
    
[image: image]





ASSASSIN

of

SHADOWS

A Novel

LAWRENCE GOLDSTONE

[image: ]





To Nancy and Lee






CONTENTS



Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Epilogue

Author’s Note

About the Author






ASSASSIN

of

SHADOWS







1




Chicago. Friday, September 6, 1901

A muffled click from outside the front door. Metallic. Four heads swiveled.

Andrei Vytvytsky instantly stopped counting, a twenty dollar bill suspended two inches over the third stack. Tiny, ruddy, and Ukrainian, with a scar that ran from temple to jaw, crossing where his left eye had been, Vytvytsky sat so still he might have been in a Steichen pictorial. After a few seconds, the little man cocked his head toward the far wall, one quick jerk to the side, like a terrier trying to puzzle out human speech. Janos and Imre, two light-skinned, light-haired, light-brained Hungarians, both unshaven, both with thick hands and thick bodies, nodded perfunctorily, then padded across the bare floor to grab shotguns off a rack. They stood opposite the door, paint-faded and chipped, but an inch of oak all the same, with a new Yale six tumbler lock fitted into a reinforced jamb and three oversized steel hinges anchoring the off side.

One-eyed Andrei laid the twenty on the stack, then, with a quick puff of breath, blew out the two candles that gave the room its only light. He pushed his slat-backed, wobbly chair away from the equally unsteady table, lifting the chair from underneath so that it didn’t scrape on the floor. The click had not been repeated—the only noise now in the room was the muted rasp of four imperiled men breathing. Andrei made his way to a heavily curtained window next to the front door and grasped the thick gray fabric between thumb and forefinger. The thumb had a piece of raised, gnarled flesh where a fingernail once grew. Carefully, Andrei moved the curtain an inch out and to the side. A glow appeared in the tiny slit. From the moon, certainly; streetlights weren’t wasted on this neighborhood. He held the curtain still and angled his good eye to the opening. After a few seconds, he set the curtain back in place.

Andrei noiselessly pirouetted to face his companions and held up five fingers. Each man in the room knew that if five adversaries were visible, at least that number were not. Four men, even heavily armed, might hold off ten for a time, but eventually they would be overwhelmed by superior firepower. And the guns the men outside wielded would be either Winchester Eliminators, the finest repeating rifle made, or Browning Auto-5’s, a .20-gauge automatic loading shotgun that could rip out a man’s chest with one blast.

Andrei pointed to a rear door. The other three nodded. The Hungarians tipped the table onto its side and positioned themselves behind it. They would hold off the invaders while Andrei and the fourth member of the gang, Walter, a dark, bearded giant, a foot taller and eighty pounds heavier than his boss, emptied the safe in the back room and cleared a path of escape from the back of the frame house. This part of the city was a warren of tiny streets and back alleys and, once away, the gang could vanish into the labyrinth. Unless, of course, the men outside had friends at the rear. But Andrei had assured his compatriots that he had mapped out a foolproof path to safety.

Andrei swept the money on the table into a burlap sack and gestured to Walter the giant to follow him into the back room. Walter nodded almost imperceptibly. The big man spoke rarely and was slavishly loyal. He trailed after Andrei, walking lightly, like a show dancer, feet remaining close to the ground. His upper body barely moved. He had two Colt pistols, army issue, stuck in his belt. No one ever doubted that he would use them—readily and often. Andrei had been around—in prison both in Europe and America—and still he considered Walter one of the scariest men he had ever met.

But scary men were an invaluable asset, as long as they scared one’s enemies, so Andrei kept Walter close by his side. The one-eyed Ukrainian knelt by the safe stuck in the corner of the room and bolted to the floor—a Siemans that an intruder would need a stick of dynamite to blow. He quickly turned the dial; left, right, left, right, short left, then right again. The safe sprung open like the door to Ali Baba’s cave. Piles of crisp, new greenbacks lay inside, wrapped to the size of bricks. These were quickly swept into the burlap sack as well. Then, instead of returning to the front to signal for Janos and Imre to join them, Andrei made for the far corner of the room. He threw back a faded Navajo rug, removed a pocket knife from his vest, placed the blade between two of the floor boards, and jiggled it from side to side. A piece of wood popped up, revealing a handle in the floor. Andrei pulled the handle and a three foot by three foot section of the floor came up, exposing a set of stairs descending below. The smell of mildew and rodent excreta suddenly filled the room.

“Come on,” he whispered to Walter, gesturing toward the stairs for emphasis. “This leads right to the river. I’ve got a boat.”

“What about the alley?” Walter asked.

“Can’t get out that way. It’ll be crawling with coppers. You didn’t believe I made some magic path, did you? That was for them.” Andrei cast a contemptuous sneer toward the front room.

