

[image: cover]



[image: ]

 

 

Pablo Omar Zaragoza

Susan Giffin, Co-Author

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

To my family—my children, father, mother, brother, uncles, and 
cousins—whose stories inspire me to write

Pablo Omar Zaragoza

 

To my parents, my brother, sister, cousins, niece, and extended 
family for their support and encouragement

Susan Giffin

 

 


Table of Contents

Title Page

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-E IGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

EPILOGUE

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

ALSO BY PABLO ZARAGOZA

COPYRIGHT


CHAPTER ONE

“Stella, cancel all appointments for today, please,” I spoke into the intercom.

“Chief Matson, I cancelled everything a week ago. Haven’t I been your secretary for ten years? I should know by now what this means,” responded the woman’s voice.

“Thanks, Stella.”

I got up from behind my desk and walked to the window of my office on the ninth floor of the new Manhattan Central Police building, a mighty long way from Harlem where I grew up.

My office wasn’t spartan. I had pictures of friends, family, and some of me with several different mayors shaking my hand for one reason or another. There was a time when the only recognition I got was a kick to the curb, a spit in my face, and that offensive word which beats the very life out of you, Nigger. Even when I was in the military police, I had done the legwork in Okinawa on the murders of the two nationals. It was my going after the evidence that proved that my GIs hadn’t committed the crime, that it had been one of the local crime figures who’d murdered the two women. Who got the credit? The little shit-faced lieutenant, who couldn’t come to a crime scene without barfing up his breakfast, that got the recognition. But me and my sergeant knew who’d really cracked the case.

I stared out the window, looking down at the ants going to work, sightseeing on the red bus, standing in front of the man playing the violin. I knew that it was my town, and I’d sworn to protect it. That’s why every two years, I made the pilgrimage to Dannemora, Little Siberia as the inmates called it, because he was housed there. They’d closed the forensic unit at that place, something about funding and treatment. I had degrees in psychology, but I knew, deep in my heart, that there are some that can’t be cured, some that just needed to be kept locked up. The victims of his crime had no one except me to advocate for them, and that was my mission every time he came up for review. I was the one who reminded those on the review panel that this man shouldn’t be let out among the citizens of New York.

I went back to my desk and sat down. The file was there in front of me, the crime scene photographs, the statements from the ME, James Brussel’s profile notes, and Lt. Smith’s case book. I thought I should call Smith, who’d retired and moved to Roca Raton, FL. When I had told Smith that Boca was death’s waiting room, he laughed.

A year ago, Smith was diagnosed with congestive heart failure, and so he spent his days hooked up to an oxygen mask and sitting in a chair, waiting. Liz waited on him hand and foot. He was lucky in that she’d been a good wife. He’d been there when all this started, he’d been a sergeant in the military police during Korea. He’d been assigned to Camp ASCOM in 1949, having served with distinction in the Philippine campaign with MacArthur.

After that, he was able to transfer to the United States Army Criminal Investigations Unit. They’d trained us in damage control, conducting cordon and search procedures, but what I really wanted to do was to investigate.

My mind slipped back to when I was a kid being mentored by Samuel J. Battles. He had been the first black lieutenant in the New York City Police force, the first black parole commissioner. I’d been hustling around Jefferson House where my family lived, if you could call it that. Living from hand to mouth, holes in my shoes, not enough to eat. My mama and papa tried, but it wasn’t easy. I was working the street when this big, larger than life man came up to me and said, “Boy, there’s a better way.”

I learned how to speak proper English, not the hood lingo that only folks between 96th and 116th Streets understood. He opened up a world of books by taking us to the library in Midtown. He wasn’t a tool for the white man. He’d been in the riots in 1935 and campaigned for the need to get involved in his community. He’d had a mentor, P. Cobb, the first black patrolman in Harlem. I’d wanted to join the ranks, be part of the blue line, but when I was about to, the war came and swept me away.

Sam had prepared me for being a policeman, but all Smith and I did was patrol the docks of Yokohama. The underbelly of Japanese society loitered around the docks, the Inagawa-kai, the yakuza gang that owned the city. It seemed that they were into everything from stolen goods, gambling, and drugs to prostitution. Most of the MPs ignored the organization, thinking their ritual of apology, cutting pieces off their little finger, a joke. The night, we found Sergeant Harvey slumped over the body of a woman in an alleyway on our route, it was the first crime scene that I had ever seen. Smith rushed to grab Harvey, jumping to the conclusion that he had done it. I asked the suspect to stand up slowly. Blood covered his chest and pants, as though he’d found her there just like we had found him. There was no spray or splatter of blood on Harvey’s face or upper body.

