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			Prologue

			The most important thing a journalist has is his integrity.

			An old newspaperman taught me that. He said it was the one constant, inviolate truth to remember about this business. More important than all the scoops, the bylines, or the number of press awards you won. “If you ever compromise your integrity, Malloy,” he told me, “you are lost.” I believed that then, and I believe it now.

			There’s something else that I have learned. Integrity is an absolute value. You can’t lose a little bit of your integrity any more than you can be a little bit pregnant. You’re either all in or all out on the integrity issue. And once you’ve crossed over that irrevocable moral line, you can never go back. No matter how hard you try.

			I think about all of this a lot these days. Mostly late at night when I lie awake, replaying all of the events that got me to where I am.

			And trying to make some sort of sense out of the incongruity of it all.

			The most important thing a journalist has is his integrity.

			I lost my integrity somewhere along the way.

			And yet I am still a journalist.

			So what does that say about me?

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The 
Magic 
Bullet

		

	
		
			We’ve come to know it as the “magic bullet” theory.

			The magic bullet enters the President’s back, headed downward at an angle of 17 degrees.

			It then moves upwards in order to leave Kennedy’s body from the front of his neck—wound number two—where it waits 1.6 seconds, presumably in midair, where it turns right, then left, right, then left and continues into Connally’s body at the rear of his right armpit—wound number three.

			The bullet then heads downward at an angle of 27 degrees, shattering Connally’s fifth rib and exiting from the right side of his chest—wound number four.

			The bullet then turns right and re-enters Connally’s body at his right wrist—wound number five.

			Shattering the radius bone, the bullet then exits Connally’s wrist—wound number six—makes a dramatic U-turn and buries itself into Connally’s left thigh—wound number seven—from which it later falls out and is found in almost pristine condition on a stretcher in a corridor of Parkland Hospital.

			That’s some bullet.

			—From the movie JFK

			Death is the great equalizer.

			—William Shakespeare, Hamlet

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			I MET NIKKI REYNOLDS for lunch on a summer afternoon in New York City.

			We were sitting at an outdoor table of a restaurant called Gotham City, on Park Avenue South in the East 20s. The pasta she ordered cost $33. My hamburger was $26.50. The prices weren’t on the menu, though. It was the kind of place where if you had to ask the price, you didn’t belong there. Me, I didn’t care how much the lunch cost. Nikki Reynolds was paying.

			Reynolds was a New York literary agent. In another lifetime, when I’d needed a literary agent, she’d been mine. But I hadn’t heard from her in a long time. So I was surprised when she called me up out of the blue and invited me to lunch.

			“I suppose you’re wondering why I wanted to talk to you today,” she said.

			“Why?” I asked.

			I always like to ask the tough questions first.

			“I have an author with a new book—a nonfiction blockbuster about the John F. Kennedy assassination—that’s going to make big news,” she told me. “It’s very timely too, coming right after all the attention everyone paid to the fiftieth anniversary of the JFK killing.”

			“Timely,” I said.

			“The basic concept of the book is that more than a half century later, we still haven’t solved the greatest crime in our history. It’s called The Kennedy Connection. Catchy title, huh?”

			“Catchy,” I agreed.

			“The book will reveal shocking new information about what really happened that day in Dallas and afterward.”

			“Wait a minute, let me guess,” I said. “Lee Harvey Oswald didn’t really do it, JFK really isn’t dead, and both of them are living secretly somewhere right now with Jim Morrison and Elvis.”

			Reynolds sighed. “You know, everyone told me, ‘Don’t take this to Gil Malloy. He’s a smart-ass, he’s an arrogant, sarcastic son of a bitch—hell, he’s pretty much of an all-around pain in the ass.’ I keep trying to defend you, Gil. But that’s getting harder and harder to do.”

			“Some days I guess I just wake up kind of cranky,” I shrugged.

			Nikki Reynolds was somewhere in her fifties, but plastic surgery and Botox had taken about ten years of that off of her face. Blond, pixie hair and a tight, trim body from lots of workouts at the health club. She was wearing a navy blue pin-striped pantsuit, a pink silk blouse open at the collar, and oversized sunglasses that probably cost more than the meal we were eating. The Manhattan power broker look. She looked like she belonged at Gotham City.

			I had on blue jeans, a white T-shirt that I’d washed specially for the occasion, and a New York Mets baseball cap. No one else in the restaurant was wearing blue jeans. Or a T-shirt or a baseball cap. When I’d walked in, someone at one of the tables had mistaken me for a busboy. I had a feeling—call it a crazy hunch—that I might be a tad underdressed for this place.

			“Who’s the author?” I asked.

			“Lee Harvey Oswald.”

			I smiled. “Right.”

			“No, I’m serious.”

			“Lee Harvey Oswald is alive and a client of yours?”

			“Lee Harvey Oswald Jr.”

			“He had a son?”

			“Yes.”

			I thought about that for a second.

			“I don’t remember anything about Lee Harvey Oswald having a son. Didn’t he have a baby daughter or something with that Russian woman he married?”

			“Oswald had two daughters with Marina, whom he married while he was living in the Soviet Union. One of them there before he returned to the U.S. Another baby girl that Marina gave birth to just a few weeks before the assassination. There’s never been any mention of a son. Until now.”

			“I don’t understand . . .”

			“Lee Harvey Oswald had an affair. In New Orleans where he lived in the months before he went to Dallas.”

			“So you’re saying ol’ Lee Harvey was as much of a horndog as JFK, huh?” I laughed.