“So you’re gonna leave them?”

“Fuck ’em. They’ll cover us. You’re the only one worth saving. And two shares is better than four.”

Walter considered this for only a moment. “Okay. Let’s go.”

Andrei nodded and smiled. He made the first two steps without incident but, as he started for the third, his feet were suddenly rising instead of falling. The sleeves of his jackets cut into his armpits as he left the ground, seemingly hooked like a trout on the back of his jacket. Before he could speak, he had been turned about to face Walter, his legs kicking as if on a gallows, which, as Walter knew, would be his ultimate destination.

Andrei only had a second or two of awareness to realize that he was suspended in air, held aloft by Walter’s left hand before Walter’s right hand smashed into his jaw. From there, only unconsciousness.

Walter laid Andrei down softly, as if he were a swaddled infant. With the Ukrainian dealt with, Walter pulled the pistol from his belt, took one deep breath, then kicked open the door to the front room. Janos and Imre were facing the front door, girded to repel a frontal attack. At the sound of the door flying open, they spun, but before they got halfway round, Walter’s Colts had established who was who in the room.

Walter waggled the Colts and the shotguns were laid gently on the floor. Walter nodded to Janos—or was it Imre—to unlock the front door.

The door swung open to reveal a thick-chested, bull-necked man in a skimmer, a long mustache laying walrus-like down to his jaw. His gun was drawn, another Colt, and he was backed by at least twelve other men. All wore badges: gold five-pointed stars with USA debossed in the center. The man in the skimmer, Harry Swayne by name, surveyed the scene—one man crumpled in a heap, two with hands raised—then replaced his weapon in a shoulder holster. Harry put his hands on his hips, pursed his lips, and nodded with only slightly exaggerated admiration.

“Nice work. Got the dough?”

Walter nodded to the sack that lay at the entrance to the back room.

“How much?”

“Fifty thousand, I’d say. Maybe more,” Walter replied, seemingly unimpressed by the amount.

Harry Swayne sniffed. “And not a cent of it genuine.”

Soon afterward, the back door of the Black Maria was closed and locked, Andrei Vytvytsky deposited on the floor in the back, the two Hungarians sitting on either side. By that time, Janos and Imre had become aware that their supposed comrade-in-arms had intended to abandon them to the law and, the last Harry and Walter saw of them, they were taking turns depositing kicks on Andrei’s head and chest.

After the Chicago coppers had hauled the crew away, Harry doffed his skimmer and ran his hand over his plastered hair. The moonlight reflected off the pomade in a single line, as it would have on the surface of a still lake. “You think Vytvytsky will make it to the station before they kill him? I’d hate to have him die before we can swing him.”

“He’ll make it,” Walter said. “And I’m not sure even hanging will kill him.”

“They’re quite a score,” Harry sighed happily, still staring at where the paddy wagon had clattered off over the cobblestones. “Anarchists and counterfeiters in one shot.”

Walter shook his head. “Vytvytsky’s no anarchist. Just a thief. He thinks being political is splashier.”

“Walter, the man claims to be an anarchist and that’s enough for me.”

“That’s because it’s splashier to arrest an anarchist.”

“So? What’s wrong with splash? When the head of the division is a newspaperman, splash gets noticed. Or are you against advancement?”

“Advancement is fine . . .” Walter let the thought trail off. In truth, he didn’t know how he felt about it. Promotion was somehow . . . impure. There was always the assumption that something not quite right had been done to achieve it. Staying where one was, however . . . Walter felt the beginnings of grin but suppressed it before it made it to his lips. The purity of low rank. Seemed pretty moronic now that he thought about it.

“I’m glad you think so,” Harry said, breaking into Walter’s thoughts, “because you’re about to get a hefty dose of it.” Harry placed a hand on Walter’s shoulder. He had to reach up to do it. It was the same motion he had used to pat his horse when they were in the cavalry. “Go home and pack a bag. Our train leaves in ninety minutes.”

“Where are we going?”

“Buffalo. McKinley’s been shot. There’s going to be a big investigation.” Harry allowed a slow smile to form. “We’re heading it.”
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We’ll change in Cleveland,” Harry said as they settled into a first class compartment on the Lake Shore Limited. Harry had started to take the seat facing front, but for some reason thought better of it and gave it to Walter. “But we’d better get some sleep on this leg.” When Walter inquired about the luxury—leather seats, head cushions, private toilet—Harry told him that their chief, John E. Wilkie, had insisted. “But Mark Hanna’s paying,” Harry had added, referring to the millionaire plutocrat, now senator from Ohio, who had almost single-handedly put McKinley in the White House. There was no shortage of whisperings, both in Washington and without, that for all practical purposes, Hanna was president. “Well,” Harry added, with a respectful sigh, “he’s not really paying. He pretty much owns the railroad.”