“Smith, call it in while I secure the scene,” I said.

Smith ran to the call box to report the incident. It was 2:00 a.m., and there was no one walking the streets. That would have been okay in Omaha, but Yokohama was a thriving metropolitan city with an active port, meaning that something was always going on. It seemed as though the two local bars and the gambling house close by had closed early. Usually, the music would be blaring at this time. Men would be drinking—both GIs and locals—but tonight, silence; not even the cats were out now.

Smith came back. Harvey was standing there in shock. I turned to the suspect. “Did you know her?” I asked. Smith had pulled out his note pad, and although he was my senior, he let me run with it.

“I, I,” the man gulped hard and tried to get his words out. “I was gonna marry her.”

“Where did you meet her, sir?”

“Over yonder at Tihosho’s.” That was a local bar and brothel used by locals and GIs.

“Don’t think of me badly, but was she a working girl?” I asked. “She’d given that up, and we were going back home to Texas next week.”

The meat wagon showed up, and I saw the one thing I knew I’d find: a mark of ownership. This girl had belonged to someone in the local yakuza, to one who had chosen the Extreme Path, gokudo, but in reality, they were nothing more than thugs. The local police got on the scene and wanted to take Harvey away. Their local lieutenant spoke English, and we’d had conversations before.

“Your man killed local girl, not good, not good.”

“Yoshi, local girl belongs to someone in Inagawa-kai. Someone didn’t want her to go and live in America.”

“How you know this?”

I showed Yoshi the tattoo and the girl’s left hand, which marked her as the property of this criminal clan. Understand that these organizations have a hierarchy; they have loyalty and respect to their leader, the code of jingi.

Yoshi’s face changed. “Keep your man in your jail. You come to my office tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“We need to pay respects to boss man Tatsuo Deguchi, the Moroccan Tatsu. This isn’t good business for him. He may help.”

“What if he doesn’t cooperate?”

“Matson, you have much to learn about my people, but you are one of the few who wants to.”

We took Harvey in and went to bed.

Early the next morning, I found my way to Yoshi’s office and then at the offices of Tatsuo Deguchi. He wasn’t the biggubosu, the big boss, but he was a senior advisor, shinia abobaiza. The office wasn’t pretentious, neither was the man, but he was muscular with jet black hair. He smoked Marlboros, and the ashtray certainly spoke of his chain-smoking habit. The little home was thick with the gray smoke of his cigarettes.

Yoshi had photos of the dead girl’s hand and showed them to Tatsuo. “Yes, this is one of ours but not mine personally.”

“She was murdered last night by Club Sugoi. Who runs the prostitution out of that house?”

“You want me to admit to an illegal activity, Captain Yoshi, really?”

“No, I want you to tell me because an innocent man will be killed due to something one of your members most likely did.”

“When these animals firebombed the city, laid waste to Nagasaki, my people wanted to kill them as they came off the boats, but we held back out of loyalty to the emperor. My people lived the code of jingi, we drank sake from the same cup, and now you want me to betray that trust all because he wanted to take something that didn’t belong to him.” Yoshi looked at me.

“If we find out that it was one of your men, I will personally wage war against your people, but if one man of honor among you confesses, then war will be prevented between us.”

Tatsuo looked at Yoshi hard, trying to read his face, trying to figure out if this was a bluff or the real thing. After a while, Tatsuo wrote on a piece of paper a name. “I will call him first, and he will come to your office. If he doesn’t, you’ll find him in his office with his belly open and a letter to you about what he did.”

Later that day in the man’s office, we found him, and his confession was on the desk. It explained in detail the crime and how he’d committed it out of jealousy. The girl was not only his whore, but he also loved her and would not part with her. The man wore a white kimono, which was typical in ritual seppuku, and in front of him the wakizashi, the short sword he’d used. The belly was opened in a horizontal cut, with his bowels spilled out in front of him. There was a death poem on his right, stating how much he loved the woman he’d killed, and he would not bring dishonor to his family, the Oyabun, and to all his brothers.

“What does he mean by his family?”

“These men are outcasts from their true family, and when they join a yakuza clan, they become part of them, like family.”