			“The mother was a twenty-one-year-old girl who died less than a year after the assassination. The baby boy wound up being adopted. For much of his life he’s been haunted by uncertainty over what his infamous father did or didn’t do on that day in Dallas where Kennedy was killed. He finally decided to try to find out the truth. That’s why he’s written this book.”

			I took a bite of my hamburger. It was okay but nothing special. At these prices? Actually, I’ve had better at McDonald’s.

			“I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” Reynolds said.

			“Just one, really.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Why me?”

			“You’re a newspaper reporter. I want to get some advance publicity, build up some word of mouth before the book comes out. I figured if you wrote a story now—”

			“Nikki, there’s lots of newspaper reporters in this town. You could have picked any of them to talk to about all of this. Why me?”

			Nikki Reynolds put her fork down and pushed her still almost full plate of pasta away. She didn’t seem to like it any more than I did my hamburger. Maybe we could both stop at a McDonald’s later for a snack.

			“I think I know the answer,” I said. “I’m the only reporter in town gullible enough to fall for something like this. Maybe you wanted to go to some other reporter. Someone with a better track record than me. But, in the end, you figured Gil Malloy—whom you haven’t talked to, haven’t taken phone calls from, and couldn’t even be bothered to return messages from in a very long time—was your best choice. Because he’s easy. He doesn’t ask a lot of questions or dig very deep or spend too much time making sure a story is true. Hell, you can buy him off with a lunch.”

			“C’mon, Gil . . .”

			“The only problem with your plan is that the same reason you figured I might go for it . . . well, that’s why I couldn’t be of any help to you, even if I wanted to. No one is going to believe me if I start talking about someone claiming to be Lee Harvey Oswald’s secret son and solving the Kennedy assassination. People—people at my own newspaper—would say, ‘What’s next? He’s going to claim he saw Elvis at a shopping mall? Or reveal those flying saucers and little green men that the government is really hiding at Area 51?’ Hey, I’m damaged goods, Nikki. You should know that better than anyone.”

			There was a long, uncomfortable silence between us. I sat there waiting, watching people go by on the street and listening to the sounds of the city. Horns honking. Car doors slamming. A radio turned up somewhere to a rap station. It was the middle of summer, and a lot of New Yorkers had already fled to the Hamptons, the mountains, or the Jersey Shore. In another few weeks, the city would be empty, which was fine with me. I remembered sitting at a restaurant just like this one a long time ago with Nikki Reynolds. Listening to her tell me how she was going to make me rich and famous. I’d believed her. That was before I found out that fame and fortune aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, as Bob Dylan once said.

			“I’m sorry I never returned your phone calls after . . . well, you know,” she said finally.

			“Don’t worry about it. Lots of people didn’t return my phone calls. Everyone wanted to keep their distance from me.”

			“But I’m here now.”

			“And bought me this lunch,” I pointed out.

			“This could be a big story for you.”

			“I’m already working on a story.”

			“We’re talking about John F. Kennedy’s murder here.”

			“Mine’s a murder story too.”

			“Bigger than JFK?”

			“Big enough.”

			“What’s the story?”

			“The murder of Victor Reyes.”

			“Who’s that?”

			“A kid who belonged to a gang in the South Bronx.”

			“Who killed him?”

			“Probably someone from another gang.”

			“Are you telling me that chasing after some cheap gangbang murder in the Bronx is more important to you than maybe finding out the truth about the assassination of John F. Kennedy? The biggest unsolved crime of our lifetime. Maybe of all time. How can you even compare a murder of that magnitude to the killing of this Vincent Reyes?”

			“Victor.”

			“Excuse me.”

			“His name was Victor Reyes, not Vincent.”

			“Who the hell cares?”

			“Everyone matters,” I said, quoting something I’d read in a book once. Not because I really believed it, but because I couldn’t think of any way to explain my decision to someone like Nikki Reynolds.

			She wrote down Lee Harvey Oswald Jr.’s address and phone number on a piece of paper and handed it across the table to me. I looked down at the paper, shrugged, and stuck it in the pocket of my jeans.

			“I really need your help on this,” Reynolds said.

			“Have you checked out this guy’s story about being Lee Harvey Oswald’s illegitimate son?” I asked.

			“Of course, I have.”

			“And?”

			“Well, it’s not easy to find out about records from fifty years ago, but I’m pursuing it vigorously.”

			I shook my head.

			“Who’s the publisher that bought this book?”

			“We don’t have a publisher yet.”

			“Has he written the damn book?”

			“He’s working on it . . .”

			“So you have a guy who may or may not be Lee Harvey Oswald Jr., who may or may not have a book, and—even if he finishes this supposed book—you don’t have a publisher at the moment. And now you’re asking me to put whatever few shreds are left of my professional reputation on the line to promote this for you. Does that pretty much sum up the situation here, or have I left anything out?”

			She reached over and put her hand on top of mine. She looked me straight in the eye.

			Earnest. Sincere. Pleading, almost desperate.

			“Do it as a favor for me,” Nikki Reynolds said. “Do it as a favor to me for old times’ sake.”

			It was a helluva performance. She was always very good at getting people to do what she wanted. Except I’d seen it all before.

			“I gotta tell you, Nikki,” I said, “the old times weren’t that great.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			THE New York Daily News, the newspaper where I work, is located at the lower end of Manhattan, close to where the Staten Island Ferry docks. That’s about as far south as you can go in Manhattan without falling into the water. It’s only four miles away from Times Square, but it feels like four million.

