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Prologue
The two men, one short and stubby, one tall, hovered over the handsome but meek man sitting at the aristocratic desk. The room was rich, masculine. The dark mahogany bookshelves, matching the desk, were filled with volumes of history and other non-fiction. The paintings on the walls were oils, portraits and scenes of people and places from long ago. The old Persian rug remained remarkably thick and plush, resilient and robust. As the day waned, the lighting was subtle, adding to the false atmosphere of coziness, warmth, and general sense of well-being. Ghosts, victims of previous wars unable to find rest, thus attaching themselves to items of familiarity that allowed them a sense of belonging, lurked among the ancient artifacts comprising the room and watched with apprehension.
"You'll have to sign. We can't move forward without it. It will be missed if we do," the pudgy man said, gently but authoritatively.
"I'm not sure what it's suggesting. What does 'consequences' mean?"
The tall man sighed, slightly.
"There will be consequences. It's not complicated," the short man said, holding out the pen.
The other man, the one who sighed, subtly looked at his watch. "I remember hearing your discussion with each other, the other day, about annihilation."
"Shhhh . . . that word must never, ever, be mentioned by any of us. Can you imagine what kind of reaction that will elicit? Please, don't say that again."
"So . . . once I sign, we can move on, things will get better? They're pretty bad right now. Even I know that. I can tell by the way the staff looks at me, the way you look at me," he said, rather apprehensively.
"It's going to get a whole lot better. Trust us." The short man jabbed the pen at the hesitant man once again.
This time, he took it. He looked up at them both and quickly scratched his signature.
The Ghosts recoiled.
The tall man looked at his watch again.
At that moment, on the other side of the world, bombs began raining down on a town in the Middle East. Buildings crashed, people—men, women, children, the elderly—all ran. But there was no place to run. The bombardment was fierce and abundant. It lasted for hours. Once it stopped, not even a barking dog could be heard. While few had escaped, many had left earlier, suspecting they were going to be a target. They would all come back soon, to bury the dead and to try to start over. When they did, they would be confronted with the collection of tens of thousands of small, missile-like objects, some of them still not activated. But accidental activation would be the least of their problems. Their nightmare had just begun.
The Ghosts wept.
* * * * *
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"Hello?" she inquired breathlessly, quickly clicking on the cell, hoping the caller had not hung up. The time was 3:40 a.m.
"Andie? It's Deidre."
"Who?"
"I feel trapped. I don't know how I got here." The woman's crackly voice sounded muted and distant. "Andie, I'm in a cement room, alone. I don't know why."
Andie felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. She began walking through the den, toward the sliding glass doors to her balcony, as she tightened the robe's belt around her body. Later, she thought it must have been intuitive. She thought she needed to hear Deidre's voice more clearly. What she was being told didn't make sense.
"What can you remember?" Andie asked, innocently enough. "Who put you there?"
"I couldn't tell. I don't know," Deidre responded, a little more frantically. "I don't think I'm going to make it, Andie."
"How long have you been there?" was Andie's next question, and a logical one.
"Hello?" she asked. "Hello?" The phone had gone dead, but not before she heard a truly mournful sob.
Andie hadn't realized it, but she was now standing on the balcony, staring into the night lights of the city as the snowflakes floated silently through the air all around her. Her feet were bare, but she didn't notice that they were also freezing. She sat down on the cold, hard, metal chair. Well, that was bizarre.
Andie didn't know a Deidre.
* * * * *
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The newsroom was chaotic as usual. Though she tried to concentrate, she had never been able to get back to sleep after the phone call the night before, so Andie couldn't think clearly now. Tired, grouchy, hungry, and a bit on edge, she was dreading her upcoming meeting with someone she'd never met, only to verify a source. Why he couldn't give it over the phone she didn't understand. If she didn't have the two o'clock deadline, she would have gone to the gym and then home. Instead she was gulping cold coffee. Ugh. She couldn't even remember when she had prepared it. She kept thinking back to the incident that had occurred earlier, the phone call from Deidre. Christ, now she was actually attaching the name to the voice, as though she knew her. But then, how had Deidre known her? Perhaps it was a fluke, a one in a million chance that it was a coincidental mistaken identity. That could be, Andie mused. A freaky coincidence.
"Andie!" Andie jumped as her thoughts were harshly interrupted by her boss, Simon Feldman. Jeez, he was practically standing on top of her. "Are you deaf? I've been calling you for the past twenty minutes," he barked.
"Oh, sorry. I didn't hear you," she stated, wondering how she could have been that engrossed; but noting how noisy it was with the constant buzzing of cell phones and the accompanying loud conversations, she guessed it hadn't been that hard. This floor alone contained over thirty cubicles. There were at least as many employees working the phones, their cell phones, and faxes throughout the day. It was the busiest floor of the entire company, which consisted of six floors altogether. The building also housed a real estate office, two law firms, and a dingy coffee shop. It was relatively low rent for the D.C. area, and it was obvious why. The building had not been updated over the past twenty years. Hence, there were window unit air conditioners and wall heating radiators, fluorescent lighting, no carpet, dark halls, a really pathetic basement that had low-water-pressure showers for the exercise buffs and the oldest, most rickety elevators in the entire town. Every year, when they received a clean bill of health from the building code authority, Andie figured someone must have taken a bribe. It's why she always took the stairs.
"Yeah, you better be sorry. I had to get out of my chair, get on the elevator, and walk all the way over here. It's not easy, you know." Andie did feel badly that he had to go to such trouble. Simon had been in a bad accident as a teenager, and the vertebrae in his lower back were permanently damaged to the degree that he could not walk fully upright. His walk accentuated what had become over time a rather contorted body. Without proper exercise and rehab, he had learned to swing his legs from side to side as he progressed forward. The effect on his physique was to create huge shoulders, which provided an umbrella for the rest of his body. His neck was almost non-existent. A few months ago he grew his thinning hair out to cover this flaw, or because he wanted to appear younger; Andie didn't know which reason was the major impetus, but in either case she felt it had failed. Add about thirty extra pounds to a man who measured only five feet, ten inches tall, and he was not all that attractive. "I'm really sorry, Simon," Andie said sincerely.
"I know you are. Forget it. I needed to get some exercise. But where have you been? Did you confirm that source? It's almost 11:00."
"Oh my God," Andie exclaimed, realizing that she'd lost all sense of time. "I've got to go, Simon. I'll have the piece completed by deadline. I promise."
"But . . . I thought you . . ."
"No . . . I'm going now," she interrupted, and with that she threw her cape over her shoulders, shaking her long black hair out from under it, and ran for the stairs. She had an appointment, and she was going to be late. "Go, go, go,"' she muttered under her breath, skipping every other step down the three flights to the ground level, where she made a beeline for the bar several blocks away. Well, if he wanted to meet in a bar, he must be busy having a drink, she reasoned. Don't worry. Just get there, she told herself, barely avoiding a collision with an elderly man rounding the corner at the Farragut North Metro entrance. Just get there.
The snow was melted and the sky was overcast, making the slush look more dismal than usual. Andie dodged the puddles and the occasional ice patch, in between the other pedestrians. As she approached the bar, Norman's 18th Hole, a man was exiting. She hoped it wasn't her guy. She greeted him with a smile as she was entering, but he didn't even make eye contact. Guess not.
Wow! Even with overcast sky outside, Andie's eyes could not adjust to the darkness fast enough. She was literally blinded for several seconds after entering. Once she could make out her surroundings, she realized there were only three people in the establishment: the barkeeper and a man at the bar, and another man sitting in a booth smoking a cigarette. She noticed he had what looked to be tomato juice. He was reading a newspaper. She decided to hedge her bet on the guy with the newspaper. She hung up her cape on a loose hook by the door and walked across the very worn wooden floor to him. He glanced up. She smiled, trying to gauge whether he was irritated that she was late.
"Hi, Elliot," she started. "I'm Andie."
The man glared. "Do I look like an Elliot?" he inquired rudely. Andie wondered how she was supposed to know what an Elliot should or shouldn't look like, but that was beside the point. "Listen, Andie, beat it. I've got a hell of a hangover," he said, as he inhaled deeply on the cigarette and resumed reading the paper. Andie glanced over her shoulder. The customer at the bar was grinning at her. He motioned for her to join him there.
Andie didn't consider this to be funny. She walked over as the man was pulling out the rickety stool next to him. "Hi, Andie," he said, as she reached the bar. "I'm Elliot," he gestured by offering to shake her hand. She took it, grudgingly, and squeezed hard. He grinned slightly when she did so. She decided to ignore it, knowing it was her own fault for guessing, but more importantly, she had to get this guy to talk so she could meet her deadline. "Do you want to sit in a booth?" he asked, still grinning.
"No, this is fine," Andie laughed slightly, appreciating the irony in the offer.
"What do you want?" the bartender muttered, without taking his eyes from the talk show on the TV above the bar.
"I'll have coffee," Andie said.
"Fresh out." he replied, still not looking at her.
"I'll have a Coke," she responded. He moved like a robot, reaching for the glass, scooping the ice, and depressing the nozzle on the soda machine; all the while his head was cocked up, apparently in total rapture with the shouting audience and pitiful person being jeered at by the very unsympathetic TV audience. He set it down with a thump, turned on his heel, and went back to watch, leaning against the prep counter.
Andie picked up the drink and for the first time turned to look at Elliot.
He was a nice looking guy from what she could see in the dreary lighting. Sandy hair, nice countenance. Nice enough build. She guessed he was in his early forties, but who knew these days?
"You called to say you had some information for me?"
"That's why you're here, right?" he said, smiling slightly.
"Yeah, that's right."
"Well, ask away."
Andie looked over at the bartender, concerned about eavesdropping. She didn't need to worry, apparently; he was literally glued to the raunchy show. She could see him grinning and shaking his head in agreement with the crowd. Nonetheless, she felt extremely uncomfortable talking within range of his hearing.
"Let's move over to the window," she suggested. "I'd like a little more light."
"Sure," he agreed.
They both took their drinks and walked over to the small café table next to the only window in the place. He actually pulled the chair out for Andie. Once they were seated, they both found themselves looking out the window at the passersby. Virtually everyone was walking briskly, head down, and weaving in and out of the pedestrian traffic. Cars appeared stalled.
"It's supposed to be a harsh winter," Andie said, as she turned to begin their conversation again.
Elliot was still staring out the window. It looked like he was a million miles away. She had a chance to observe him more closely now. He was really very nice looking. He looked like he worked out, or ran, or did something to keep trim. He suddenly turned, seemingly returning to the present. "Go ahead," he said. "You were going to ask me some questions."
Andie took a deep breath and began. "You said over the phone you had some very interesting information about a leak from the White House."
"Well, actually I said from this administration, which could be from any department."
"Oh. Well then, from this administration. Can you tell me the nature of the leak?"
"The nature of the leak is the leak itself."
Andie was irritated by this response. "I don't understand. Am I missing something here?"
"The leak is a plant, and it's intentional."
"Leaks are usually intentional."
"True, but this plant is physical, in a passive way."
"This administration? The most hawkish administration in the history of this nation?" Andie admonished, sarcastically incredulous. Elliot said nothing. He simply continued to look at her, nodding his head in agreement, ever so slightly.
Andie looked back out the window, barely noticing that it was sleeting now. She began to think that her "source" was a nut. She decided to speak her mind. She had nothing to lose. The story she thought she was going to submit today hinged on a name, which she thought she was going to get from this guy. In fact, she had been sure she was going to get the name of a White House staff member who was deliberately feeding untruths to a complacent media outlet, calling itself a news station. But instead she was getting . . . perhaps the runaround? Perhaps her story about bad reporting would have to be scrapped, at least for the foreseeable future.
"Do I have to continue to guess, or will you tell me what you mean? This is not helpful. It's just frustrating. Why'd you call me?" she added, not being able to control her irritation.
"I can't tell you more. It would be unwise. If you really are interested in pursuing a career in investigative journalism, I suggest you start your research today." He smiled wanly and stood up. "I promise you, you do not want to learn what I know through me. It won't be safe. You've already been given three clues; you are on your own now," he said quietly, as he held out his hand to shake hers. Andie looked up and saw that the expression on his face was one of great concern.
"Will I hear from you again?"
"Maybe. It all depends on you."
She reached out and shook his hand. They exited the bar together, after Elliot paid for the drinks. He was going in the opposite direction, so they said another good-bye. "Elliot," Andie spoke just as he was about to walk off.
"Yes?"
"How did you get my name?"
"One of your colleagues told me to contact you; a good friend to both you and me," was all he said as he pulled up his collar and headed off.
Andie walked slowly back to the newsroom. The sleet was heavy, just hard ice pouring down on her.
She felt let down and depressed. No story for now. No winning article. No exposure of the yellow journalism practiced more and more boldly by the "RW&B," short for the Red, White and Blue news agency. Damn. Sometimes she wished she had pursued a different career. At one point, in fact, she had thought about being an entomologist. Then, however, she realized she liked studying people more than bugs. Bugs were just too predictable. But now, looking at the breeding practices of butterflies seemed to be a more rewarding endeavor than trying to figure out some cryptic comment from a person with no last name. "Three clues, give me a break," she muttered to herself. A gust of wind blew just as she reached the door to her building, momentarily preventing her from opening it. As she struggled to do so nonetheless, she saw a man in the reflection staring at her from across the street. She turned to look at him, but at that moment someone came out, causing her to turn back to avoid being hit by the door. Once the person exited she turned to look again, but the man was gone. She quickly entered the building to get out of the storm and looked back once again, just in case. No one.
Now, for the big problem. She headed up the stairs to talk with Simon.
* * * * *
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Reflecting later upon that scene, now several hours past, she had to admit it had not been a pleasant one. She still could hear Simon yelling at her. "Where am I supposed to get an article in less than an hour?" "What the hell were you thinking, not having more than a first name?" "I asked you: Are you sure?" "Do you have this nailed down?" "Why would he call you?" "What is his angle?" Blah, blah, blah. Simon's scolding had lasted for at least five minutes. She had just stood there. She knew she deserved the dressing down. It was so embarrassing. At least she felt better that he might have felt better, and at least he had not used the word fired.
She actually wasn't really afraid of him firing her. Their relationship was too intertwined to allow for that, although she made sure she never exploited it. It so happened that Simon and her mother had been dating when he had the accident that had crippled him. They were both only sixteen, so it wasn't a serious relationship at the time, but nonetheless, her mother had stuck by him during the long healing process and had remained his friend when others had distanced themselves because they felt uncomfortable. Coincidentally, Simon and his mother also had attended the same college. Their friendship was firmly cemented by the time they graduated. They remained very close as time passed, and her mom had asked Simon to be her daughter's godfather when the time came.
Yes, it was true. She had gotten the job with a little help from their relationship, but Andie believed she was an even better employee because of it—although sometimes she wondered if that was just a rationalization on her part because she hated any kind of cronyism. But she and Simon had never really discussed it. Andie liked it best this way and had decided that he must, too.
Returning to the present, Andie heard herself promising Simon that she would make up for it, although in fact, she didn't have any idea how she was going to do it. Simon had countered that hesitancy or delays on their part just gave the bloggers scoops as gifts and built their growing credibility. But tomorrow was another day. She needed to get some sleep.
As she prepared for bed, Andie thought again about her meeting with Elliot. How strange. What was it he said? A leak, but not just any leak, a physical leak, in fact he had used the word plant to be more specific. What was all of that about? It really made her angry. Why wouldn't the guy just tell her what he meant? What was that nonsense about three clues? So what? He'd given her two . . . an intentional leak that was a physical plant. Why couldn't he have given her the third one? She shook her head as she picked up her book to read, hoping that she would fall asleep quickly. She did. She was dead tired.
* * * * *
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The bunker was not so much unknown as known not to be in use. At least that is what Agent Ingram had been told. He knew that the fewer questions he asked and the less he knew, the happier and perhaps safer he would be. The activities occurring down here are not legal, he thought.
The woman with the hypodermic and stethoscope, the small rooms, and the immense silence unnerved him. Again, he told himself, it's none of my business. He had prepared the "conference room" as requested, and now he stood outside waiting, for what he did not know. Suddenly, his cell phone began to ring. Oh my God, he thought. He shut it off, but not before noticing that the call was from his buddy, who was definitely not in the bunker. Wow, he thought, I had no idea that they would work down here. He made sure he switched it to vibrate so it would not happen again.
An hour and a half later he began to hear voices. Male voices. The footsteps that matched the voices now rounded the brightly lit hall. Three men. Agent Ingram tried not to gasp. The Vice President was in the middle. His Chief of Staff was next to him. He didn't recognize the third man. He opened the door as they approached. No one even acknowledged him. The door shut and locked automatically after they entered. Agent Ingram had been ordered to stand guard until "the persons attending the meeting departed."
Once inside and seated at the table, the pasty-faced VP gave a barely perceptible nod to the third man, known simply as Jones. Jones cleared his throat and began. "It's true we've had a few hiccups, and admittedly it's been a tough ride."
The VP said in an even, but obviously menacing tone, "What do you mean a few hiccups? They have been monumental failures."
"With all due respect, sir, I believe that's an exaggeration," Jones said as a matter of fact. The VP said nothing. Instead he held out his hand to his Chief of Staff, who responded by immediately handing him a folder. The VP nodded for the third man to continue, as he began flipping through the folder. "We believe we have ironed out all the wrinkles and are now on schedule."
The VP's face started to turn a darker shade of putty as he raised his hand with the folder in it and slammed it down on the table. "Cut the crap. You know it's been a miserable performance. Now, what are you going to do about it?" he shouted, noting the diamond earring in the man's ear with disgust. Pussy, he thought.
If Jones was intimidated or frightened by this behavior, he didn't show it. He didn't even flinch. Actually, he could not help being distracted by the very unattractiveness of the VP. It was no accident that this public servant was shown on TV as rarely as possible. He was downright ugly. But it didn't matter because he was so indispensable to the administration. He could have been a green being from the bowels of the sea, for all this government cared. His institutional memory was known to be idolized by his followers. Christ, it seemed as though he'd been around for most of the Twentieth Century. And ruthless, Jones thought. But he could care less, which is why he hadn't flinched. He, Jones, had something this man needed. "We have infiltrated two of the three departments. Our mistake was the prioritization. We have reversed our emphasis at this point in order to address this oversight. The problem is now being addressed with a two-pronged approach so we can change and eliminate targets, if necessary. And I would like to gently remind you that this prioritization was determined by consensus, so the 'failure,' as you refer to it, is shared."
At this point the VP stood up and leaned toward Jones, so as to physically intimidate him this time around. "Don't you ever contradict me again. The fault lies with you and your stupid, third-rate minions. If you can't get this on track within the week, you're toast, and that's not a euphemism," he growled, as perspiration gathered at his temple.
"Sir, we'll do our best, but if you continue to threaten me or if you fulfill your threat, then you'll be nowhere," Jones said confidently.
"You make me sick," the VP growled. "I'll expect an update within forty-eight hours and a demonstration. Now get out!"
Jones simply stood up and walked out.
Agent Ingram was startled when the door opened, noting that only the third man was leaving. He watched him as he ambled away, whistling of all things. The tune was familiar, but he couldn't place it. The lanky man appeared to be in his late thirties or early forties. Not a word had been exchanged between them.
Inside the room, the VP said, "Get someone to watch him as best you can, and make sure the Secretary of Defense doesn't find out. He still considers him to be a loyal servant."
"You don't think he is?" the Chief of Staff asked, surprised.
"Are you kidding?" the VP scoffed. "I don't trust anyone, including you. Now, let's get out of here."
After the two left, Agent Ingram exhaled a sigh of relief. He went into the room and looked around. Nothing. He turned off the light and exited. Just when the door slammed behind him, Agent Ingram recalled the tune the thin man was whistling. It was Brown Eyed Girl.
Though Agent Ingram felt better having remembered the tune, Andie was not having similar luck discerning the third clue. And besides, she thought as she jogged, once she had figured it out, then what? Elliot had acted so mysteriously, as though he knew of some nefarious action taking place. Would the third clue allow her into his world? Her ringing cell phone brought her out of her reverie. She slowed to a little more than a walk to answer.
"Andie, I'm still here," a crackly voice indicated. Andie stopped cold. No! It couldn't be. It just couldn't. She looked for the number on the cell. It just showed "01." Just like last time.
"No one has visited me. It's dark and it's cold. Andie?"
"Deidre?"
"Yes, I'm still here. Can you help me?"
"Deidre, you must have the wrong number. I don't know you."
"Yes. You must. You're on the List."
"What list? What are you talking about?"
"The J . . . ist." The connection was beginning to break up.
"What list?" Andie shouted, as though the problem was simply a matter of raising her voice.
Then, it was gone. Andie stood for a few more moments, staring intently at the phone as if it was supposed to provide her with information. "Damn!" She was so mad she hurled it through the trees, barely missing a young man walking. He turned to look at her and then walked gingerly in his good dress shoes onto the damp, muddy ground, picked up the phone and walked back to hand it to her. "I think this belongs to you," he said politely, handing it to her. "If I can make a suggestion," he continued, "it's not good to blame the messenger." Andie nodded, knowing that she was turning red, as she took back the phone. "Thank you," was all she could think to say. That was when it dawned on her . . . the third clue. It had to be.
Andie half loped and half jogged to the basement showers. She continued to muse about the events that had just transpired as she waited for the hot water to kick in. What the hell was going on? If she was right, what did it mean? Why did Deidre continue to call her? Who was she? What was the reason for her distress? What was the woman trying to say to her? She said Andie was on some kind of list? What list? Was it a hoax? Andie began to think about her contacts over the past six months. Had she pissed anyone off? Was it supposed to be a joke? Whatever the cause for the phone calls, the spooky factor had clearly just been ratcheted up a notch. Finally, the water temperature was good enough. She showered quickly and dressed even faster, shivering due to the dribbling water and the cold basement.
Climbing the stairs to the newsroom, feeling very melancholy about her screw-up from the day before but somewhat encouraged that she might have a handle on the third clue, Andie noticed a fellow newspaper colleague coming toward her who was clearly upset.
"What's wrong? Jane, what's wrong?" Andie inquired with concern. Jane just shook her tear-stained face and kept going down the stairs.
Andie picked up her step, quickly reaching the entrance to the newsroom's hallway. Now she heard sobbing. A couple of women were hugging each other as they entered the bathroom, holding onto each other. Andie entered the large newsroom only to see that everyone, absolutely everyone, was crying or looking teary-eyed. She rushed over to Simon, who was holding a piece of paper and looking out over the room. "What's wrong, Simon?"
