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The Sisters Of Selene


Chapter 11
The Crucifix of Fortune



By Andrew Manzo


  Monday, the 20th of April, 1931. Spring was here, and things were looking sunny. The weather was too, by that account. I was sitting in my office reading the paper and catching up with world affairs. Since Mickey had taken care of the Polish Madman, they were calling him a vampire, but I wasn’t going to start dishing out mythical titles to everyone that attacked me in an alley. Anyway, business had been good. It wasn’t like I would need a secretary and more office space, but I was getting a case a week, and that was good enough to pay the bills. In my book, not having to pawn my gun was a good start to the financial year.


  I hardly ever got walk-ins. Most people called my service and left a message for me to go see them, but today was different. Someone actually came to my office and knocked on my door. That should have been my first alarm that things were going to get interesting again.


  “Come on in,” I said from behind my desk as the figure shadowed on my frosted-glass office door knocked again. It was a fancy door, for a more fancy firm, but they had gone broke and all I had to do was stick a piece of cardboard with my name on the outside to cover the original name. A man of medium build with dark hair and a pencil moustache came in.


  “Mr Paul O'Hern? My name is Ibn Al-Hadmed, and I need your help.”


  “I’m Paul. Do you prefer Evan or Ahmed?”


  “It isn’t Evan, or Ahmed, it is Ibn Al-Hadmed. Ibn means son of.”


  “Same as O'Hern, I guess. That means son of Hern as well. Okay, Evan, what can I do for you?”


  “Two things actually. I need you to help me find this piece of jewellery,” Evan said, passing me a piece of paper with the drawing of an ornate crucifix with encrusted jewels, and then a newspaper cutout with the story of Mickey and the Polack.


  “And also, could you explain what actually happened on that night?” he asked politely, but pointedly.


  I considered asking him to leave, but he wasn’t being threatening, nor was he just being curious. It was something else, something I couldn’t name, and part of me wanted to know what that something else was.


  So I told him the story.


  How Mickey the Hammer and myself had been told that some homeless people had been found murdered, their throats slit. That we had, by coincidence, been heading to warn some of our friends that lived rough over in Hell’s Kitchen, and that a mob was already chasing the madman in question. Just by chance, we had cornered him, and Mickey had managed to knock him out.


  I also explained that the Polish man had been taken by the cops and died in custody that night, and nothing else was known. Evan listened intently without interrupting.


  “Mr O'Hern, Paul, you are a lucky man. Trust me, I can sense these things, and luck follows you. That man wasn’t Polish. He was something else, something older. I met him once many years ago, just a chance encounter. He wasn’t mad then, he was actually a nice person, but time changes a man. I don’t know what happened to drive him into that state, but he would have been grateful to have been stopped from sinking further into madness.”


  I raised an eyebrow as he said this.


  “Lucky? Some people would question that assessment, especially my bookie at the races. Anything I bet on comes dead last,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.


  “Not that kind of luck. People often mistake winning as fortune. Your luck is in your friends, and the people drawn to you. In the moments that find you. There’s power in that, and your luck is palpable. And it’s why you’ll help me find the crucifix.”


  “Tell me about this fancy piece of jewellery, Evan. When was the last time you saw it?” I said, leaning forward and looking at the picture.


  “It was at the end of 1871, in Belgium,” Evan said with a faint smile, and I knew he wasn’t lying. Just like he had described the Polish man, something older.


  When I think back to that moment, being given just the picture of the crucifix as a clue, it brings up questions I should have asked at the time... questions that were just in the back of my mind, but I asked the wrong ones that seemed important instead.


  “How big is this crucifix?” I asked, thinking the size was important.


  “It is about the size of the picture. It can be worn on a chain around the neck, or on the end of a rosary chain. It can fit inside the palm of your hand. It is thick, though. It is a substantial piece of jewellery. There is weight to it. The gold and jewels are real.”


  Having been a good Catholic, like most Irish people, I had seen thousands of different crucifixes in my life, and the description resonated with me. Poor families had small crosses, mostly made of a nice piece of wood, maybe covered with a scrap of leather. Some were just iron nails that had been hammered out. Devotion and faith took many shapes, and the spiritual significance that came from some bits of repurposed material depended on the individual. A crucifix made out of rosewood, passed down through generations, may mean more to a family than a piece of gold worn by a bishop.