On the ride to the station, Harry had filled Walter in about the shooting, or at least as much as he had learned from a series of telegrams and two trunk telephone conversations with Wilkie. The would-be assassin had struck at about four in the afternoon, only six hours earlier. Details were still hazy. After a speech, President McKinley had been on a receiving line at the Temple of Music at the Pan-American Exposition when a man with a bandage wrapped around his right hand got off two shots at close range from an Iver Johnson .32 caliber safety automatic revolver that he had hidden under the wrapping. The first bullet struck the president’s breastbone but didn’t penetrate; McKinley had apparently later picked it out of his chest himself. The second, however, perforated the president’s abdomen. The assassin was wrestled to the ground by a bystander before he could get off any more shots. McKinley was rushed by electric ambulance to the fair’s emergency hospital, located right on the grounds. A doctor who had been on the premises saw to the president’s wounds and stitched him up.

Just before they boarded the train, Harry had received a final update. The president, it seemed, was recovering remarkably well. Harry had chuckled. “The first thing he asked after he came out of the ether was how his speech went, if you can believe it. A politician rising from the grave would probably ask how his funeral went over.”

“Anyone know anything about the assassin?”

“A Polack. Claimed to be an anarchist.”

“Like Vytvytsky?”

“This guy was serious. When they asked him why he did it, he said, ‘I done my duty.’”

“Done his duty? To who?”

“That is the question, isn’t it? The chief’s sure there’s more to it than the one man. He said it’s time to break the anarchists once and for all.”

“Very convenient,” Walter grunted. “He’s wanted to do that for years.”

Walter had been partial to Bill Hazen, the previous chief, whom McKinley had sacked. Hazen had supposedly overstepped his authority in the previous administration by unofficially offering Secret Service protection to President and Mrs. Cleveland. In his place, McKinley had appointed Wilkie, a personal friend, a newspaperman of all things, from the Chicago Daily Tribune. In fairness, though, Wilkie had supposedly done a bit of spying against the Spanish during the war. As soon as Wilkie got the job, he offered unofficial Secret Service protection to President and Mrs. McKinley. Now Hazen was in New York City, rising to stardom in the detective bureau, and McKinley was lying wounded in Buffalo, his hand-picked chief waiting to dump the mess into Harry and Walter’s lap.

“What’s wrong with going after anarchists?” Harry growled. He hated the Reds, although his reasons had always remained vague. “You’re not going pretend anarchists don’t pose a threat to the country, are you?” His chin jutted forward. “And the guy offered up that he was one of them. Bragged about it. I don’t think you can lay that on the chief.”

“He’s a reporter,” Walter muttered, injecting an extra measure of distaste into the noun. “He always wants the big story.”

“Was a reporter. He’s head of the Secret Service Division now. Your superior.”

“Yours too.” Walter decided to change the subject. Harry would never forego the last word. “What’s his name? This assassin who claims to be an anarchist.”

“He gave a phony name at first. Called himself Fred C. Nieman. Nieman means ‘nobody’ in German.”

“And guten tag to you too.”

“Very funny. It was in the report. But we got his real one now.” Harry removed a folded piece of the paper from his vest pocket. His fingers were long and thin, like a pianist’s with carefully manicured nails. He had kept them that way, even in the army. An odd vanity for a cavalryman.

“C-z-o-l-g-o-s-z,” he spelled. “Lord knows he pronounces it.”

“Chōl-gōsh, most likely,” Walter said. “The ‘z’ is usually like an ‘h.’” He thought for minute. “Odd.”

“What is?”

Walter shook his head. “Nothing. So why us?”

“Czolgosz was in Chicago before he went to Buffalo. Or so he says. Very talkative fellow I’m told. Went to see Emma Goldman off at a train. Claims to be her devoted follower. Sounds like love. Went to see other people too. Other anarchists. You know Abe Isaak? The Jew who publishes that anarchist scandal sheet, Free Society? He’s one of them. Chicago dicks are going to pick a bunch of them up.” Harry patted Walter on the knee. He loved physical contact; it made Walter cringe. “So Wilkie wants the investigation run out of Chicago. He asked me straight out who should head it and I told him you.”

“I thought you said ‘us.’”

“I didn’t want the other boys getting jealous. They already think you’re the glory king of the outfit. I was just looking out for morale.”

“Thoughtful of you, Harry. So how’s come you didn’t tell Wilkie you’d do it?”

“Hell, Walter, if you find out what Wilkie and Hanna expect you to find out it’s still my outfit.”

“And if I don’t . . . it’ll still be your outfit.”

“Yep. But we both know you will.”