We’d proven that Harvey was innocent, but we still had to ship him out of there quickly. Some of the local politicians made hay out of it. They called it a cover-up. They still wanted Harvey’s head, so we put him on a transport out of there. It was the only case I had in the military police. Smith got the recognition, he was my CO. He protested that I should have gotten it. The lieutenant was insistent, “No dumb ass nigger could have done the job, Smith, so take the citation and suck the fuck up.”

Look at me now.

“Chief, driver’s up front waiting to take you.” “Thanks.”

I walked out with my files and photographs and went downstairs to the waiting car.

 


CHAPTER TWO

My tour was up, and I was looking forward to coming home on March 25, 1951. I got off at Grand Central Station and faced a line of blue. I found out that the Mad Bomber had started up again. A squad of men milled around Grand Central Oyster Bar. Two guys dressed in what looked like layers of pillows and wearing helmets approached a sand urn next to the bar. Carefully, they stacked sand bags shielding the onlookers from the possible explosion. People are curious creatures. Even in the threat of violent death, they lingered to see what the two men were doing. I stayed and watched for a little while and then remembered that I had to be at Jefferson House before 3:00. I picked up my duffle bag and headed out.

I had to walk underneath the ornate clock of Grand Central at East 42nd Street to Jefferson House on 115th Street. No cab was going to stop for a black man in 1952, going to the edge of Brooklyn and Harlem. Not even a decorated soldier, one who’d seen action in the Pacific during WWII and Korea, one on whose chest old man MacArthur had personally pinned the metals. No, here the service to country went out the door. You were just another spook, sooty, jigaboo, no longer a man.

I walked quickly to my destination. I knew some of the people who worked at Jefferson, and before leaving Japan, I had written to them. They had responded that they could give me a job as a janitor, a small place to live, and a stipend. It wasn’t much but it was a start. My goal was to take the civil service test and go to the police academy. This job was only a detour on my journey.

March is usually cold in New York, but for some reason, the weather was warm, and there was no snow on the ground. As I walked with the few possessions I had, sweat started to bead up on my forehead. The streets were as I remembered them: filled with people going places, doing the things that normal people do.

The people back here didn’t know about the bloody fighting their men had been enduring since January. The North had initiated the Chinese New Year offensive, and our troops had lost Seoul. Operation Round Up was underway after retreating to Suwon, Wonju, and Samcheok Ridgeway was on the move. No, here, people out on the street went about their business, oblivious of war on the other side of the world. Restaurants were busy with patrons. There were no ration cards, there was no drive for war bonds. Instead, people were buying television sets and stereos, and were taking the subway all over the city.

It was close to 3:00 p.m. when I arrived at Jefferson, sweat stains under my arms. I smelled like onions, and I had no place to shower or change before I got to my appointment.

Beatrice, this lovely overweight woman, was waiting for me at the door. She was in her sixties, but she still worked the counter at Macy’s where she’d been employed for twenty-eight years.

“Is that you, boy?” “Yes, ma’am.”

Miss Beatrice had raised me after Mama passed from a heroin overdose. She brought me here, and although it wasn’t the best place for a young man to grow up, I got to know Sam Battles here.

“Well, the supervisor is in his office, waiting for you. Oh, my, you smell bad, boy. Come with me.”

I followed her to the old apartment, 324, where I had lived with her. She told me to take a whore’s bath to get the stink off of me. I took the bar of soap she had, soaked my underarms with water, and scrubbed hard. I washed my face clean. I had another shirt in my bag, and although it had some wrinkles, it would have to do. I came out of the bathroom, and she walked with me to the office.

The supervisor was a white man in his fifties with thinning hair, which he combed over to hide the bald spot on his head. He stood up as I came into the room. Beatrice introduced us and left.

“I see that you’ve served our country in the military.” “Yes, both in World War 2 and in the war in Korea.” “Do you drink, smoke or do drugs?”

“No, sir!”

“Well, the position is janitor, but you’ll act as the super of this building. We have several housing projects in the city, but this is our most troublesome spot.”

“Sir, I thought that you were the supervisor.”

“Heavens no, I’m the administrator. I pay the bills and meet payroll. You will actually run the building, and for that, you get a room—more like an efficiency in the basement—and a modest stipend of $200 a month.”

It was less than the army was paying me but not by much. He looked at me. “When can you start?”