  A crucifix of substantial worth, that would be easier to find, I thought at the time. Something like that would get noticed.


  “You’re asking me to find a needle in a haystack, in a field full of haystacks. Any way of narrowing down the search?”


  “I have narrowed down the search to Manhattan Island. I have been searching for this crucifix for a long time, and I am sure that it is here. You can be assured that you are at least in the right field of haystacks.”


  “Well, Mr Ahmed, this may take some time, and there will be costs involved,” I said, pulling out a piece of paper with my price guide.


  “Will a hundred dollars cover the initial costs... Mr O'Hern?” Evan said and laid out five crisp pictures of President Jackson with the United States of America ribbon above the picture of Old Hickory. I picked them up, ran my fingers over them and put them up to the light.


  “No offence meant, Evan, but those federal boys take it personally if I try to spend notes they didn’t print, and you can never be too careful. This will cover the costs. Just leave me some contact details. This will take a while,” I said, and we concluded our meeting.


  The first thing I did was what any smart man would do. I went to the nearest bank and changed those twenty-dollar pictures of Jackson to lots of pictures of President Washington. Sure, it was easier to carry big notes, but lots of one-dollar notes were easier to spend, and ten dollars was more than enough for me to carry at any one time. I was more used to counting coins instead of notes. Nickels and dimes were my currency of choice.


  Pawn shops and churches, those were my next choices, and there were a lot of those on Manhattan Island. There was my regular pawn shop, which I’d used during harder times. I had to start somewhere, so I started there.


  Benoit Dix was an old Frenchman, short in stature but mean in spirit. No smart person would have let his small size fool him, though. He had ages of experience in taking down bigger men, you could see it in his face. He wore a black beret and a loose blue woollen cardigan. He always wore fingerless gloves, no matter how hot or cold. He liked to keep his hands warm but wanted to feel everything he touched.


  The bell at the door let him know that I was there, so there was no need for me to call out. The shop was stocked, as always, with the items of people that needed money, those who had not been able to get them back, and some items that had been pilfered by light-fingered boys.


  “Here to see how much you can get for that Mauser again, Paul?” Benoit said with a thick French accent.


  “I’m here for your wisdom in the trade, if you’re willing to believe that. I need a starting point for this,” I said and showed him the picture of the crucifix.


  “Jewellery. Interesting looking. I would wager expensive. That sort of trade doesn’t come through my shop. Soldiers and workmen out of luck are my customers, not bishops and cardinals. That there would belong to a high-ranking churchman. Unless one of those stumbled out to Sally’s bordello for some fun and got rolled, I would never see something like that.”


  “Would a nun, a sister, ever have one of these?” I asked out of curiosity, having had a run-in with those recently.


  “Never. Not even the highest of la Reverende Mere would ever carry a crucifix like this. They all take vows of poverty. This would be against everything they claim to believe. Noblemen and church leaders, that’s who would wear a cross with jewels. Try the cathedrals. Plenty of rich men wearing silks and satin in those places. Frere Stack around the corner should be able to give you directions.”


  “Those belong to the church,” I said, pointing at a set of candlesticks I recognised in the corner.


  “Sometimes even the Lord needs a loan. When the donations are lean, Frere Stack does what he needs.”


  “How much?” I asked.


  “Ten would clear the debt, as long as they go back to the church, though. The Frere and I have an understanding. I can trust you, O'Hern... to do the right thing.”


  Even though Benoit always drove a hard bargain and made a good profit for himself, he had a sense of honour and never failed to keep his end of a deal. Some pawn shops would sell your goods as soon as you left the store, but he would store them for a few months to give you the chance to reclaim what was yours. He placed them in a bag for me and took my fresh set of notes, giving each a quick check before putting them inside the cash register and making a note in his ledger.


  Father Stack’s church, Saint Matthias, was one of the smallest churches in the area. Not much to look at from the outside, or inside for that matter, but it was well enough visited by those in need of a prayer and some help from God. Saint Matthias, patron saint of carpenters, tailors and alcoholics. I had not stepped inside since my mother was put to rest. Father Stack had taken care of the Mass himself and done as good a job as anyone would want. She had been a regular there, making sure that the place was clean and the flowers were fresh. A pang of emotion hit me as I thought of her, and I quickly swallowed it down again, stored it with all the other feelings that I had once tried to drown.