			When I was growing up, I used to dream about working at the Daily News one day. It all seemed so romantic and so glamorous and so right back then. The News office in those days was on 42nd Street in the heart of Manhattan. The building was the same one they used for the Daily Planet in the Superman movies. In fact, a lot of people used to think that the Daily Planet and Metropolis from the old TV show and the comic books were based on the Daily News in New York. I would watch Clark Kent on the screen and imagine it was me fighting for truth, justice, and the American way. I didn’t have superpowers like he did, but I was a helluva reporter. And a helluva reporter could accomplish anything. Overcome any obstacle. Right any wrong. I really believed that once.

			By the time I got to the Daily News, the legendary 42nd Street office was already gone, a victim of the realities of the Manhattan real estate market during the mid-’90s. But the dream was still alive and kicking for me. In my senior year at NYU, I wangled an internship to work at the News. I was supposed to be there only ten hours a week, while at the same time attending regular classes. I worked sixty–seventy hours a week. Needless to say, I didn’t spend much time in class that last year.

			After NYU, I got a full-time job as a reporter at the News. I started out at the bottom, of course. Running around to press conferences and meetings and crime scenes, then calling the details in to a rewrite man in the News office. Eventually, I was transferred to the Bronx borough office. I was given the education beat there. The borough staffs covered local community news, which was the least desirable place to work. And of all the boroughs the Daily News covered, the Bronx was considered the worst office to be assigned. Plus, the education beat in a borough was by far the least desirable assignment any reporter could have. I didn’t care. I still thought I was Superman. I thought I could do anything. And that was pretty much what I did. I broke a big education story about corruption in a Bronx school board fund that got several people indicted and later sent to jail. I did a series on best and worst teachers in the borough that won me and the paper all sorts of awards. I exposed overcrowding in the classroom, shortages of textbooks and other equipment, and unhealthy conditions in school cafeterias on my beat. I also wrote about the exceptional students who were able to rise above all this and somehow achieve an education in a school system out of control.

			Many of my stories were making the front of the paper. Sometimes even the front page. I was a rising star. It was only a matter of time until I’d get promoted out of the Bronx into the main newsroom in Manhattan. Six months, a year tops, I figured.

			And then 9/11 changed everything. I was headed for a press conference in the Bronx about reading scores when the first plane hit the North Tower of the World Trade Center on that unimaginable morning of September 11, 2001. I turned around and raced to get to the scene. By the time both towers went down, I had filed reams of copy to the city desk, trying to capture the horror and the devastation and the enormity of the losses that terrible day. I was so close that I was literally covered in ashes and debris from the towers. I stayed there all day, then the next day, and the weeks after covering the grim search for bodies and for answers. I hardly changed clothes, I didn’t shave most days, I even slept at Ground Zero a lot of the time. It was the biggest story of my life, and I didn’t want to let go—not even for a few hours. I would win awards for my coverage. I would get promoted at the News. I would get more money from the paper. But I wasn’t thinking about any of these things when I spent all those days and nights in lower Manhattan. I was just thinking about covering the story.

			More big stories followed in the years after that. I got an exclusive interview with the mistress of a disgraced politician. I broke the news of a terrorist plot against the New York City subway system that was foiled by the NYPD and Homeland Security officials. I did a series of articles revealing how millions of taxpayer dollars were being wasted on personal use and pet projects by the City Council.

			Eventually, the Daily News gave me my own column. It would run up front in the paper three days a week. My own column. Just like Jimmy Breslin once had in the News. Or Pete Hamill. Now it was Gil Malloy. I was really on my way to the top now. Hell, I was probably already there.

			And then, just as easily as everything went right for me, it all fell apart extraordinarily quickly.
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			It wasn’t supposed to have happened that way. In fact, the story that led to my downfall was supposed to be my biggest triumph. My shining moment as a reporter. The story that would define me as a journalist. And, in the end, I guess that’s exactly what it did. Just not in the way I had anticipated.

			It was a massive investigative series that ran in the News about prostitution in New York City. I wanted to do an in-depth look at the problem of prostitution and its impact on everyone involved, as well as the people around them. I talked to madams, prostitutes, johns, and law enforcement officials. I took a look at the trade from the streetwalkers near Times Square to the high-end hookers who worked out of expensive escort agencies. The governor of New York had been forced to resign after being linked with a high-priced hooker. I thought it was a great peg for a series on prostitution and all of its aspects on the New York scene. My editors thought so too.

			The highlight of the series was a young woman who called herself Houston. Houston got her name from the street in downtown Manhattan where she’d first plied her trade. By the time I did my series, she was working on call for high rollers at hotels and expensive apartments around Manhattan. She had become quite a legend in the world of call girls. Men clamored for her services, and she truly seemed to enjoy her work. One of her specialties was the Houston Hello. She named it after the famous Brentwood Hello that the women in the O. J. Simpson case used to call a blow job. She also offered the Houston Hero Sandwich—her and another girl—and the Houston Honeymoon Special, which provided a bridal night fantasy beyond any man’s wildest expectations. But there was a dark side to Houston too. She’d been attacked by clients, once almost fatally; beaten up by pimps; extorted for money and sex by cops; and battled drug and alcohol. Houston put a face on prostitution for the first time—she made us understand the people who were involved in this industry and the complexity of the issue of women who sell their bodies for a living. I didn’t say that last part. The Daily News editorial board did when they submitted my series for a Pulitzer Prize.

			Everyone wanted a piece of Houston. She became a tabloid sensation. Other newspapers searched for her. TV stations too. Network shows like Dateline and 60 Minutes—and even Oprah—were desperate for an interview. Book publishers threw big-money offers at me to write about her story. There was even talk of a movie deal. That was when I first met Nikki Reynolds. She pursued me relentlessly after the series came out. Took me to lunch at “21,” for drinks at Elaine’s, and then eventually back to her penthouse apartment on Central Park West where we made love through the night. I remember lying in her bed early the next morning, watching the sun come up over Central Park outside her window, and thinking about how perfect everything in my life had turned out to be. This series had put me on the fast track of journalism. It had made me a star. It had given me everything I’d ever wanted—or at least everything I thought I wanted back then.