"Oh, Andie," he said, obviously choked up, "I just announced the heartbreaking news. Claire was killed a couple of hours ago. We just received the information by fax. I don't even know if her family has been notified; and so soon after Michael's death. I don't think anyone is going to be able to take this, it's too much," he added, looking out over the room at the weeping staff. Michael had been a stellar investigative journalist working for WSSN, too. He had died in Iraq, just over three months ago.
"Oh my God." Andie sat down on the nearest chair. "How did it happen?"
"I spoke briefly with Nathan. He said she was shot. He was standing right in front of her." Nathan McCabe was the cameraman.
"Where was she?" Andie could not believe this had happened.
Simon tossed the fax to her and slowly made his way over to console Ellen, or Miss Ellie as she was commonly called, who was the oldest person working at WSSN and assumed the mother role for almost anyone under the age of sixty. She was unable to sustain that role at the moment however. Andie saw that she could not contain her grief as her shoulders shook beneath Simon's hug.
The fax was notably uninformative and rather crass, Andie immediately observed.
FACSIMILE
U.S. Department of Defense
TO: WSSN
FROM: PENTAGON
DATE: DECEMBER 2005
RE: Claire Thompson, accidental death
Claire Thompson, age 32, investigative reporter for World Space Satellite News, WSSN, was killed accidentally when a random bullet from an as yet unknown source struck her. It appeared that she was in the process of preparing to deliver her daily report from the front of the hotel in Baghdad where she and other reporters are staying. Ms. Thompson was not embedded, which leads to the speculation that she or her company have accepted undue risk and hence the occasional fatality that occurs without having previously accepted military protection.
Andie read it again, becoming increasingly angry with the content and tone. No one had even had the decency to put his or her name on it. The "Pentagon" was not a sufficient contact for follow-up questions. And wait a second. What daily report? That was an obvious contradiction to the investigative reporter title, which had been stated correctly. Claire never provided daily reports. She "sleuthed," as she referred to her working technique. Sometimes, Andie thought, Claire fancied herself more of a PI than a reporter. She even dressed the part, wearing black everything. In fact, she had eagerly adopted the burka dress in Iraq for that very reason. It was black and kept her "sleuthing" image current, and in this case, culturally fitting.
Andie looked around at the room and decided she was going to pursue this faxed notice. This is exactly what happened when Michael died, Andie recalled, but no one had any experience with it so, somehow, with all of the grief and sadness experienced by the newspaper and its close-knit staff, it had just been accepted. Not this time, though, she thought determinedly. This time, someone was going to have to provide a better explanation than accidental death by bullet.
As she slipped out of the room, she thought about the paper's position in terms of its relationship to the government. WSSN was not their favorite news agency—in fact, quite the contrary. Of the dozen or so US global news agencies, Andie was proud that she worked for the only one not beholden to the government for funding in any form, be it corporate or the supposed public broadcast. All the rest of the news agencies had become businesses first, and responsible journalism second. It was the main reason for her interest in implicating RW&B through her informant. RW&B was the most egregious of them all. People not swept over by their faux homey-like discussions and quick news bites called the station Racist, Whacko, and Biased. In reality, however, the name originated from the owner's initials: Richard Wilson Bozman, a very big contributor to the administration's political machine. His total MO was to support the powers that be and their agendas. WSSN, on the other hand, was proudly a pain in the ass to this administration. Many a journalist had desired working for it before they realized they would not get the glamorized treatment the government afforded those who kowtowed. At WSSN, the pay was minimal and the roadblocks to visibility numerous. It was only from a sense of intense public service that people worked here. Nonetheless, most of the Pulitzer prizes for informative journalism were still awarded to the hardworking, dedicated WSSN staff. It was what kept Andie going, as well as most of her colleagues.
She climbed determinedly up the stairs to Simon's floor where she could concentrate. She suspected no one would be here. She was right, she thought, as she sat down at Simon's old, beat-up desk, noting the disgusting array of fast food containers, some empty, some not. Hmmm, looks like he likes Chic-Fil-A best, she surmised, counting six of those snack boxes. Oh well, everyone had their vices, she thought. She decided she would start by trying to contact Nathan. Poor Nathan. He had been there when Michael was killed, too. What an unlucky coincidence, Andie reflected.
As she tried to contact Nathan, Andie began to feel guilty. She hadn't thought about Michael at all this week. And yet, for the past several weeks, since his untimely death, she had awakened every morning feeling sad that she would not be receiving his reports. He had been providing a touching insight into the people of Iraq. He had been fortunate enough to speak the languages, so his reports were speedier and more factual than had he been using a translator. And, more importantly, he had been able to live with families there, getting to know them, their celebrations, the nuances of their religions, their wants and needs, and their struggles and pain both under Saddam and now under the US led occupation. What a tragic loss Michael's death had been.
She could hear Nathan clearly when he answered. WSSN might have shabby environs, but its technology was state-of-the-art. It was as if Nathan was standing right next to her.
"Nathan, this is Andie."
"Andie, hello. I guess you've heard the news."
"Yes, that's why I'm calling. How are you doing?"
"As good as can be expected, I guess. First Michael and now Claire. Jesus." Andie thought she could detect his voice catching in his throat. She was surprised he wasn't bawling, actually. He was only twenty-one.
"Nathan, where are you now?"
"Back in Baghdad now, back at the hotel. Drinking. Jack and Sam are with me."
Good, thought Andie, at least he's not alone and drinking, although she didn't know who Jack and Sam were.
"Okay, Nathan. Listen, can you describe what happened? I think Simon couldn't concentrate. You know how sensitive he can be and now he's trying to console the entire press corps, and the fax we received doesn't shed any light on the event, either. Just tell me where you were in proximity to Claire and what you saw and heard."
"Oh, Andie, it was so awful," Nathan started. "We were standing about two hundred yards from where a blast had occurred, just five minutes before. Our troops were there already, they were shooting at Iraqis in a blazing car, as they were trying to get out of it, and then the helicopter showed up. It started to buzz the crowd. I was filming Claire, who was standing in front of the scene, so I could get both her and the bomb blast in, which is what she asked me to do. I swear she asked me to, Andie, she wanted to be in the scene."
"I'm sure she did," Andie said soothingly. She was so shaken by what she was hearing, but she didn't want him to freak out because of her shock. She needed time with him to find out more. "Then what happened?"
"Andie, I swear to God, the next thing I knew, her head had been blown clear off. Then her body just collapsed. I ran toward her, and at the same time two or three contractors rushed toward me waving their guns, yelling at me. One of them got right in my face, grabbed my camera, and threw it to the ground, shouting 'Get out of here,' saliva was spewing from his mouth. He acted like he was rabid."
Andie grimaced as she heard Nathan's description of the rapidly unfolding events that had just taken place not even ten hours ago. She looked around for a remote control to check the TV news channels. Every office in the agency had at least one TV monitor attached to the wall. She aimed it and started channel surfing. Nothing. No bad Baghdad blast, no military scuffle, no dead female reporter; just news as usual. Today, the news amounted to a scene where police cars were chasing an apparent felon along a freeway in San Francisco. The ticker tape reported to all those who could read fast enough, "We don't know what this means, we are waiting for additional information." The two news "personalities" were grinning as they, too, were shown to be observing the scene on the ground through the same helicopter webcam as the viewers; other webcams were capturing the same scene, unbeknownst to most. It was simply disgusting. The dumbing down of American news coverage was truly startling. Andie shook her head, quickly returning to the conversation at hand.
"Nathan, how are you holding up? I have just a couple of more questions. Are you still there?" She knew she should let him go, but she needed to know. "Nathan, was Claire wearing the burka?"
"Yeah, of course. I think she really liked them. She said she felt like she blended with them on."
"Okay, Nathan. Was the mike on her, or was she holding it? How was she standing?"
"Naw, the mike was clipped to her. She was just standing there talking. There was so much chaos. Fallujah is in ruins. You'd think they'd just abandon it."
"You and Claire were in Fallujah?" Andie asked, confused, as she suddenly recalled that Nathan had said "Back in Baghdad." "The fax indicated that she was accidentally killed in Baghdad."
"No. Not true," Nathan replied. "We were in Fallujah."
"But, Nathan, you know you're not supposed to be there, why would you go there? Did Claire insist on it?"
"Very funny, Andie." Nathan was sounding pissed off. "WSSN ordered us to go there."
"What? Who?"
"I don't know. Claire took the call. I remember when she told me that she was very excited. She said she'd gotten a driver, and we needed to get to Fallujah, ASAP, the newspaper said there was a story there."
Andie couldn't believe what Nathan was telling her. Whenever there was danger, Simon, in particular, told his staff not to take chances. And besides, Fallujah, like so many other parts of Iraq, had simply become off limits to non-military until things cooled down. She knew it to be policy.
"Nathan, when did Claire get the call?" Andie was trying to backtrack to find out how this tragic miscommunication had occurred.
She could hear him take a gulp, and then she heard a man's voice say, "Just hang up."
"I gotta go, Andie, I need to quit talking. I'm feeling sick. Call me later." And then he was gone.
Andie clicked off the phone and just sat there staring. He hadn't said it, but Nathan had seen it. She knew he knew that Claire's death might not have been purely accidental. But why would anyone want Claire dead? Was it really possible? She felt concerned for Nathan suddenly. Was he in danger? She tried calling back, but he must have turned off his phone. There was no response.
Considering what she had just learned, Andie tried to think back to Michael's death and how it had been reported. "Accidental," that was for sure. But what were the extenuating circumstances? No one knew except Nathan, and who had he talked to? No one, Andie figured. No one had followed up. The death was so shocking, no one had any desire to take a hard look at the circumstances. It had all been an experience in shock and sadness. But now this. How bad had it gotten there? she wondered. "Who is doing this to us?" she asked out loud. What she really needed to find out though, and she knew it, was who was making these decisions? Who was wiping out their reporters, and why? That was the question du jour. Andie had a sneaking suspicion, but needed some evidence.
Just as she was standing up to leave, Andie noticed the address of a thick letter in Simon's OUT box. It was to the DoD. Why would he be writing to the Department of Defense? Andie wondered. She looked around, suddenly nervous that she may not be alone, although she knew most assuredly that she was. Nonetheless, she couldn't bring herself to even touch it. She had been taught by well respecting parents that mail was private. Still . . . and then she figured it out. Of course, Michael had been KIA, so it was understandable that Simon would still be communicating with them about it. It probably was information needed to provide full disclosure so his widow could claim compensation, if that was ever possible, she thought glumly. Killed in Action was difficult to document when the country was so hostile.
With that, she walked out, noting that no one had returned to the floor yet. Given that it was for the executives' offices and their secretaries, and conference rooms, it wasn't so surprising. Simon was the only one who showed up regularly. He was the Chief Operating Officer. The others on this floor were primarily board members.
As the staff moped about the rest of the day, many of them leaving early, Andie sat at her computer and reread Michael's stories from Iraq. He had been everywhere. He did not mention the specifics of the violence, however, so it was unclear what kind of take he had on who was doing what to whom. He concentrated on the effect it had on the families and family members. Boy, he was good, Andie thought, sadly. She had tried Nathan again, but to no avail. She was worried about him, and wanted to warn him not to discuss what he'd seen with anyone else. He must know it, she thought. News folks, like those in the hotel, were okay, but not outsiders, not news folks from unknown agencies. It just wasn't safe.
Finally, as the afternoon started to move into evening, she decided she'd had enough as well. She thought about going to the gym, then reversed her thinking totally and thought about going for a drink. Maybe Craig, her buddy from Commerce, was in the same mood. He usually was. She gave him a call, and yes, indeed, he was ready.
"What have you been up to?" he asked. Andie could tell he was smiling.
When she told him what had happened to Claire, deciding not to mention the Fallujah connection over the phone, he was crestfallen. Craig had met her a couple of times. "That lady was crazy, but in a good way," he said. "What a senseless waste. Yes, let's definitely go for a drink. We need to toast one to her for sure."
Andie had known Craig since college. They had both attended the University of Virginia and had stayed in touch throughout the years, given that they both worked in D.C. Craig had been engaged at one point, Andie recalled, but the woman was an IT specialist and had wanted to transfer to the West Coast. Since Craig was brought up on the East Coast, the idea of moving to the other side of the country was too troubling. Plus, he had moved up quite nicely in the Department of Commerce and enjoyed his work.
They agreed to meet around the corner from Craig's office, on 12th Street, around 6:00. She arrived late because of a Metro delay. She knew better, she thought, entering the establishment. She should have walked. It would have been faster.
Except for Craig, the bar was empty. There were a lot more people sitting in the booths, Andie noticed. The background music was Steely Dan, and the two TVs were airing sports programs. No war going on here, she thought cynically. Craig was already nursing a beer as she approached. She immediately recognized the sporty outdoor clothes he liked to wear, including the longish brown hair he wore in a pony tail. He gave her a peck on her cheek when she reached him. "How are you holding up, sport?" he asked.
"Okay, I guess. It's nice to see you, Craig," she said, and it was. He looked at her intently and gave her a big hug. She could feel his strong arms even beneath the bulky ski sweater.
"I'm so sorry. First Michael and now Claire. Reporting is definitely one of those dangerous jobs that doesn't get the full recognition it deserves," Craig noted somberly.
Andie could only shake her head in agreement. She could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. "Oh, Craig," she said softly, "you have no idea. I can't believe this is happening."
"Well, they are in war zones. It's not like it's just Michael and Claire. It is truly dangerous."
Again, Andie shook her head in agreement. She looked around to see who else was sitting near them. No one.
"Yeah, but it just seems so unfair. Something's not right," she whispered.
Craig simply raised an eyebrow in response.
"Yeah, strange things are going on."
Craig looked up and motioned to the bartender. "Could we get another draft?" he asked. The bartender who was quite busy rushed to provide it and returned to what appeared to be an order for a batch of mixed drinks. The waiter paced anxiously as he waited for them, at the other end of the bar.
Andie held up her beer and Craig did the same. "To Claire," they said in unison. For a few minutes they just sat there. Silence had overtaken their discussion.
Craig finally broke the stillness. "Now, what do you mean 'strange'?" he asked with a concerned look.
"Just not right. Too many fishy things are happening. There are strange phone calls and strange contacts, and well, it's fishy, it's the only way I know to describe it."
Craig sighed and faced the bar, looking down at his beer as if it were a magic witch's ball. "Andie, I know you have a lot going on and you're privy to a lot of information, but I just want to mention that you do have an obsessive compulsive tendency. I mean . . ."
"Craig, please don't start," Andie interrupted. "Let's not even go there, and besides, you should use the past tense, had, not have," she said, emphasizing the two words to make the distinction. "Besides, this is nothing like that. You know I haven't been behaving like that since, well, since college."
"Yeah, but I thought you said that your shrink said it could crop up anytime."
"Jesus, it's not like I was hitting the light switch forty times before I could leave a room. I just had a bit of a crazed desire to be perfect. It led to over-studying and a few other things."
"Yeah, like trying to make sure you aced all tests, exercised every day, and ate exactly correctly, based on some metabolism assessment you paid big bucks for."
"Okay, okay," Andie was getting exasperated. "That was over ten years ago. I'm finished with all that nonsense. I'm not OC. It's not in my repertoire, believe me. This is different."
"What then, tell me all that's been happening," Craig insisted. Andie could tell he was not totally convinced.
Andie looked around the bar. "I actually don't feel good talking about it here," she said. "Let's change the subject."
Craig took another drink, finishing off his beer. "I've got an idea," he said suddenly. "After you finish your beer, lets get a six pack and go to my office. We can talk there."
"No . . . that's okay," Andie replied, hesitating ever so slightly.
"No, it's not okay. Come on, finish it and let's go," Craig said as he stood up, putting money on the bar.
Andie downed her beer and they left.
After walking a few blocks, Craig and Andie entered the RRB. "No one is supposed to be here after hours," Craig told Andie over his shoulder, "but that just applies to the majority below a certain GS level, the ones in the cubicles. Those below it don't know about this privilege, and those above it don't tell."
"Why is it called the RRB?" Andie asked, obviously not knowing the origination of the building.
"As in the Ronald Reagan Building," was all Craig said.
"Oh."
He opened his office door with a swipe of a card that hung from his lanyard. Andie entered, gazing around the spacious office. Craig pulled out a plush chair for her to sit in, across from his executive's desk. He sat on the other side, in a large, leather-upholstered, high-back office chair. "Boy, what did you do to deserve such fancy digs?" she asked, after putting her feet up on the other side of his desk, trying to get a rise out of him. "So, do you have important people come in here to sit and talk to you to get your advice?" she asked mockingly.
"Sometimes," Craig replied, as he sat down again. He had just walked over to open his closet door in order to expose a basketball hoop. He threw a miniature basketball into it just then. "Sometimes they just want to be close and marvel at the great ideas that come out of my mouth."
"Ha ha," Andie said, laughing for the first time all day. "Very funny." Craig was a good guy, she thought. Decent, smart, and funny. Funny was important.
"So, Andie, what's up really," Craig asked, as he turned around to look at her while his ball bounced off the rim and then hit the window, landing in the chair opposite Andie.
The look on her face made him follow her gaze. She was staring at what appeared to be an electronic white board where a light orange iridescent diagram was presented. In a couple of places blue dots were moving, in many places green dots were rapidly blinking. "What is that?" Andie asked, rather apprehensively.
"Oh, it's there from a three-day conference we've had about GPS guidelines. It's not a big deal."
"How does it work? I must be way ignorant, but I haven't ever seen GPS being used. What's it stand for?"
"You're not alone," Craig said, as he made his way to the six pack. "Hold on to your seat. You're in for a quick GPS 101 lesson that will be enough for you to talk as if you invented it."
Craig popped a beer, leaned back in his chair with his feet on his desk, like Andie was doing, and grinned before beginning his short dissertation. "GPS or Global Positioning System is not new. It's based on a constellation of twenty-four solar-powered orbital satellites about twelve thousand miles above the Earth. A GPS receiver on the ground looks for tracking signals from at least three satellites, then interpolates the data to establish latitude and longitude. If a device can pick up four or more signals, it can also determine a user's altitude, for whatever that's worth. The first satellite was launched in 1974. Users can get accurate location information across the globe, and most equipment can interpret it to provide speed, distance to a destination, and even exact local sunrise and sunset times. The FAA uses it for obvious reasons, drivers can get it installed on their cars, which is becoming pretty standard in a lot of models, and there are handheld devices for hikers. Some cell phones are adding them to the package, for a price. Of course, the military uses it for a number of purposes. For example, it's adapted bombs with GPS receivers that can guide the weapons to targets."
"Wow," Andie exclaimed.
"Yeah, wow. It's pretty nifty," Craig replied. "This one is a new application. It's state-of-the-art. It's used to track business activity. We're working with DOT to assess where the Christmas and Chanukah holiday spending is occurring. This map here is a four-block quadrant in Bethesda. The blue spots indicate department store activity. Most of them are closed, or are closing, so there's not much movement. The green spots show restaurants. You can see there's a lot of activity."
"What are the red squiggly lines?" Andie asked curiously.
"It's airwave interference. Most of these are cell phones."
"Craig, I didn't know you were so knowledgeable about this technology and its use. You're in charge?" Andie asked suddenly.
Craig looked both proud and hurt. "Andie, I'm not twenty-one anymore. It's been over ten years for me, too, you know. This is my area of specialty. I was promoted because of it. So . . . yes, to answer your question, I am in charge. I do have higher-ups that I report to, but they mostly leave me alone since they don't know anything about technology. They always just want the bottom line, or should I say in this department, the bottom dollar. And . . . I must say with this new administration, their egos are so big, they don't want to be reminded that they don't understand it, so there's a lot less to answer for than in the previous administration. I'm my own boss in other words."
"I didn't mean to minimize your responsibilities," Andie protested. "Actually, just the opposite. I'm very impressed. It's just that you never mentioned exactly what you do, so I'm a bit taken aback, that's all. It's very interesting. It's almost like spying."
Craig laughed. "It's not almost like spying," he stated emphatically. "It is spying. We know a lot about people's movements, even though they have no idea we're around. But we gather information on people, not on one person, so there is a big difference."
"Craig, how far out can you go? I mean, what's your radius?" Andie asked tentatively.
"Well, as I said, it's GPS, G as in Global. It's available anywhere, if you have the right technology. Theoretically, we here at Commerce could observe certain types of activity anywhere in the world."
Andie looked thoughtfully at the screen. "Could you find someone in Iraq? I mean someone I haven't been able to reach by cell?" Andie was thinking of Nathan and the fact that he appeared to have disappeared.
"I don't know, I'd have to think about it. Is that what you've been concerned about and what's got you spooked?" Craig asked sincerely.
"It's part of it," she responded, and it was. Over the last two days, strange things had occurred. Claire's death (or murder?) was the latest in a string of events, all of which could be purely coincidental and totally ordinary. But the GPS opened up a new avenue, and she didn't want to complicate her request to Craig by conveying all of these strange happenings that were, by most standards, seemingly unrelated at least on the surface, she thought. "I really need to try to communicate with the cameraman who was present when Claire was shot."
"Oh, of course," Craig said. "I can understand how that is a priority. Of course. I guess the questions I have to ask in answer to your question is, Can I do it? and Can I do it legally? Give me a couple of days if you don't mind."
"Well, Craig, it's a bit of an emergency. Can you let me know by tomorrow?"
Craig hesitated but then, looking at Andie's wishful eyes, responded in the affirmative, "Yeah, I think I can. What's the number so I have something to work with, if I can." Craig was already thinking ahead, knowing that it was technically a piece of cake. But it was not legal. He was trying to rationalize how he might justify it if it was detected. Not that he thought it would be. As he had said to Andie, no one was interested in being reminded that he or she was, well, basically technologically challenged. He'd never seen so many people with so little desire to learn or be informed. Good for him.
"Now, let's go get some dinner," Craig suggested after jotting down the number. Andie agreed wholeheartedly.
Andie entered her apartment building following dinner and a cab ride home. She was feeling better than she had earlier in the day. Her remorse for Claire's senseless death was still lingering, but now she had a new mission. She was going to find out what the hell was going on with her colleagues and their ability to report the news. Before she could get through her door, her cell phone began to ring, startling her. She checked the number, again "01." A sinking feeling came over her. She clicked it on and answered apprehensively, "Hello?"
"Andie? It's Deidre."
"Ohhhhhhh," Andie shivered when she heard the voice.
"Andie, don't worry. I won't be bothering you after this call. I'm not feeling so bad anymore. Andie are you there?"
"Yes, I'm here, Deidre," she said hesitantly. "You're feeling better, you said?"
"Yes. I'm not afraid anymore."
"That's good," Andie said, as though to a child. "Deidre, how did you get my number? What list am I on?"
"The List is in my head. I still remember a few names and numbers, but you are the only one I could get through to. So, thank you for being there."
