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“There’s something addicting about a
secret.”

—J. Edgar Hoover

 


The squalid little alley smelled of piss.
Detective Seamus O’Reilly tugged his overcoat closed and wished
he’d worn boots. He could feel the chill of his metal flashlight
through the worn glove on his right hand.

Two beat cops stood in front of the bodies,
and the coroner crouched over them. His assistant was already
setting up the gurneys, body bags draped over his arm. The
coroner’s van had blocked the alley’s entrance, only a few yards
away.

O’Reilly’s partner, Joseph McKinnon,
followed him. McKinnon had trained his own flashlight on the fire
escapes above, unintentionally alerting any residents to the police
presence.

But they probably already knew. Shootings in
this part of the city were common. The neighborhood teetered
between swank and corrupt. Far enough from Central Park for
degenerates and muggers to use the alleys as corridors, and,
conversely, close enough for new money to want to live with a peak
of the city’s most famous expanse of green.

The coroner, Thomas Brunner, had set up two
expensive, battery-operated lights on garbage can lids placed on
top of the dirty ice, one at the top of the bodies, the other near
the feet. O’Reilly crouched so he wouldn’t create any more
shadows.

“What’ve we got?” he asked.

“Dunno yet.” Brunner was using his gloved
hands to part the hair on the back of the nearest corpse’s skull.
“It could be one of those nights.”

O’Reilly had worked with Brunner for
eighteen years now, since they both got back from the war, and he
hated it when Brunner said it could be one of those nights. That
meant the corpses would stack up, which was usually a summer thing,
but almost never happened in the middle of winter.

“Why?” O’Reilly asked. “What else we
got?”

“Some colored limo driver shot two blocks
from here.” Brunner was still parting the hair. It took O’Reilly a
minute to realize it was matted with blood. “And two white guys
pulled out of their cars and shot about four blocks from that.”

O’Reilly felt a shiver run through him that
had nothing to do with the cold. “You think the shootings are
related?”

“Dunno,” Brunner said. “But I think it’s
odd, don’t you? Five dead in the space of an hour, all in a
six-block radius.”

O’Reilly closed his eyes for a moment. Two
white guys pulled out of their cars, one Negro driver of a limo,
and now two white guys in an alley. Maybe they were related, maybe
they weren’t.

He opened his eyes, then wished he hadn’t.
Brunner had his finger inside a bullet hole, a quick way to judge
caliber.

“Same type of bullet,” Brunner said.

“You handled the other shootings?”

“I was on scene with the driver when some
fag called this one in.”

O’Reilly looked at Brunner. Eighteen years,
and he still wasn’t used to the man’s casual bigotry.

“How did you know the guy was queer?”
O’Reilly asked. “You talk to him?”

“Didn’t have to.” Brunner nodded toward the
building in front of them. “Weekly party for degenerates in the
penthouse apartment every Thursday night. Thought you knew.”

O’Reilly looked up. Now he understood why
McKinnon had been shining his flashlight at the upper story
windows. McKinnon had worked vice before he got promoted to
homicide.

“Why would I know?” O’Reilly said.

McKinnon was the one who answered. “Because
of the standing orders.”

“I’m not playing twenty questions,” O’Reilly
said. “I don’t know about a party in this building and I don’t know
about standing orders.”

“The standing orders are,” McKinnon said as
if he were an elementary school teacher, “not to bust it, no matter
what kind of lead you got. You see someone go in, you forget about
it. You see someone come out, you avert your eyes. You complain,
you get moved to a different shift, maybe a different
precinct.”

“Jesus.” O’Reilly was too far below to see
if there was any movement against the glass in the penthouse suite.
But whoever lived there—whoever partied there—had learned to shut
off the lights before the cops arrived.

“Shot in the back of the head,” Brunner said
before O’Reilly could process all of the information. “That’s just
damn strange.”

O’Reilly looked at the corpses—really looked
at them—for the first time. Two men, both rather heavy set. Their
faces were gone, probably splattered all over the walls. Gloved
hands, nice shoes, one of them wearing a white scarf that caught
the light.

