters did you a favor by fetching your order. Belt said people were nicer back home, but never said where home was. Somebody dropped a tray of dishes and Belt was on his feet, shaking. He looked around, embarrassed, and headed for the door.

“What are you afraid of?” Eddie asked in the lobby, where Belt was buying cigarettes at the stand. The scientist said nothing. Eddie tried again. “Does it have to do with what happened to Philmont Castle?”

Belt focused on him at last, the eyes moist and rejecting behind the thick glasses. “I’m not afraid of anything,” he said, then glanced over his shoulder.

Eddie tried again. “Does it have something to do with the cross?” He tried to remember his father’s letter. “The Cross of Saint Peter?”

A flicker in the dark, constrained face. Nothing more. But the physicist definitely reacted. Then he snickered, and the disdain was back. “What is this, some kind of test? The devils are really scraping the bottom of the barrel if they had to send somebody like you.”

“Which devils are these?”

Doctor Belt said nothing. He turned contemptuously away, then swung, briefly, back. “Tell them to stay away from me,” he said, and left.

(II)

The second of the three events that set Edward Wesley Junior upon his path occurred in July of that same year, 1955—in the larger history, a few days after Disneyland opened its doors for the first time out in California; and, in Eddie’s personal history, on the day of Aurelia’s fabulous wedding to Kevin Garland. Eddie at first planned not to attend, but his younger sister, Junie, persuaded him. Junie was a law student at Harvard, the only woman of the darker nation in her class. From the time they were small, Junie had been her big brother’s frequent muse.

“What are you trying to say by staying away?” she demanded, when he called her long-distance on a neighbor’s phone. “That you love Aurelia? Everybody in Harlem knows you love Aurelia. So all you’re really saying is you’re too much of a cad to wish her well.”

Eddie, feeling trapped, took refuge in silly humor. “What if I lose control and punch Kevin?”

“Don’t even joke about that.” He could feel his sister’s shudder over the telephone. She had always hated every form of human violence. Back in high school, in the thick of the war, Eddie had teased her, the way big brothers do, demanding to know if she would shoot Hitler if given the chance. Junie had said she might, but would have to kill herself next.

“I’m sorry,” he said now, and meant it.

“Go to the wedding,” she instructed. “Give the best toast.”

So he laughed, and went. For that matter, so did Junie, who did not want to leave her nervous brother without an escort. It had been a while since she had seen New York, she said, and it was time. Although the bride was from Cleveland, her family wanted to marry off their daughter in the heart of well-to-do Harlem. The wedding was at Saint Philip’s Episcopal Church on 134th Street. Kevin Garland was a vestryman, and, indeed, the Garlands, grandest family in all Harlem, practically owned the place. Alas, at the last minute Aurelia’s parents were unable to make the trip: her father had taken a nasty tumble, and was hospitalized. Eddie sat stoically, dying a bit inside, wondering how Aurie could marry into the kind of family who would insist that the wedding go on as planned, bride’s parents or no; and wondering, too, whether Aurelia was really being pressured by her family to marry into a senior clan, or if Eddie had been only a last fling: perhaps this storybook marriage was what Aurie had planned all along. When the priest invited the groom to kiss the bride, Eddie shut his eyes, trying and failing to remember who had written that every true novel is about the love you lost.

Junie, who never missed a thing, poked his ribs and told him to stop mooning. “It’s their day, not yours,” she hissed.

The reception was in the ballroom of the Savoy Hotel, transformed at enormous expense to resemble the interior of a Venetian palace, right down to the painted ceiling, frieze-covered walls, and gilded pilasters. This was the style of the times. The matrons who ran Harlem society—“light-skinned Czarinas,” Adam Clayton Powell had dubbed them, meaning anything but a compliment—made frequent jaunts to Europe, and returned bubbling with obsolete ideas. A good quarter of the guests were white. Eddie fumbled his toast, but Gary Fatek, his rich friend from Amherst, spoke brilliantly. Gary was tall and graceful and impressive. Even his unruly red hair commanded attention. When he opened his mouth, choirs sang. He kept the room laughing, and worked into his remarks the fact that he and Eddie had met Aurelia at the same college mixer, in November of their freshman year. Thus the celebrants were able to acknowledge the eight-year love affair now at an end, without anyone’s actually mentioning it. This was Gary’s element: not only speaking, but speaking in Harlem. On other days he could be found, by his own description, rabble-rousing in libraries and church basements, urging the glorious alliance between students and workers but Negroes in particular. The Czarinas sniffed that Gary had time for this silliness because he was half a Hilliman and did not have to work for a living. If the question ever arose, Gary, laughing, said he did it to pick up girls.