  “Paul, do my old eyes deceive me? Good to see you here, lad. I heard tell that you were doing better. James, Mickey the Hammer...” Father Stack, a solid man with red cheeks and white hair, said, making a pugilistic gesture before continuing. “...still comes in every Sunday and tells me about you, but having you here answers my prayers.”


  “I brought you these. Benoit doesn’t need them anymore,” I said, passing him the bag with the candlesticks. He opened the bag and looked up at the heavens.


  “Your mother would have hated me for it, lad. She would make sure these gleamed and had the brightest candles at every Mass. Times are tough, though, and needs must,” Father Stack said, taking the candlesticks back and putting them in their respective places.


  “Watering down the Sacramental Wine, Father?”


  “Gets to be that even a God-fearing man cannot have a proper drink anymore. Prohibitionists, damned Protestants ruining everything. Should have burnt Martin Luther as a heretic as soon as he started printing pamphlets, but that kind of thing will get me in trouble now, lad. Can’t have me saying that sort of thing in public.”


  “I have a question for you, Father. I am on a case and need some directions,” I said, giving him the picture of the crucifix and recounting the tale of Evan Al Ahmed.


  “This is too rich for my parish, lad, but we’re in luck. The diocese has seen in their wisdom that I need an apprentice and sent me a young man. Always it is like that, an old priest and a young priest. I have him out back trying to balance the books. Let’s see what the petulance of youth has to add,” Father Stack said and went to the sacristy to retrieve his novice.


  “Hello, I am Father Sasha.” The young man was barely in his twenties, almost sheepish in action in comparison to Father Stack’s robust manner.


  “Hello, Father. I am Paul O'Hern,” I said, shaking the young priest’s soft hands. Father Stack had his work cut out for him, but I had seen him bring strength to the weak. If this young priest survived, he would be chiselled into a fighter. It was Father Stack who had taught Mickey how to box. He understood that sometimes a man of God needed to deliver a sermon with his fists as well as the Bible.


  “I am looking for this crucifix,” I said, showing him the picture.


  “Hmm... Serbian or Greek Orthodox. The four jewels represent the nails, one for each hand, one for the feet, and one for the sign above. The jewel at the centre represents Jesus himself, probably a bright red jewel, or a rose even. Maybe even Russian, but definitely Orthodox, and rich,” Father Sasha explained.


  “Where would you start looking for this, Father Sasha?”


  “Holy Trinity, Greek Orthodox Cathedral, Upper East Side. From memory, it is on 74th Street.”


  “Thank you, Father. For the donation plate this Sunday,” I said, taking five one-dollar bills out of my pocket.


  “That will help keep the lights on. I will save a place for you up front this Sunday, where your mother used to sit,” Father Stack said, taking the money and placing it in his pocket. I nodded and walked away, turning to make the sign of the cross by reflex when I got to the font of holy water, once more shutting down those emotions as I returned to the outside world.


  Manhattan’s Upper East Side, that’s where all the rich people lived. Mansions and streets with a different class of money. Older money, not just rich, but rich with titles and offices. If this were England, they would be lords and ladies.


  It was past lunchtime and I’d already got a lead, so it was time for me to get some food, and I could always come back to it the next day. So, I had some food at the soup kitchen with the other veterans and left some money for Matron. She told me that they were well taken care of, but she would put it aside in case one of the fellows needed something or other. I ate there often enough that I was just paying my way rather than making a donation.


  I walked around a bit, stared at the new buildings going up. There was a race to the sky in Manhattan, to see which rich company could get higher than the others. There was a tale about it in the Bible, something about a mighty hunter wanting to shoot an arrow at God, and then we all ended up speaking different tongues. There were already so many foreigners here with hard-to-pronounce names and their own customs that if you went up a few blocks it felt like you were in a different country. Little Italy, Little Greece, everybody tried to change the place into something they felt comfortable with, instead of getting comfortable in this place.


  I watched the sun go down, and all the city lights come on, and then I went to bed. There were a million people in this city, and still I was all on my own.