Brunner had to search for the wound in the
back of the head, which made that the entry point. The exit wounds
had destroyed the faces.

O’Reilly looked behind him. No door on that
building, but there was one on the building where the party was
held. If they’d been exiting the building and were surprised by a
queer basher or a mugger, they’d’ve been shot in the front, not the
back.

“How many times were they shot?” O’Reilly
asked.

“Looks like just the once. Large caliber,
close range. I’d say it was a purposeful headshot, designed to do
maximum damage.” Brunner felt the back of the closest corpse.
“There doesn’t seem to be anything on the torso.”

“They still got their wallets?” McKinnon
asked.

“Haven’t checked yet.” Brunner reached into
the back pants pocket of the corpse he’d been searching and clearly
found nothing. So he grabbed the front of the overcoat and reached
inside.

He removed a long thin wallet—old fashioned,
the kind made for the larger bills of forty years before.
Hand-tailored, beautifully made.

These men weren’t hurting for money.

Brunner handed the wallet to O’Reilly, who
opened it. And stopped when he saw the badge inside. His mouth went
dry.

“We got a feebee,” he said, his voice
sounding strangled.

“What?” McKinnon asked.

“FBI,” Brunner said dryly. McKinnon had only
moved to homicide the year before. Vice rarely had to deal with
FBI. Homicide did only on sensational cases. O’Reilly could count
on one hand the number of times he’d spoken to agents in the New
York bureau.

“Not just any feebee either,” O’Reilly said.
“The Associate Director. Clyde A. Tolson.”

McKinnon whistled. “Who’s the other
guy?”

This time, O’Reilly did the search. The
other corpse, the heavier of the two, also smelled faintly of
perfume. This man had kept his wallet in the inner pocket of his
suit coat, just like his companion had.

O’Reilly opened the wallet. Another badge,
just like he expected. But he didn’t expect the bulldog face
glaring at him from the wallet’s interior.

Nor had he expected the name.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” he said.

“What’ve we got?” McKinnon asked.

O’Reilly handed him the wallet, opened to
the slim paper identification.

“The Director of the FBI,” he said, his
voice shaking. “Public Hero Number One. J. Edgar Hoover.”

***

Francis Xavier Bryce—Frank to his friends,
what few of them he still had left—had just dropped off to sleep
when the phone rang. He cursed, caught himself, apologized to Mary,
and then remembered she wasn’t there.

The phone rang again and he fumbled for the
light, knocking over the highball glass he’d used to mix his mom’s
recipe for sleepless nights, hot milk, butter and honey. It turned
out that, at the tender age of 36, hot milk and butter laced with
honey wasn’t a recipe for sleep; it was a recipe for heartburn.

And for a smelly carpet if he didn’t clean
the mess up.

He found the phone before he found the
light.

“What?” he snapped.

“You live near Central Park, right?” A voice
he didn’t recognize, but one that was clearly official, asked the
question without a hello or an introduction.



“More or less.” Bryce rarely talked about
his apartment. His parents had left it to him and, as his wife was
fond of sniping, it was too fancy for a junior G-Man.

The voice rattled off an address. “How far
is that from you?”

“About five minutes.” If he didn’t clean up
the mess on the floor. If he spent thirty seconds pulling on the
clothes he’d piled onto the chair beside the bed.

“Get there. Now. We got a situation.”

“What about my partner?” Bryce’s partner
lived in Queens.

“You’ll have back-up. You just have to get
to the scene. The moment you get there, you shut it down.”

“Um.” Bryce hated sounding uncertain, but he
had no choice. “First, sir, I need to know who I’m talking to. Then
I need to know what I’ll find.”

“You’ll find a double homicide. And you’re
talking to Eugene Hart, the Special Agent in Charge. I shouldn’t
have to identify myself to you.”

Now that he had, Bryce recognized Hart’s
voice. “Sorry, sir. It’s just procedure.”

“Fuck procedure. Take over
that scene. Now.”

“Yes, sir,” Bryce said, but he was talking
into an empty phone line. He hung up, hands shaking, wishing he had
some BromoSeltzer.