“Can I talk to him? Czolgosz?”

“Sure. Why wouldn’t you?”

“Locals. I’m sure they’re not happy about a bunch of outsiders stealing the biggest case they’ve ever had.”

“Don’t worry. The locals are going to stay local. You’re going to be able to do anything you want to do.”

Walter thought for a moment. “Where were our guys when this happened?”

“George Foster . . . you know him? And Sam Ireland?”

“Met them once in Washington. Good men.”

“Not this time. Foster was standing right next to McKinley but turned away to check out some big nigger in the receiving line. Ireland was right there too. They both let a little fellow with the gun hidden in a bandage slip right past them. Funny thing is, the colored guy was the one who tackled Czolgosz afterward. Probably saved McKinley’s life. The doc only had the one bullet to deal with instead of four. There were three rounds still in the chambers. We had three other operatives there, but they were all on the far side of the president when it happened. The colored guy got there first. Foster jumped on after and busted him in the mush with a left.”

“Pretty lucky. The Negro, I mean. Also pretty lucky to have a doctor just happening by.”

“Luckier than you think. He wasn’t there as a doctor. The guy raises flowers, if you can believe it. He was exhibiting at the horticultural pavilion. What man would do that? Delphiniums . . . whatever they are.”

“Larkspur,” Walter said. “Long stems of flowers. Blue or purple usually. They’re very pretty, actually.”

Harry drew back. “Now how would you know that?”

“Read about ’em.”

“Of course. Anything you ain’t read about? Anyway this doctor . . . Mann was his name . . . went with McKinley to the emergency hospital and fixed him up.”

“He was a surgeon?”

Harry shook his head, a grin playing in the corners of his mouth. “Nope. Gynecologist, if you can believe it.”

“I believe it, Harry.”

Harry scowled. He hated when Walter mocked him, but had never been able to figure a way to stop it without looking dumb. “Seemed to do a good enough job though. We’re lucky he didn’t get confused and deliver McKinley’s stomach.”

“My stomach’s not too happy either, Harry. We going to have time to get something to eat in Cleveland?”

“Forty-five minutes.”

“Undercooked steak and runny eggs, but it’ll have to do. Maybe we should try and get some sleep now.”

“I suppose.”

Walter leaned down in his seat, letting the bucking of the train take him. Just like a horse, really, except side to side instead of up and down. Was that all modernity was? A change in axis?

“Speaking of food, why don’t you come for dinner?” Harry asked, just as he saw Walter’s eyes close. “We’ll be back in Chicago in a couple of days.”

Walter refused to reply, hopeless as the gesture was.

“It’s only dinner,” Harry went on, with the studied innocence of a bad liar.

“And Lucinda is a fine cook,” Walter added before Harry could.

Harry shrugged. “Wasted on me, I’m afraid. But I don’t have your sensibilities.”

From here, unless Walter acceded, Harry would repeat the litany of how he preferred living alone but he owed it his widowed sister—a war widow, after all—but what she really needed was a place of her own, well, not exactly of her own. He would recite all of this precisely as he had the last time, as if it had just occurred to him. Harry was indefatigable. He could go two days in the saddle and not doze off even once; a train ride to Cleveland was child’s play. He wouldn’t shut up until they were in the station.

“I’ll come for dinner.”

“Wonderful. Knew you would.”

“It’s not really fair, you know. To Lucinda, I mean.”

“Oh yes it is.”

Walter grunted and turned to watch the Indiana night hurtle past the speeding train. Lucinda’s face appeared in the window. She was a beautiful woman, there was no doubting it. Chestnut hair. Big eyes. Full lips with a cupid’s bow in the center. Harry managed to appear coarse with almost precisely the same features. But where Harry gave off an air of insouciant ease even with bullets shaving his sideburns, Lucinda evidenced that look of controlled desperation that widows wore. As if they would leap at you and hold on, white-knuckled, if you tried to leave the room. Couldn’t blame her, of course. Even beautiful, she was still twenty-seven, and sand was flowing faster and faster through her hourglass.

But why him? Why did Harry insist on thrusting Lucinda on him? Hadn’t he made it more than clear? Was it for her? For him? Or maybe Harry was doing it for himself. Probably a bit of all three. Lucinda had grit and was loyal. And nobody’s fool. She would, in truth, make someone a fine wife. She had made someone a fine wife. A husband now dead. A hero of the Philippines. Or perhaps it was important to call everyone who died in a questionable war a hero. It had certainly been that way in his war. A war against an out-gunned, out-manned opponent wearing feathers and animal skins, who was all the braver and more honorable for his hopelessness. All the soldiers who died in that war had been heroes too.

“Walter?”

From the tone, Walter knew Lucinda had been filed away. He turned back to Harry without answering.