“Today, sir.”

“I’ll show you the efficiency and give you a tour, although Beatrice said you used to live here.”

“Yes, but that was some time ago.” More like a lifetime ago.

 


CHAPTER THREE

As I got to the elevator, I thought about the efficiency, my first place. It was a room in the basement. The elevator, when it worked, brought us to the sub-basement, and we navigated through the overhead pipes, dangling electrical wires, the cobwebs, and the age- old litter of broken equipment. At the end of all that, there was a door. Jack, the administrator, took out a ring of keys. He found the brass key that opened a green metal door, which squeaked as he opened it.

“Needs a little oil on the hinges,” I said but got no response from him.

He flipped on the switch, and a dim brown light filtered the room. There was a refrigerator and a small stove. The floor was thick with dust and littered with the wadded newspapers and deli wrappers that the previous tenant had left behind. There was a shower, toilet, and sink. If I stretched out, I could touch the walls on either side. It was unfurnished, so no bed. I heard the pitter-patter of tiny feet and saw yellow eyes looking at us. Jack became uncomfortable in the presence of the rat in our midst.

“Well, this is the living space we have for the super. I think I can get a table, chairs, and bed for you,” I remember he said nervously.

“Sir, I’ve lived in worse situations. This will be fine.” Jack exhaled in relief and moved to the door.

I followed him to the door. He turned around, “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

“Aunt Beatrice had offered for me to stay a few days while I got things straight.”

“Ah, good. Well, I’ll get those things out of storage for you, and you can get your place fixed up and work at the same time.”

I parted ways with Jack on the first floor and went straight to Beatrice’s. I knocked.

“Well, boy, did Jack give you the job?” “Yes, Mama.”

“I know that place in the sub-basement is a hole, but look at it as a beginning and not an end. Now come inside, and let’s have dinner.” I ate pork chops, mashed potatoes, and green beans with her that night.

The next morning early, I started cleaning my place, putting on a new coat of paint and finding a light bulb that would change the atmosphere of the place. Little by little, the drab hole became a home. The work was mostly maintenance: sweeping the rugs once a day, cleaning the stairwells because some folks think they’re toilets, and throwing out the garbage.

Then there were the calls from Mrs. Mendoza telling me her sink was stopped up or Mr. Jones that he wasn’t getting enough heat, little things like that. At night when I’d done all of my chores, I read for the police academy entrance examination. My experience in military police helped some, but the civil service exam was different.

I took my exam and was sure I’d passed, but when the marks came out, I was crushed. I knew I’d passed the stupid exam. There was no way I failed, but there it was. I didn’t understand it. I went down to city hall to find out what had happened. The lady at the desk said she’d have it reviewed, but the next day when I called, she told me that the paperwork had gotten lost. “Try it again in six months.” I knew what was going on, the runaround. They keep us down.

I slammed down the receiver and walked away from the pay phone. I headed down the street to JOE’S BAR, the neighborhood watering hole. It was out of the 1890s, a mahogany counter, glass behind the bar with every known brew one could imagine. Joe, or José because Joe was Puerto Rican, was from a little town he’d left thirty years ago, and never gave it a second thought. I wasn’t a regular, but Joe knew me since my younger days as a kid hustling the street.

“You, what you doing here so early in the day? Shouldn’t you be working?”

“Yeah, not today, Joe, not today.”

“What happened? They didn’t pass you on the fucking civil service test?”

“Yeah, but...”

“That’s what they always do, man. They fuck you over a couple of times and then they let you in.”

“But I nailed it, Joe. I nailed it.”

“You think anybody reads that shit? Soldier boy, get wise, nobody reads that shit. You didn’t do a very important thing, usted no tiene padrino.”

“Stop talking that Spanish stuff, Joe.”

“You didn’t have a godfather. If you’d had a godfather sponsoring your paper, you would have been in, but, no, you did it the right way which is wrong.”

“What?”

“You need a friend on the inside to help you out. Do you know anyone?”

“I have a few friends...” “Use them, ask...”

“I can’t do that…”

“Then you’re going to ride the merry-go-round for a while, my friend.” Joe poured me a drink. I left after one and thanked Joe for his advice, but I could not ask.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Springtime felt like August that year, and the kids opened up the fire hydrants, dancing in the water without a care. I had fallen into a routine of doing my job and going to Joe’s after 6:00 p.m., having a beer, and re-reading the civil service manual. The Mad Bomber was still on the loose, but there was something else going on, something that was going to impact me for the rest of my life.