He’d just come off a long, messy
investigation of another agent. Walter Cain had been about to get
married when he remembered he had to inform the Bureau of that fact
and, as per regulation, get his bride vetted before walking down
the aisle.

Bryce had been the one to investigate the
future Mrs. Cain, and had been the one to find out about her rather
seamy past—two Vice convictions under a different name, and one
hospitalization after a rather messy backstreet abortion. Turned
out Cain knew about his future wife’s past, but the Bureau hadn’t
liked it.

And two nights ago, Bryce had to be the one
to tell Cain that he couldn’t marry his now-reformed, somewhat
religious, beloved. The soon-to-be Mrs. Cain had taken the news
hard. She had gone to Bellevue this afternoon after slashing her
wrists.

And Bryce had been the one to tell Cain what
his former fiancé had done. Just a few hours ago.

Sometimes Bryce hated this job.

Despite his orders, he went into the
bathroom, soaked one of Mary’s precious company towels in water,
and dropped the thing on the spilled milk. Then he pulled on his
clothes, and finger-combed his hair.

He was a mess—certainly not the perfect
representative of the Bureau. His white shirt was stained with
marina from that night’s take-out, and his tie wouldn’t keep a
crisp knot. The crease had long since left his trousers and his
shoes hadn’t been shined in weeks. Still, he grabbed his black
overcoat, hoping it would hide everything.

He let himself out of the apartment before
he remembered the required and much hated hat, went back inside,
grabbed the hat as well as his gun and his identification. Jesus,
he was tired. He hadn’t slept since Mary walked out. Mary, who had
been vetted by the FBI and who had passed with flying colors. Mary,
who had turned out to be more of a liability than any former hooker
ever could have been.

And now, because of her, he was heading
toward something big, and he was one-tenth as sharp as usual.

All he could hope for was that the SAC had
overreacted. And he had a hunch—a two in the morning,
get-your-ass-over-there-now hunch—that the SAC hadn’t overreacted
at all.

***

Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy sat in
his favorite chair near the fire in his library. The house was
quiet even though his wife and eight children were asleep upstairs.
Outside, the rolling landscape was covered in a light dusting of
snow—rare for McLean, Virginia even at this time of year.

He held a book in his left hand, his finger
marking the spot. The Greeks had comforted him in the few months
since Jack died, but lately Kennedy had discovered Camus.

He had been about to copy a passage into his
notebook when the phone rang. At first he sighed, feeling all of
the exhaustion that had weighed on him since the assassination. He
didn’t want to answer the phone. He didn’t want to be bothered—not
now, not ever again.

But this was the direct line from the White
House and if he didn’t answer it, someone else in the house
would.

He set the Camus book face down on his chair
and crossed to the desk before the third ring. He answered with a
curt, “Yes?”

“Attorney General Kennedy, sir?” The voice
on the other end sounded urgent. The voice sounded familiar to him
even though he couldn’t place it.

“Yes?”

“This is Special Agent John Haskell. You
asked me to contact you, sir, if I heard anything important about
Director Hoover, no matter what the time.”

Kennedy leaned against the desk. He had made
that request back when his brother had been president, back when
Kennedy had been the first attorney general since the 1920s who
actually demanded accountability from Hoover.

Since Lyndon Johnson had taken over the
presidency, accountability had gone by the wayside. These days
Hoover rarely returned Kennedy’s phone calls.

“Yes, I did tell you that,”
Kennedy said, resisting the urge to add, but I don’t care about that old man any longer.

“Sir, there are rumors—credible ones—that
Director Hoover has died in New York.”

Kennedy froze. For a moment, he flashed back
to that unseasonably warm afternoon when he’d sat just outside with
the federal attorney for New York City, Robert Morganthau and the
chief of Morganthau’s criminal division, Silvio Mollo, talking
about prosecuting various organized crime figures.

Kennedy could still remember the glint of
the sunlight on the swimming pool, the taste of the tuna fish
sandwich Ethel had brought him, the way the men—despite their
topic—had seemed lighthearted.

Then the phone rang, and J.
Edgar Hoover was on the line. Kennedy almost didn’t take the call,
but he did and Hoover’s cold voice said, I
have news for you. The President’s been shot.