  I decided to visit Mickey at the waterfront before I went uptown, just to keep him informed about my new client. It was better he knew. I arrived at the office and they signed me in. I was a regular now and security still wanted me in their register, but they let me wander around without a guide now.


  A new ship had arrived from Europe, and everyone seemed to be gawking at it being unloaded. They’d done this job a thousand times, but this one was somewhat special. There was livestock on this particular ship. Well, not exactly livestock, more like exhibits. Endangered animals, that’s what the receptionist had said. Mickey was gawking at the cargo unloading as well, like a kid at the zoo.


  “Hey, Pauly, come over, you’ve got to see this,” Mickey said as he saw me.


  “Ain’t that the biggest bear you’ve ever seen?” he said, pointing at a cage with a massive sleeping bear inside. Mickey was right, it was massive, and it was resting, uncaring. The security team was guarding the cages, not guarding the animals, but making sure the people wouldn’t go near them.


  “There is some kind of orange monkey, Pauly. Strange-looking face,” Mickey said, pointing at the cage next to the bear.


  “It’s an orangutan, you doofus,” I said, looking at it, and it looked back at me. Mickey was right, the face wasn’t normal. It was like it was wearing a mask, like the head wasn’t the right size for the body. It raised one palm towards me and waved at me, then continued to count down from five to zero, military-style. I nodded in recognition and it nodded back. This wasn’t just a normal orangutan, though never having actually seen a live orangutan before, I wasn’t able to judge what was actually normal.


  The security team covered the cages with a large tarp and made sure that no one would approach. The show being over, I updated Mickey on the new client and his questions about Mickey in particular. Told him to be extra careful, and let him know that I was on my way to the Upper East Side to check on that crucifix that my client wanted found.


  Mickey then filled me in about all the animals, and loads of other interesting stuff that had been coming from different boats, not just this one. All going to the same place, a new town near Utica, New York, a place called Franklin.


  It took me a while to get to the church that Father Sasha had recommended. The Holy Trinity, Greek Orthodox Cathedral. There was no comparison between the Holy Trinity and Saint Matthias. They were both churches, but that was about all they had in common. The Holy Trinity was newly built, and everything was shiny and gold. The vaulted ceilings were covered in gold iconography. So much of it, you could get dizzy trying to inspect it all.


  An old priest with an incredibly long beard, dressed all in black, came over to see what I needed. I asked him about the crucifix. He looked at the picture and shrugged in broken English. He called one of the kids over and asked him to translate.


  “He says that there are lots of similar crucifixes in the congregation, and you should come to church on Sunday and ask around,” the kid said, and I thanked them both for their help. I went outside and had a look around the nearby streets. I was there already and I might as well walk around, I thought.


  I let my feet choose the route. I often did that, just kept walking until I found something interesting, something that caught my eye. Walk without purpose, and purpose will find you. I noticed a deli and sat down for a sandwich and a cup of coffee. It didn’t take long before I got someone’s attention. I couldn’t tell who it was, but someone was watching me.


  New York was full of rival gangs, and they all hated each other and fought tooth and nail for every inch of pavement. An Irishman out of his territory having a sandwich, to some that could count as a declaration of war. I finished my food, tipped the waitress and left, trying hard to look harmless while at the same time keeping my piece ready. Prohibition had made street shootings almost commonplace.


  I walked back to my office, and my own territory, and whoever was following me gave up, which was good. I had no interest in getting into a fight over a couple of simple questions and being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I had already done that plenty of times and wanted to avoid any repetitions of violence as much as I could.


  I sat in my office wondering what my next step was going to be. I was certainly going to avoid going to church on Sunday. Maybe I could get one of the veterans from the soup kitchen to go and reconnoitre for me. A man down on his luck can become invisible to some people, and they might be able to report back on some findings without me being there all the time.


  He knocked on my door, but I almost smelt him first. It was perfume, the fragrance of chypre. He opened the door without waiting to be invited. He was a small-boned, dark man of medium height. His hair was black and smooth and very glossy. His features were Mediterranean. He held a black derby hat in a chamois-gloved hand and came into the office with short, mincing, bobbing steps.


  “Mr O'Hern, allow me to introduce myself. I am Kozani Kavalieros, and I need to have a word with you.” He said it with a slight nasal, breathy quality, as if he was staging every word before saying it.