“Chief, you okay?”

I was still thinking about the past when I got to the curb and my waiting car.

“Yeah, Dino, I’m fine.” Dino had been assigned to drive me around, one of the perks for being the chief. Hard earned, the title of chief of homicide division with over one hundred and twenty officers under me.

“Where to, chief?” Dino was a nice Italian kid from the little enclave of Italians around the Catholic church, Lady of Mount Carmel.

“I have to be at the Central New York Psychiatric Center in Marcy.”

“He’s up for review, isn’t he?” “Yes, it’s that time again.”

I settled down in the back seat of the black sedan, and Dino pulled out into traffic and headed toward I-90, the New York Thruway.

The motion of the car stirred me to remember how I got pulled into this mess. The nightmare started at Joe’s Bar as I was having my nightly PABST BLUE RIBBON. He walked into the bar with his long camel hair coat, his powder blue silk shirt, thin tie, and Panama hat. He stepped over to me. I’d known him as a kid on the streets. He was the man, Bumpy Johnson. He sat next to me and looked at me intently.

“Well, I’ll be. It’s true. Mr. Matson is a janitor. The man who risked his life for his country twice, once fighting the Japs and then the Koreans, is a fucking janitor. A boy who had street smarts and book smarts is now cleaning toilets and sweeping floors.”

“And you’re looking at the possibility of federal time, I hear.” “That’s nothing, boy. That’s a vacation. Besides, I’m covered while I go up, anyway.”

“So, why you here, Bumpy? It’s not to reminisce about the good times because we didn’t have any. I got out of the game before you and Queenie could get your hooks into me.”

“Now, boy, don’t be hurting old Bumpy that way. Besides, I’m here because I needs me a smart nigger like you to help with a problem I have.”

“I work for a living. It isn’t much but I make an honest dollar.”

“I not be asking you to do anything illegal. Someone is killing my girls on the street, and the police ain’t doing nothing about it. A fellow downtown named Smith said you were good at working things out, you know detective type stuff.”

Smith was in homicide, son of a bitch.

“Smith asked if I could ask you to help him as a community… what did he call it… lee...lea, oh shit, as a representative. You’d be on my payroll, and when this is over, Smith and my friends will see what we can do for you.”

I didn’t want Ellsworth Raymond Johnson’s help in anything that I had to do, but Smith, if he asked me to come down to help, maybe...

“What’s this all about, Bumpy?”

“I have one girl missing and two murdered. The police have got it under wraps because they don’t want the tourists upset about the murders. Anyway, who wants to read about black whores gettin’ murdered on the streets of New York?”

“Well, they have...”

“If they were white girls from Long Island, the cops’d be on it like white on rice, but they’s Mosshead gutter whores, not worth their time.” He was physically upset. This man, who had faced down Dutch Schultz in the 30s, who had sat down with Lucky Luciano and hammered out Harlem’s independence from the mob, was shaken.

“I’ll go down. Tell Smith I’ll be his wing man.”

Bumpy reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a wad of bills that could choke a horse.

“Bumpy, I don’t need your money.”

“You may not need it, but I pays my way.”

He handed me ten one-hundred-dollar bills and got up from the stool he’d been sitting on. “I expect you to find this son of a bitch and stop him.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“I know you will. If I takes a fed vacation, and you haven’t caught this SOB, my people will take care of you until the bastard is caught. Don’t say anything. I take care of my own.” With that, he left Joe’s.

After finishing my beer, I stepped outside. The heat was unbearable as I walked the two city blocks to my building. It was twilight. Mothers were outside herding their kids to supper, the guys were outside, combing their pompadours and whistling at the girls coming home from the factories and shops of the city.

I wondered what could get Bumpy so worked up and Smith wanting to see me. When I got to the efficiency, the heat was worse inside than out. I stripped down to my boxer shorts and opened the frig—a poor man’s air conditioning—and wondered what it was all about.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

I got up early to do the routine: vacuuming the hallways, cleaning the stairwells, taking the garbage out. Mendoza called about 9:00. She wanted me to check the sink in her apartment. I went up to Apartment 248 and knocked on the door. She was a petite Puerto Rican girl with caramel-colored skin. She opened the door in a see- through nighty. Her husband was twenty years her senior, an old pot- bellied loud mouth who like to brag about his prowess and performance abilities.