"Does it have a title, the List?"
"It's just a list of journalists, you were first."
The phone went dead.
* * * * *
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While Andie was trying to cope with a phantom, Jones was on the other side of town, sitting alone in the bunker, awaiting the VP and congratulating himself in advance. The results the VP wanted were going to be spectacular, he had decided. He was prepared to show him the before and after tapes that would knock the repulsive man's socks off. Secretly, Jones hoped that someday he could be one hundred percent personally responsible for the asshole's death, regardless of how it might take place. Hell, he'd love to see him drop dead from an embolism that occurred due to rage induced by yours truly, Jones. The guy was a walking nightmare . . . a real SOB. Their history went way back, further than the VP could ever admit to. He glanced at his watch. They'd be here momentarily.
After the VP and his Chief of Staff were seated, Jones clicked on the DVD player. "This is the before disc, made two days ago."
The VP leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head, appearing to be bored and resigned to disappointment. The Chief of Staff sat stonily.
The woman in the video appeared to be in the process of being interviewed. She wore denim jeans and a loose, albeit low-cut, knit sweater, to which was attached a clip-on mike. Her boots were shiny. She wore her thick, brown hair tied up with a clip, which accentuated her high cheek bones and prominent eyes. She appeared to be about twenty-five. The person asking the questions could only be heard, not seen.
". . . What do you think is the basic premise for the attacks against the troops?"
"It's not for me to say at this point. We need to talk with the Iraqis, the American soldiers, and the various leaders, both religious and secular."
"You don't have an opinion?"
"Well, I'm a journalist, so I will stay as objective as possible until I can get at the truth, or at least as close to it as possible."
"Do you think you are being inhibited from getting at 'the truth,' as you put it?"
"By whom?"
"I don't know, I'm just asking if you think you're able to do your job effectively, or if you feel there are impediments."
"There are impediments to our objectivity, yes. The US government will not allow us to present all of the facts all of the time."
"How do you feel about that, can it be justified due to the fact that we're at war?"
"No, I believe any impediment represents an infringement on the First Amendment."
"Even at a time of war?"
"Especially at a time of war!"
"Jesus!" the VP exclaimed.
"Thank you for your time."
"My pleasure," the woman responded, her brown eyes glittering.
"I'll say it again. Jesus!" the VP growled incredulously. "Where did you find that nitwit? Are there really Americans who believe that nonsense? 'Especially at a time of war,' " he repeated, mimicking the woman's tone. "So now what, she's been rehabilitated? By you? Let's see it," the VP demanded of Jones with shaking jowls.
Jones simply exchanged discs and hit play.
The same young woman was again being interviewed, although she wore a loose blouse over the jeans instead of the sweater. Her hair was down, but brushed back into a ponytail. The interviewer's voice suggested it was a different person. The interviewer asked the woman the same questions, with certain modifications.
". . . What do you think is the basic premise for the attacks against the troops?"
"It's hatred of freedom and democracy," she said with conviction.
"That's your opinion?"
"Well, I'm a journalist, which allows me to know why there's so much carnage. What I see is hatred against America and Americans. It's so obvious. Once there is freedom, the attacks will end."
"Do you think you are being inhibited from getting at the truth?"
"By whom?"
"I don't know, I'm just asking if you think you're able to do your job effectively, or if you feel there are impediments."
"The only impediment to our objectivity is that we're afraid for our lives. It's dangerous out there. Thankfully, the US government has offered for us to be embedded, which has helped a lot in getting us as close as possible to the war at the ground level. We, that is, journalists, are extremely grateful for this support and protection."
By now, the VP and his Chief of Staff, a wiry man named Lowell, were straining forward in their seats to make sure they were hearing every word.
"So there are no impediments that you see to covering your stories?"
"Absolutely not. We can fully do our duty as journalists with the government's help. The First Amendment is alive and well in my book."
"Even at a time of war?"
"Especially at a time of war. It's important for the American people to get and continue to get the truth through the American news."
"Thank you for your time."
"My pleasure," the woman responded, her big brown eyes smiling brightly.
"My God, hallelujah!" the VP screeched, as spittle sprayed from his mouth. "Is that really the same women? Hallelujah! How the hell did that metamorphosis take place? Hallelujah!"
Jones gritted his teeth and mentally prepared for battle, while the VP whispered to his Chief of Staff. Jones knew that he was willing to help the cause, but he would not give away his secrets.
While Jones awaited this little showdown over techniques, Andie was sitting in the newsroom mulling over the most recent transcripts from Claire's reports. She looked at the number when her cell phone rang. It was Craig. "Andie, you want to get together tonight? I have something I need to discuss with you," he said, in what Andie construed as a comically cryptic, hushed voice.
"Yes, of course," Andie said, wondering why he was whispering, as though it were a secret. "Where and when."
"How about The Brewing Pub in Bethesda?"
"Bethesda, why there? Because of your map?"
"What?" Craig at first didn't understand the reference and then realized she was talking about the GPS map of Bethesda that he had pointed out. "Oh, no, not at all. It's just less congested."
Oh, more cryptic talk, Andie thought. "Okay. It will take me a while to get there. Let's say 7:00."
"See ya then." Craig hung up.
Andie shrugged to herself and then tried Nathan's phone again, to no avail. She buzzed Simon and asked if she could talk with him. Based on her cursory research about Claire this morning, she was in the process of developing a plan. Last night's phone call from Deidre had added another item to the list of things she wanted to discuss.
"Come on up."
As she entered his office, she noticed he had cleaned it up considerably since yesterday. No trash, no Chic-Fil-A, no nothing. More remarkably, there were no papers or letters in either his IN or OUT box. "Wow, you've been up to some serious cleaning," she said smiling.
"Why would you say that?" he asked, almost aggressively.
"No, I just meant that it was, I, oh, never mind. Your office looks nice," Andie replied, not knowing why she was lying about having been here yesterday.
"Oh . . . well, thanks," was all he said, pausing. Then he seemed to be glad to have her here. He needed advice. "I've asked Miss Ellie to make arrangements for a funeral memorial for Claire for next Friday. Do you think that timing will work? I mean, it's right before Christmas, but I don't want to do it between Christmas and New Years, given that some folks will be gone."
"I think it will be fine," Andie said with conviction. She could tell he was very distraught and apparently hadn't showered this morning. His longish hair was hanging in clumps, and a lot of bald places could easily be spotted. It was obvious that he was very, very, sad about Claire's death.
"Simon, maybe you should take some time off," she suggested.
"No. I need to stay busy."
"Okay," Andie said. "I understand."
"What's up with you?" he asked.
"A few things, Simon. Actually, I would like to do a piece on Claire. I think she deserves recognition, even if it is posthumous. People, Americans, need to see how she contributed to ensuring that we have an informed populace and the sacrifice she made to do it. I think we should showcase her ideals alongside her thoughtful, comprehensive work. She's a hero, too." Andie had practiced this little speech on her way to work. It had fortunately dovetailed nicely with his discussion about her memorial.
Simon perked up with this proposal. He leaned back in his oversized but unattractive chair that was built ergonomically to accommodate his condition. "What kind of piece, more than an article?"
"A long, in-depth, above-the-fold article that contains photos. I have a storyboard planned in my head that I can draw up for you by the end of the day," she said, hoping she was exuding confidence.
Simon tapped his fingers on his desk, looking at her intently. "What about the other story? Are you just going to abandon it?"
"Nooooooo. Not in the least. I'm still eager to do that, too. It's just that it will take more homework. This article on Claire could be out by the first of the year."
Simon started to nod, and Andie knew she had him hooked. Thank God, she thought. Now she could justify all of the research she needed to find out what really happened over there, starting with finding Nathan.
"Okay," Simon said. "But I want to see that storyboard on my desk before you leave this evening. This is important," he added, "and deserved, as you said."
"Thank you, Simon, you won't regret it."
"Okay, okay." He acted as though he was going to dismiss her, so she quickly added, "Do you know how I can get hold of Nathan?"
"Try his cell," he said, as though she hadn't thought of that.
"I mean, is there any other way? I've had trouble connecting."
"I don't think so. Maybe you ought to have your cell checked. You know they're the most powerful available. There shouldn't be a problem."
"Okay, thanks. And, Simon?"
"What is it?"
"Just one more thing," Andie added quickly. "Do you know of the existence of a list of journalists?"
"A list of journalists? I haven't a clue, who mentioned that?" he said. But he seemed a bit startled by the question.
"No one you know. I was just curious," she added.
"Nope, don't know about a list, never heard of it," he stated again.
"Okay, thanks, Simon."
Andie excused herself and headed back to her desk, where she spent the rest of the day designing the most impressive plans for highlighting Claire's work and life. She made numerous phone calls asking folks for interviews, including Claire's mother. She had no siblings, which made talking with the mother even more important. Andie dreaded that interview the most. It was interesting, or should she say surprising, but many of the people she'd contacted didn't know that Claire had perished. Aside from being the bearer of terrible news, the fact that so few were aware of it really upset Andie. She had been so busy lately that she had not been checking other news sources, but apparently no one besides WSSN had mentioned her death. Christ. Phony news coverage had become the death knell of journalistic integrity. In reality, you were rewarded for the inside spinning of leaked stories, i.e., Reliable Sources Not Wanted. Anything that got close to exposing the government's lies or misinformation was snubbed out faster than it could be written, read, and digested. The death of a journalist in Iraq for doing her job was not marketable news.
She finished her storyboard and quickly transferred it to Simon via email. She also placed a hard copy in his IN box, just in case. She wanted to make up for her earlier foul-up. Which reminded her, she had some unfinished business with Elliot, including several follow-up questions. She needed to pursue her other story just as diligently as she was going after Claire's. Andie found out a long time ago that there was no room in this business for shyness. You had to keep after your sources once they were identified. They would eventually "tell all," or at least most of them would, she mused. Elliot might just be the exception.
* * * * *
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"It's too complicated to even begin to understand," Jones explained to the VP. He always ignored his Chief of Staff, simply by avoiding eye contact with him. The three were back in the bunker's conference room. The VP wanted to know the plan and the timeline, as he had insisted earlier. Jones liked to make him sweat. I'm not planning on laying out everything. I'm not relinquishing the secret nor its "application," as I like to call it.
The VP scowled. "You don't think I can understand a bit of science? A bit of mind manipulation or whatever you were able to do to her?"
"It's not that. If you know everything I know, you won't need me anymore. This way, I maintain some collateral," he stated bluntly.
"You are dispensable, don't kid yourself," the VP stated matter-of-factly.
"Huh?" Jones sniped, "I don't think so. This will revolutionize the party for decades to come. Hell, you guys are almost a one-party system as it is. This will put you over the top, and you know it. You need me more than ever."
The VP looked over at his Chief of Staff. "Leave us for moment," he ordered.
The Chief of Staff jumped up and left the room to share the outside corridor with Agent Ingram.
"Jones, you're right. I can't fight you. I can't kill you, and I can't ignore you. So . . . I am ready to make you an offer you can't resist," whereupon he proceeded to outline what he expected. Jones listened carefully, noting the VP's twitchy eyes as he proceeded to deliver an offer so full of holes even a fourth grader would have laughed. When he finished, he smiled insincerely. Jones noticed the sweat on his upper lip.
"That's not a deal. At best, it's a merger where I lose everything," Jones admonished. "The answer is an unequivocal no. Now, here's my offer," he continued. "As you know, we're pilot testing the 'show,' so to speak, with staff from the different departments, as I like to refer to them. You'll be able to see how effective and successful we can be, within days. As you also know, I will not tell you what is in the formula, but I will be happy to orchestrate the full-blown campaign. Take it or leave it. I could care less. But, if you decide to take it, I want a slice of the pie."
"What's that supposed to mean?" the VP growled.
"You know what it means. I want in on the decision-making process from here on, a silent seat at the table, if you will. I want a percentage of the profits from the mercenary companies' contracts, a percentage from the political contributors, and a percentage of the direct war profits, meaning, of course, proceeds from the wholesale profits of the oil confiscated, and all operations involved in doing so, including security."
"You're out of your pea-sized mind."
"Perhaps," Jones replied nonchalantly. "But it's no skin off my back if you don't get these staff corralled, undetected. We can go our separate ways right now. In fact, I'm ready to split, literally. Others would pay appropriately for this tool. You'll never see me again," he concluded smugly, leaning comfortably back in the conference chair, hands clasped behind his head.
"You traitor!" the VP exclaimed vehemently, starting to stand, but he sat back down when the chair didn't slide easily due to the bulk of his frame. The pressure on his knees was God-awful painful.
Jones shrugged, noting the VP's physical vulnerabilities. "It takes one to know one," he said evenly.
Internally, the VP was furious. He could actually feel his blood pulsating through his veins. He tried to calm down, but as he looked at his adversary, he could only hear ringing in his ears. He was in charge, not this asshole. Outwardly, he simply glanced down at the folder his Chief of Staff had left. He calmly looked up and said only, "Very well. This meeting is over. We will meet again when . . ." but he stopped as he saw Jones remove an envelope from his blazer's inside pocket. With the VP watching his every move, Jones proceeded to slowly remove the contents of the envelope and carefully unfold it. Then, he slapped it down in front of the ugly man, who had begun to look, for the first time Jones could ever remember, compromised.
* * * * *
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The Brewing Pub was a lively place tonight Andie thought, as she wove her way through the throng of suits and their loud, supportive shouts for the sports TV and music. Craig must have arrived much earlier because he already was seated at a hightop by the window. "Hey, you," she said. "When'd you get here?"
"A while back. How are you doing?" he said as he greeted her.
"Okay. Boy, it's busy tonight."
"Yeah, everyone's getting ready to take off for the holidays, I suppose."
"Yep, no war here," Andie responded sarcastically, noting the TV sports, loud music, and loud people. Only one channel had the news on. Craig was staring at it intently.
"Something interesting?" Andie inquired.
Craig glanced over. "Oh, sorry," he turned to face her. "Yeah, you could say so. The President just appointed Bobby Puckit as FCC Chairman."
"Oh, no. That slimy, fake, good ol' boy got it?"
"Yeah, he sucks big time," Craig said in disgust.
Bobby Puckit was a buddy of thirty years from the President's pre-government days. He was about the same age but did not inherit his money. He actually had swindled his way to the top, and everyone knew it, but no one had been able to do anything about it while it was occurring. Construction was his gold mine. After college, he had noted the fast growth in the New Orleans area and was able to save enough money by holding down two jobs and living with his mother, who survived, in part, on food stamps, to buy several acres for dirt cheap way outside the city limits. Soon, however, the area had been incorporated, and it screamed for development. After selling a couple of the acres for good profits, he took the money and put up cheap, matchstick homes, before the days of any seriously enforced regulations. His fortune was launched. The rest was history. Once regulations, such as they were, came into being, Bobby was able to buy off the enforcers. His houses were crap, but for thousands of families, it was the only affordable option. On top of these corner-cuttings, he began to capitalize on an advertising campaign that was parallel to none at the time. He bought up radio and TV time, and space in newspapers, to herald his "success" and go after anyone who tried to out-build or out-sell him. The attacks were carefully subtle, and contesting them took more money than was potentially to be made. Hence, he had no serious competitors for at least two decades. Ironically, it was this "experience" with the media that was used to qualify him for the FCC position.
"So, get ready for the funny business to begin," Craig stated, shaking his head. "He's already talking about curtailing beeped-out foul language."
"It's beeped, that's the point," Andie argued.
"He said 'same difference as saying it' since everyone knows what is meant by the beep."
"What a joke."
"Yep. Bobby Puckit, crony number five hundred joins the team."
The waitress approached their table. "I'll have another one," Craig said, downing what was left of his pint.
Andie wanted to find out what Craig had discovered. Puckit could wait another day. "So, why so secretive?" she asked, deliberately changing the subject.
"I just prefer a crowd when I'm discussing illicit actions I've committed. Call me paranoid," Craig responded wryly, before following this comment with a matter-of-fact statement. "I found him."
"What?" Andie couldn't believe it. "Did you make contact with Nathan then?"
"No. Sorry. I mean I can't get a response, just like you. But it gets more strange. His phone is in Sadr City."
"What?" Andie almost fell off her stool as she leaned toward Craig. "It's in Sadr City? But no one is supposed to be in Sadr City. I mean, no media. Anyway, we wouldn't have sent him there." This seemed to be a disturbing rerun of Nathan and Claire being in Fallujah.
"Yeah, that's what I figured."
"Oh, no, what's happened to him? Oh, Craig. The guy's such a rookie. He's only twenty-one. He begged for the job. He told Simon he looked forward to the adventure and challenge. But he confided in me that he really needed the money to pay off his school loan and thought that six months or more there would put a big dent in it. I mean, when I spoke with him, he was in Baghdad. What took him to Sadr City? It looks so ominous."
"I know. I don't think it looks good either. No response, but sure enough I pinpointed it this morning. There's no mistaking its location."
"Craig, this is the kind of stuff that I've been alluding to. The people from WSSN are dying or disappearing at an alarming rate."
"Andie, let's not jump the gun. Like I said, it's dangerous business. Accidental deaths are bound to happen. It's unfortunate, but reporters are going to be killed or wounded."
"There are others, true, but, well, you don't see anyone from RW&B dying."
"So what are you suggesting?" Craig asked challengingly. More shouts and cheers from the bar area drowned out Andie's next comment. She waited a moment and then repeated it, cautiously.
"To be honest, Craig," she said quietly, "I think Claire was murdered." There, now she had said it.
"Murdered! Jesus, Andie, you mean you think it was intentional?"
"Not so loud," she said, looking around. With the sounds of the TVs, music, and chatter, she hardly had to worry. No one even knew they existed.
"Yes, I do," she whispered. She then relayed what Nathan had told her, emphasizing the fact that Nathan and Claire were not where they were reported as being. "But I need more information. That's one of the reasons I need to talk with Nathan again. Now I'm worried that I can't reach him, and yet we just spoke yesterday afternoon."
"Did he say what he was going to do next?"
"No. He was drinking with some buddies. He sounded like he was in shock."
"But who do you think murdered her? Why would Iraqis want her dead? She was trying to provide an objective assessment of activities there, wasn't she?" Andie nodded yes, and kept staring at Craig. "So. . . . Oh, no, oh, no, Andie," Craig protested, as he began to understand Andie's inference, "Oh, no . . ."
Again, Andie just nodded.
"Well, I don't want to believe that."
"Me neither, Craig, but from what Nathan told me, I think it's the only conclusion. And as a fellow journalist, I think it's my responsibility to check it out. I mean it might be true in Michael's case, too. So that's why I'm asking about reaching Iraq through your GPS. If we can map out where our folks are and track them, especially if we can't get through, which seems to be the case, then we can know where they are or were if something happens to them."
"Well, yeah, I see your logic, and all journalists are listed, so we know where they're supposed to be."
"What do you mean all journalists are listed?" Andie asked quizzically.
"There's a list that includes all media personnel. It's been in effect since, oh, I guess maybe the 1970s. Now it includes contact information, which of course is much more relevant, given the advent of the cell phone. I think the FCC maintains it."
"Then why did you ask me for Nathan's number?"
"It was easier than looking it up, and frankly, I didn't want to make a formal inquiry," Craig said, shrugging. "Jeez, don't be so paranoid."
"Yeah, okay," Andie said. "I'm just wondering why I didn't know about this list. How do you access it?" she asked.
"It was just given to me," Craig said, shrugging. "I don't know how well known it is that the List has been compiled. But I have one."
Andie was simply dumbfounded. "Craig, there's another strange occurrence that I've been confronted with over the past two days, that I haven't mentioned. "
Craig raised that familiar eyebrow again. "I don't know how much more I can take, Andie," he joked.
She smiled wryly. "It's not that easy to describe, because it may make me sound insane, or at least on my way to being insane."
"Well, a shrink I'm not, so go ahead and spit it out, I won't be able to tell."
Andie relayed in minute details her interactions with Deidre, or the woman who called herself Deidre.
Craig sat quietly, listening. When she finished, he ordered another round of beers. After the waitress had served them, he held his up for a toast. Andie, who was totally perplexed by this action, did the same, whereupon Craig exclaimed, "Congratulations, you're certifiable."
"Well, screw you, Craig," Andie said angrily, as she stood up and began gathering her belongings.
"I'm joking, Andie, please, it's a joke, I'm kidding." Craig was begging her now to stay.
Andie calmed down a bit and sat back down. She stared at him and said very quietly and in an even tone, "Craig, I'm not kidding."
"Okay, okay. That was in poor taste. My apologies. It's just that you seemed so serious about it, and while I believe you, I think it's a mistake. I was trying to diffuse your anxiety. I don't think there's anything to it. It could be a hoax, as you even suggested, or a case of mistaken identity, again as you suggested."
Andie said nothing.
"Okay, what do you think is really going on? If it's not any of the above, what is it? "
"Well, don't you think the reference to the List is pretty peculiar? I mean, what is that related to? You don't think, not even for a moment, that she could have gotten my number through the List?" Andie asked with a concerned tone.
"So? What if she did? What does it mean?"
"Well, for starters, you just said that it's not a well-known list, but here it's being referred to as though I should know about it. It's just another link in the chain of weird, very weird, events that have come about."
Craig sighed. "Let's suppose there is something to this, that perhaps there is a connection between your phantom caller and the List. What's it supposed to mean?"
"That's exactly what I need to find out or, at the very least, rule out anything peculiar. I'm telling you about this, confiding in you, because I need another set of eyes and ears. Maybe you can find out who maintains the List. Who updates it and who has the responsibility for distributing it, or deciding who gets it and how. I mean, when you think about it, a list of this nature, if it's totally comprehensive, would be enormous. There are subsidiary media conduits all over the world. We have three reporters in Iraq from our office here, but we have maybe another dozen from outlets throughout the US, and then there are the foreign reporters hired by us as well. And it's not all about Iraq, they're not all there."
Craig began to sense how big this was indeed. He'd had no idea. "I do apologize for making light of this now," he said, a bit chagrined. "You're right. That's a lot of information about an industry."
"No kidding," Andie whispered, as she leaned toward Craig. "It's more than any other industry would ever have made available to, well, to anyone except those at the top. Can you imagine Holyruse listing who works for them and where?" Holyruse was the contractor winning the largest no-bid contracts in Iraq, and apparently other places in the Middle East, although that was always hushed up, since some of the countries were supposed to be off limits for US dealings due to their "terroristic" behavior. It was well known that the company was based in the state most staunchly supportive of the current administration. Craig nodded as his comprehension caught up with the implications.
"Yeah, no kidding," he somberly agreed, nodding again. He looked around the bar and sighed. "Let's get out of here."