Kennedy had always disliked Hoover, but
since that day, that awful day in the bright sunshine, he hated
that fat bastard. Not once—not in that call, not in the subsequent
calls—did Hoover express condolences or show a shred of human
concern.

“Credible rumors?” Kennedy repeated, knowing
he probably sounded as cold as Hoover had three months ago, and not
caring. He’d chosen Haskell as his liaison precisely because the
man didn’t like Hoover either. Kennedy had needed someone inside
Hoover’s hierarchy, unbeknownst to Hoover, which was difficult
since Hoover kept his hand in everything. Haskell was one of the
few who fit the bill.

“Yes, sir, quite credible.”

“Then why haven’t I received official
contact?”

“I’m not even sure the President knows,
sir.”

Kennedy leaned against the desk. “Why not,
if the rumors are credible?”

“Um, because, sir, um, it seems Associate
Director Tolson was also shot, and um, they were, um, in a rather
suspect area.”

Kennedy closed his eyes. All of Washington
knew that Tolson was the closest thing Hoover had to a wife. The
two old men had been life-long companions. Even though they didn’t
live together, they had every meal together. Tolson had been
Hoover’s hatchet man until the last year or so, when Tolson’s
health hadn’t permitted it.

Then a word Haskell used sank in. “You said
shot.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is Tolson dead too then?”

“And three other people in the
neighborhood,” Haskell said.

“My God.” Kennedy ran a hand over his face.
“But they think this is personal?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Because of the location of the
shooting?”

“Yes, sir. It seems there was an exclusive
gathering in a nearby building. You know the type, sir.”

Kennedy didn’t know the type—at least not
through personal experience. But he’d heard of places like that,
where the rich, famous and deviant could spend time with each
other, and do whatever it was they liked to do in something
approaching privacy.

“So,” he said, “the bureau’s trying to
figure out how to cover this up.”

“Or at least contain it, sir.”

Without Hoover or Tolson. No one in the
bureau was gong to know what to do.

Kennedy’s hand started to shake. “What about
the files?”

“Files, sir?”

“Hoover’s confidential files. Has anyone
secured them?”

“Not yet, sir. But I’m sure someone has
called Miss Gandy.”

Helen Gandy was Hoover’s long-time
secretary. She had been his right hand as long as Tolson had
operated that hatchet.

“So procedure’s being followed,” Kennedy
said, then frowned. If procedure were being followed, shouldn’t the
acting head of the bureau be calling him?

“No, sir. But the Director put some private
instructions in place should he be killed or incapacitated. Private
emergency instructions. And those involve letting Miss Gandy know
before anyone else.”

Even me,
Kennedy thought. Hoover’s
nominal boss. “She’s not there yet,
right?”

“No, sir.”

“Do you know where those files are?” Kennedy
asked, trying not to let desperation into his voice.

“I’ve made it my business to know, sir.”
There was a pause and then Haskell lowered his voice. “They’re in
Miss Gandy’s office, sir.”

Not Hoover’s like everyone thought. For the
first time in months, Kennedy felt a glimmer of hope. “Secure those
files.”

“Sir?”

“Do whatever it takes. I want them out of
there, and I want someone to secure Hoover’s house too. I’m acting
on the orders of the President. If anyone tells you that they are
doing the same, they’re mistaken. The President made his wishes
clear on this point. He often said if anything happens to that old
queer—” And here Kennedy deliberately used LBJ’s favorite phrase
for Hoover “—then we need those files before they can get into the
wrong hands.”

“I’m on it, sir.”

“I can’t stress to you the importance of
this,” Kennedy said. In fact, he couldn’t talk about the importance
at all. Those files could ruin his brother’s legacy. The secrets in
there could bring down Kennedy too, and his entire family.

“And if the rumors about the Director’s
death are wrong, sir?”

Kennedy felt a shiver of fear. “Are
they?”

“I seriously doubt it.”

“Then let me worry about that.”