  I stood up and met him halfway. Something about him set me on edge. His clothes were opulent. He wore a silk cravat with a square-cut ruby that gleamed even in the low light of my office. I was sure that those gloved hands of his had never touched anything rougher than silk.


  “Well, go on,” I said, not liking what was coming already. Some part of me felt annoyed by his entrance, the other part by the clothes he wore, and another part entirely wasn’t too happy with his effeminate features.


  “You have been sticking your nose where it isn’t wanted, and we want you to tell us why, Mr O'Hern. You need to explain yourself.”


  “I have no idea what you mean... Mr Cavaleros.”


  “Don’t you play the fool with me, Mr O'Hern.” He drew a shiny gun from his pocket, a chrome piece, almost a lady’s gun, a Beretta Model 418 by the look of it. I grabbed his wrist and pointed the gun away from me, then I gave him a solid slap with an open hand across his face, then slapped him again with the back of my hand for good measure. He almost dropped to his knee as I squeezed his wrist until he dropped the gun.


  “I am going to have to ask you to please let Mr Kavalieros go, and not make any sudden moves,” said a tall man with a square jaw from the doorway, pointing a revolver right at me. He wasn’t the kind to fool around with. I could tell that he was the polar opposite of Kozani, and he had me at point-blank range. I put my hands up and Kozani dropped, holding his wrist in pain.


  “Stay where you are, Mr Kavalieros. I don’t want you getting up and crossing my line of fire. Mr O'Hern here isn’t going to try anything if you don’t give him a chance. Please turn around, Mr O'Hern, slowly. It will be a lot easier if you comply.”


  “So you can shoot me in the back?”


  “If I wanted to shoot you, I would have already pressed the trigger, Mr O'Hern.”


  I did as requested... and then felt a crack against the back of my skull that turned my lights out.


  “Wake up, Mr O'Hern... We would like to ask you a few questions,” said a voice in a thick German accent.


  I cracked my eyelids open and everything was an uncomfortable blur, with lights and a horrible headache. I tried to move, but I was tied. My hands were behind my back, my fingers tingling with the lack of circulation. I was sitting down and couldn’t move.


  “Maybe you hit him too hard, Mr Smith... maybe not hard enough,” Kozani said in his nasal voice.


  “Now, now, let’s not be petty, Kozi. Just because Mr O'Hern was a bit handsy with you,” the German added.


  My brain finally managed to get my eyes working again and I could see a large man, with bulbous pink cheeks, multiple chins and a thick neck, with a great soft belly that was all his torso. His eyes, made small by fat puffs around them, were dark and sleek. Dark ringlets thinly covered his broad scalp. He wore a black cutaway coat, black vest, black satin ascot tie holding a pinkish pearl, striped grey trousers and patent-leather shoes.


  “My name, Mr O'Hern, is Kasper Bauchmensch, and I heard that you were looking for me,” he said, pulling out the crucifix from his vest pocket. It was attached to a thick gold chain.


  “This is the first time I have ever seen or heard of you, Mr Bauch Mans,” I said, getting the words out with effort as everything finally started to clear up.


  “I believe you, Mr O'Hern. Ibn here told me as much as well.” The fat man said this as I looked over to another figure tied to a second chair next to me. Evan’s face showed signs of having been roughed up enough to make him talk.


  “I told you, you Hungarian bastard, he is lucky,” Ibn Al-Hadmed said angrily, bits of blood flying from his lips.


  “Are you lucky, Mr O'Hern? It took Ibn here decades to track me down. Nearly forty years, I think, maybe more. You found me in what? Two days? How did you do that?”


  “I don’t know. All I did was go and have a sandwich in a deli yesterday, then your friend showed up,” I said while taking a look around. We were in a warehouse, not a large one. It was empty except for a few boxes here and there. I was sure that we were somewhere that no amount of shouting would get us any help whatsoever.


  “Funny thing about a good sandwich, sometimes wars start because a man goes to have a sandwich at the wrong place at the wrong time,” Bauchmensch said with a slight smirk, as if it was a joke that only he would understand.


  “We won that war, if I remember correctly,” I said, trying to get my hands free, but whoever had tied them did a really good job.