When the toasting finally ended, the drinking began. With Junie on hand, Eddie consumed less alcohol than he had at the engagement party. Clear-headed, he watched uneasily.

“Smile.”

“I am smiling.”

“Not like that. A real smile.”

Eddie did his best, but he was remembering the last time he had sat among strangers celebrating the couple, and how that night had ended. He had yet to tell even Junie or Gary about finding the body.

“Get out there and have some fun,” Junie commanded, refusing to allow her brother to mope. She wore him out, forcing him to dance one number after another, most of them with a young woman named Mona Veazie, Aurelia’s maid of honor. Mona, at this time considered one of the most desirable Harlem bachelorettes, had been eyeing Eddie half the night, but grew annoyed at the way his glance kept following the bride, and finally switched to Gary. Rumor said she preferred white men anyway. As for Junie, she mostly sat at the table. A couple of the more daring young fellows invited her to dance, but she smiled shyly and dipped her head and declined. People pointed, and whispered. But, then, the senior clans of Harlem found her odd to begin with. The Czarinas did not know what to make of Junie, who studied law and showed no interest in marriage. Family ties might have rescued another young woman from similar strangeness: Mona Veazie, for example, was rather peculiar herself, pursuing a doctoral degree, but the Veazies, architects for six generations, enjoyed a social prominence that excused eccentricity. On the other hand, for all the respect in which Wesley Senior was held for his civil-rights activism, his family was not really—

And then the whispering stopped, because Junie, too, was dancing, not with a nobody like herself, but with Perry Mount, the Perry Mount, Harlem’s golden boy, the young man every clan hoped its daughters might snare. A roomful of beautiful debutantes of the darker nation, and Perry was dancing with Junie. The Czarinas looked at each other in perplexity. Eddie glared. He had never really liked Perry, perhaps because of the golden boy’s ill-concealed crush on Junie, stretching well back into their shared childhoods. Nowadays Perry went after everybody. Eddie was determined to protect his sister from heartbreak. It did not occur to him that Perry might, at this moment, be making her happy.

Gary Fatek, back at Eddie’s side, handed his friend a club soda, then, for a while, watched him watching Junie.

“Look at the bright side,” he said after several minutes. “At least you’re not staring at Aurie any more.”

(III)

The band played a fanfare. Flurry on the dance floor as the guests parted, forming an aisle. Bride and groom were departing the palace, hand-in-hand, wearing their traveling clothes, and Eddie was cheering along with everyone else, because that was what one did; besides, Junie’s fingers were digging into his arm. The bandleader announced that the dancing would continue until midnight for those so inclined. Eddie was not inclined to do anything but lead the charge to the exit. Gary and Mona were very cozy in a dim corner. Eddie looked around for his sister. Perry, bowing like a cavalier, delivered her to his elbow. Junie was glowing.

Eddie made himself a bet that Perry wouldn’t call her for six months.

He had almost made his escape, arm around his sister’s waist, when an imperious voice bade him halt.

Amaretta Veazie, the most senior Czarina in Harlem, demanded his attention. Amaretta was tall and stout and swaybacked, people said from years of sniffing down her nose. Her honeysuckle skin bespoke generations of careful breeding, for the Clans admired such planning. Her tongue was the most feared weapon in Sugar Hill. Turning to face her, Eddie imagined himself being asked his intentions toward her daughter, Mona. But Amaretta was smiling: a friendly viper.

“Oh, Mr. Wesley,” she cooed, sliding her fleshy arm through his. “There’s a simply lovely man here who insists that he is a fan. He’s too shy to ask, but he would be honored if you would inscribe a dédicace”—which she mispronounced.

“It would be my pleasure,” said Eddie, bewildered, as she led him across the room—bewildered because he had published nothing but a short story.

“His name is Emil something,” the Czarina explained as she led the way. “A white man, Mr. Wesley. He came with Kevin’s cousin Derek. Enid Garland’s son. Weren’t you and Derek Garland in school together?”

“No, ma’am.”

“I suppose they’re just friends. Still, I don’t know that I entirely approve of this business of men attending with other men, Mr. Wesley. Do you?”

“I haven’t given it much thought, ma’am.”

“Was Derek this peculiar in school? The politics and so on?” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “This Emil is some kind of artist. And you know how they are.”

But Emil, when the two men were alone, looked more like a policeman, and Eddie was on his guard. Emil was perhaps fifty, with thinning somber hair and guarded eyes that knew you were lying before you did. He drank only water and spoke with a slight accent.

Eddie inquired.