“There’s no middle ground here, Walter. If we figure out who put this Czolgosz fellow up to shooting the president, we can write our own tickets. If we don’t, everyone will be happy to blame us.”

“Us or me?”

“Both.”

“You don’t like McKinley, do you?” Walter said suddenly.

Harry shrugged, exaggerated, which was answer enough. Then he glanced about, although they were alone in the car. “I don’t like what he did to the division.”

Walter didn’t reply. He didn’t need to. Most of the operatives felt the same way, he supposed, although nobody talked about it. It was never a good idea to complain about your boss, especially when your boss was a chum of the president. If the bullets had done McKinley in, Roosevelt would have taken over the White House and Wilkie would have been shipped back to typesetting. McKinley and TR hated each other. TR had once said that McKinley had less backbone than a chocolate éclair. Amazing that McKinley took him on the ticket, no matter what the New York pols promised him. How could you make someone your vice president after that? Likely, it meant that TR had been right.

Walter emitted a soft sigh. Not a man in the division who wouldn’t rather work for TR.
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Saturday, September 7, 1901

The Limited pulled into the New York Central Exchange Street Station in Buffalo at eight the next morning. The New York Central had invested a good deal of money in the exposition, but the station was a peeling, dilapidated disgrace. To cover the blight, either the city fathers or the railroad had hung bunting from the walls and ensured that the common areas were heavily patrolled by Buffalo coppers.

Walter wondered what the mood would be, whether a pall had descended in the wake of an assassination attempt on the president. Instead, the station throbbed with energy. Perhaps it was because McKinley had only been wounded and was expected to be fine, but there was an almost celebratory feel, as if Buffalo had bested other cities in a competition. Across the floor, hawkers with official exposition badges accosted the new arrivals, selling tickets that may or may not have been genuine, giving directions that may or may not have been accurate, and serving as a whispered conduit to whatever sub rosa services an uninitiated visitor to the city might require. Advertising places of lodging was, for some reason, strictly forbidden, so the hawkers, having accepted gratuities from inn keepers and rooming house owners, were pleased, for an additional gratuity from an arrivee, to provide an enthusiastic but oblique testimonial for a local hostel.

As Walter and Harry stepped out on to the platform, Walter large and unmistakable, a ruddy, corpulent man in a flat cap pulled down to his right ear sidled up to them. He moved with the stiff-legged, belly-first walk of a lifetime copper.

“One of you Swayne?” he asked, as if the answer could be incriminating.

“Me,” grunted Harry in return. No local dick was going to back him down.

“And you’re George,” the copper noted, as if he had just deduced a vital piece of evidence. “I’m O’Hara. Assistant chief. Come with me.”

O’Hara made no effort to hide that he had been asked to go on an errand he thought beneath him, and neither Harry nor Walter intended to give him the satisfaction of asking any questions. Conversation would allow him to establish sway he didn’t deserve.

Outside the station was a police wagon, with a uniform at the wheel. O’Hara opened the door, hesitated for a second, then, hating himself for it, got in before Harry could go past him. Harry and Walter followed, Walter’s bulk absorbing whatever small space would have been left sitting three across.

No one spoke during the ride. O’Hara sat tight-lipped, seemingly content to bounce along the cobblestones. At one point Harry and Walter glanced at one another. Their looks said the same thing: the local police were stuck with the blame for what happened. A million-dollar celebration of their city would only be remembered for one Polack lunatic shooting the president. The federal detectives would be gone in a few days, but the Buffalo coppers would wear the tar until the day they died.

The automobile headed for downtown, the driver blowing his air horn regularly, as much to announce their presence as to clear traffic. About ten minutes later, he pulled to the curb on Eagle Street in front of the portico of an immense, eight-story, French Renaissance building, with “Iroquois” written in gold across a deep green awning. Two dicks muscled the porter out of the way to open the automobile door.

“Best hotel in town,” muttered O’Hara, before they got out, unable to help himself. “A thousand rooms. All electric. New Otis elevators. Telegraph and telephone. Whole place is fireproof. Four bucks a night for a room during the fair.” Then, realizing he sounded a fool, he added snidely, “Nothing’s too good for our friends from Washington.”

O’Hara left them at the entrance. An operative neither Harry nor Walter knew directed them across the carpeted floor to a wood paneled, gilt trimmed elevator set apart from the others. The white-haired Negro at the switch pulled the outside door closed, then the inside grate, mumbled something about standing back, and headed to the top floor.

Only three doors faced out on the corridor when Harry and Walter left the elevator. Each was high lacquered mahogany adorned with a brass plate at eye level, buffed and scalloped, with black script. Harry walked to the farthest one. He grabbed the doorknob, an ornate brass affair, but didn’t turn it. “Wait a minute,” he said, after seeming to give the matter thought. “I’ll let Wilkie know we’re here.”