			But in the end, the series was too good. Houston was too good. She became a monster I could no longer control. That’s when the whole story began to fall apart. And my life along with it.

			Because there was no Houston.

			Or, if there was, I hadn’t been able find her either, just like all the other news organizations now looking for her.

			Everyone I’d talked to while I was working on my series had stories about Houston. She was a legend in the world of call girls and hookers and escort agencies that I was writing about. The more stories I heard about her, the more I knew she had to be the linchpin of my series. But I never could actually track her down. I talked to a lot of people who had met her, or at least claimed they had. And, I guess, after a while she became real to me too. I collected so many anecdotes and experiences from other prostitutes that were similar to the stories I’d heard about Houston. Some of them related stuff they’d heard about Houston to me. But I never found the ultimate prize. My white whale.

			And so I took the anecdotes and incidents and quotes I had about Houston—along with stuff from the other women—and put them all into Houston’s mouth. I didn’t just write about Houston. I wrote about talking to her. I turned Houston into a real person. I created a fictional character, or at least one I wasn’t sure really existed.

			Maybe things had just moved too quickly and too easily for me. Maybe I thought things would always be that easy. Maybe I was so cocky and arrogant I thought I could do anything I wanted, that I was impervious to failure and was somehow above the rules other journalists needed to follow.

			At first, when the questions about my story and about Houston started, I was able to deflect them all by claiming she was a confidential source and I had promised not to reveal her real identity or location to anyone, in return for allowing me to tell her story. Wrapping myself in journalistic principles like this to cover up my own lack of journalistic principles was something I was not proud of. But at that point I was just desperately hoping that the Houston controversy would go away.

			It took a while for the truth to come out. But things began to unravel when the rival New York Post did a Page Six item speculating that the story could be a hoax because no one except me had found any evidence that Houston existed. A few of the local TV stations picked up on that. Then the New York Times did a long piece raising serious and sobering questions about my investigation, my answers to questions about it, and the facts—or lack of facts—about Houston. After the Times article was published, the Pulitzer committee announced it was dropping my series from consideration because of “troubling issues and inconsistencies” that had arisen following its submission.

			For a while, my editors at the Daily News believed my denials that anything was wrong. Or at least they claimed to. They publicly stood by my story despite the growing skepticism from other media. But when they eventually demanded that I produce Houston for them as proof of the credibility of my investigation, the story quickly fell apart. I finally told them the truth. The paper tried to make the best of it in an announcement saying what I had practiced was a kind of “new journalism” in which I created a fictional character to tell a story that had been supported by other facts. But no matter how much you tried to sugarcoat it, there was no getting around what I had done. I had fiddled with the facts. I had made up an interview that never happened. I had crossed over that crucial line of integrity that no journalist can ever cross and survive. I had betrayed the public trust. I had screwed up, big time.

			The next day the headline in the New York Post gleefully proclaimed: HOUSTON, WE HAVE A PROBLEM!
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			The Daily News could have fired me, should have fired me. But they didn’t. I’ve never known exactly why, but I assume it had something to do with the paper’s own internal damage control efforts. Firing me would have been admitting wrongdoing—or at least editorial malfeasance—on their part. Or maybe they just felt compassion for me, feared I’d jump off of the Brooklyn Bridge or something if I lost my job. For whatever reason, I still worked at the News.

			Not as a columnist anymore, though. No, far from it.

			I was the low man on the totem pole in the newsroom now. Right down there where I started as an intern. Busted back to being a reporter, I had a desk in a far corner away from the city desk and hubbub of the newsroom. I rarely got much to do. When I did get an assignment, it was to interview a Daily News contest winner, or write a public service item about the importance of regular cancer checkups or the benefits of flossing daily. Once in a while, if I was lucky, I’d get to write some soft feature or fluff interview piece for the Sunday paper.

			I hated it, but I didn’t know what else to do. No other newspaper or media outlet would hire me now. And so I showed up for work every day, did my job, and hoped that someday I could accomplish something worthwhile enough to make people forget about what had happened and let me be a real reporter again. Except I knew, deep down in my heart, that it never could happen. No matter what I did for the rest of my career, I would always be defined by that one moment of weakness when I crossed over the line and surrendered my integrity as a journalist.

			And there was absolutely nothing I could do to change that perception of me.

			It was like the story of Sisyphus, a character in mythology sentenced by the gods to forever push a heavy rock up a hill, only to see it roll back down to the bottom each time. The gods felt that being forced to do this work without ever being able to accomplish anything was the worst punishment possible. Sisyphus’s only satisfaction could come from the simple act of pushing the rock up the hill each time. The journey up the hill became his only reward, even if he was destined never to change his fate.

			Was that what I was doing now?

			Working every day in a futile effort to change my life back to the way it had once been.

			The rock was at the bottom of the hill for me, and all I knew how to do was keep pushing it back to the top.

			[image: ]

			I walked over to the reporters’ assignment board behind the city desk. Marilyn Staley, the city editor, looked up at me.

			“Hey, Malloy, what are you doing here?” she asked.

			“I work here, remember.”

			“You’re supposed to be at a doctor’s appointment now.”

			“I’m headed there soon,” I said.

			I looked up at the assignment board behind her. It listed all the stories for the next day’s paper and the reporters who were assigned to them. My name wasn’t on the list.