  “A scholar as well as a detective. Yes, I can see why Ibn chose you. We have been keeping tabs on you, I must admit that. Ever since you and your pugilistic friend took down the Mazovian, Janus Sobanscy. That was his name. Came from a proud, rich noble family until Napoleon went through there on the way to Moscow. After that, they weren’t so rich. He was a useful ally, until he lost his mind. We were relieved, in a way, when you were able to put a stop to him. Your friend and you were able to take him down so easily... too easily.”


  “Pure coincidence, I must admit. Mickey did all the taking down. I wasn’t even an inconvenience to Janus,” I said honestly, hoping that the fat man would keep filling in the blanks for me instead of hitting me for information.


  “I believe you, Mr O'Hern. I can see you’re an honest man. I need to be sure, though. I need to know for sure. So I have asked for the legendary Mickey the Hammer to be brought here. That way we can all work together in clearing up this mess. It sounds like they are here now.”


  The sound of a car, tyres on gravel, and an engine being switched off came from outside.


  “I will go check and make sure that they didn’t have any trouble,” said Mr Smith, who had been silently standing in the background.


  “I want to hit him a few times. Can I do that, Kasper?” Kozani said nasally, grabbing a piece of lead pipe with a handkerchief.


  “You can have your fun after we have all the details. You’ll spoil your dinner acting this way.”


  “You’ve had enough dinners for a whole village, you Hungarian fat bastard,” Evan spat out.


  “Now, now, Ibn. Mr Smith will have to wash your mouth with soap if you keep insulting me... well, here he comes now...”


  The fat man paused as the door opened and Mr Smith entered with his hands up in the air, followed by a few figures in blue uniforms.


  “I told you, Mr O'Hern, you are lucky,” Evan said to me as the group of men arrived.


  “I guess he is at that,” the fat man added as he raised his pudgy fingers in surrender, while Kozani looked around like a rat trapped in a corner, his eyes darting left and right looking for an exit where there was none. He put the lead pipe down slowly and folded his handkerchief tidily, making sure no dust would get on him.


  “I am Chief Inspector Solomon Kincaid, from the International Criminal Police Organization, and you are all under arrest on charges of murder, smuggling, kidnapping, trafficking, war profiteering, desecration, torture, and whatever else comes to light,” Solomon said, holding up a gold badge with what seemed to be the Earth with a sword behind it, and the initials ICPO in thick, bold letters.


  “Handcuff these two, and be careful. Don’t let their demeanour fool you, they are very dangerous. Extremely dangerous, to be sure,” Solomon added, and the police officers, which I recognised as part of the security team at the warehouse, spread out with guns drawn. One of them came over and was nice enough to undo the ropes on me and Evan.


  The fat man and Kozani went very quiet and let themselves be chained up and taken outside, not saying a word, as if they understood the procedure very well.


  “Mickey?” I asked as the security team checked over the warehouse, and Solomon stood looking smug at me.


  “He’s probably having a beer with the rest of the boys. The men that were sent to get him tripped a few alarms. That set off our protocols. They were professional enough, though, to understand that they were messing with the wrong people, and quickly gave us all we needed to know to find you. When you point out that no lawyers are ever going to be involved and they are not emotionally invested in their superiors, they tend to be helpful rather than obstructive,” Solomon explained.


  “I am guessing that you two know each other?” I said, nodding to Evan, who was being checked over by one of the security men.


  “I’ve heard of Mr Ibn Al-Hadmed, but I’ve never had the pleasure. Let’s say that we have mutual acquaintances, and I am very glad that he is here in New York. You must allow me the pleasure of extending my hospitality, Mr Al-Hadmed. We will see to your every comfort while you are with us.”


  “Do I have a choice?” Evan asked, holding his jaw as if it didn’t sit right.


  “Ricardo makes a very good dinner, and I am sure that he can make something soft for you to chew on, maybe some soup. It will be better for all of us if you join us. You as well, Paul. This is a most auspicious occasion,” Solomon said, patting me on the shoulder.


  “I thought you were a Doctor of Philosophy,” I said, gathering my things and rubbing feeling back into my hands.


  “I dabble in a few things,” Solomon added as he led us outside.
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    The story continues in the next issue of Sisters of Selene.
  


  
    Across centuries, the lives of long-lived humans continue to cross, revealing new allies,
    old secrets, and a world hidden beneath the same watchful moon.
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