The two of them bundled up against the cold night air before leaving the bar. If anything, Andie noticed, the noise level had increased twofold with the games coming to an end, and even louder, drunker customers who seemed to need to shout lest they think they couldn't be heard. As Andie pulled her hair out of her coat before wrapping a scarf around her neck, she noticed a man in the far corner staring at her. Just staring. He was virtually bald, wearing the usual suit, and holding a large, brown envelope. Actually, he didn't look like he belonged in this sort of establishment, which is one of the reasons she had noticed him. Too staid. Too unenthusiastic. She turned to reach for her backpack, and when she looked again, he was gone. She glanced around the bar area, but didn't see him.
"Did you see that guy?"
"What guy?"
"Never mind."
"Let's go."
A biting wind hit them as they exited.
"God! It's cold," Andie exclaimed. "Which way?"
"Well, according to my GPS map, which I study endlessly every day," Craig joked, "I'd say it's faster the back way to the Metro." It was about four blocks south on Wisconsin Avenue, or half the distance with a little bit of weaving in and out of short streets, angling toward the station. He intertwined his arm in Andie's, which was already deeply buried in her pocket, despite her thickly lined gloves. He did the same. They started walking fast.
"Wow, Craig. You didn't say there was a hike involved," Andie said, laughing but breathing hard.
"But my GPS says it's faster . . . I think," Craig responded, with the same shortness of breath.
Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, Andie saw a shadow approaching, with lightning speed. It appeared to be aggressive. And so was the human being that was making it. Given the direction of the lighting, it was hard to tell how far away the person was.
"Craig, run," Andie whispered.
"Yeah, I see him, too. The lights from the Metro are right around the corner. Go . . . but don't run."
"How can we beat him if we don't run?"
"Okay. . . . Run!" The two of them took off, continuing uphill. They could hear the person behind them now.
Andie couldn't believe this. She was shaking, and not from the cold. They weren't going to make it.
"Andie," a voice gruffly called out from behind. "Andie, stop running."
Andie and Craig stopped on the spot and turned.
The person standing in front of them now was hatless, the light shining off his bald head. He held out the large envelope she had seen earlier. "This is for you."
Andie felt like crying, both from anger and relief. "Who the hell are you?" she practically screamed. "How do you know who I am? Why didn't you give that to me when we were in the bar?"
"Too many eyes. Be careful." He turned and walked off in the direction from which they had all just run.
"Dammit," Andie exclaimed, stamping her foot.
Craig was silent. Stupefied might be a better description. "You don't know who he is?"
"No. I just saw him in the bar. Let's get to the Metro."
They found a relatively empty car. "Hurry and open it," Craig urged.
Andie was trying to do just that. The damn envelope had been glued and taped. She finally ripped it open across the top.
A 3x5 card dropped out.
238U
"What's that mean?" Craig inquired, asking the obvious.
"I have no idea," was the obvious reply.
* * * * *
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The man called simply Jones was relaying the latest meeting with the VP to one of his two "deputies," Maria Stone, as he liked to refer to them. Dr. Veritos, the other "deputy," was not present, as he worked from another location. Jones tried to remain objective, but it was hard. Maria was still laughing at the description of the "compromised" VP.
"I bet that sentiment was a new one for 'his majesty,' " she snorted. She knew the two men's history, and knew that the sparring rarely resulted in a conclusive win. This time, however, might be the exception. Jones had definitely put the big man, 'the grand fromage,' in a compromising position. What he would do, they both could only guess. "You think he's going to kill you?" Maria asked suddenly. The two of them were working in a modestly sized office located in Silver Spring, Maryland.
"Does the Iraq war provide for war profiteering?" Jones asked rhetorically. "I'm sure he has certainly thought of it, unequivocally. He would do anything to write me out of the equation."
"Very funny," Maria said, glancing at the dozen computers whizzing away, creating pictorial and verbal psychological storyboards by which Jones had developed his hypotheses and resulting coup that was continuing to play out. "I'm serious, Jonesy," a nickname Maria had begun using years ago when they actually had had a brief relationship.
Jones looked over at her concerned expression. He still cared very much for her. He did then. It was just bad timing. In the meantime, during a downtime for Jones, the provocative woman from Venezuela had met a perfectly stable bureaucrat from Virginia, and they had married. She now had two beautiful children, a decent husband, and a rather unremarkable life, at least not including this little aspect of it. "I know you're serious," Jones said, as he looked out the window at the street below. There were several cars parked along both sides, presumably residents of the old townhomes that existed in and among the various shops serving this lower-income neighborhood. "I know," he continued. "Let's put it this way. He can't possibly proceed without me. He doesn't know who, if anyone, knows what I know, so he's stuck. He can spend a lot of his resources tracking down relevant information, but he can't possibly be sure that it would lead to what I know. And there's the time factor. He wants everything yesterday. No doubt about it, he's stuck. He has as much as acknowledged it by the expression on his face. But I never underestimate my enemies. Believe me, we need to be more careful than ever."
"Why don't you just do everything now?" Maria entreated. "Give him the plan, the means to achieve it," Jones frowned at this comment, "I mean everything except the formula, of course, and get lost. I mean, I will miss you, and so will Dr. Veritos, but at least you'll be alive, safe, and rich. Isn't that what you've always dreamed of? What did you tell me when we first met? Life is all about options, and if a person doesn't have them, then he's just like a prisoner. I mean, those are enough options, aren't they?"
Jones nodded slightly. "They're certainly a lot of options, you're right. But I've added one more criterion."
"What?"
"Options need to include the ability to come to closure."
Maria sighed, knowing exactly where he was going with this statement. "Well, Jonesy, that may be the toughest criterion yet."
"Hey, I haven't found a challenge I couldn't meet, at least not yet," he added, smiling smugly.
As usual, Maria found that smug smile so endearing. "You're right," she said. "You are right."
* * * * *
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Andie was busily identifying all of the places Claire had been working since joining WSSN when Simon came into the noisy, cell-phone-riddled newsroom. A young, comely, waif-like woman was at his side. Andie thought for some reason, although she didn't know exactly why, that she looked like a deer, no, more like a doe. "Everyone," he called, clapping his hands, "everyone, may I have your attention?" No one really paid much attention at all. He picked up a coffee cup from Joel's desk and began tapping it with his pen. Joel looked ticked off and got up, leaving the room, still carrying on his conversation through his cell, held closely to his ear. The noise subsided somewhat, but the remaining phone users, and they made up the majority, were still busy doing business. "Everyone!" Simon shouted. Some folks got up and followed Joel out, nodding at Simon and pointing helplessly to their phones. The room had quieted down considerably, with just the normal below-the-radar rumble. Simon proceeded.
"Folks, I would like to introduce DeeDee Morgan. She will be joining us beginning, well, beginning today," he stated matter-of-factly, but beaming as though he'd just introduced a famous person. Later, Andie would question whether that might have been the case. DeeDee, on the other hand, looked a bit shy and reticent. Simon proceeded. "DeeDee will be conducting investigative reporting from Iraq." Suddenly the room went totally dead. Simon definitely had their undivided attention now, Andie quickly surmised. Christ, she thought, we haven't even attended Claire's memorial, and Simon has replaced her. This sentiment was obviously shared, Andie could tell. By looking around, it was clear that her colleagues were upset by this revelation. Simon, however, didn't skip a beat. "I have broadcast an email bio about DeeDee, so we can all get to know her as quickly as possible. In brief, she has lived for many years in the Middle East, as her parents were in the foreign service there. She is cognizant, therefore, of the cultural history, nuances, mores, current changes, and so forth of the region, and . . ." he said proudly, almost as though he was referring to himself, "DeeDee speaks fluent Arabic, among other relevant languages. Suffice it to say that we, I, consider ourselves to be extremely fortunate to have DeeDee join our team and provide an added dimension to our portfolio. Everyone, let's give DeeDee a warm hand and welcome," Simon said in conclusion, shaking her hand.
DeeDee had stood quietly by during the entire announcement, staring out at the room of people and, frankly, looking very uncomfortable. Andie didn't want to prejudge, but she just couldn't imagine this woman out and about in Iraq, as Claire had done. Now, Simon was escorting her to a desk that Miss Ellie must have cleared just this morning. Thank God it wasn't Claire's desk, Andie thought. Miss Ellie obviously had shifted someone instead. Not surprisingly, the press room remained silent, visually following Simon and DeeDee as they moved across the room. The beauty and the beast, Andie thought rather cruelly. This was so unlike Simon. He had committed a really callous act that would definitely negatively affect the morale of his whole crew, who were already deeply depressed. What was he thinking?
She got up and left, needing some fresh air. Within a few minutes, as she rounded the block for the first time, she began to reflect back to last night and how she had revealed her suspicions to Craig, finally. It had been a relief, actually, to finally confess and, no, she did not think she was crazy, much less paranoid.
After exiting the Metro station in D.C., they picked up Chinese takeout and went to their respective apartments. Craig lived only a few blocks from hers, near Adams-Morgan. She had left most of her meal uneaten, too tired and uninterested to bother with it. She remembered wondering what the media folks were eating in Iraq. What were they getting that was totally new, and what were they missing? What had Claire been surviving on? Was it mostly western food, given the hotels? She had gone to bed thinking again about how sad things had become of late, with the war that was going nowhere except down, the folks that were being sucked in by it, for good or for worse, the money being expended, stolen, and wasted, and the overall tragedy of addressing change with fear. It was the end of our nation state she had thought pessimistically and remained of the same mind-set this morning. And now, Simon uncharacteristically was hiring a replacement for someone who had not yet been formally mourned. Damn him.
* * * * *
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After Simon escorted her to her desk and had departed, DeeDee took a deep breath and clicked on her computer, as a distraction. She could tell from the murmuring that the people in the room, her new colleagues, were debating how to judge this new turn of events. Most of them, she rightly assessed, were uncomfortable with her hiring, perhaps not her personally, hopefully, but uncomfortable because it brought back all of the pain of losing their colleague. Simon had explained that it would be a bit awkward at first, but that it would be best if she could get to Baghdad as quickly as possible so the vacuum created by Claire's death could be filled, thereby ensuring full coverage by a WSSN point person. DeeDee had agreed that representation was necessary sooner than later, but argued that it would be best if she was introduced in absentia.
"No, no, no," Simon had countered. "They'll be seeing your reports within days. Then they'll give me hell for not introducing you. It's a lose-lose situation for me. I'll take care of it. You need to be introduced and then get on the next plane to Baghdad. Tonight, if at all possible."
That was yesterday, and no, tonight was not possible. She was departing tomorrow afternoon, prior to the memorial for Claire, and just before Christmas. What a life. Things had been happening at such a whirlwind pace lately. Joining WSSN was definitely a sudden move for her, and one that had never even remotely occurred to her. She had been enjoying her previous job, but the headhunters had come at her so convincingly that she had finally accepted this new position. She was flattered, but she didn't really think she had warranted this kind of status. Yes, she was fluent in Middle Eastern languages, and, yes, she knew their histories, but being tasked with investigative reporting sounded so technical. She just felt so miserably unqualified and, yes, confused. If truth be told, in fact, lately she felt that she was living a perpetual déjà vu. On a regular basis, as in every hour or so, she felt she recognized someone, some event, or some professional experience, but in fact was unable to put it into any context. Suffice it to say it was extremely disconcerting. DeeDee Morgan was hoping that a change of landscape would end the occurrences, or at least mute them. In that regard, even though it was dangerous, she was glad she was leaving. At the same time, it was unfortunate for her, she thought, that she would not be able to attend the memorial for Claire. Simon had insisted that she leave ASAP, though. DeeDee felt badly for the deceased woman. Then, uncharacteristically, she muttered to no one but herself, "Well, it was her own goddamn fault for not being embedded with the US military." She stopped and looked around, hoping no one had heard her. Where did that come from, she wondered. She felt ashamed, but only for a second. "Oh, well, too bad for the bitch."
* * * * *
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Craig had culled all of his resources in order to backtrack to his receipt of the Journalist List. For the life of him, he could not recall when he had received it. Suddenly, he had an idea. He hit the intercom button on his desk phone. "Doris, could you get me that Journalist List I received a while back?"
"Sure, give me a few minutes," she responded. God, he loved the little perks that came with this job. Who'd of thunk ten years ago he'd have a corner office in the US Department of Commerce, with one of the few existing windows, and a personal secretary? Who wudda thunk indeed? He picked up his basketball and made a rimless shot. A few seconds later, she knocked. Ha! he thought. That was easier than I could have imagined.
"Craig, this is very strange." Doris, a skinny, red-headed, freckled, and very myopic woman of about forty-five, was holding an intergovernmental envelope in her hand along with her trusty personal, leather-bound tracking notebook, and most importantly, the List. She was a great administrative assistant, as they were required to be called, but she was extremely compulsive, which could drive someone crazy. One time, when Craig had first started working in his current capacity and hadn't realized what kind of gem he had working for him, as he had inherited Doris from his predecessor, he had asked for an explanation of the phone system. Two hours and three cups of coffee later, he had politely escorted her out, thanking her profusely and reassuring her that he "got it." It was strange, he had remarked only to himself, she didn't even know she was over the top. She didn't understand that no one needed that much of an explanation unless they were blind and spoke English as a second language. He had learned from that instance coupled with a few more that this was the way it was going to be. Funny, if you really listened to her, instead of just waiting for the answer to your question, you often learned a few things that you had not even considered. In other words, Doris was worth every bit of aggravation due to her compulsive nature; she covered his butt, kept his very busy schedule organized and prioritized, and loved him like, well, a brother.
"What is strange?"
"Welllll . . . I'm a bit surprised, because normally I'd have caught a mistake like this, and I really don't know how or why I did not, although this is definitely my signature, but I honestly cannot tell you that I actually remember signing for this, although I know that does not excuse me from taking responsibility for the mist . . . error, although as I've said it just is not like me to have . . ."
"Doris, what is it? It can't be that bad. Just tell me," Craig interrupted.
"The Journalist List was supposed to go to a Craig Hagan, not Craig Harkan. It was accidentally misrouted, and I didn't catch it." She sounded almost tearful.
Craig, on the other hand, was grateful and curious. "Where is Craig Hagan, here in the Commerce Department?"
"No. He's at State. I knew you were going to ask me that, so I already looked him up."
"Big guy?" he asked as he reached for the List, which she handed to him with both hands, as it was quite hefty.
"Very big. I can't believe I let this happen," Doris continued.
"Oh, don't be so hard on yourself," Craig said reassuringly. "It's obviously an easy mistake to overlook. You didn't send it to the wrong department." Deep down, he was again very grateful for this human error. "So, where was it routed from?" Craig continued, assuming it originated at State, since that seemed most logical.
"Oh," Doris said indifferently, "DoD. I thought you knew that?"
"DoD?" Craig stifled his surprise, for no other reason than to diffuse what was becoming a complicated discussion with Doris, which he did not need right now. Especially given this latest information. Jesus, Craig thought, the DoD? Andie was not going to like this one bit. He didn't like it, but she was going to flip.
"Thanks, Doris, I guess I just forgot," he responded. "No harm done. I think we should just put this issue to rest for now. I'll call you if I have any more questions about it."
"Oh, Craig, don't you think I should contact the other Craig, or at least his office? I mean, he doesn't know that he didn't receive this, and he may need it."
"You know what, Doris?" Craig inquired, in a very soothing but non-condescending tone. "If we had discovered this mistake a couple of days after it was sent here," and he was careful to include the we so as to reiterate that he did not blame her for the oversight, "I would agree with you. But I'm sure he already has another copy. It's basically a contact list, like a phone book. It was sent to a lot of folks. Others in his department have most assuredly sent it to him. So it's really too late to correct it now. I mean, how long has it been? At least three or four weeks. Let's just let it go."
"But, Craig, I . . ."
"No, I'm serious, Doris; I don't want to draw any attention to this. Believe me, it's not worth it," he said as he subtly escorted her out, as he often did.
"Okay," she agreed reluctantly. "As long as you don't want me to follow up . . ."
Craig interrupted again, "No. No follow-up, Doris, no need. Also, I think since we're not following up, let's not mention this to anyone. You know how people can turn little things into big things all throughout this town. Let's let sleeping dogs lie, in other words." She nodded her acceptance of this agreement. "Again, Doris, thanks so much. You're really great." She turned and smiled. "You really are, Doris, I mean it." Her grin increased twofold, but it was still dwarfed by her glass-framed magnified eyes.
* * * * *
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Andie was reading the bio on DeeDee. She didn't want to look at it, she had told herself as she rounded the block for the sixth time, but her curiosity had gotten the better of her. The minute she got back to the press room she had clicked it on, but not before noticing that many of her colleagues were doing the same thing as they multi-tasked their other work assignments. Some were talking with each other in what could only be described as hushed tones, compared to the usual cacophony.
Well, Andie thought, as she leaned back in her chair reviewing the highlights. DeeDee Morgan had been born in Morocco. There were several photos of the "precocious only child of a foreign service couple living primarily in the Middle East for the past twenty years." She had attended American schools up until tenth grade and then had been sent off to prep school in Switzerland, "her first non Middle East locale."
Big deal, Andie thought. Those American schools were just that. Everything American. They probably even got macaroni and cheese for lunch, for God's sake.
After prep school she attended an unidentified "liberal arts college in New England, majoring in communication and debate. . . . By her sophomore year, she was selected president of the debate team." Wow, Andie mused, she sure didn't seem like a debater standing up there with Simon. She seemed, well, rather self-conscious and shy. The bio continued, "Because of her debating skills, she switched to journalism in her senior year, recognizing that the ability to go after a story included being able to debate a source to reveal all." Christ, Andie thought, who the hell had written this nonsense?
Uh, oh, Andie thought as she continued. This next part was not as Rockwellian as the previous storybook tale. Her parents had been killed in the bombings in Tanzania in 1998. "Fortunately, of course, DeeDee was in the States at college." Fortunately? What the hell, she had lost her parents. They were dead. . . . Again Andie thought, who put this bio together?
"DeeDee had understandably been devastated by the tragedy. She graduated early, magna cum laude, and spent the next two years investigating the bombings and the communication failures that were in part responsible for the government's gross errors in recognizing the lead-up to it." Several links were indicated here, supposedly to the writings of the now infamous DeeDee Morgan, but when Andie tried to call them up, they were inaccessible. Oh, well, she thought, the ineptitude of the author applied to the person's technological abilities, or lack thereof, as well. The bio ended strangely and abruptly, Andie thought. "DeeDee Morgan has the requisite skills and experience to be an exceptional asset to any agency interested in getting at the truth."
What? Where the hell did that come from? It wasn't a summary. It sounded more like a reference. What truth? Shaking her head, Andie just sat back and reflected, staring at what appeared to be a very recent photo of this DeeDee enigma. So . . . she was a whopping twenty-six years old and being sent to Iraq to represent the firm as the investigative journalist. This was crazy. Andie decided she couldn't wait any longer. She needed to talk with Simon. He answered her buzz and request to meet with a short "Come up at 11:00" response.
* * * * *
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The VP was quite agitated. He knew he would have to comply with Jones's demands, but he could not stand the fact that Jones would get away with it. As he sat alone in his plush office, he stewed about the reversal of power and how he had let this happen. Damn! He hated Jones and all the baggage that came with him. As he stood up to pace, he felt a twinge in his knee and cursed again, hating himself for becoming so fat and out of shape. He knew he was unattractive, but the weight certainly didn't help. Then he admonished himself for getting off track. Focus! Jones could not get away with this. As he glanced out his window, he saw that the day had become increasingly dark and dreary. Good. He liked that. If he couldn't enjoy nice weather, he really didn't like the idea of anyone else getting out and flying a kite. It wouldn't be fair.
And he paced. Except for Jones, the plan was materializing as he had envisioned it.
Soon, the Terrorism Informational Prevention Systems presentations would be scheduled, and the potential informants would be receiving their inoculations. The tide of dissent would turn, slowly but surely. He knew it was actually the easiest way to go about changing the entire political landscape of not just the US, but . . . the world. He was going to accomplish what few had ever been able to do, and none would even consider in the Twenty-First Century. His name would be analogous with genius in the future. In fact, he mused, he would be the most famous person ever to be known on earth. All six billion of them. The lumbering pace continued, and so did the positive affirmations. He began muttering to himself. A habit he had had to work hard at stifling during his young years in politics, but which he often reverted to when alone. Words like brilliant, talented, gifted, exceptional were flowing from his mouth, almost an opposite of Tourette's syndrome. The secured phone abruptly interrupted his egomaniacal admiration. Startled, he grabbed for it quickly without thinking and twisted his knee again. "Goddamn it!" he snarled as he answered.
His Chief of Staff was on the other end thinking, I haven't even spoken yet, and he's already started with the profanity. Quietly sighing, he began, "Mr. Vice President . . ."
"What is it?"
"I'm calling to remind you, as you asked, to update you on the whereabouts of Jones and his activities."
"And?"
"He apparently has an office in Silver Spring. He . . ."
"Apparently, or confirmed?"
"Confirmed. He goes there quite frequently and is known to meet people there. A man and woman. Both have been seen coming and going with and without him, and alone, but never all together."
"What's in the office?"
"So far, our investigator has not been able to penetrate the security system. His observation indicates that Jones rented it under a pseudonym, just over two years ago, twenty-six months ago exactly." The Chief of Staff decided he better be as precise as possible so as not to elicit another criticism from the VP. "It's approximately, I mean it's fifteen hundred square feet and costs $2250 a month. The most interesting piece of information is that he leased it for three years, paying the entire amount up front. The lease will run out in ten months."
"First of all, it's not 'our' investigator. And second of all, get your investigator to get inside there and find out what the hell he's doing!" the VP shouted as he slammed the phone down. His Chief of Staff was such a non-starter. He'd thought of getting rid of him a number of times, but so much had transpired between the two of them that to do so could potentially jeopardize the secrecy of his actions over the course of the past fifteen years. It was easier to put up with the mediocrity than to forgo the loyalty.
As he began pacing again, his step was a bit lighter, even with the bum knees. So . . . Jones was operating out of Silver Spring. Maybe he could still pull this off without giving in to his terms. Maybe.
* * * * *
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Jones and Maria were preparing the material that would be handed over to the VP once he came around and agreed to Jones's terms. In it they described what had taken place thus far and what would be the most expeditious way to "inoculate" people, so to speak. The beauty of it lay in its simplicity. Dr. Veritos, at the behest of Jones, had spent the last two years developing a superior form of subliminal messaging coupled with a chip that released serotonin, first on a programmed schedule, and over time by a person's own subconscious volition. The messages were what the VP would need to know, but the chip design and technique were, of course, always to remain a secret. Jones knew, even without the good doctor's constant reminding, that technique was everything. In this case, the technique allowed for the quickness with which people could believe in their convictions without waver. The chip, eventually triggered by a person upon hearing certain words and phrases, simply provided added endorphin support about their convictions. And those convictions just happened to be everything the administration touted, from the spread of democracy in foreign lands to religious righteousness in their own land.