Walter took Harry by the wrist. “You have to let him know we’re here with me outside?”

Harry shook off the hand with one sharp flick of his wrist. “Don’t worry, Walter. No one is plotting against you.” Harry was toughest man pound-for-pound Walter had ever met and one of the few he could not physically intimidate.

Harry opened the door only halfway and slipped inside so that Walter could not look in the room. About three minutes later, the door opened. Harry had his official face on. He stuck out an arm and waved for Walter to come inside. Harry, it seemed, had set one foot firmly on either side of the crevice. To be fair, Walter couldn’t blame him. McKinley might have lived through this, but there were a number of careers that wouldn’t.

Walter blew out a breath and entered, girding himself for a heart-to-heart with Chief Wilkie. Instead, seated behind the large rosewood desk in the center of the room, backlit by the morning sun pouring through the half-opened Venetian blinds, was Mark Hanna.

Unlike the caricatures that portrayed an immense, overshadowing figure dressed in suits festooned with dollar signs—power, after all, must be large—Marcus Alonzo Hanna was, in fact, a small, balding, rather formless man. His head was dominated by ears that seemed to stretch from crown to jaw and a bulbous nose that, while not quite Morgan-esque, was nonetheless formidable. He was dressed in a gray suit and vest, and under his ample chin was an incongruous green and red plaid bow tie. He wore position with sufficient ease that he could slouch in his chair and turn slightly sideways, seemingly on the verge of throwing his feet to desk top, and still look commanding. The senator, Walter realized, had booked himself the Presidential Suite.

John Elbert Wilkie, chief of the Secret Service Division, stood with military bearing at the side of the desk to Hanna’s right, staring out through his pince-nez, trying not to blink. He was a dapper man, hair parted down the center, the tips of his mustache twirled, oiled, and turned upward in perfect symmetry. He wore an ochre linen suit, perfect for early September in Washington, or even Ohio, but a bit flimsy for Buffalo. He stood facing the door, his ostentatious efforts to project authority succeeding only in making him appear more of a retainer. The fingertips of his left hand rested possessively on the polished desk top, as if contact with the rosewood made him an extension of the man in the chair.

“We’ve got an important job for you,” Hanna said without preliminaries. His voice was deep and his enunciation casual. He gave off a faint odor of lilac. Or maybe that was Wilkie. Hanna didn’t elaborate, but instead sat regarding Walter, waiting. He didn’t move, not even to drum his fingers on the desk.

What does he want? Walter wondered. Fealty? An eager reply stating he was honored to be offered such an important job by the president’s Svengali? Fuck him, Walter thought, and declined to offer a response.

The standoff lasted about five seconds. Then Hanna gave a short, single nod, as if Walter had passed a test. “You up for it?” he asked.

Walter merely continued to look Hanna in the eye and Hanna knew that was a yes. He was more than a bit surprised to realize that, albeit grudgingly, he liked Mark Hanna. Or at least respected him. Walter respected men you could communicate with without a lot of talk. Men who knew where they stood. Or sat.

Wilkie spoke for the first time. “I have personally recommended you to Senator Hanna.” His fingertips remained on the desk top.

Walter glanced to his putative boss and offered a nod of thanks. He had never been in the least surprised that he did not like Wilkie.

“We’re going to send you back to Chicago,” Hanna said without looking at Wilkie. “That’s where this conspiracy was hatched.”

“We are certain there was a conspiracy then?” Walter spoke softly.

Hanna considered the question. “It’s a fair assumption. Unless you think that this Czolgosz fellow . . .” He pronounced the name correctly. “This Czolgosz fellow just suddenly out of nowhere got it into his head to shoot the president.”

“I won’t know what’s in his head until I speak to him.”

“You’ll speak to him.” Hanna injected just the slightest note of irritation into his voice. It said, “You don’t mouth off to me, boy.” After he was comfortable that the message had been received, he pushed himself to his feet.

“But first, Mr. McKinley would like to meet you.”
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President McKinley had been brought for his convalescence to the Milburn mansion, the home of the president of the fair. Walter, Wilkie, and Hanna rode in a shiny black brougham with brilliant gold trim pulled by a glistening black horse in gleaming golden harness. The driver wore a top hat that Walter couldn’t afford and sat with posture that would have pleased a master sergeant. Harry had been left behind at the hotel, supposedly to get reports from Chicago. Walter sat facing the rear. As the carriage pulled away, he could see Harry through the oval window, standing at the curb. Harry had his hat in his hand and was rubbing his other hand across the top of his glistening head. Walter stifled a grin. Who was left in the hallway now?