And about what LBJ would do when he found
out. Because the president upon whose orders Kennedy acted wasn’t
the current one. Kennedy was following the orders of the only man
he believed should be president at the moment.

His brother, Jack.

***

The scene wasn’t hard to find; a coroner’s
van blocked the entrance to the alley. Bryce walked quickly,
already cold, his heartburn worse than it had been when he had gone
to bed.

The neighborhood was in transition. An urban
renewal project had knocked down some wonderful turn of the century
buildings that had become eyesores. But so far, the buildings that
had replaced them were the worst kind of modern—all planes and
angles and white with few windows.

In the buildings closest to the park, the
lights worked and the streets looked safe. But here, on a side
street not far from the construction, the city’s shady side showed.
The dirty snow was piled against the curb, the streets were dark,
and nothing seemed inhabited except that alley with the coroner’s
van blocking the entrance.

The coroner’s van and at least one unmarked
car. No press, which surprised him. He shoved his gloved hands in
the pockets of his overcoat even though it was against FBI dress
code, and slipped between the van and the wall of a grimy brick
building.

The alley smelled of old urine and fresh
blood. Two beat cops blocked his way until he showed
identification. Then, like people usually did, they parted as if he
could burn them.

The bodies had fallen side by side in the
center of the alley. They looked posed, with their arms up, their
legs in classic P position—one leg bent, the other straight. They
looked like they could fit perfectly on the dead body diagrams the
FBI used to put out in the 1930s. He wondered if they had fallen
like this or if this had been the result of the coroner’s
tampering.

The coroner had messed with other parts of
the crime scene—if, indeed, he had been the one who put the garbage
can lids on the ice and set battery-powered lamps on them. The
warmth of the lamps was melting the ice and sending runnels of
water into a nearby grate.

“I hope to hell someone thought to
photograph the scene before you melted it,” he said.

The coroner and the two cops who had been
crouching beside the bodies stood up guiltily. The coroner looked
at the garbage can lids and closed his eyes. Then he took a deep
breath, opened them, and snapped his fingers at the assistant who
was waiting beside a gurney.

“Camera,” he said.

“That’s Crime Scene’s—.” the assistant
began, then saw everyone looking at him. He glanced at the van.
“Never mind.”

He walked behind the bodies, further
disturbing the scene. Bryce’s mouth thinned in irritation. The cops
who stood were in plain clothes.

“Detectives,” Bryce said, holding his
identification, “Special Agent Frank Bryce of the FBI. I’ve been
told to secure this scene. More of my people will be here
shortly.”

He hoped that last was true. He had no idea
who was coming or when they would arrive.

“Good,” said the younger detective, a tall
man with broad shoulders and an all-American jaw. “The sooner we
get out of here the better.”

Bryce had never gotten that reaction from a
detective before. Usually the detectives were territorial, always
reminding him that this was New York City and that the scene
belonged to them.

The other detective, older, face grizzled by
time and work, held out his gloved hand. “Forgive my partner’s
rudeness. I’m Seamus O’Reilly. He’s Joseph McAllister and we’ll
help you in any way we can.”

“I appreciate it,” Bryce said, taking
O’Reilly’s hand and shaking it. “I guess the first thing you can do
is tell me what we’ve got.”

“A hell of a mess, that’s for sure,” said
McAllister. “You’ll understand when….”

His voice trailed off as his partner took
out two long, old-fashioned wallets and handed them to Bryce.

Bryce took them, feeling confused. Then he
opened the first, saw the familiar badge, and felt his breath
catch. Two FBI agents, in this alley? Shot side-by-side? He looked
up, saw the darkened windows.

There used to be rumors about this
neighborhood. Some exclusive private sex parties used to be held
here, and his old partner had always wanted to visit one just to
see if it was a hotbed of Communists like some of the agents had
claimed. Bryce had begged off. He was an investigator, not a
voyeur.

The two detectives were staring at him, as
if they expected more from him. He still had the wallet open in his
hand. If the dead men were New York agents, he would know them. He
hated solving the deaths of people he knew.

But he steeled himself, looked at the
identification, and felt the blood leave his face. His skin grew
cold and for a moment he felt lightheaded.
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