Emil explained that he was a photographer and an artist, and had emigrated from Germany just before the war. Eddie had been trained by Wesley Senior to make every conversation with someone new about the other person. He congratulated Emil, because West Germany had just recently been declared a sovereign nation.

But Emil either had no small talk or did not care about his country of origin, because he shrugged like a sophisticate bored with trifles. Then he got to the point. “This man who died. This Castle. Did you know him?”

“I beg your pardon.”

“The capitalist attorney who was murdered by hooligans.”

“I never met him.”

“I understood that you knew him.”

Eddie shook his head. “You understand incorrectly.”

“But you know his friends,” the photographer persisted. “An acquaintance of mine saw you with Joseph Belt. The physicist. That was you, wasn’t it?”

“What acquaintance was this?” asked Eddie, very surprised.

A Democratic Party ward boss came over to tell Eddie how much he had enjoyed the story. Eddie barely noticed. The German gave him the creeps. He did not look like the sort of man who attended weddings for fun. Maybe this was the man Belt was scared of.

Emil said, “I met this Castle. A fine man. Very concerned about how Negroes are treated here, as I of course am, along with my countrymen.”

“Of course,” said Eddie with a smile, but the German only frowned, as if levity was forbidden.

“I took photographs for Castle. His son was in some special ceremony. The Boy Scouts, I believe.” A pause. Eddie could feel the other man sizing him up. “Mr. Castle borrowed the original proofs. Those belong to me.” The chilly eyes continued to appraise him. “I need those proofs back. But you did not know him.”

“No. Sorry.”

“I would pay well for their return. Perhaps you might ask his friend Belt.”

Eddie felt himself bristle. What had he said, that this man should assume him so mercenary? “You could ask him yourself.”

“I cannot,” said the German.

When he said nothing more, Eddie asked, “Have you tried the widow? She moved down south.”

Emil twisted his face in disapproval, as if Eddie had committed a second faux pas. “The matter is complicated,” he said.

“I’m sorry, but—”

“If you did manage to help me, you would find the materials in a large pink envelope, with a penciled number in the corner, seventeen or eighteen.”

“I really don’t think—”

“I would pay well,” Emil repeated, handing him a business card. “Consider my offer.”

“I can give you my answer now,” Eddie began, but Emil was halfway across the room. Eddie watched him go.

Gary came and stood beside him. “Who was that?”

Eddie explained.

His friend waved to Mona Veazie, who was departing with a clutch of girlfriends. “Have I mentioned that I knew Phil Castle a little bit?”

An indulgent smile. “A time or two.”

“His firm represents the Hilliman family trusts. Phil did a little work on some corporation we were buying”—this casually—“and, well, he and I got to know each other.” Gary gestured with his glass. “Anyway, I went sailing with Phil and his wife and kids one day. Four kids.”

“So?”

“So—this Emil guy told you that he took photos of Phil’s sons for a Boy Scout ceremony. He wants you to get the proofs back.”

“Right.”

“Did you wonder why he picked you?”

Eddie shrugged. “Somebody saw me with Joseph Belt. Emil thought I was a friend of Castle’s.”

Gary shook his head. “Phil Castle didn’t have any shortage of friends. There isn’t any reason Emil had to come to you. And, whatever he wants you to recover for him, it isn’t photos of a Boy Scout ceremony.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because Phil Castle only had daughters.”


CHAPTER 4

Willed Imagination

(I)

AURELIA HAD KNOWN life with a Garland would be different but had no idea just how different. Kevin Garland was nine years her senior, an executive at his father’s small investment firm, with a lovely smile, a warm sense of humor, and considerable liquid assets. Naturally, the leading clans had pointed their daughters his way, but Kevin seemed happy on his own. The Czarinas could not fathom such a phenomenon. Behind cupped hands, they speculated on whether he might be one of those. Aurelia changed everything. From the first month of her arrival in Harlem, Aurie had attracted a coterie of suitors, and Kevin, along with Eddie Wesley, had led the pack. Eddie was smarter, Kevin was more fun. Eddie was always serious. Kevin loved to tell little jokes. Eddie was a terrible dancer and not terribly romantic, but he could teach her things about history and politics. Still, she could learn the same things from books if she wanted. Kevin sent her flowers at least once a week and danced like a dream. Unlike Eddie, he never talked down to her. He knew everybody, and could show her places no book could describe. True, Kevin tended to like things the way they were, but he could also provide for her like royalty, bringing to life the foolish dreams of childhood.

One evening during their courtship, Kevin said he had a surprise for her. They took a taxi to a fancy hotel on Central Park South, the sort of
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