The drive took about ten minutes and no one spoke. The streets around Delaware Avenue had been cleared for a block in all directions, a combination of coppers and army men standing silent vigil to the wounded president. The brougham was waved through a crowd of well-wishers and the morbidly curious who stood respectfully outside the line of uniforms. The onlookers were unable even to see the house. Maybe it was enough for some people just to say they were there, although Walter could not imagine why. The allure of passive participation had always eluded him.

When they pulled up at Milburn House, a man in a Stetson who looked no more than twenty was waiting to open the door. He wore a gold star Secret Service badge pinned to his vest, although Walter was mystified at how he could have gotten into the division so young. Hanna alit first, ignoring the boy’s proffered hand, followed by Wilkie. Wilkie stopped and whispered something in the boy’s ear. The boy nodded, quite serious, and then said, “Don’t worry, dad. I’ll see to it.” Young Wilkie then marched off toward the side of the house, swinging his arms tightly at his sides.

The walkway to the front door was a good forty feet in length, protected by a line of low trimmed boxwoods running along the sidewalk. Dense vines of English ivy covered the front of the house, cut only to prevent them from encroaching on the surface of the eight-foot windows on the first floor and the six-footers on the second. The main entrance was at the center and three other doors were spaced along the width of the house. Walter felt more as if he was entering a university or government administration building than a private home. If this was an example of the housing, even for a Brahmin, Niagara Falls powered electricity had rendered Buffalo a good more deal prosperous than Walter had realized.

Wilkie waited for him at the front door. “You address him as ‘Mr. President,’” he stage-whispered. Walter walked past him, pretending not to hear.

In the front hall of the mansion was enough manpower to mount a decent assault on a medieval fortress. Some were in uniform, most in plain clothes. When Hanna entered, a path was cleared to allow him a straight line across to a door at the far side. Hanna was remarkably bow-legged—Walter wondered if he had contracted rickets as a child—but everyone assiduously avoided giving notice to his rolling gait. Wilkie had easily regained his position close at Hanna’s heels. Walter didn’t rush, but was large enough to clear his own path.

He looked around as he walked through. Wilkie must have expanded the division because Walter didn’t know a soul in the place. Foster and Ireland were nowhere to be seen. Presence at the Temple of Music was apparently a disqualifying factor.

With little to do but stare at each other and try to establish territory, the lawmen were milling about or had broken off into small groups, muttering, swaggering, and fingering their weapons. Walter had always been amused at the impressive after-the-fact display of force that could be counted on in the wake of a screw-up. The bigger the screw-up, the more impressive the display. Can’t get much bigger than letting a president take two bullets at close range with almost as many Buffalo dicks, division operatives, and uniformed coppers standing around as were in this room now.

Hanna had reached the far side of the hall. Wilkie paused for a moment to whisper to a clean-shaven man in a blue suit whose close cropped hair was running to gray. Walter overheard the name Bull, for William S. Bull, the aptly-named Buffalo chief of police.

The president had been given a sitting room on the second floor that faced out over the Milburn garden at the rear. Mrs. McKinley, whose nerves were known to be quite brittle, occupied a bedroom down the hall, attended by her personal physician. A uniformed Buffalo copper was posted on either side at the foot of the staircase and another was posted at the second floor landing. Two more stood at either side of the door to the president’s chamber. All the guards made it a point to stand at attention and ignore their fellows, as though they were the palace guard for Queen Victoria.

Hanna nodded and one of the coppers swung open the door, stretching his arm so as not to place his body in the entrance. Hanna crabbed through, followed by Wilkie, then Walter. As he passed, the copper with his arm out favored Walter with a glare. Walter considered saying thank you, just to rub it in, but bit it back. The door closed softly behind him, the copper not daring to slam it as he would have preferred.

The parlor was a large, dark room, lined with dark wood paneling, furnished with dark plush furniture. The house had been wired for electric lighting, but the lamps were turned down low, giving the interior a feeling of perpetual late evening. A bed had been moved in, placed at the far side opposite the door. There, propped up on four pillows, wearing a white nightshirt open at the neck, was William McKinley, President of the United States.

The bulldog countenance of his photographs was not misleading. With a jaw as square as if it had been fashioned by a draftsman, McKinley might have been pale and wan, but otherwise looked remarkably fit for a man who had been shot twice just the day before.

Three men and two nurses flanked McKinley on either side of the bed. Walter assumed the men were all doctors. He wondered which one was Mann, the horticultural gynecologist. All five took a step back when Mark Hanna entered the room. This Walter took to be not only a testament to Hanna’s power, but also to McKinley’s progress in overcoming the effects of his wound.