She showed me where the kitchen was, as if I didn’t know, and told me in broken English that the drip, drip, drip had kept her up all night. As I knelt down to look under the sink, she stood next to me. I could see up her dress that she was wearing nothing underneath, so I was able to see her offerings quite well. She bent over and asked if I needed anything. I said no.

“Ay, are you sure there’s nottin’ wrong with the sink? Maybe you need to look at it some more.”

“Mrs. Mendoza, I can’t even find a wet spot. Maybe it’s something else that kept you awake last night.”

“That old man’s snoring. I’m used to that by now. No, no.” She touched herself between her legs. “No, something...”

“Well, I have an appointment downtown. Maybe when Mr. Mendoza is here, I can look at the plumbing in the bathroom.” “Really, do you have to go? Maybe you will have a little drink with me, yes?”

“No, I wish I could, but I have an appointment.”

She pressed herself against me and looked into my eyes and wetted her lips, “You don’t want to stay a little while with me?”

“I wish I could, but I have an appointment.”

I opened the door and rushed to the sub-basement and a cold shower. Mendoza was one temptation I didn’t need. The old man had shot a fellow for looking at his woman, and I needed my job.

It was 11:45 before I was able to go downtown and find Smith at Manhattan South. The building was red brick, worn down by rain and snow. It isn’t the clean glass and steel one we have today.

As I walked in, the desk sergeant looked at me. “Where do you think you’re going, Sonny James? This isn’t a dance, you know. This is a place of business.”

“I have business with Detective Smith. The name’s Matson.” “Well, we’ll see.” He picked up the phone and called Smith. He put down the receiver and stared at me. “He’ll be down in a minute, boy, so take a seat.”

A few minutes later, my friend and military compatriot bounded down the stairs. Smith was six foot and muscular with a full set of blond hair that he never stopped combing. He was wearing a blue suit, white shirt, and navy blue tie. As he came closer, he extended his hand. “Man, it’s good to see you. Why didn’t you call as soon as you got into town?”

“I got busy, you know.”

“Yeah, they batted you down on the civil service exam. You probably scored the highest grade in the exam, and they flunked you out because they need to give a job to some zhlub brother-in-law or cousin. Man, that’s how the city works. Man, you need a friend to push the paper along.”

“I’m beginning to realize that now.”

“Well, come upstairs with me, and I’ll fill you in.”

We went up the stairs, and all eyes were on us. The men in blue thought of us colored folks as the enemy, so why was Smith so friendly with the enemy?

We reached his office and went inside. Smith’s desk had stacks of files, each taped with a case number, each one a homicide. He pointed to a seat, and I sat down. He pulled on a folder at the top of the stack.

“Okay, you are an unofficial investigator on this case.” He showed me the file marked X.

“Why is this marked X?” I asked.

“Because no one in the city wants this case solved. They just want it to go away. Bumpy approached me about three women; two we’ve found, and the third one I haven’t got a clue as to where she is.”

“All the victims are female?”

“Yeap, all call girls working the street. Ages eighteen, twenty- four, and thirty-two. They are white, black, and one Puerto Rican girl straight off the banana boat.”

“Sure the pimps didn’t do it?”

“Naw, two of them are Bumpy’s girls, and he treats them like princesses. One girl, the one from P.R., is part of Miguel Hortize’s harem. As far as pimps go, he doesn’t slap them around too much; just when he thinks they’re holding out.”

“Rival pimps?”

“Naw, not the way these murders were set up.” “What do you mean?”

He opened up the folder and put the crime scene photographs in front of me. Two bodies, one had a white wrap around her body with a crown of thorns on her head. The face was contorted, showing the suffering the victim had gone through prior to her death. There was a painted beard on her body, and she was cradled in the lap of the second victim who wore a purple robe with white headdress. Her chest was open, exposing her heart. A pen knife had pierced the heart that was surrounded by a small crown of thorns.

“That takes time to do, patience. My pimps, no matter who they are, ain’t the kind who’d plan something like this.”

“You found them next to or near a church?”

“Found them at Saint John the Divine on Amsterdam in that position like a mother cradling her fallen son.”

“This, my friend, is a grotesque representation of Michelangelo’s “The Pietà.” This is the thirteenth station of the cross.”

“What?”