"Where do you think they'll have these seminars?" Maria asked, shaking Jones from his thoughts.
"Maria, Maria," Jones said sarcastically. "They're not seminars; they are Terrorism Informational Prevention Systems, or TIPS, to be presented to the various audiences, TBA."
"Are you joking? No, I guess no one could make that stuff up," she sighed, shaking her head. "These poor saps. Fear, fear, fear . . ." Maria commented as she carefully labeled the DVDs. "You know, Jonesy, I think I'm finally beginning to understand the phrase They drank the kool-aid, so often used by the bloggers."
"Ah, Maria, if it were only that easy," Jones replied deviously. They both laughed.
No doubt about it, Maria thought a few minutes later. She was definitely looking forward to completing this project and leaving these mad people behind. She and Jones had never discussed where they planned to go, or how each of them would disappear. It was the polite way to handle it. Maria, for her part, was trying to systematically arrange things so when she dropped the bombshell on her husband, the "getaway" would be too enviable, or inevitable, to even question. He'd get over it. He loved her. He just didn't know she was working on a super secret project that would put her behind bars for the rest of her life if she were ever caught by legitimate police. "So . . . do you know where they'll be holding these TIPS?" Maria continued.
"Some of them," Jones said flatly. He was looking out of the two-story window, noting a black Lexus with tinted glass across the street. Hmm, he thought, smiling slightly, thinking that it stuck out like a sore thumb in this modest neighborhood. "They're in and around the federal buildings like State, the RRB, maybe Commerce." The RRB was the most abominable building in the entire city, Jones thought.
"I thought Commerce was in the RRB."
"Yeah, but Commerce doesn't mingle with the other two agencies there. They think they're at least a notch above them."
"How sad," Maria exclaimed. "Those poor people; they're so maligned as bureaucrats." She had just finished with the last DVD. "I think we're set to go, Jonesy," she said, stepping back and looking at her handiwork. Along the wall thirty DVDs were uniformly lined up, looking like a store going out of business.
"Just in the nick of time, too," Jones added, squeezing Maria around the shoulders.
"Why? I didn't know the VP had the seminars . . . I mean, TIPS, already scheduled."
"No, he hasn't, but we don't want to disappoint when he does demand them, do we?"
"I suppose not," she said, although she really could give a rat's ass what this VP wanted. "Do you think The Mascot knows about all of this?" Maria asked, walking across the room to put her coat on. Maria referred to the US President as The Mascot because of the seeming good fortune he had brought to his party, and . . . well, if truth be told, because of the way he would don outfits at the drop of a hat and play whatever role his team wanted.
"I don't know if The Mascot knows," Jones said, chuckling. "He may know but may not truly understand the implications of the activities. I don't think we should care one way or the other."
"Believe me, I don't. I'm calling it a night, Jonesy. Are you going to take care of these?" she asked, motioning to the software and supporting materials.
"Yes. No problem. Thanks, Maria. I'll be contacting you about the timing of our next steps."
"I'll be eagerly waiting to hear," she said, giving him a peck on the cheek. "Cheers." The door closed tightly behind her, locking automatically.
Concerned, Jones watched from the window to see Maria get safely into her car and drive off. He had slightly turned the blinds earlier so he would not be visible from the street.
Then faster than Jones could even blink another Lexus rounded the corner, almost rear-ending Maria. It then slowed enough to allow for a reasonable, non-alarming distance between them. Jones saw her head toward the exit to 275. He tried calling her, but remembered that the new law now prohibited cell phone use while driving and Maria was a stickler for following the law. At least most of them. "No!" he shouted. The other Lexus and the man Jones presumed to be sitting in it remained parked.
* * * * *
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Just as Andie was approaching Simon's door, her phone rang. She thought she'd ignore it until she saw that it was Craig.
"Andie," he said without introduction, "are you alone?"
"Well, kind of, why?"
"Find a place to be alone." Andie looked around, deciding to try the women's restroom. It was empty. Most of the players on this floor were men.
"Okay, what's up? You're acting cryptic again."
"I just wanted to let you know about the Journalist List."
"What about it?"
"It originated at the DoD." There, he'd decided to just spit it out. She could handle it.
"Are you kidding me?" Andie asked, her mind racing. "Tell me you're kidding."
"Sorry, but no. It's printed and provided by the FCC, but sure enough, the DoD is the author. And, yes, your name is on it. It's thick, Andie. It's everybody, it's global, just as you suspected."
"Oh, no, Craig, do you know what this means?"
"It means a lot of things, Andie. Lots and lots, like you said."
"Please don't tell me my address is in it," Andie implored. "Please."
"Everybody's name, place of work, phone numbers of course, and . . . sorry to say, really sorry to have forgotten this part, but there are photos."
"Oh my God. How could you forget that?" she almost screamed.
"Andie, don't blame me. It was nothing to me until you mentioned it."
"I know. I know. But why did you receive a copy?"
"Yeah, that's another thing. It was sent to me by mistake," Craig said, waiting for the other shoe to drop.
"Oh, Craig. This is too weird. Way too weird. I need to see that List. When can we meet?"
"I can get it to you tomorrow. I have a big meeting this afternoon and then a reception tonight. "
"Okay. How about breakfast at that corner café in Georgetown? Say 7:00?"
"Yeah, okay. It's a bit early for my style, but yeah, this is important," Craig said, wanting to be supportive.
"Okay, thanks, Craig. I mean it. I'm sorry I yelled. It's just too weird," Andie said again.
"Agreed," Craig said. "Bye for now. Oh . . . Andie, are you still there?"
"Yes. Don't tell me you forgot something else that's even worse."
"No, I just wondered if you found out what the symbol on the three-by-five card meant."
"Depleted uranium. How's that for a kicker?" Someone entered the bathroom so she clicked off before getting his reaction.
* * * * *
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Andie needed time to digest this latest bombshell, but at the same time she really needed to talk with Simon. The memorial was coming up, and she knew he'd be preoccupied. She decided to try to avoid thinking about the implications the List potentially signified for the next eighteen hours and concentrate instead on the new DeeDee and on Claire's tribute. She left the restroom and quickly reached Simon's office. She knocked on the door.
"Come in!"
Boy, he sounded mad. Mad or upset. "Hi, Simon," Andie said.
"I thought you were going to be here ten minutes ago. I've got about thirty seconds, and in that time I'm going to tell you that the layout for Claire looks good. Keep doing what you're doing. Now, what do you want?"
"Wow, Simon, what's wrong?" Andie asked with a concerned tone, noting his more than usual rumpled appearance and tangled long, thin hair. The room was awash again with the signature Chic-Fil-A cartons and diet soft drink cans.
"Nothing. And I mean that. What did you want to talk about?"
Given that the clock was ticking, Andie launched right in. "It's your new hire, DeeDee. Where did she come from?"
"Didn't you read her bio? That's why I sent it out."
"Of course I read it. That's why I'm asking you the question. Where did she come from, or rather where did you find her? She's a novice, and now you're sending her to replace Claire?"
"Oh, Andie, please let's not get into this," Simon said, slouching lower in his chair.
"Get into what? I'm just concerned that she's not up to the job. It's got to be a hell of a place to try to do investigative reporting. Do you honestly think she's got the guts to get out there?"
"No. No, I don't. This was not my hire. And if you say anything to anyone about what I'm about to tell you, I'll deny it. Do you understand? I will deny it."
"Shoot," Andie said, sitting down.
"She's been seconded from DoD. They insisted I hire her."
"What? Can they do that?"
"They've done it, Andie. I admit, it's probably not legal, but what are you going to do when you get a call in the dead of night and someone asks you to hold for the Secretary?"
"My God! You're kidding," Andie said as she sucked in her breath.
"Yeah, the Secretary of Defense called me. Can you believe that?"
"Why, what does he care about who WSSN sends to Iraq?"
"Apparently, a lot. He reminded me of Claire's death and said we needed to have someone who understands the context of the danger, so he didn't have to explain, over and over to the press corps and the public, why journalists were getting killed. He said it was the only way to do it safely and even more effectively, mentioning the embedded technique."
"But couldn't you have said no? You could have told him it's not how we do business."
"Andie, it wasn't a request."
The two of them sat without talking. Andie was appalled at what she had just learned, but realized that discussing it any longer was going to be counterproductive, given Simon's demeanor. He had become so distraught that he was holding his head in his two pudgy hands and just staring at his desk.
She decided she better change the subject. "Oh, well, don't worry. I imagine DeeDee will get up to speed rather quickly, once she's in country," Andie said, trying to sound convincing. "In the meantime, is there anything I can do to assist with Claire's memorial?"
At first Simon looked annoyed that Andie would acquiesce so easily. The mention of Claire's memorial, however, seemed to bring Simon out of the doldrums, if for no other reason than that he was accomplishing something for someone he truly admired.
"You know, Andie, I've been spending most of my time on this event. It's the least we can do for her. As I said, your outline looks very good. What are your plans for interviews?"
"Well, I've already interviewed a rather exhaustive group of colleagues, but haven't been able to identify a lot of friends from her past. I'm going to continue the process at the memorial and see if I can set up some times to talk with other folks, to get even more personal stories about her. And, of course, I've talked only briefly with her mother. I'm excited to meet her. The phone call I had was simply not sufficient. I need to have some one-on-one quality time. I was thinking . . ."
Simon cut in. "Unfortunately, her mother won't be attending."
"What? Why not?"
"She's simply too tired to make the trip. She's not in the best of health, Andie."
"Oh, dear. Well then, Simon, I'm going to need to make a trip to Ohio. She's in Columbus, right?"
"Westerville, to be exact. Okay. Arrange it. Make it sooner than later."
"I'll go right after the memorial. With Christmas coming, she may appreciate some company."
Now that she had him in a more casual mood and she realized the clock was not really ticking, Andie decided to try to get some information on one more loose end. "By the way, Simon, have you talked with Nathan lately?"
"As a matter of fact, I have."
"Really?" Andie was relieved to hear it, and surprised. "When? I mean, did you call him?"
"Actually, no. He called me. He was wondering about Claire's memorial and asked if he could make it back in time. I know he was upset. I told him it just wouldn't work. I mean, he's already there and now embedded, and to get back here would just not be logistically possible, unless the Concorde still existed and we could afford to send him on it."
"He must have been disappointed."
"Yes, he was. I told him that DeeDee would be out there in a few days. That cheered him up."
Andie thought this all sounded a bit off, but decided not to pursue it. She was just glad Nathan was okay. She'd find out later how his phone had ended up in Sadr City.
"Well, that's great, Simon," she said, smilingly broadly and standing up. "So, is there anything I can do for tomorrow?"
"Not really, Andie. Thanks for asking. Miss Ellie is up on all of the details, of course. I think this has gotten to her more than anyone. She really loved Claire."
"Everyone did," Andie responded somberly. "Everyone."
* * * * *
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Dr. Veritos, Jones's other "deputy," didn't want to wait any longer. He knew it was a breech of protocol, but time was of the essence. Jones knew that, Veritos muttered to himself. Where the hell was that man? Veritos went down to the street to see if the pay phone was in operation. It seemed that it was pulled out of its base at least once a week. He knew it was just a matter of time before the phone company would just disconnect it. Fortunately for him, it was working this evening. Given this troubled neighborhood, he always looked around carefully before doing anything, whether it be to get out of his car or, in this case, to enter the phone booth. The streets were relatively deserted, save for the loud music coming from the tavern two blocks down. It was too early for the real violence to begin. Veritos stepped into the booth and then called Jones's cell. The big no no.
Jones answered immediately. "Doctor, I know I'm late." He didn't sound as angry as Dr. Veritos had thought he would be with the breech. "I'm in trouble. If I'm not there by eleven, leave and wait to be contacted." The phone went dead.
Dr. Veritos hung up quickly. He looked at his watch. It was 9:45. He glanced around again, cautiously. The parking lots and adjoining streets were also deserted. "Vhut kind of trouble?" he said out loud. Dr. Veritos was a native of Austria and had never been able to rid himself of the "V" for "W" speech pattern. He turned from the phone booth and made his way back to the "office." He and Jones had decided to give it the appearance of a toy repair shop. They figured that would be the least likely to be hit on by drug addicts or others looking for money.
Once inside, he went back to his video and began critiquing it for the hundredth time with his voice and time sensors. Some of the potential viewers of this video were going to be smart. Very smart. Nothing could be amiss. His strategy included not only the visuals, but the corresponding repetitive phrases. His experiment indicated that it was this repetition that was most critical. But the pictorial was essential for rapid absorption of the concepts and convictions. Of course, the "inoculation," as they referred to the chip, helped tremendously in this rapid absorption. Ha, ha, ha, Veritos chuckled quietly. Just a bit of serotonin, and even the smart vhones vhill succumb to that endorphin high. Jones was supposed to be here to view this final take and provide the DVDs for copy. He'd have to watch it later. And with that he clicked on the "show," as he liked to think of it.
The panoramic screen was huge compared to the rooms he had selected for presentation. It was his intention that plush seating be available so the audience could get comfortable, rather than be distracted by squeaky cafeteria chairs. The image he created evolved from a faint suggestion on one side of the screen, and quickly morphed into a crisp, clear, bigger-than-life Commander in Chief walking across what appeared to be the actual stage. As he did so, it appeared as if he was making actual eye contact with individual members of the audience, including his signature, thumbs-up gesture. The music, Hail to the Chief, played softly in the background, almost imperceptibly.
"How is everyone?" the President sincerely asks. "How are you?"
Dr. Veritos knew that at this point the audience would respond with actual nods and verbal okays, not realizing immediately that it was a delusion. Although it becomes obvious rather quickly, he was confident that the majority of viewers wouldn't continue to register this fact. The reality of the image was absolutely stunning. Reactions of adulation would be similar to those of movie star watchers.
The show proceeded to project six major points, in order, for developing a new belief system within the minds of the viewers. It unfolded seamlessly and faultlessly:
Fear is real—This Commander in Chief will protect you
War is justified
Dissent is unpatriotic
Our party is the party of the people
Judeo-Christian religion is your religion
Fear is real—This President will protect you
Images of the World Trade Center collapsing, news discussions of the anthrax attacks, bullhorn feel-good moments flowed across the screen, as the holographic President on the stage talked soothingly about his commitment to protect the people of the US. Facial images of members of his administration flashed in nanoseconds behind him, across the screen, as background. Near the end of the tape, after all presentations were over, the President reached out from the stage and shook hands arbitrarily with what appeared to be members of the audience. He then stood, looking humbled, and thanked all of those present for ". . . allowing him to serve them." Tears filled his eyes. He saluted while saying "God bless you all," and ended even more emphatically with "God bless America." America the Beautiful played in the background. Then, after turning on his heel, he left. The screen darkened, but not before there was one final montage lasting about three minutes. It showed Saddam's statue falling, Saddam's spider hole found, soldiers smiling, insurgents killed, Rockwellian American children smiling while they waved American flags at parades, Fourth of July fireworks, and finally a statue of the President on the Mall situated in front of the Washington Monument, overshadowing it, and now providing the reflection. Masses of people visiting the statue filled up the rest of the screen.
Ha! It was perfect! Even Dr. Veritos could not help but love his work. Of course, Jones had provided copy and review, but he, Veritos, was the one who had suggested the approach, and he was the maestro who had put it all together. And it was he who had ultimately provided the presentation to the VP. Ironically, the chip that he had designed was a far more significant development, but he had grown to appreciate manipulation through messaging more than any kind of implant. Bottom line, he was brilliant. He knew it. How his brilliance was put to use mattered not in the least to him. Somehow, sometime in the future, he planned on taking his due credit.
Veritos spent the next hour reviewing the other four "shows," then, glancing at his watch, he decided it was time to leave. Jones had said to get out by eleven.
Just as he had turned off the light, Jones burst through the door.
"Keep the lights off," he ordered, pulling Veritos to the floor with him as he simultaneously kicked the door shut. "Don't move, don't breathe."
* * * * *
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The café was just opening when Andie saw Craig rounding the corner. Good, she thought. It can get crowded here. Craig waved as he approached, and kissed her lightly on the cheek when he reached her. "It's nice to see you in the morning," he joked.
"Same here," Andie said, smiling.
"Coffee, coffee, coffee," was the next expression coming from Craig's upbeat demeanor.
"Wow, you must have had a good banquet."
"Yeah. It was really good," he replied, grinning.
"Ohhhhh," Andie said suddenly. "You met someone?"
"Yeah. It shows?"
"No! Only from ear to ear. Who is she?"
"I'm not going there. It's bad luck. Let's just say it looks promising, which is a lot better than most of my attempts have been since, well, since Jane and I split."
Andie could tell that the breakup still hurt. "Okay, then," she agreed, "but if it progresses, you have to give."
"You'll be the first. Let's order."
Over coffee, fruit bowls, and freshly made egg sandwiches, they talked about the List, which Craig had brought to turn over to Andie. In the meantime, she noticed that the RW&B news program on the TV was discussing a bank robbery that had occurred on the West Coast the night before. No war there, Andie noted once again, wryly.
"I checked it again briefly," Craig was saying. "Yep, it's too bad, but your stats are front and center. It's listed alphabetically. You should have changed your surname. Personally, I don't know anyone else having a name starting with two As. What does Aaberg mean again? I know it's Norwegian, but what?"
"I told you, it's 'on the hill by the river.' My father would have disowned me if I changed his name. It's been around . . . well, forever."
"But you don't look Norwegian." Craig and Andie had had this conversation before.
"Come on, Craig. You know my mom was Greek. The recessive genes just didn't make it."
This was an understatement. Except for hazel eyes, Andie had jet black hair and an olive complexion. The Norwegian side showed up in her rather tall, angular physique. The combination was unique, to say the least, and quite striking.
"I'm just kidding."
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Andie said, before finishing her coffee and the last bit of bread. "Okay. Gotta go. Thank you so much for meeting me here to 'hand it off,' " she whispered, looking around in an exaggerated manner. "But seriously," she asked, "how will you give it to me?"
Though the experience in Bethesda had been a benign one, the two of them had been surreptitiously, and constantly, surveying the crowded restaurant ever since they'd arrived.
"Just take it out of my backpack. It doesn't have to be a big deal."
Andie reached down and did just that. "Jeez, Craig, it's the size of a major city's phone book," Andie commented, quietly.
"It is a phone book," Craig responded sarcastically. "Only this one has lots of pictures."
"Yeah, don't remind me," she said, as she shoved it into her backpack.
"Okay, now I'm ready. How 'bout you?" Andie asked, a bit breathlessly.
Craig was already putting his arms into his bulky winter coat and nodding in agreement.
"When do you think you'll come to Claire's memorial?" Andie asked, as they headed toward the Metro.
"Oh. When is it?"
"Craig, it's tomorrow. Don't tell me you're not coming."
"Damn, I knew there was something," he said, snapping his fingers. "Sorry, but I can't. Big meeting. Well, it's not really a meeting, it's an all-day training, actually, I don't know what it is. It's about security."
"You're joking."
"No, I'm not. I have to go to something called TIPS. I'm truly sorry. I forgot."
"Well, skip it. It sounds stupid anyway. Security, security, security. It's all a ruse. If they really wanted to make us secure, they would deal with Al Qaeda."
"I can't. It's a mandatory seminar for everyone at Commerce; 'mandatory,' as in from the Secretary."
"Oh, Craig. That's so sad. I mean it."
"I know, I know. I'm truly sorry," he said again. "Please let Miss Ellie know how sorry I am."
"I will, but you need to let her know, too."
"I will, I promise," he shouted, as he ran toward the opened Metro train door.
Andie stood watching it leave the platform, which was aboveground at this station. The sign indicated that her train was delayed. The wind picked up, and the sky darkened with storm clouds. She felt very alone as the weight of the List on her back suddenly felt like an unbearable burden that she was forced to acknowledge without the means to escape it.
* * * * *
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"Sir?"
The VP turned slowly to look at the man standing in front of him, George Bruce. What a pathetic excuse for a human being, he thought.
This guy was former air force pilot and CIA who had caved under duress when he and his team were ambushed during the first Gulf War. According to testimony, he had bawled like a baby when the Taliban even waved their weapons in his direction.
"Not true!" was the response from Bruce. He claimed the second-in-command, a Walter Trair, had actually been the coward, among others. Bruce contended that over the course of their captivity Trair had been able to convince the team that Bruce was responsible for their capture due to, in actuality, his cowardice. After their rescue, Bruce was relieved of his duties and put out to pasture, so to speak. Trair, on the other hand, had risen through the ranks, and the other members of the team were provided with raises and promotions as well, far faster than under normal circumstances. Bruce's reputation was so tarnished that no one would hire him. He had finally set up a small PI business, employing a couple of retired military he'd gotten to know during his time at the Agency. They kept him in the know as to what the Pentagon was doing, most of which he wished he did not know. But the business barely paid his bills . . . until recently. About six months ago he had received a call from the VP, who wanted Bruce to do some research and maybe follow a couple of people. At the time, Bruce could not understand why the VP would call on him for this rather superfluous task. He was about to find out.
"Have you identified her and her residence?"
"Yes, sir. I did it myself. Her name is Maria Stone. She lives at 23 . . ."
"I could care less where she lives. How many kids? What ages?"
"Two, sir. A seven-year-old daughter and three-year-old son."
"What's the husband do?"
"Works at the Department of Agriculture."
"What a loser."
Bruce said nothing.
The VP turned around in his chair, staring out his window. His back was to Bruce. His pancake hands were crossed behind his head.
When he turned back around, Bruce could have sworn it was another person. His eyes were angry, his color ashen, and the infamous pudgy face looked as if someone had pressed it in certain spots, creating permanent indentations that added up to a countenance of evil.
"Get the woman."
"Excuse me?"
"You heard me. Pick up the woman named Maria Stone."
Bruce crossed his beefy arms across his forty-eight-inch chest. "I don't think I understand."
"Of course you do. You just don't want to hear me, and you just don't want to understand me. I said pick up the woman."
"What am I supposed to do with her?"
"Put her in a secluded place. You have been given sufficient allowance to pay for such a place."
"I'm not sure I want to be involved in this. It's kidnapping, a felony."
"You work for me, you coward. If you can't figure that out, you really ought to have been killed by your captors, simply for being unacceptably afraid."
Inside, Bruce seethed, seeing for the first time how his reputation had been compromised once again, for working for the government. "How long am I supposed to keep her there?"