			“I could cover one of those stories,” I blurted out.

			“They’re already covered.”

			“Maybe I could help—”

			“Go to your doctor’s appointment.”

			“The appointment’s only an hour,” I said hopefully. “I could start when I get back . . .”

			Staley shook her head. “Go to the doctor, Malloy.”

			“What do you want me to be—a reporter or a patient?” I asked.

			“I just want you to get your goddamned life together.”

			“It’s going to take me a lot longer than an hour to do that,” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			SO HOW ARE you doing, Mr. Malloy?” Dr. Barbara Landis asked.

			“I’m doing fine.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Damn straight it is.”

			“Have you had any more episodes?” she asked.

			“Such as?”

			“Blackouts?”

			“No.”

			“Dizziness?”

			“No.”

			“Loss of memory or lack of ability to concentrate?”

			“Uh . . . I don’t remember.”

			Dr. Landis smiled, but not like she thought it was funny.

			“You seem to enjoy using humor to deflect issues you don’t want to deal with, Mr. Malloy. Jokes are a defense for you. By being funny, you don’t have to deal with the realities of your life. Realities like a panic attack.”

			A few months earlier, I’d suffered a panic attack in the middle of the Daily News city room. A full-fledged, really scary event that freaked out everyone at the paper, including me. All I remember is feeling light-headed as I stood up from the chair at my desk, then gasping for breath and suddenly seeing the room start to spin around me. They told me later I’d passed out a few seconds afterward, falling to the floor and opening up a gash on my head as I hit the edge of my desk on the way down. I woke up in a hospital with no memory of any of it. The doctors did a lot of tests on me but could find nothing physically wrong. Eventually, they diagnosed it as a panic attack, probably brought on by all the psychological stress I’d been under because of the Houston thing. They recommended professional counseling to deal with my problems, which is how I wound up with Dr. Barbara Landis. The paper didn’t ask me to go to Dr. Landis, they told me.

			I’d been seeing her for several weeks now. I’d missed a couple of appointments, claiming that I was too busy with stories to show up. She interpreted this, probably accurately, as a hostile act on my part. Maybe because I spent most of the time in the sessions I did attend complaining the paper never gave me good stories to do anymore and how bored I was there. So, as excuses go, mine was a pretty lame one. Damn, I couldn’t even lie well anymore.

			Landis was a distinguished-looking woman with gray hair, probably in her fifties. She always wore a business suit of some bland color—like gray or beige—and sat perfectly still and erect in her chair as she talked to me. She had an old-fashioned three-ring notebook and a fountain pen that she used to take notes continuously during the sessions. The notebook annoyed me. So did the fountain pen. Hell, the business suits did too. Everything about her was just so precise and so perfect that it pissed the hell out of me. Maybe if I’d met her in a different setting—at a party, in a bar, working on a story—we would have hit it off better. But sitting in her office and feeling the walls close in around me . . . well, let’s just say she wasn’t my idea of the perfect shrink. But then I probably wasn’t her idea of the perfect patient.

			“How are things at the paper?” she asked me now.

			“Peachy.”

			“Peachy,” she repeated.

			“Sure. They don’t expect anything from me anymore, I sure as hell don’t expect to give them anything—and I’m still getting paid. So everyone’s happy. Like I said, it’s just peachy.”

			She wrote that in her notebook.

			“How is your personal life going?” she asked.

			“It isn’t.”

			“Meaning?”

			“I have no personal life.”

			“Don’t you have some friends?”

			“Most of them keep their distance from me these days. Not too many people want to admit to being my friend after . . . well, after everything that happened.”

			“Do you have any hobbies?”

			“Well, I watch a lot of TV.”

			“Romantic interests?”

			“Huh?”

			“Are you seeing anyone?”

			“I haven’t gotten laid in a long time, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			“How do you feel about that?”

			“Horny.”

			She wrote that down too. Damn this woman and her damn notebook.

			“Have you talked to your wife?”

			“My ex-wife.”

			“Okay, your ex-wife. Have you been in contact with her?”

			“I talked to Susan awhile back, about two months ago.”

			“How did that conversation go?”

			“I asked her if she wanted to get back together. I said I still loved her. She said she’d just gotten engaged to someone else. Someone she loved now. Someone who didn’t come with as much emotional baggage. I kinda got the feeling she wasn’t as broken up about our divorce as I was. I told her that. I also told her a few other things that, in retrospect, were probably unfortunate choices on my part. I believe, at one point, I called her a bitch. She told me to go to hell. So, in answer to your question, no, the conversation with my ex-wife Susan did not go very well.”

			Landis paged through her notes. “And you say this happened approximately two months ago?”

			“I guess.”

			“That’s about the same time you collapsed in the newsroom.”

			“Okay.”

			“You realize, of course, that the two events could be connected.”

			“Are you saying that I was so upset about Susan getting remarried that it could have brought on my panic attack that day in the newsroom?”

			“I think it is very possible.”

			“You may be right,” I said.

			“I believe we are making some real progress here today, don’t you?” Dr. Landis said.

			“Absolutely,” I said.
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			Except I was lying to her.

			The first panic attack had not come after I had the conversation with my ex-wife.

			I’d been having them for weeks before—smaller ones, but just as scary—only no one else had ever seen them. I didn’t even want to admit to myself that they had happened. But sitting in my apartment late at night and switching with the remote between cable news channels and old reruns on TV Land because I couldn’t sleep, I’d started gasping for breath, gotten dizzy, and felt I was going to faint or pass out or something worse. Eventually, the feeling would pass and I’d pretend that nothing ever happened. Until that day in the newsroom.

			And I remember exactly what I was thinking about when it happened.