Hanna and Wilkie moved toward the president, but Walter stood in the doorway, waiting for an invitation. McKinley raised his right hand and wiggled his fingers, bidding Walter to approach. Walter walked slowly to large bed, the president’s eyes on him for the entire journey. McKinley’s gaze was clear, his expression stolid. Walter could not read what he was thinking.

“Mr. Wilkie here tells me you’re his best man,” the president began. His voice was soft, but strong, unwavering. His speech betrayed a rural twang, but had acquired an overlay of cultured smoothness. A man who believed in self-improvement.

“Mr. Wilkie flatters me, sir,” Walter replied, not daring to look to a boss who had never done it before.

“No, I don’t believe he does. I’m a good judge of men and I feel quite bully about you being the one in charge of finding the people who set this up. Remember, Mr. George, this is not about me. I’m only one man. This is a crime against the nation we all love.”

“Yes, sir.”

“But listen to me carefully, Mr. George. There’ll be a good deal of panic and more than a little blood lust. I don’t want anyone railroaded. If someone was responsible in this affair, they should be brought to justice, but I don’t wish to see those innocent of the crime dragged before the bar simply because of their political beliefs.”

“Yes, sir. I understand.” He answered casually, but was stunned all the same. Had William McKinley of bedrock Ohio, bastion of conservatism, taken an ecumenical view toward his enemies?

“There are some who would use this poor lunatic to sweep with a broader brush. Let me be clear. I’m no more fond of anarchists than any other right-thinking American, but our nation lives by the letter of the law. Do you agree?”

“Of course, sir.”

“If ever you believe you are unable to do your duty to your country as you think proper . . . for this is certainly a duty to the United States of America and not one to me personally . . . you need only to inform Mr. Wilkie or Senator Hanna. They will get word to me and we will halt any untoward activities in their tracks.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll be out of here in a week or so, according to these gentlemen . . .” McKinley cocked his head toward the doctor standing at the left of the bed, a bald man with a white, walrus mustache and long, thin face. He ignored the two on the right. “They tell me I’m making a remarkable recovery.”

“I’m very pleased to hear that, Mr. President.”

“I think that’s enough for now, Mr. President,” intoned the bald man. “You need rest above all.”

“That’s McBurney,” McKinley went on. “Up from New York City. Best abdominal surgeon in America, right doctor?”

“I would never claim as much, Mr. President,” McBurney replied in a manner that made it plain that the president’s assessment matched his own.

“He wants me to rest because he knows the vice president is due. Mr. Roosevelt exudes sufficient energy to suck the juices out of a man, and my juices are somewhat diminished at the moment. Isn’t that correct, doctor?”

“I am simply trying to ensure a speedy recovery, Mr. President.”

“Dr. Mann saved my life but these gentlemen have now taken his place. I’m assured that the danger of peritonitis is now minimal.” McKinley grinned. The corners of his eyes crinkled, leaving him to appear almost boyish. “Although I’ll spare you the details of how they made such a determination. In any event, I intend to be back in Washington and on the job as soon as possible.”

McBurney would brook no more, even from the president. He moved in toward the bed, signaled the nurses to follow and Walter knew the audience had ended. When he reached the door, he turned back toward McKinley, gave a short bow, and said, “The country will rejoice at your rapid recovery, sir. I’m extremely honored to serve you.”

Walter heard the last phrase come from his lips as if listening to someone else. He had always thought of McKinley as a stiff-backed, humorless man who cared only for power. And for Walter, authority had always borne an unsavory whiff. Although he knew it was childish, insubordination had always provided him intense satisfaction. But with McKinley, he seemed to have been in the presence of that rarest of species: an honorable man. Perhaps the United States was not in such bad hands with William McKinley at the tiller after all.

On the ride back, Walter once again sat facing Hanna and Wilkie in the rear.

“You seemed surprised by the president,” Hanna offered as they pulled away from Millburn House. “What were you expecting?”

“He was very . . . fair.” Walter wanted the words back as soon as they were out.

“Were you expecting him to be unfair?” Wilkie asked.

“I’m sure Mr. George meant no such thing,” Hanna interjected smoothly. “I’m sure he was simply surprised that the president held so little personal animus for the poor deranged wretch who shot him. That’s correct, isn’t it, Mr. George?”

Walter nodded, relieved for the reprieve, false though it may have been.

“Yes, the president is a fair man,” Hanna continued, gazing out the window. “Fair and decent.” He turned back to look at Walter. “Sometimes too fair and decent for his own good. Too forgiving. Too willing to ascribe a cowardly act to one man when it would seem certain to less fair, decent, and forgiving men that others must certainly have been involved.” Hanna lifted his left hand and toyed with the folds under his chin. “But you seem like a smart fellow, Mr. George. I feel certain you already figured all that out.”
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