"You asshole. I told you at the beginning of this contract. Don't ask obvious questions. I'll let you know what you need to know and when you need to know it. For now, just do as I say. Now get out of here."
"Yes, sir." George Bruce turned on his heel and left. God . . . how he loathed that man.
Walking to his car, George Bruce reflected on his life over the past thirty years, and had to admit that at times he felt regret. It was not regret about anything he had personally done, but regret about how he had not fought harder for a clean record when he knew he'd been set up as the scapegoat. And he knew why they had picked him to be the scapegoat, because he was loyal. He was not the kind of soldier or operative that would hire big lawyers or make a big deal about military "justice," regardless of how wrong it was. He had always known that he would have to fall on his own sword if the time ever came. And when it did, he would. But now, thinking about the VP and knowing how the man operated, he realized he'd always been a foe, always jealous of his, George Bruce's, integrity, fine military family upbringing, and most of all his undivided love for his country. George Bruce promised himself, even as he headed out to do his enemy's bidding, that he would never lose that love, that integrity, that loyalty. No matter what, he would always do the right thing.
* * * * *
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Finally, after what seemed hours, Jones stealthily moved on his hands and knees as close as he could toward the door, ensuring that he did not pass in front of it. He waited. Nothing. He lowered his head so it lay flat on the floor and peered under the door. Nothing. No shadows. He then circled the room in the same manner, along its perimeter until he reached the windows. He raised himself up alongside one and peered out as best he could without becoming visible from the outside. The Lexus was there, as he had expected.
"I think I'm going to have to kill someone," he muttered.
Veritos heard him. "No. . . . Please don't kill," he whispered.
"No . . . no. I'm not. Do you have everything backed up on the memory stick?"
"Yes, of course. Two of them."
"Okay. This room is toast. Say good-bye to the equipment and, unfortunately, your paper files. Everything's backed up though, correct?"
"Yes. Everything."
Jones sat in the corner of the room, took off his heavy winter coat, and unzipped the lining. He turned it over to reveal a wide assortment of electrical wiring and other paraphernalia. Veritos watched as Jones then began threading the transparent wire along the door's frame, attaching it now and then with what appeared to be a tiny stapler. He continued rolling it along the baseboard to the file cabinet, where he tied it off using a kind of putty. He threaded the other side of the door's wire along the opposite baseboard and tied it off under the computer stand. He popped open the drives and took out the disks, leaving them open. He also removed the hard drive. Both of these items he put in Dr. Veritos's beaten-up leather briefcase. "Oh, yeah, you're going to have to lose this, too."
In fact, that briefcase did hold sentimental value for Dr. Veritos, but he didn't say anything.
"Okay, Doc," Jones began. "We're going to have to leave here now. We will be stopped. I was followed here, as you may have guessed. But I wanted to make sure no one would come up here after me, which thankfully did not happen. I think we've waited long enough to determine that the manpower against us is limited to one, maybe two at the most. These guys want what we have, obviously. They'll corner us as we approach my car. Act surprised. They'll be aggressive, so be prepared to be searched. That's when they'll take your briefcase. They'll be thrilled to see what's in it. Please protest as loudly and adamantly as you can when they take it from you. They'll let us go after a bit. We'll get the hell out of here before they approach this room. The explosion won't kill them, but it will hurt. Now, where are the memory sticks?" Dr. Veritos held them out to him. Jones removed their plastic labels. "Okay, come here for a minute, so I can look at your tie." Dr. Veritos was confused. Now he was standing only a foot from Jones. At this point, Jones took a piece of the transparent wire from his pocket and fashioned a tie clip with the memory stick across Veritos's shirt button and tie. It looked pretty legitimate. He then took his keys from his pocket and tied the other one to the existing key chain.
"This guy, or these guys, are ex-military. Let's hope they're not too familiar with the newer gadgets. Plus, it's dark, although I'm sure they've got state-of-the-art flashlights. If they do notice this and try to take it, then run to my car . . ." Jones gave him the keys, ". . . and get the hell out of here. Even if they manage to rip it from you, you'll still have this one. Go to a hotel. I'll delay him or them for as long as possible. Wait for me to call you."
Dr. Veritos couldn't believe Jones was saying and doing all of this, but they had discussed this possibility from the beginning. It had finally happened. "Jones? Can I ask vhun question?"
"Ask away."
"If vhe're going to confront them out there, vhy did you set up this booby trap. Vhy blow anything up? You'll be in big trouble if the police find out you did this."
It was a potentially fatal character flaw to be sure, and Jones knew it. "Because he pisses me off!"
* * * * *
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Andie got to work a bit late due to the delay with the Metro. No matter. Most of the folks weren't there yet. She'd just settled into her desk when Simon called her. "Andie, I need to talk with you. Can you come up here?"
"Of course," she said, noting the urgency in his voice. She immediately headed to his office. She knocked lightly.
"Come on in. Have a seat."
Andie quickly removed the heavy backpack. Setting it by the chair, she sat down without taking her coat off, which was now quite wet from the sleet that had begun. It didn't matter though. The relief from the weight of her pack was well worth any other discomfort at this point. She observed Simon while she was tugging off her cold, wet mittens. The tips of her fingers were freezing.
Simon actually looked a bit better than the last time Andie had seen him. His hair was clean, and perhaps trimmed a bit? Unfortunately, however, he had a look of dismay on his face. Andie leaned forward. "What's up? You look like you just received word of the Titanic sinking."
"Worse than that. I just received a DoD directive indicating that twenty-five percent of our staff needs to attend an all-day seminar today, called TIPS. It's mandatory."
"TIPS?" Where have I heard of that? Andie thought. "What is it? Whatever it is, we shouldn't have to go to something with such a late notice. We have too many obligations, not to mention in this case a memorial, to just drop everything and attend. And besides, Simon, they can't order a private organization to attend a government-sponsored event. It's unheard of. Not possible."
"It means Terrorism Informational Prevention Systems, and the DoD is dead serious. Everybody from our company must attend over the course of the next six weeks."
"Well, bully for them. They can't make it a requirement. It's against the law."
"Hoffman agreed to it."
"What?"
"Yeah, he said yes, no problem." Doran Hoffman was WSSN's CEO. His grandfather had started the paper. The expansion to a televised news agency had come with the advent of cable TV.
"Simon, we can't. It's that simple. Call Hoffman. He should understand. He should be attending Claire's memorial, for Christ's sake."
"Yeah, but he's out of the country. Can't be reached."
"Then what?"
Andie was furious. So was Simon.
"I've already decided to make an executive decision based on extenuating circumstances. We'll have to ask for forgiveness later. I won't do this to Claire and all of the people who want to pay their respects."
"Oh, thank God, Simon. I'm sure we can all attend at another time. Thank you."
Simon looked extremely relieved himself. "I'd been debating this for the past several hours. Yeah. It's definitely the right thing to do. And to be honest, I agree totally that this is inappropriate. I'm sick of this administration trying to push us around. They're the jerks, you know? They're the ones with the insecurities. If they're so afraid, and there's so much to fear, why don't they go over to Iraq and fix it themselves? Why don't we ask them that?"
Andie thought, Maybe I will. But instead she just shook her head. "Don't get cranked up, Simon."
"You're right. But . . ."
"Is there anything I can do to help with the memorial?" Andie asked once again.
"No. No. We're all ready."
"Okay, then. I'm going to get to work," she said as she rose from the chair, starting to heave her backpack onto her shoulder.
"Oh, Andie?"
"Yes?" Andie responded rather distractedly, noting again that the backpack was damn heavy.
"I've heard again from Nathan."
"Really? So where is he?"
"He's on his way home. I told him to pack up and come home for the holidays. Kent and Sissy wanted to go, so they're replacing him. He won't be able to make the memorial, which really upset him, but he'll be here next week, back in the office. Then to West Virginia to spend some time with his folks."
"That's great, Simon. I've been worried about him. Can't wait to talk with him. I'll be back from Westerville on Wednesday. He'll still be here then?"
"As a matter of fact, he's leaving on Thursday, but I'll mention that you want to talk. I'm sure he wants to talk with you, too." Simon knew that Nathan looked up to Andie, just as he had to Claire.
"Thanks, Simon. See you at the memorial."
* * * * *
22
Jones and Veritos approached the street with trepidation. The main objective was to avoid losing the materials and plans that had taken over two years to design and develop to the thug, or thugs, depending on how many were waiting for them. Veritos still didn't know who they were, or why they were there, or even more mysteriously how they knew anything about the program.
The two peered out into the night after exiting the building. Jones recognized the Lexus. It was parked adjacent to the building. A man with crossed arms was casually leaning against the driver's side. Jones stopped in his tracks. Veritos made an audible gasp. The man grinned, only slightly.
"It's you?"
"Nah. It's not me," he said sarcastically.
"What are you doing here? How did you . . ." Jones's questions trailed off into nothingness.
"I talked those two guys into going to the tavern," the man said, motioning first toward the Lexus and then toward the bar down at the corner. "I told them there were some wild women in there, something they'd never seen before. We have a bet. We've only got a couple of minutes, they'll probably be back pretty soon."
Jones shook his head. "I'll ask again. What the hell are you doing here? Have you been following me?"
"Not a lot. But I know things are probably approaching show time, so I decided to take a proactive approach to finding out how far you've progressed. I guess I inadvertently saved you, huh?"
"Don't even go there. What are your plans? You trying to stop me? Us?" Jones glanced over at Veritos.
"I told you when I withdrew that I would not obstruct your progress, or even your completion. I just can't believe you're moving ahead. I had to see for myself. You've got a lot of enemies, or so it seems. Are you aware of that?"
"Including you?"
The man scoffed. "Not including me."
"Yeah, I've been tailed for some time now. I spend a lot of time losing them. This time, it was unavoidable."
"Is the place wired?" The man motioned toward the windows where Veritos and Jones had just been.
"Now."
"So . . . you're going to risk everything by blowing these two guys up?"
"Nah. It's mostly loud noises and smoke. They may suffer some tinnitus, nothing more. I just want to warn them. Push them back a bit."
"I doubt it will work. They're on a mission. This will just make them madder and more determined."
"Maybe. We'll see. It's true they want the goods. There's just not a whole lot they can do to me."
"Don't bet on it, Bro."
With that, the lone man took off toward the tavern. Jones and Veritos quickly turned in the opposite direction, using a side street to circle around to Veritos's car, leaving Jones's where he parked it, hopefully as a decoy, at least for a while.
"Vhell, that was a little different than you described in planning it out," Veritos commented to Jones, fingering his makeshift tie clip. "Vhere to now?"
Shortly after their departure, a muffled explosion could have been heard, or would have been heard if not for the loud music from the bar on the corner. The man standing in the shadows across the street watched as two men came stumbling out of the building, holding their ears. Slowly, they got in the Lexus.
* * * * *
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George Bruce found a decent hotel room for his "guest." Getting her there was not such a problem. He was a gentleman, and therefore he simply went up to her when she was getting out of her car at the grocery store. The minute she saw him she knew something was up. Of course, she did not want to draw any attention, lest something evolve for which she was not prepared.
"Ms. Stone?" Bruce inquired.
"Yes?"
"I'd like you to come with me. You are not in danger, but believe me, you do not want to make a scene."
She'd already figured that one out.
He opened the back door to the black Lexus and held out his arm, as though he was escorting her to a ball. She looked back at her car, locked it with her remote, accepted his arm, and got in.
Bruce contacted the VP through the man's secure phone. All he said when the man he detested answered was, "I have the woman in a safe place." The VP grunted, hung up, and then turned to the window and stared out at the dark, stormy day. He was going to need some help.
"I need to see you. ASAP," the VP stated plainly to the recipient of his next phone call. "No. Now."
Twenty minutes later, the man entered the VP's office. "What for God's sake is so urgent?" The man was very red-faced and visibly angry. He was about six feet, five inches, which made him intimidating; his dark black mustache added to the overall look. Put him in a room with the former Russian oligarchy and he would have fit just fine.
"Calm down. You need to listen to me. Please. Just hear me out and then you can yell," the VP said, with obvious irritation. He then proceeded to catch the man up on his work and discussions with Jones to date, describing in broad strokes the purpose of the implant.
"You know how it goes. Any serious leader is going to use a few red herrings now and again to keep the critics and press from pawing at progress. Once we get this program underway, we can throw out red herrings by the handful, and they'll be eagerly embraced and repeated as new truth. Then we'll be free to get things done on our terms and our schedule. It's as simple as that."
The man was listening carefully, understanding, and agreeing with the sentiment.
Then the VP dropped the bombshell, complaining about Jones's demands and confessing to his involvement in the kidnapping of Maria Stone.
"You did what?"
"You heard me clearly. Now, here's what I suggest. You accompany me to the next meeting. If Jones has any doubt that we don't mean business, your presence will be critical for him to clearly understand his position. Believe me, he won't buck us if he realizes this is a government initiative and not a Jones initiative. He owes it to his country to turn over his designs, for the good of the country. He needs to be a patriot, not a greedy entrepreneur."
The man just shook his head. "I'll do it, of course, but this beats all. If you get away with this, I'll buy your next mansion."
"I'll take you up on it. I have a piece of land in Costa Rica."
"I'll see you there at the meeting," he said on his way out, shaking his head all the way.
The VP personally called Jones back, arranging for another meeting.
"Finally, this asshole gets it," Jones muttered to himself as he hung up. Finally. Smiling, he looked at himself in the mirror on the way out and admired his countenance. Finally. This was what he had worked for during the past ten years. Finally. After all of the sacrifice, the loss of love, the loss of blood, he thought.
* * * * *
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Craig noticed that his office was unusually empty when he arrived in the morning; even Doris was gone. It seemed that folks decided to just head to the seminar, to begin at 8:30, rather than come to the office first. Makes sense, he thought, checking his emails. He wished he'd done the same thing. Now he had two emails that demanded responses. He left his office at 8:27, knowing he would be late.
While approaching the large conference room, Craig noticed that the line was snaking around the back of the exit. For what reason, he could not determine. Way up in front he saw Doris. Suddenly, he had to rub his eyes. It appeared that folks were getting some kind of shot. Flu? he thought. Flu shots now? Too late. What else? he wondered.
He came up to the end of the line, trying to see what was happening without really being noticed. He wasn't.
"What's up?" Craig asked casually, to the last guy in the line, a young, lanky, bespectacled person who fit the category of bureaucrat, Craig observed. "Are they giving us a shot?"
"They said it's to protect us against bird flu," the young man said. "The scab should fall off soon."
"Bird flu? Has the color alert been raised?" Craig was referring, of course, to the color coded alert scheme the Department of Homeland Security had invented.
"No."
"I don't remember any mention of a bird flu pandemic. What's the rationale?"
"Search me," the kid said. "They said something about us being out and about. It's not for general consumption yet, I guess. I think it's voluntary. You can ask when you get up there."
"But the bird flu hasn't even been identified in North America yet," Craig protested. He could have been talking to a wall. The kid had turned around and was already chatting with the young woman in front of him.
Craig stood there for a few minutes and then started thinking about Claire's memorial. Here he stood, waiting to be jabbed, and for what? "The hell with it," he muttered to himself, turning on his heel and walking out.
* * * * *
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Andie had thought she would be arriving too early to Claire's memorial. Instead, when she entered the room it was already overflowing with people coming to pay their respects. Claire's favorite music was playing in the background, according to the memorial program's message provided to attendees. The message was also reflected, with the collage of photos depicting Claire in the field working for WSSN, on the large screen against the rear wall, which had been erected the previous day. The photos shifted periodically as the music changed. People were milling around drinking and eating, murmuring quietly, hugging each other, and wiping away tears. Andie was overwhelmed by the turnout. She was happy for Claire's mother, and extremely proud of WSSN. She caught Simon's eye across the room and nodded her head toward him, hopefully showing her appreciation. He smiled broadly. She began to mingle in order to locate some of the folks she'd spoken with on the phone, to thank them for their input about Claire and to give them her contacts in case they wanted to add to the upcoming tribute she was researching and writing. Soon, she guessed because she was being pointed out to others, people were coming up to her, introducing themselves, and offering to meet with her to provide stories about interactions with Claire and her good works. It was better than Andie could have hoped for. She was lining up a sizeable number of contacts who would really increase the robustness of her tribute to Claire.
One man with dark, thinning hair who approached her was turning out to be especially intriguing. He wanted to inform Andie about an incident he had with Claire while in Baghdad. "I was trying to reach you earlier, to warn you that she was delving into dangerous waters," he commented to her in hushed tones, looking around the room as he spoke.
"Really?" Andie said, surprised. "Did you call? I don't remember hearing from you."
"I tried subtly," was all he said, still looking around the room and still speaking in hushed tones. Andie definitely wanted to follow up with this man in more detail. She asked for his card. The man readily pulled one out of his suit pocket and handed it to her.
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Andie learned that Tim Walsh blogged for his own site and had recently hired two other bloggers to work with him. "Can I call you next week to find a time to meet?" Tim inquired politely.
"Sure," Andie replied. "I'd be delighted." After thanking him again, she turned to get some punch and practically ran into Craig.
"Hello!" she said, happy to see him. "You decided to come."
"Hi. Yeah. I decided to ditch the seminar or whatever it was. From what I saw it looked kind of strange."
"What do you mean?" Andie was curious since she now knew that WSSN staff had also been told to attend.
"Oh, nothing, I'll tell you later. Boy, this is some gathering," Craig commented surveying the room, which was even more crowded now than when Andie arrived. "I'm so impressed and so glad I came. Have the comments begun?"
"No, not yet. I think they'll start in another few minutes. Want some punch?"
"Sure."
"Go ahead and mingle, I'll bring it to you."
"Okay, thanks," he said, as he headed into the crowd.
Once again, Andie headed for the punch. She was actually beginning to feel fatigued, with all the people milling around and all of the discussions she had been having. The punch turned out to be surprisingly helpful in reenergizing her. She filled up her cup again and got one for Craig. She was looking over the room, trying to locate him, when her eyes landed on a distantly familiar face. Elliot! He was talking with one of the reporters from WSSN. She came up and stood next to them, causing both men to stop their discussion. Her colleague, Joel, looked at her quizzically. Elliot just smiled.
"Hi."Andie stuttered a bit, noting how crowded it was, but not really knowing what to say now that she had deliberately interrupted them. "This is quite a nice event for Claire." Joel responded with a nod. So did Elliot. Silence. "Um, sorry to interrupt. Elliot, can I talk with you when you get a chance?"
"Sure."
"Okay." She walked off looking for Craig and feeling foolish.
Craig was talking with Simon, so it was easy to simply hand him the punch and let them keep talking, ". . . which is what I should have done with Joel and Elliot," Andie muttered to herself.
"They say as long as you don't answer yourself, it's okay," Elliot said, walking alongside her as she made her way to the rear of the room. It appeared as though Simon and Miss Ellie were preparing the group for testimonials about Claire. The lights were being dimmed and the music volume increased just a tad. People were beginning to take seats.
"I'm sorry to have interrupted you and Joel."
"You said that already. No problem."
"Well, it seemed awkward."
"It was a bit."
Andie now realized, even though she barely knew him, what she found annoying about Elliot. He just didn't say enough.
"You don't say enough," she blurted out.
"What did I miss?" he asked, raising his eyebrows, looking at her with a truly quizzical expression.
"Oh, never mind. What are you doing here, Elliot? Did you know Claire?"
"Yes."
"Yes? There you go again. Not enough words."
"Ask more questions."
"Okay. Can we go for coffee after the memorial?"
"Sure," he said. They sat down.
"Family, friends, and colleagues," Simon began. "We're here today to pay our respects to a fine woman and a fantastic reporter. She died doing what she loved best. Please let us share our time with Claire with each other now."
The attendees were not short on stories, nor were their stories short. Everyone, it seemed, had been touched by Claire in some way. She was funny, dedicated, serious, and thoughtful. She was compassionate, caring, and loving. She did anything and everything for everyone. She was truly a hero. The testimonies lasted over an hour. Everyone had a chance to laugh and cry as they reminisced. Finally, by the time it was over, Andie felt as though people had been able to grieve sufficiently and, hopefully, to begin to move on. Everyone except Claire's mother that was. But since she was unable to attend, the staff had arranged to tape the event for her. Andie was sure she would be pleased to receive it, and hoped it would help her with her grief as well.
For Andie, the event had provided a cleansing of sorts as well. She was pleased that so many of the attendees were so willing to talk more with her. She felt as though it was finally the beginning of her work about Claire, the beginning of filling in the blanks and hopefully discovering more about why she had died.
With a big sigh she looked up at the huge smiling photo of Claire and silently said good-bye. She left quietly, having planned on meeting Elliot in another hour or so at the coffee shop on 22nd, near State. Why there, Andie didn't know, but Elliot had suggested it so she quickly agreed. She decided to walk. She needed to walk.
* * * * *
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The three men sat in the bunker, all stone-faced. "Who are you waiting for?" Jones asked, impatiently. The VP and his Chief of Staff said nothing. Jones began pacing.
"It's your time you're wasting," he said, as he sat down and pretended to write on a small pad of paper he'd brought. Again, the two other men in the room said nothing.
Twenty-five minutes later the door was opened by Agent Ingram, who escorted the man to the table.
"You!" Jones blurted, even before Agent Ingram had had time to depart. He could not believe his eyes. He now knew why the VP was eager to set up the meeting. His former friend, the Secretary of Defense, had now been brought into the mix. They were ganging up on him, and Jones did not like it one bit. He realized that that was what the VP was counting on. Tough, Jones thought. There's absolutely nothing they can do, even bringing up good old times or whatever their strategy was going to be, to coerce me into revealing the formula.
* * * * *
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The coffee shop was bright and busy. It made Andie feel better after such a stressful event. It had been a long day already. As she was ordering her coffee and a warm sticky bun, Elliot slid into the other side of the booth. "Same" he said, as the waitress looked over, pad and pen in hand.
"You knew you wanted a sticky bun, too?" Andie asked, smiling.
"Sure, it's why I come here. They're the best."
"Oh, I didn't know. They just smelled good, so I decided to try one."
"Bingo," he said.
Andie felt a bit shy suddenly. She didn't even know the man sitting across from her, but she felt as though she could get comfortable around him, if only he would open up more.
"So," he began, "how is your investigation going?"
She laughed out loud. "I was just thinking about what to say to you about my investigation," she said, still smiling.
Elliot thought she had the most beautiful smile he had ever seen. She just didn't use it enough.
"Well . . ." he said, waiting.
"Well . . ." she said, "I'm hesitant to tell you, but I will. Since Claire was killed, I have focused on writing a lengthy tribute to her, in order to get some recognition for her hard work. No one talks much about the journalists over there unless, well, unless they're dramatically kidnapped. Not when they're killed."