			It wasn’t Susan.

			It was Carrie Bratten.

			Carrie Bratten was the new hotshot reporter at the Daily News. She was twenty five years old, pretty, very bright, very talented, and even more ambitious. I hated her. Looking at her running around the newsroom, reveling in her front-page stories and ­exclusives—well, it was just too much for me to handle. She was everything I wanted to be, everything I once was—but couldn’t be anymore. And every time I saw her and all of her success, it ­reminded me of that all over again.

			That morning, I’d found out about a Ground Zero follow-up story. One of the survivors, someone I’d written a number of stories about in the past, had been suffering from kidney failure and urgently needed a transplant to stay alive. The normal waiting time for a new kidney was at least three months, and doctors said there was no way he could last that long without a transplant. But then a cop, one of the cops who had been there at the doomed World Trade Center in 2001, donated his own kidney to save the man. “I couldn’t save many lives on 9/11,” the cop said in explaining his reasoning for the decision. “That’s haunted me for years. This time I can at least save one life of one of those people who were down there. That’s why I want to do this.” It was a great story. The kind of story that sent the adrenaline flowing through me in a way I hadn’t experienced in a long, long time.

			The editors at the Daily News liked the story too.

			They were excited when I told them about it.

			It was the perfect story.

			Except for one thing.

			I didn’t get to work it.

			Carrie Bratten did.

			“Carrie’s the star reporter here now, not you,” Marilyn Staley explained to me that day. “You should know better than anyone how that works. This is a big story. She’s our top reporter. Ergo, she gets the story, not you.”

			I got very agitated. I complained about how unfair it was. I screamed at her. I threatened to quit if I didn’t get to do the story. Which, in retrospect, was probably the worst thing I could have done. Staley did not yell back at me. She just looked at me sadly until I was finished with my tirade.

			“Look, Gil,” she said, “I think everyone here has been fair and kind and compassionate to you to allow you to stay here after what happened. You know that as well as I do. And if you do your job and keep your head down, maybe, just maybe, you will survive here. You can have a life here, a career here as a reporter. Just not the reporter you once were. If that’s not enough for you, if you cause any more scenes like this, well then . . . we’ll just part ways right now. I don’t think any other major newspaper or media outlet would touch you after what you did on the Houston story. It’s your choice. Think about it.”

			I went back to my desk and did just that.

			It was shortly after that that I suffered the first full-blown panic attack that had landed me in Dr. Landis’s office.
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			Sitting there now, watching her take notes on everything I was saying and writing it all down in her notebook, I knew what I had to do.

			Say anything, do anything so this woman will give a good report on me to the Daily News people who’d sent me here. I had to play the game. No matter how much I wanted to grab that notebook out of her hands, rip it up into little pieces, and storm out of her office. I needed her to tell the Daily News that I was making progress. I needed her to tell them there was hope for me. I needed her to save my job.

			Because I realized what was at stake here.

			I had no wife. I had no real friends to rely on anymore. I had no family—my mother and father were dead, and I was an only child. I had no real interest in anything else these days. The job was all I had. Without that, I had nothing.

			Which is why, I suppose, I cared so much about Victor Reyes.

			“I’m actually working on a story right now,” I said to Landis.

			“So they did give you an assignment?”

			“Nah, this is a story I’ve been working on my own.”

			“What’s it about?”

			“The unsolved murder of a man named Victor Reyes.”

			“Will the paper publish this story when you’re finished writing it?”

			“Maybe. Maybe not.”

			“Why wouldn’t they?”

			“Actually, it’s not really that good a story.”

			“So why are you doing it?”

			“Because I’m a reporter. No matter what anybody else thinks of me, I’m still a reporter.”

			She wrote that down too.

			“Tell me about this Victor Reyes story,” Landis said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I’D FIRST HEARD about Victor Reyes from a homicide detective named Roberto Santiago.

			Santiago worked on the Priority Murders Squad, an elite division of the NYPD that focused on major, high-profile homicides in the city. I met Santiago long before that, though. Down at Ground Zero. He’d been one of the cops who toiled there day and night in those horrible weeks and months after 9/11. Just like me. And, like a lot of us did down there in the fall of 2001, we formed a strong bond, Santiago and I. Later, he helped me out on police stories as I rose to prominence at the News and he rose in the ranks of the police department. I even sought his help when I was trying to track down the infamous Houston. I never heard from him after the story fell apart, and I assumed he’d given up on me just like so many other people had.

			So I was surprised to get a phone call from him in the middle of the night.

			“I’ve got a story for you, Malloy,” he said, without apologizing for the late hour.

			“I don’t really do stories anymore,” I said, yawning into the phone.

			“I’m at Lincoln Hospital in the Bronx,” Santiago told me.

			I looked at the clock on the table next to my bed. The dial said it was 3 a.m.

			“Can this wait until morning?”

			“If you grab a cab, you can be here in less than thirty minutes. Not much traffic out there at this hour. I’ll be waiting for you in the emergency room.”

			I groaned. I thought about just hanging up the phone and going back to sleep. But I didn’t. Maybe it was because I was curious about why he wanted to see me after all this time. Maybe I felt I owed him something. Or maybe, just maybe, I still had that old reporter’s instinct and wanted to find out what the story was that was so damn important to Santiago.
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			A half hour later, I was in the Lincoln Hospital emergency room with Roberto Santiago. He was standing over the body of a man on a stretcher.

			“Who is he?” I asked.

			“Victor Reyes.”

			“Is that supposed to mean something?”

			“I grew up with him.”

			I nodded sympathetically, even though I still had no idea what I was doing here.