“Catholics, during Lent, every Friday do the stations of the cross. They recreate the passion of Christ by commemorating His suffering. They pray at each of the stations as a form of penance for the forgiveness of sins.”

“So, what do you think?”

“You’re going to find a dead girl in a cave somewhere in town wrapped like a mummy, and if that’s the case, this guy is doing the stations in reverse, and we have twelve more to go.”

“How do we stop this guy?”

“Where are the bodies and all the crime scene materials?” I asked.

“I’ll take you to Bellevue. The bodies are there, and afterward, we’ll go to Evidence. I have to square some things in order for you to go there.”

He made some phone calls before we left, and we went downstairs and took a cab to Bellevue Hospital.

 


CHAPTER SIX

If I lived in a sub-basement, the city morgue was in the sub-sub- basement where no one wanted to visit, but everyone sooner or later arrives. One would expect that the closer one got to hell, the hotter it would be, but instead I was cold and wondered why I didn’t have my jacket. Smith had grabbed his coat before stepping out of the office and had slipped it on as soon as we started walking down the steps.

The tile on the floor, I remember, was an off-shade of light brown that had been washed so many times, it had lost its luster. The tile reached halfway up the wall, and then the wall, painted off-white, took over. At the end of three flights of stairs was a set of double doors. Smith pushed through them. I walked behind him, and that distinct smell of formaldehyde, excrement, and fresh blood filled the air.

A woman sitting at the desk in front of the doors looked up at us and smiled at Smith. “You’ve come to see Jane Doe 1 and 2, Smith?”

“Yeah, Maggie.”

“Who’s the guy next to you, the perp?”

“No, he’s my partner on this one.”

“No shit. What’s the world coming to? I got a spick for a boss, and you have to lug an eggplant.”

I began to say something but Maggie jumped in, “Baby, don’t get mad. Look, I’m a guinea, wop, burnt pizza, whore who just happens to think that we all have a black man in our past.” She put her fingers through her curly black hair. “Some have the hair but not the complexion.”

“Is he here?”

“Yeah, the spick’s inside. Hey, you got a name because I don’t want keep calling you Smith’s eggplant forever?”

“Matson, Matson.”

She extended her hand. “Glad to meet you, Matson. I’m Maggie de Intaglio. Follow me, gents.”

As we walked through the second set of double doors, Maggie turned around. “Got you barf bags, gents? This shit is horrific.”

It was a large open room with multiple tables, all having a covered body. The walls were white, shiny, and amazingly clean, considering the work they do here. The place was lit by fluorescent lamps, and their hum made the place creepier than it already was.

Maggie led the way. She had a nice shape to her, even though the white coat hid most of it. I reminded myself why I was here, not to mentally strip the lab attendant but to look at evidence.

At the end of the room stood a five-foot six-inch man, his face was round, and it looked like he hadn’t slept the night before. He still had some strands of hair on his head, but they were few and far between. He waved us over so that we would hurry up.

“Smith, who do you have here?”

“Matson. He’s alright, Doc Gonzales. He’s helping me out.” “Okay.”

“Have you seen one of these before?” he said as his hand waved over the body.

“Sir, I was an MP, military police. I’ve seen multiple homicide scenes, so this will not affect me.”

“Brave words. But this is nothing like what you’ve seen in the past because I haven’t seen this, and I’ve been doing this since 1935. I thought I’d seen it all.”

Gonzales took the white sheet off the body. Smith started to gag because where there should have been a face, there were only three holes.

“Maggie, take photos of the whole body and then the face, please.”

Maggie went to get her equipment. As she was leaving, the doc tilted the face slightly upward and to the right.

“Gentlemen, that woman was beaten vigorously. The masseter muscle and temporal muscles are exposed, as is the pterygoideus externus. The area that’s white, poking out of the muscle, connotes a fracture of the coronoid process of the jaw and…”

He stopped for a moment and went to the nearby instrument table. He came back to the body and scraped off a little of the muscle to reveal another broke bone. “See the zygomatic process is fractured as well.” He tilted the head to the left.

Gonzales, almost putting his face into the body of the corpse, went on, “I can tell you that the left orbit is fractured, as is part of the temporal bone. What’s your name?” Gonzales was


























OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
- SUSAN GIFFIN !

Tl
FORCR
) 3
R |y
R T

g

vz






OPS/image0.jpg
MATSONS