Elliot seemed to lose his coloring at the indirect mention of Claire's death. "So it seems," he said, nodding and looking grim.
"But," Andie continued, "I think the clues revolve around this whole issue of the role the media are playing in this administration. I mean, you already told me it's a leak. So that's another reason, a major reason, why I'm investigating Claire. Basically, I'm investigating the investigator, under the pretense of writing about her. It's for her and for me, I must admit."
Elliot simply nodded, and there was a moment of uneasiness.
"How did you know Claire?" Andie asked suddenly, breaking the silence. She had been angry earlier when she felt Elliot had lied to her, but now she was sure she would understand his explanation. Reflecting on the comments at the memorial had calmed her down a bit.
"I have read her articles for years and knew she was in Iraq and was used to seeing her reporting from there. I hadn't seen or heard anything for several days, and so I called the paper, your paper, and found out she had died while in Iraq. It was sad for me to hear. The person at the paper mentioned the memorial, and so I came."
Andie noticed while Elliot was speaking that he avoided looking at her, as though he was still hiding something. What it was, she couldn't guess. "So, do you take such an interest in all reporters?"
"Ah . . . that's another question. No. Claire was different. Definitely different."
"How so, I mean, what made her different?"
"I believe she was dedicated to finding and delivering information. She was able to keep her politics out of it. She was a true journalist, the kind they used to make. Not the ones that are on the evening news now. She's closer to what the bloggers are doing now, finally," he added.
"Boy, you must have watched her a lot," Andie commented. This made Elliot look more ill at ease, Andie thought, so she added, "She was one of a kind. I think the memorial was great."
"So do I," Elliot said.
Out of nowhere, piping hot, deliciously smelling cinnamon buns arrived with coffee.
Taking the hot steaming mug, Andie added warm, frothy milk and sugar. "So, have I worked through the clues sufficiently?" she asked, laughing, hedging her bets.
"You're getting close," Elliot said, enjoying the moment. "Believe me, you're getting close."
* * * * *
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"Jones, calm down. You're not in charge of this anymore. We have some news that should help you to make some serious decisions and choices. Go ahead," the VP said to the newest member of the group. "Please explain to Jones what has happened."
As Jones listened, he tried to remain unemotional. It was not easy. He could not believe how low the VP had gone, although of course he knew that, in itself, it was nothing new. It was just new to him, because now he was the target. He had been on top for so long, he hadn't expected this. His mind was racing. He recalled the day he, Maria, and Veritos had toasted each other to their plan. The agreement had been that if any one of them was ever found out, and subsequently threatened, they would do everything in their power to keep from implicating the others. Of course, this agreement had been based on presuming that one or more of them should be arrested, not kidnapped, for God's sake.
While Maria had asked Jones if the VP was going to have him killed, neither of them had thought it might be the other way around, although Jones did not really think the VP would have her killed, but then . . . the VP was predictably unpredictable.
As the newcomer, the Secretary, finished describing the current state of affairs, Jones looked up to see all three men staring at him. Now he knew why they had placed him at the end of the table. It was to make him feel cornered. He didn't say anything. They waited, and they waited. Nothing. It was the VP who finally gave. He was the one who pulled papers from his coat pocket this time. With the tips of his fingers he shoved them at Jones. "You can just sign on the bottom line," he said with a smirk.
"I'm not doing this," Jones replied, standing up.
"Sit!"
"Like I said, I'm not doing this." Jones pocketed the papers and walked out.
* * * * *
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After the coffee and cinnamon bun, Andie suddenly felt tired. She headed home. Elliot had been nice and walked her part way there and then had put her in a cab. The storm that had started earlier that morning had become increasingly menacing, but she didn't mind. She needed to pack for her trip to Westerville to talk with Claire's mother. Once she was settled at home, she prepared some tea and packed her suitcase for a two-day trip. Now, finally, she thought. She'd been waiting for this opportunity to look at the List. First, though, she went to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of white wine. Walking back to her office, she noticed from her sliding glass doors how dark it had suddenly become outside. The earlier storm had gotten a whole lot worse. As she settled into her office chair, she was glad she was here now, rather than later. Later, it would be a big mess. Metro delays, traffic delays, and a real nightmare for pedestrians. All hell broke out when it snowed in D.C.
Finally, she pulled the List out of her backpack and placed it on her desk in front of her. The envelope it was wrapped in had her name on it. That was nice of Craig, she thought as she carefully removed it, wadding it up. "Okay," she muttered to herself, bracing for what she was likely to see. She opened the hard cardboard cover.
SOLE PROPERTY OF THE DEPARTMENT OF DEFENSE U.S.A.
CLASSIFIED
(UNAUTHORIZED REVIEW OR DISTRIBUTION IS STRICTLY PROHIBITED)
Updated November 9
Classified! Craig hadn't mentioned that little tidbit. Uh, oh. Andie was just a wee bit nervous now. Oh, screw it. This administration classified everything. "Hell, they classified information that was already printed in the mainstream. This was no exception," she rationalized.
Turning the page, she realized what Craig had meant. There she was— first name on the List. The photo was recent, but not the most recent. She tried to place it. When had she had that taken? It wouldn't come to her. Not so long ago, she decided. It was fairly accurate: same hair and a current blouse. But . . . oh well. It didn't matter. What did matter, however, was the detailed information, beginning with her full name:
Aaberg, Anderson "Andie"
This was followed by her birth date and place, her address, her work address, her latest graduation date, her title, cell number, social security number, passport number, and then there was the photo.
Andie sat stupefied. Who the hell had compiled this? Who the hell had the right to put this information all in one place without her knowing it? It made her feel sick.
She began flipping through it, noticing familiar faces, stopping here and there to note information she obviously hadn't been privy to before. "Jeez, she's that old?" "He never even graduated from college?" Then she stopped cold. There was Michael's photo. Cruelly, a big red circle with a line across it and the word Deceased plastered on what had once been his pleasant face marred the photo. Place of death: Baghdad. Additional information included the remaining family members' names.
Andie reflected back at seeing these red swaths now and then as she had been flipping through it. She felt sicker. This was a sick publication. What was its purpose? Flipping back to the front, a page stuck to the next one, creating a ripping sound. Andie stopped and slowly pulled the two pages apart. The page she had accidentally opened to held Claire Thompson's photo. She noticed it immediately. There was a red swath across it. She stopped.
Claire had been killed in December, almost a month after this update.
* * * * *
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Jones read the proposed contract from the VP. He still couldn't believe that the jerk had brought in a heavyweight and former friend to continue the intimidation routine, especially on top of nabbing Maria for extra emphasis. Poor Maria. What must she be thinking? What must her husband be thinking? How long had it been so far? At least eighteen hours. "Absolutely not!" Jones exclaimed. Then he ripped the contract in half.
* * * * *
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Mark Stone was an easygoing, nice-looking, forty-year-old Ag Department Undersecretary. He came from the Midwest, still had some land there passed down through four generations of the Stone family, and really appreciated the small farmer because of this background. He had met his beautiful wife, Maria, through a mutual friend, and it had been love at first sight. At least for him. Actually, she didn't need much coaxing. Maria had quickly grown to love him because he was passionate, considerate, and loving. Today, however, he was anything but. He had talked to the Maryland, D.C., and Virginia police. His wife had not returned home. They could care less. "No, sir, not for at least seventy-two hours" could they do a damn thing. "What if I was important," he had finally screamed at the phone to the Maryland cop? "Well, sir, it sometimes appears to make a difference, but no, sir, seventy-two hours is the rule." Mark Stone slammed down the phone for the fourth time in as many hours.
Okay then, he thought. He dialed the international number connecting him with his wife's family in Venezuela. Within ten minutes he had accomplished more than he had been able to do for over the last twenty-four hours. He was totally satisfied now that every inch of the Beltway would be combed, and pronto. Maria would be home soon, he thought; he was absolutely sure of it.
* * * * *
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Andie had gone to bed but was unable to sleep. She was so troubled. The List suggested that Claire's death was pre-known. Of course, it could have been a typo, the date on the DoD document could have been December. Or it could have been a mistake to have ID'd her as deceased. There were explanations, but no one to check with. No way to investigate it. She couldn't just call DoD and ask who had compiled the document. She wasn't even supposed to have it. Craig wouldn't know. She didn't know if she would even tell him. Why distress him when he couldn't do anything either. She finally fell into a fitful sleep, dreaming that when she opened the List and saw her photo for the first time a red swath was already across her face.
The alarm was just too much. She slammed it off and turned over, only to jump up when she realized she had to get to Dulles through morning rush traffic. She prepared some coffee and quickly showered, trying to leave enough time to have a bite to eat before the taxi arrived. Out of habit, she turned on the TV in the kitchen while she toasted some bread and gulped some coffee.
Low and behold, DeeDee suddenly appeared on the news, reporting from the Green Zone. My God, Andie thought, how could she be up and ready so soon? She'd barely left. Here she was reporting on what? "Good, soldierly deeds, thankful Iraqis," and what? "clean streets?" Where? Andie wanted to see them, not just hear about them. Where was the proof? Where did DeeDee get this?
The buzzer by her door rang, indicating that the cabbie was there. She quickly turned off the TV, unplugged the coffee pot, grabbed her suitcase and laptop, and ran to the elevator. Just as it arrived, Andie thought back to the List. Wait, she should have looked up DeeDee, too. She needed to know more about the mysterious woman who just showed up and was now a wartime correspondent. Andie quickly turned, ran back to her apartment, struggled with the items she was carrying to find her keys so she could re-enter it. Finally, she got inside, dropped the suitcase, and with the computer still over her shoulder, she ran back to her bedroom and picked up the heavy document. She rapidly flipped through it. Upon hitting the M's section, as in Morgan, she grabbed hold of a section that she felt would include DeeDee and ripped it out. She hated to do it, but she didn't have any more time or she'd miss her plane. Then, holding the List in front of her with both hands as though it was contaminated, she looked around frantically for a hiding spot. Suddenly, she did what millions of people around the world had done at some time or other. She hid it under her mattress.
The buzzer began to ring again just as she was running out the door, all the while cramming the dozen or so sheets into her computer case. What a way to start a trip, she thought. What had happened? I used to be so organized, she muttered to herself. Too much out of her control was the only plausible response, she decided, as she slung her suitcase into the back of the taxi and hopped in.
"Where to?"
"Dulles, Northwest Airlines."
The cabbie, who sounded Ethiopian, did a U turn in the middle of the busy, four-lane road, eliciting deserved honks, only to get trapped behind a bus. Never fails, Andie thought.
* * * * *
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The VP answered his secure phone with a gruff "What?"
The Secretary of Defense on the other end simply said, "I'm coming over. I'll be there in ten."
The VP wondered what the hell was up. He didn't sound good. God . . . what now? He had too much on his plate already. He had actually hoped that it was Jones on the line. He kept expecting him to call and say he was ready to deal.
The knock was brusque. His entrance followed immediately.
"Check this out," he said, as he tossed a piece of paper to the VP. It was a letter from the President of Venezuela. It was brief.
Dear Sir,
It has been brought to my attention that my niece, Maria Stone, has been missing for over thirty-six hours. Police in Maryland, D.C., and Virginia have not responded to requests for assistance in locating her. I am putting together two teams of investigators from within the US to begin searching immediately. This is simply a notification of my action, as a courtesy from one country to another. Thank you for your understanding.
"It's a legitimate signature," the man said. "I had it checked out."
"Jesus Christ," the VP said, throwing back his head, sighing loudly. "How the hell did this happen?"
"You did it."
"I know, I know. Who would have thought that this woman was his niece, for God's sake? I had her checked out. Her husband's a bureaucrat. Why would his niece marry a bureaucrat?"
"I guess it was love," the Secretary said, nonchalantly. "I'm more concerned about getting out of this mess than I am as to how it happened. Where is she?"
"I don't know."
"What?"
"I had her taken care of by someone, I didn't ask questions. I thought the less I knew the better."
"Well, now it appears that you had better know as much as you can. The President is calling a cabinet meeting in two hours. He greatly resents the Venezuelan President interfering in US law enforcement. He wants to find out how something like this has happened and expects the team to problem-solve, so no other country will ever, ever interfere like this guy is doing."
"Oh my God. What an idiot. I've got to get to that meeting. Why wasn't I formally invited?"
"Regardless, you better let him know you have been contacted by someone, not me, of course, but someone, and then . . . I don't know, you decide."
"Yeah, I'm going. I'll see you there."
* * * * *
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Except for the rude treatment by TSA at Dulles, the flight to Columbus was uneventful for Andie. She got a rental and drove to Westerville, which took about an hour due to traffic, even though it was only fifteen miles north of Columbus. She arrived early, checked into a hotel, and then stopped at a local coffee and doughnut shop to get organized and to gather her thoughts before meeting Sadie Thompson, Claire's mom. Andie got a self-service cup of coffee and grabbed the last booth in the front of the shop. It was a hoppin' place, she observed. The line at the register was nonstop, and the takeout window had cars backed up to the street. The TV in the corner had the RW&B news channel blaring. The newscaster was seen describing a snow blizzard in the west. Breaking News was flashing frantically, while the woman at the scene, dressed like an Eskimo, screamed into the mike so she could be heard above the howling wind. Meanwhile, Andie noticed with outrage, the ticker tape indicated that four more American soldiers had just died in Iraq. Isn't that breaking news? she thought wryly. How many souls have died? she wondered. It was too unfathomable to imagine.
She looked out the window, depressed, and then reminded herself that right now she needed to focus on Mrs. Thompson and Claire. Andie had to admit that she was very nervous, even given all of her experience as an investigative journalist. This was so personal and close to her that she really had to concentrate on not letting her emotions get to her in front of Claire's mom. Mrs. Thompson had sounded fine on the phone, Andie remembered, but she really wanted to pry into things that Mrs. Thompson may not be willing to talk about. She decided that she would need to play it by ear. There was no way to predict the mood Mrs. Thompson would be in and how receptive she was going to be to Andie's inquiries at this point. Andie was glad she had the recording of the memorial at least. She knew that by handing that over it would help to break the ice, if it needed breaking. With that thought, she took a deep breath, gathered her belongings, and got back in her rental. Sadie's home was not far.
The single-story house was quite modest, and quite old. Andie figured it must have been built in the mid-forties, early fifties at best. She collected her laptop, got out of the car, and walked toward the front door along the sidewalk, which was cracked and raised here and there due to the roots of the huge elms that surrounded the driveway. The yard was obviously well cared for and maintained. She reached the single storm door and rang the bell. About thirty seconds later the oldest, shortest, and most wrinkled black woman Andie had ever seen opened the door.
"Good afternoon, Andie. It's good to finally meet you after our brief talk. Thank you for coming. Please, come in."
Andie smiled and entered the foyer, immediately noticing that the house held that homey odor of past meals and candles and wood fires, desserts, coffees, teas, and whatever else had been enjoyed with friends and families. She felt warm all over.
* * * * *
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The cabinet meeting was called to order. The President began: "Thank ya'll for coming together on such short notice. I feel I have pressing business to bring to the table. You all have been informed of the letter I received, or actually the Secretary of Defense received. I want to suggest that we do not take this lying down. I mean, this is an infringement on our sovereignty. We cannot let another president interfere in our law enforcement. There's no other way to view it. Comments?"
The people sitting around the oval table looked blandly at the President. No one said a word.
"I mean, something needs to be done to this man. He can't just send a letter that basically says he is taking over."
No one said a word.
Just at that moment the VP entered. A slight, discernable scowl crossed the President's face. Relief could be seen in many of the participants' faces.
Even before the VP had walked a couple of steps, the cabinet member closest to the President jumped up and gave his chair to the VP, moving to a back chair next to the President's Chief of Staff. The VP sat down.
"As I was saying," the President started, ignoring what he visibly perceived as an interruption, "we must take some action against Venezuela and this president."
"We need to ignore the whole incident," the VP stated simply.
The President frowned. There were some audible sighs and a couple of nods in the affirmative. Glancing eyes could be seen furtively looking back and forth to both men.
"That's not gonna be acceptable in my book. I'm the Commander in Chief."
"If we make a big deal, it will hit the media. You'll be expected to give a press conference to explain what has happened, why there are Venezuelan agents readily available in the US, what you're going to do, and what stopped the law enforcement agencies from looking for this woman."
The President looked uncomfortable at this description of a media inquiry. "We need to prevent this from happening again, another country threatening us, for God's sake," the President said resolutely.
"No one will know about this if we keep this amongst ourselves. No other country will try it. Let's ignore this affront. I recommend that the Secretary of State call the president there and let him know we'll work together to search for his niece. Hopefully, we'll find her at a friend's house with a big hangover and full of apologies for creating any problems." He paused. "Whatever the result of the search, however," he warned the cabinet, looking around slowly, making eye contact with each and every one of them, "no mention of her, this letter, or these Venezuelan law enforcement teams must ever be made. We each know who is present here," he said, threateningly. The cabinet had heard this part all before. The day they were initially convened, they were informed that their first loyalty was to the President and Vice President. No ifs, ands, or buts. So far, few had strayed from this policy, and when they did, they were finished.
* * * * *
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Jones was in the repair shop waiting to pick up his car. What a mess, he thought, worrying about Maria but unwilling to be blackmailed, even for one of his team. Veritos had agreed with him, but, of course, he would. Veritos only considered himself, Jones thought wryly, unable to reflect that he was behaving similarly. He felt it was unfortunate that he had already provided that one-day demo with some of the government departments' staff. Oh, well, he couldn't take it back. Veritos said it had gone "vhery vhell." Only a few from the Commerce division had refused the "vaccine," and many from the private media actually showed up, ready and willing, even though, technically, they were not obliged to do so. Apparently, most of them were still too naïve to realize that their media CEOs were already working in concert with the administration. Those guys would willingly do whatever was requested of them in order to keep their multiple business contracts related to the war and other adventures, including whatever news was necessary to keep things on track.
"Mr. Jones? Your car is ready," the young woman said, pushing the bill under the window.
It was $4,800.00. Jones whistled. "Maybe I should have bought a new car," he said.
The girl just shrugged.
After he and Veritos had left the "office" the other night, they had camped out in a shoddy motel on the other side of town. Early the next morning, Veritos had driven him back to pick up his car. As they approached the "office," they noticed the windows had been blown out, but it wasn't obvious why. Given the neighborhood, someone could have shot them out, although conceivably all of the glass would not have been on the ground if that had been the case.
"I don't think the police will care how it happened," Jones replied, when Veritos asked if he was ready to be questioned.
"They vhill look for the tenant, don't you think?"
"I'm not the tenant," Jones had replied.
He doesn't miss a trick, Veritos thought.
Apparently, Jones's car had not escaped being ID'd by the two men following them that night, however. It was keyed, the windows were smashed, the sound system was ripped out, the leather seats had been knifed, and the tires ruined. "Well," Jones said, "I wished they'd totaled it. Insurance will want it repaired."
Sure enough, that was the bill he was now staring at. Too bad he had selected a $2,500 deductible.
He paid, got in, and drove home, wondering all the way what he was going to do about the VP's proposition. Stalling would work for only so long. And even though she knew and had agreed to the stakes, Maria must be getting very worried.
* * * * *
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"Please, have a seat," Mrs. Thompson said, waving her ancient hand toward an overstuffed salmon-colored chair near the fireplace. Bookshelves lined two walls, filled with paperback books and bound hardbacks. A similarly colored love seat, across from the chair, provided a place for newspapers and magazines, which were draped over the arms and against the pillows. "You must be tired, would you like some coffee or tea?"
Andie felt as though she shouldn't ask anything of the frail woman, but it looked as though she wanted to do something for Andie.
She must have been reading Andie's mind. "Don't worry, it's not putting me out, I've already prepared both."
"Coffee would be great," Andie said, somewhat embarrassed that she'd been caught. "Can I help you?"
"Sure."
Andie followed her slowly into the kitchen, noting the pink fluffy slippers, the turquoise sweat suit, and the brown crocheted shawl that swung to and fro as Sadie Thompson moved.
The kitchen was located behind a partial wall that separated it from the living room. It wasn't far.
Andie was in for a treat.
The kitchen looked to be as old as Sadie. Well, not quite. The counter was comprised of a celery-green-and-white mix of tiny little tiles. The cupboards looked to be the original that came with the house. They were painted, or had been painted, a dark green at one time. The floor was a distractingly patterned terrazzo. The faucet sink and even the sink itself had never been replaced. Though Andie was no expert, she was sure a Sunbeam MixMaster sat in one corner and a toaster that toasted only one side at a time in the other corner. The fridge and oven looked like the kind she'd seen in photos from her mother's childhood. A back door provided an entrance from a small enclosed porch. Andie could see the backyard as well, which appeared to be filled with trees and the ground covered with leaves. As she stood there smiling, taking it all in, she saw Sadie pouring a cup of coffee from, again, a very old percolator.
"Claire wanted to refurbish this kitchen for me," Sadie said, again seemingly knowing Andie's thoughts. "I resisted, and now I understand I'm right in vogue," she said, laughing. "Milk? Sugar?"
"Yes," Andie said. "Thank you. Who told you you were right in vogue?" Andie was curious how she knew.
"Oh, the girl next door helps me out from time to time, and she said that folks are paying a lot for, let's see, what was the phrase, 'retro' kitchen appliances. She wanted me to sell these to make money. I told her I appreciated it, but I wasn't interested. She was so disappointed that I told her I would keep it in mind. That seemed to satisfy her. Ever since then, she has spent more time wiping and shining all of these kitchen things than she has dusting and vacuuming. I'm not complaining though, no, ma'am," Sadie added, stirring the coffee. "Let's go sit by the fireplace," she said, moving ever so slowly, "I'm chilled to the bone."
Coming back to the small but comfortable living room, Andie tried to imagine Claire in here, growing up here. It was so homey. She must have loved coming home, whether from school or, later, from work. Photos on the mantle showed that Sadie and her husband had obviously been very proud of their daughter. Claire's beauty was evident from a young age. Her large eyes, coupled with the dark, creamy skin and high cheekbones, were absolutely stunning.
There was some silence as they both sipped their coffee.
"So, Andie, my dear, tell me what happened to Claire," Sadie said, suddenly looking wistful.
For the first time, Andie noticed the pale brown eyes behind the large rimmed glasses. The woman's white, white hair framed her face, which appeared to be saying, She has seen it all.
"Well, Mrs. Thompson . . ."
"Call me Sadie."
"Well, Sadie, she was caught in some crossfire, apparently," Andie replied, reluctantly, envisioning the red swath across Claire's photo. "No one's really sure."
"Come, Andie," Sadie said, as she reached over with a slightly shaking hand to put her cup and saucer on the end table. "Wasn't she murdered?"