			“We used to run in a gang together,” Santiago said. “I got out of the gang life. He didn’t. Then he got shot. The bullet hit his spinal cord and paralyzed him. He’s been in a wheelchair ever since.”

			I looked down at the body of Victor Reyes on the stretcher.

			“How old was he?” I asked.

			“Thirty-four.”

			“And how did he die?”

			“A heart attack.”

			“A heart attack,” I repeated, still confused about why I was there.

			“His mother found him struggling to breathe. She called 911. But he was already dead by the time they got him here to the hospital. The doctors say it was a massive coronary.”

			“Detective Santiago,” I said, “I am very sorry for the loss of your friend. And I’m sure that the late Mr. Reyes was a very fine person who will be greatly missed. But why the hell exactly am I here?”

			“I want you to write the story.”

			“What story?”

			“I’m going to catch the person that killed him.”

			“Wait a minute, you work on the Priority Murders Squad.”

			“You don’t think the death of Victor Reyes is a priority murder?”

			“It’s not even a murder,” I pointed out.

			“Actually it is,” Santiago said.
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			“When Victor Reyes was just nineteen years old, he was shot from a passing car as he came out of his apartment house,” Santiago told me. “No specific motive, although it appears to have been gang related.”

			I took notes as he talked.

			“The bullet first shattered two of his ribs.”

			“That’s not good,” I said.

			“It ruptured his spleen.”

			“Worse.”

			“And the bullet lodged in Reyes’s spinal cord, leaving him unable to walk or feel any sensation whatever below his waist.”

			“The worst.”

			“The assailant inside the car was described as—”

			“Let me guess . . . a young male Hispanic.”

			Santiago gave me a dirty look.

			“What?” I said. “You think he’s going to be Irish in that neighborhood?”

			“The doctors I talked to tonight said it was the gunshot that killed him. The bullet did it. The same bullet. That damn bullet.”

			“Wait a minute—I thought he died of a heart attack.”

			“He did. But contributing factors to the heart attack, doctors say, were bronchial pneumonia, paraplegia, and coronary atherosclerosis. All of these things were brought on by his being in a wheelchair for so many years.”

			I nodded.

			“At some point, probably within the last few hours of his life, the remains of the bullet that had been in his spine all this time—there was no way to take it out without causing more damage—became dislodged and traveled through the bloodstream to his heart. In his weakened condition, that proved fatal.”

			“Are you saying that if he hadn’t been shot fifteen years ago, he wouldn’t have had the heart attack now?”

			“That’s what the doctors told me.”

			“Interesting.”

			“So technically, whoever shot him back then is guilty of murder.”

			“And you’re going to try to solve a murder that happened fifteen years ago, except no one even knew it was a murder until now.”

			“Yes.”

			“That’s the story you want me to write?”

			“Not a bad story, huh?”
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			I needed some coffee. We found a vending machine that still had some coffee available. It wasn’t great, but at that hour of the morning, the bar for acceptable coffee is set pretty low for me. We found seats in the empty cafeteria and sat there drinking our coffee and talking about Victor Reyes.

			“When I was growing up, my mother died,” Santiago told me. “My father was never around much. Camille Reyes, Victor’s mother, sort of became a surrogate parent for me.”

			“And that’s how you and her son Victor became so close?”

			Santiago nodded. “I was older than him, but we ran together through most of our teenage years.”

			“Define ran.”

			“We belonged to the same gang.”

			“I find it hard to picture you as a gang member.”

			“Everyone ran in a gang in my neighborhood. You either were a part of a gang or you became the victim of a gang. It was a matter of survival.”

			“How did you manage to get out of that life?”

			“I got lucky,” Santiago said. “I met a cop who was a good guy. He saw something in me that no one else ever had. Including myself. He told me I was wasting my life and got me to finish school. When I did, he encouraged me to join the police. Helped me get into the Police Academy. If I hadn’t been lucky enough to meet that police officer, I probably wouldn’t be here today.”

			“And Victor Reyes?”

			“He wasn’t so lucky.”

			Santiago took a sip of his coffee.

			“Victor’s mother has taken care of him for fifteen years. She’s fed him, taken him to the park in his wheelchair—hell, she even had to help him go the bathroom. Now that he’s dead, the most important thing in the world to her is that we find whoever did this to her son. She wants justice for Victor. So do I.”

			“You can’t make this personal,” I told him.

			“It is personal.”

			“The first rule for a police officer—for a journalist too—is to never let any case or any story to become personal.”

			“The job never gets personal for you?”

			I sighed. “It’s not a hard-and-fast rule . . . okay, it’s not even a rule at all . . . actually, no one ever really follows it.”

			There was something else I wanted to ask Santiago.

			“Why me? Why did you ask me to come here tonight?”

			“I want people to know about Victor Reyes. I don’t want him to have died for no reason. To have his life forgotten about by everyone except me and his mother. That’s why I called you. I want someone to tell people his story, to make his life, and his death, matter. I decided someone in the press could help make that happen. And you’re the best press I know.”

			“Not if you talk to a lot of people these days.”

			“I heard about all that. I don’t know exactly what you did or didn’t do. What I do know is the guy I met at Ground Zero. We shared a lot down there, we talked about a lot of things. Life and death was a big topic. I remember we talked about how the victims—from the rich investment bankers to the busboys from Windows on the World on top of the tower—all died together that day. How death doesn’t differentiate between rich and poor, famous and not so famous. How, in death, no loss is greater or less than the other.”

			“Death is the great equalizer,” I said.

			“That’s why I want you to write this story. You’re the one person I hoped would understand. Who could help me make sure that Victor Reyes’s life—and his death—mattered.”

			“You’ve got no witnesses?”

			“No.”

			“No real motive?”

			“Not yet.”

			“No clues?”

			“Right.”

			“Probably no forensic evidence worth anything after all this time?”

			“Nope.”

			“What exactly do you have to help you solve this case?”

			Santiago shrugged.

			“You don’t have a damn thing.”

			He smiled sadly. “Malloy, that is an excellent summation of this case at the moment.”
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			I’d like to say that I was so moved by Detective Roberto Santiago’s emotional plea and his compassion for Victor Reyes and his quest for justice for his dead boyhood friend from the Bronx that I threw myself into the story right after our meeting that night at the hospital.

			But that wasn’t what I did.

			Instead, I did nothing.

			I’d gotten pretty good at doing nothing.

			I just slipped back into my normal routine of feeling sorry for myself and the mess I’d made of my own career and my own life.

			The truth was I pretty much forgot about that conversation at the hospital with Santiago. Almost. Oh, it was there in the back of my mind, and every once in a while I would think about doing something about the Victor Reyes story. I figured I owed it to Santiago for everything we had shared during those days after 9/11. But I never did anything about it. Nothing at all.

			Until it was too late. After I found out Santiago was dead.

			It wasn’t a big story in the Daily News or anywhere else. He didn’t die in the line of duty or as a hero or anything like that. He was killed by a drunk driver. It was one of those senseless things—just being in the wrong place at the wrong time—that make you wonder if fate is laughing at us somewhere as we earnestly go about our lives.

			Santiago had finished up his shift at about eleven one evening, and he was crossing the street to his parked car. Another car ran a red light and plowed right into him in the middle of the intersection. He died instantly.

			The driver of the car was a drunk who fled the scene when he realized what he had done. But a witness got his license plate number. The cops picked him up at a bar an hour later. His blood alcohol level was nearly 0.20, drunk enough so that he could barely stand up. But not drunk enough to stop him from getting behind the wheel of a car. After hitting and killing Santiago, he’d driven to the bar and kept on drinking.

			The pointlessness of it was what bothered me the most, I suppose.

			Roberto Santiago was a cop who put his life on the line every day when he went to work. He’d been in shootouts, hostage situations, run into burning buildings, and done all sorts of other heroic—and dangerous—things in the line of duty. He’d survived that all. And then, on his way home from work at the end of his shift, Santiago gets run down by a damn drunk driver in the street.

			The wrong place at the wrong time.

			It seemed so unfair.

			But life, as I had found out, was often that way.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			JUST BECAUSE I could no longer work on big stories didn’t mean I couldn’t read them.

			A few days after my lunch with Nikki Reynolds, I sat in a coffee shop on Water Street at eight o’clock, sipping my second cup of coffee and reading the front-page story in that morning’s Daily News.

			The first thing I saw, of course, was the byline. By Carrie Bratten. My personal nemesis at the paper. The front-page headline said BEAUTY SLAIN IN UNION SQUARE PARK. There was a huge picture of an attractive blond woman.

			The story itself got a two-page spread on pages four and five inside, including pictures from the scene and a map of the Union Square area where the woman’s body had been found.

			The victim’s name was Shawn Kennedy, and she had been shot to death. Her body had been found by a dog walker in the park early the previous morning. She was dressed in designer jeans, a pink tank top, and sandals. There was a gold chain around her neck and what looked like a very expensive bracelet and ring on her right hand. An expensive-looking watch was on her left wrist. Whatever the motive for her murder, it sure hadn’t been robbery. This one had a personal feel to it. Her purse was still with her. The ID and money and credit cards inside all seemed untouched.

			Shawn Kennedy was a photographer who did a lot of fashion and celebrity shoots in Manhattan. She’d worked for People, Us Weekly, InStyle, many of the big publications. She lived in a converted loft on St. Mark’s Place, a few blocks south of the park.

			Police found a witness who saw her in a bar in the Union Square neighborhood the evening before. The witness was the bartender. He said she’d been alone, had a couple of drinks at the bar, and then left. He said he’d chatted with her in between customers and that she’d told him she was waiting for someone. When he looked back at the bar and she was gone, he assumed her date had shown up. Or she’d given up on him and just gone home.

			The bartender was considered a potential suspect at first. Especially after cops discovered he had an arrest record for drug possession and robbery. His name was Kevin Gallagher, and cops brought him to the East 21st Street station house for formal questioning. But it went nowhere. Even the cops who took him in seemed to know he wasn’t the guy who did it. Gallagher stuck to his story about having a casual conversation in the bar with the woman, and they couldn’t budge him from it. Probably because he was telling the truth. His criminal record for robbery didn’t fit in. Nothing had been taken from the Kennedy woman, even though she was carrying money and wearing expensive jewelry. Besides, Gallagher wound up having an alibi. He’d been working at the bar until closing time at two in the morning. The owner said he never took a break all night. The ME’s report estimated that Kennedy had died sometime before midnight.

			Bratten’s story went on for nearly forty inches. It was filled with all sorts of details—the same kind of details I would have used—about the crime. The color of the victim’s purse. A description of the jewelry. The exact position of the body when it was found. A vivid picture of the scene in Union Square Park around her: The grassy expanse in the middle of the park. The trees that had hidden her body until daylight when the dog walker discovered her. The type of dog he was walking (a black-and-tan miniature dachshund). Even the fact that a coin had fallen out of the victim’s purse—possibly in a struggle with the assailant—and been found lying next to the body. The coin was a Kennedy half-dollar. Bratten noted the tragic juxtaposition of the Kennedy coin next to the dead woman of the same name.
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