* * * * *
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Jones entered his house, disturbed and pissed off. No call from the VP. Fine, the demo was it. They weren't going to get any more.
"Hi, Jonesy."
"Yaaaaa," Jones screeched, whipping around.
Maria was sitting in the shadows, lighting a cigarette, which Jones knew she'd given up over seven years ago when she had first become pregnant.
"My God, Maria. You scared the hell out of me." He raced toward her, ready to hug her.
Maria didn't, apparently, hold the same sentiment. She began to smoke, looking up at him slightly.
He sat down in the chair opposite her.
"How? When?" he asked, then stopped. Maria was obviously not a happy camper.
"Jonesy, you didn't even try."
"Maria, you know they'd have been all over me. Come on, what did you expect? We talked about this."
"We talked about the police nabbing us, not the government."
"I'm as surprised as you are."
"Really?"
Jones was still trying to figure out how she was here. He didn't know what she knew. He decided not to lie. "I wasn't about to give in. They wanted me to cave. They wanted me to give them the whole program, the formula, the 'show,' the whole shebang. They were blackmailing me. We would all have ended up with absolutely nothing. Is that what you wanted?"
"Jonesy, I wasn't going to get anything dead. What about that? Did you think about that?"
"Maria, I did not seriously think that the government, our government, would do harm to you. I imagined they would eventually have to let you go. You would not be allowed to just disappear."
"How do you know?" she screamed. "I have children, a loving husband. How do you know?" Tears were streaming from her eyes; she took out another cigarette. Jones reached over to light it.
"Maria," he said lovingly, sincerely. "Maria, please, I never imagined they'd do away with you. Never, never."
She sat there with her arms crossed, moving forward and backward, biting her lip, cigarette between her fingers, the tip burning. Her beautiful thick black hair cascaded across her shoulders. Her eyes continued to fill with tears. She looked sad and hurt.
Jones waited.
Finally, she stubbed out the butt, never having taken a puff, and shook her head like she had just taken out a ponytail. After taking a deep breath, she said, "I'm out of here, Jones. I want my share. My work is done."
"But, Maria, I don't have it yet."
"Get it," she said, standing up. "Get it fast. I want it by tonight." She grabbed her purse and coat and walked toward the door.
"Maria?"
She turned to look at him.
"How is it that you are here?"
"Jones. You must have forgotten who my uncle is. Fortunately, my husband did not."
Jones waited for the glass in the front door to shatter. It took about ten seconds after the slam.
* * * * *
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"Sadie, what makes you think that Claire was murdered? I mean, did she say anything to you? Was she afraid?"
"She mentioned that she was getting some strange calls and some threats, both written and verbal."
"Did she show you any of these?"
"No . . . no. . . . She didn't want to scare me. Frank had just passed away, and she didn't want to alarm me, I'm sure. But I was sure there was something wrong."
"Frank was her father, your husband?"
"My, my, my, Andie, are you sure you're an investigative journalist?" Sadie chided.
Andie could feel her cheeks turn hot. "I'm not sure what you're getting at," she said calmly, although she was really quite hurt.
"Oh, my dear, I didn't mean to embarrass you," Sadie said, realizing she had put Andie on the spot. "It's just that, well, tell me, how old was Claire, do you think?"
"She was thirty-five, I know for sure." Realization struck Andie like a clap of thunder. "Oh. You're not her mother," Andie said, meekly.
Sadie laughed lightly. "Now you're thinking, girl. No, Claire was Frank's and my granddaughter. We raised her."
"Oh. What happened to her mother, if I may ask?"
A dark shadow crossed Sadie's face. "She disappeared. She was a student at OSU, living at home. We cared for Claire while she was at school. One night she didn't come home. The police said she must have run off, but there couldn't be anything further from the truth. Christine would never have abandoned Claire. Never. I don't know what happened to her. She was a cold case before the ink had dried on her missing person's report. Maybe she's still alive somewhere, but I'm afraid that's probably not true. It's been a long time now, but you know, no one can convince me that she left her baby. Fortunately for us, Christine did not want the father to know about her, so it was easy for us to continue to raise Claire. He was a good man, but, well, Christine just didn't want him around."
Andie was speechless. Finally, she said, "Sadie, I'm so sorry."
Sadie smiled wanly. "Don't fret, dear. Like I said, it was a long time ago. I'll tell you one thing, though, I'm not as complacent about Claire's death. I have become increasingly informed over the years," she said, her eyes roving across the books, newspapers, and magazines, "although now there's no real news available through television or radio, except WSSN, of course. I never became computer literate, unfortunately, and I understand that's where the real facts can be researched, but that's okay. I have you."
Andie was a little surprised by this comment, but found it to be endearing all the same. "Well, thank you. I do have to say again that something must have happened for you to have made such a bold statement about Claire's death."
"Oh, yes, something happened all right. Two men in gray suits showed up here about three days ago. They wanted to search the house, especially Claire's room."
Andie felt alarm prickle all over her body. "Oh, Sadie, what happened?"
"I told 'em flat out, no. They said they had the right to, and flashed some kind of badge at me. I told 'em I didn't care if they lived at the White House, they weren't comin' in. They just stood there. They said they would wait out there until I agreed to let them in. I said fine. Then I called Harry at the Westerville Police Department. Harry is Chief of Police. Westerville is still a small town. I told him I was being harassed. He sent two screeching cars over here right away. The men were told to leave and not come back." Sadie was laughing hard now. "I keep wondering what they must have thought, having those police show up so fast. It must have startled 'em to say the least."
"Well, good for you."
"That's what I said. Good for me. Claire would have been proud."
"You don't think they would have found anything, do you?" Andie asked, curious.
"Yes, ma'am, I sure do. Let me show you. Just wait here."
She slowly got up and walked over to a small box about six by six inches under a framed photo on the mantle. She brought it back and sat next to Andie on the love seat, by pushing some pillows and magazines out of the way. She opened it and brought out two CDs. "I know they're not records, 'cause they're too small, but Claire sent me these express mail."
Ooooh, Andie thought.
* * * * *
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Even as Andie was about to become privy to new information, the VP was still trying to fight a twenty-year-old foe. Gritting his teeth, he called Jones. "Let's meet and get this over with. I'll see you there this afternoon."
"Fine with me."
"Jones?"
"Yeah?"
"Why didn't you tell me that the woman was related to the Venezuelan President?"
"It was none of your business."
"You're crazy."
"I don't think so," Jones said, smugly.
* * * * *
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While the two men were taking pot shots at each other, Andie was learning more and more about Claire. The two women talked all afternoon. By now, the light was waning. Throughout the entire time, the discussion had varied only a little. It was obvious to Andie that she had come at a good time. Sadie was lonely and wanted to talk about what a great granddaughter Claire was and how much she was missed. Andie was the perfect guest. She spoke when it was important to do so, but mainly she listened and nodded when it was appropriate.
"You know, she graduated valedictorian from high school and summa cum laude in college."
"Really?" was all Andie said.
"Yes, ma'am," Sadie said proudly. "And she almost had two majors."
"Really?" again from Andie.
"Yes. She began with her heart set on becoming a chemist."
"A chemist? Well, that's a far cry from becoming an investigative journalist."
"I know. But Claire loved chemistry. It was her passion. She felt that she could solve the world's woes through knowing and using chemistry to understand problems affecting us in the Twenty-First Century, global warming for an example, or farm production shortages. She was extremely altruistic."
"Well, what made her change her mind?"
"A good friend invited her to attend a class in mass media. It was there that she learned how critical it is for, let's see, Claire used to always tell it to me this way: 'It is important for people all over the world to have the right to make informed choices.' She felt that if she could get the information out there, then people would do the right thing. She felt she would have a greater impact that way, so she quickly switched over, in her third year, doubled up on her course work, and the rest is history."
"Well, good for Claire," Andie said sincerely. "It's important to figure out what you want to do sooner, rather than later, and then to excel at it so well. You're right, Claire was very special."
Sadie just nodded. Finally, she was growing weary. Andie could see it in her posture and hear it in her voice. "Andie, it's getting quite late. Why don't we have some supper?" Sadie asked. "You can stay here for the night."
"Thank you, Sadie, I would like that." Andie had hoped she would ask.
After the meal, which consisted of store-bought country smoked ham and boiled potatoes, Sadie commented that she felt like retiring early, although, actually, it had become quite late.
"That's fine," Andie replied. Sadie showed her to what had once been Claire's room and said her goodnight. The room was starkly furnished with only a desk and hutch, a dresser, and a twin bed. The dark blue curtains looked rather faded, but well-pressed. Andie immediately set up her computer on the desk and punched in the CD simply labeled #1. It was arranged according to a table of contents. Claire was so organized, Andie thought with admiration. The screen showed six chapters, or sections:
1. DU Formula
2. History of use
U.S. Britain Others
3. Photos from Fallujah
4. Health hazards
5. Political arguments
6. Cleanup approaches
DU? Where had Andie seen that before, she wondered? Oh, depleted uranium. Oh . . . the card in the envelope. After selecting the first choice, the screen opened to the same formula Andie had identified. She just hadn't had time to pursue researching it as of yet. Now it looked as if she was going to find out just exactly what it was.
238U, Claire's written research findings began. Andie noted that she was quoting from the IAEA web page.
"In order to produce fuel for certain types of nuclear reactors and nuclear weapons, uranium has to be 'enriched' in the U-235 isotope, which is responsible for nuclear fission. During the enrichment process the fraction of U-235 is increased from its natural level (0.72% by mass) to between 2% and 94% by mass. The by-product uranium mixture (after the enriched uranium is removed) has reduced concentrations of U-235 and U-234. This by-product of the enrichment process is known as depleted uranium (DU). The official definition of depleted uranium given by the US Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC) is uranium in which the percentage fraction by weight of U-235 is less than 0.711%. Typically, the percentage concentration by weight of the uranium isotopes in DU used for military purposes is: U-238: 99.8%; U-235: 0.2%; and U-234: 0.001%."
However, and now Andie noticed that Claire's research source had changed to another web site www.wise-uranium.org, the military found an effective use for DU in its weaponry. DU is used in armor-penetrating munitions because of its high density. However, DU is both radioactive and toxic to the human body. Exposure to DU can cause a myriad of ailments related to the kidneys, lungs and immune system.
As the information and photos, staring at her from a dead woman's work, began to sink in, Andie became increasingly incensed. She began paging down, scanning the history of its use. Claire began by quoting from a source labeled www.eoslifework.co.uk.
"The facts about DU weapons are well known to military experts and arms manufacturers in the US, the UK and at least 30 other countries. The conclusions have immediate implications for the health, safety and welfare of civilians, troops and aid workers in Afghanistan [and now Iraq]. They question the role of Governments, UN agencies and the validity of official research studies concerning Depleted Uranium (DU) to date. They raise serious questions about the global proliferation of DU in military and civilian applications and its suspected widespread use in Afghanistan [and now Iraq]. They have fundamental implications for the classification of DU munitions as weapons of indiscriminate effect as defined in the 1st Protocol additional to the Geneva Conventions. Their use is a war crime."
Quickly scanning down, she started reading about the health hazards due to exposure. The medical findings related to DU's use made Andie even madder. "Incredible," she whispered. Why had anyone created this weapon, knowing about its uncontrolled side effects? She was now reading from a web source titled www.citizen-soldier.org/CSO9-uranium.
"The American and British militaries first used DU weapons during Operation Desert Storm in the Persian Gulf in 1991. When a DU shell strikes its target, up to 70% of the depleted uranium vaporizes into fine dust, which then settles out in the surrounding soil and water. Over half of the aerosolized particles are smaller than 5 microns and anything smaller than 10 microns can be inhaled. Once lodged in the lungs, these particles can emit a steady dose of alpha radiation. An additional hazard is DU's chemical toxicity. An Armed Forces Radiobiology Research Institute study of rats after the Gulf War found that DU exposure damaged their immune and central nervous systems and may have contributed to some of the cancers they developed. While the Army intensively studied DU's value as a weapon, less effort was made to learn about its possible hazard to health. In fact, the Army's Environmental Policy Institute criticized the command in a 1995 report for its failure to 'closely coordinate the planning and performance of experiments for DU health and environmental assessments. All told, the Pentagon has estimated that 320 tons of depleted uranium was [were] fired by US and UK units. As of today, not an ounce of this toxic residue has been removed by either the US or any other agency.' "
And then there was this startling bit of information from an article titled "Spreading Cancer" by Robert C. Koehler.
" 'We used to think (DU) traveled up to a hundred miles. . . .' Busby [indicated], a chemical physicist and member of the British government's radiation risk committee, as well as the founder of the European Committee of Radiation Risk, has monitored air quality in Great Britain. Based on these findings, 'It looks like it goes quite around the planet.' "
To be fair, Claire had included facts repudiating the danger of DU quoted from a Defense Department's article.
"A VA program in Baltimore is assessing the health effects on 33 of these service members. About half still carry DU fragments in their bodies. They've shown higher than normal levels of uranium in their urine since monitoring began in 1993, while veterans with no retained fragments show normal levels, VA officials said. Overall, Morris said, the study has found no adverse health effects that can be attributed to DU. Tests of kidney functions in the 33 subject veterans have all been normal. Their reproductive health also appears to be normal—there have been no birth defects in any of the babies they've fathered since 1991."
Andie looked at her watch and was startled to see that it was almost 4:00 a.m. There were screens and screens of information that Andie had to skip. No time. As she was trying to find the political discussion about DU, she suddenly became very frightened. My God! How could she be so stupid! Somebody besides the bald guy who had slipped her the envelope also knew what Claire was working on. On a hunch, she got up, turned out the lights, and went to look out the window. She jumped back, stifling a scream. Not more than thirty feet from her window a dark large car was parked. She could see that two men were sitting in it, apparently because of a lit cigarette one of them had. A cracked window allowed for the smoke to escape, creating a contorted cloud. They appeared to be chatting away and, fortunately, not looking in her direction. She closed the curtain quickly, turning the light back on so they would not notice any difference.
This was not good. She went to the bedroom door and looked out. It appeared that Sadie was asleep, as no light emanated from under the door. Andie stood there, trying to decide what to do. Were they here because she was, or because Sadie had refused them entrance? It must be both, Andie reasoned. Sadie may have gotten the police on their tail during the day, but she would not know that they were around after dark. They were just waiting to get lucky. So . . . here sits her rental. Now their patience had paid off. If she waited until morning, what would they do? Sadie would have to call the police again, but the two men would know that whoever's car it was, that person would have to leave . . . sometime. They could just wait up the block.
This was scary. They must know or think, well, maybe not them, but someone, that Sadie and now Andie had something they needed to find.
Andie formulated a plan and decided to go for it. She wrote a note to Sadie, asking her to destroy it, and left it on her bed along with a generous amount of cash for Sadie to arrange for her rental to be towed back to Columbus. She then called Sadie on the phone, knowing it was next to the TV, which would require her to turn on the lights. Once she headed in that direction, Andie slipped out the back door with her computer and bag and, most importantly, the two CDs, one of which she still had not had a chance to examine. She securely locked the door behind her. Sadie was answering.
"Sadie, the men in suits are back. I left a note on the bed. I'll be in touch." As she weaved through the backyard to another yard, she saw the red taillights of the car turning the corner. Boy, Sadie really had had the cops put the fear of God in those guys. Good, she thought.
Andie made her way back to the hotel by following the blinking stop lights. She roused a few dogs here and there and had slipped a few times where patches of ice could not be seen. She felt like a little girl running through the neighbors' backyards, only this wasn't for fun and she wasn't little anymore. Once, maybe twice, she thought she saw a light turn on inside a house as she passed through the yard, but she kept moving. It wasn't a long distance, but because of the circumstances, she was quite out of breath when she reached her hotel room. She quickly entered, gathered her other bag, and went to the desk. The night attendant looked irked that she had awakened him, but by now it was close to 6:00 a.m.
"I need a cab."
"Call one."
"Could you call one for me? I don't know which companies go from Westerville to the airport"
"Lady, there's only one." He picked up the phone and begrudgingly called. Andie had been in D.C. too long.
Though she had several hours to wait at the airport, Andie had a corporate card to get into one of the airline lounges. She felt inconspicuous there. She found a relatively secluded alcove and settled in, quickly setting up the computer, not wanting to waste any time in finding out what else Claire had discovered. She was not disappointed. She was mortified.
* * * * *
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After her coffee and toast, Sadie went to her back porch. It was coldish, but not freezing. She sat down on her lounge chair, a metal porch glider with Harley fenders. It was a faded green, which had matched the kitchen décor at one point. She held Andie's note in one of her hands. Quietly, she lit it with a lighter and let it burn, finally dropping it on the cement floor. With the lighter still going, she lit a cigarette and began to rock. She allowed herself three a day. Something was going to happen now, she thought as she exhaled, smiling grimly.
* * * * *
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Jones headed toward the bunker, for the last time he thought. While the meeting place was the same, this time Jones believed he had the upper hand, or at least it would seem so. He was counting his money and the money for Maria. He hoped she would find it in her heart to forgive him, someday.
The VP sat quietly. His Chief of Staff was here as usual, eyes downcast. His partner in crime, the new addition to the pair, the Secretary of Defense, was again in attendance. His purpose, Jones knew not what. Also, as the last time, the three sat on one side. Jones was obviously forced to sit juxtaposed to create a sense of vulnerability. He could tell by this arrangement that they were well ahead of him. So what? he thought. They have no means to threaten me anymore.
"Jones," the VP began, "we've discussed your request and believe you should reconsider. Your demands are unpatriotic and represent a threat to the security of the US. You are a mere citizen asking, let me rephrase that, demanding special consideration and remuneration. If nothing else, it's unseemly." The Secretary nodded in agreement. Nothing was said by the Chief of Staff.
Jones was stupefied. "Are you nuts? What the hell do you think you're doing? You think this was a war of necessity? You're the criminal."
"Whoa," the Secretary of Defense said, starting to rise. The VP held up a hand, halting him.
"Let me explain the situation, Jones," he said through gritted teeth. "You were still mowing lawns to supplement your allowance when I conceived of this effort. We've worked," he threw his head in the direction of the Secretary, "for thirty years waiting for this opportunity. It's been painstaking and has required a lot of sacrifice."
Jones winced when he heard the word sacrifice uttered.
"Then you, you waltz in here and expect, well, a percentage that you haven't earned."
"I thought you said the problem was patriotism," Jones said evenly.
"Patriotism is part of sacrifice. You haven't participated."
Jones stood up. "I told you I would walk, and I will. Good day."
The three men stared. "Jones, here's your contract," the VP said, snapping his fingers so the Chief of Staff would know it was time to hand it over. As the assistant tried to pass it behind the Secretary of Defense, the contents dropped out of the envelope, scattering to the floor. The VP just sighed. Once the Chief of Staff had gathered it up again and shoved it back into the envelope, he walked it over and set it next to the VP. "Okay, you can leave us now," the VP said. "Wait outside." The man briskly walked out. He would gladly spend a little time with Agent Ingram. It was a relief.
Jones pulled the contract out, read it carefully, very carefully. Never could he underestimate the level to which this man would stoop to cheat him.
Over an hour later, he looked up. "I need a down payment. Today."
The VP shrugged. "As you wish. It will be transferred to your bank. Give me the account number."
Jones had been prepared for this. He had established an account this morning. He pulled the card from his front pocket and slid it over. "The rest is to go to the overseas account."
"Fine."
Jones stood up. "That's it," he said with finality.
The VP simply nodded. Jones walked out, past Agent Ingram and the Chief of Staff, sighing with relief. Now he just had to deliver . . . to everyone and for everyone.
* * * * *
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Not far from the old bunker where history was being made, Craig was getting the cold shoulder at his office at the RRB. He was sure of it. His jokes at the staff meetings weren't receiving the belly laughs they used to generate. His requests for information created a frenzied response that included a much too serious look when delivered, as far as he was concerned. He often prided himself that he ran a tight but relaxed ship. He felt that his team was no longer the one he had worked so hard with for the past five-plus years. What the hell had happened?
Now he was looking at them all staring back. The issue of establishing a daily prayer meeting had just been raised. Inside and out, he was speechless. He hoped it didn't show. He could tell the group was dead serious. Doris, of all people, was staring at him intently. He'd never known Doris to practice any religion. She used to talk about how she enjoyed her Sunday mornings so much when she could enjoy a leisurely walk with her beloved mutt named Sputnik. Seriously, what the hell was going on here? Craig wondered.
* * * * *
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Jones checked to see if his newly established account held newly transferred funds. It did. He then called Maria. "Let's meet at the office in Silver Spring."
"Let's not. Transfer the funds to the account number I gave you, Jones."
"Maria," he pleaded.
The phone went dead.
Maria was furious. She didn't have any interest in meeting with Jones, nor the time. She needed to get her family out, and fast. Her husband had not been pleased to find out about Maria's clandestine life, to say the least, but he had been so happy to have her back safely that he had told her he was forgiving her, momentarily. She gathered by that statement that they would be talking about this, probably for the rest of their lives. So . . . as it turned out, she was now on her way to meet him and their kids at the airport, as planned; leaving for good, also as planned.
It never happened. Whoever ran her car off the ramp on the Beltway and into a tree was never identified.
Jones wept.
* * * * *
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The return flight was on time. Andie had a good seat to D.C., against the window, and fortunately, no one sat next to her. She was so troubled by what she had read. She kept mulling it over, and over, and over again. The information collected by Claire was enough to fill two lengthy volumes. She obviously had been researching DU since her days as a novice investigative journalist. Now, Andie had to decide what to do with this information. And to be quite honest, she did not know, at least not yet, what action to take. She still had not seen the second CD. Of course it would be necessary to view it. Perhaps it would lead to some kind of decision. She sure hoped so. For now she was stumped. It was just at this moment that Andie remembered the ripped pages from the List that she had taken so hastily on her way out of her apartment. She had just been so busy and so much had transpired that she had totally forgotten about them.
She got up to pull her computer and case down from the overhead and sat back down. She reached into the side pocket and extracted the bunched pages. They were quite crinkled because she had been in such a hurry. She thumbed through them, looking for DeeDee Morgan. Boy, there were a fair number of reporters with last names starting with M and a lot of Morgans, Andie noticed. For a second, she thought she had actually missed grabbing enough pages to include her, but then, there she was. Kind of.
Every muscle in Andie's body suddenly felt limp as she looked at DeeDee Morgan. DeeDee was a nickname, Andie read. Deidre was her proper first name. As Andie peered closer to the photo, which was now creased, she recognized DeeDee. Nonetheless, there was something peculiar about the way she looked in the picture and the way she appeared both at the office and on TV. Now, her hair was more severe and her attire was conservative, with turtlenecks and buttoned collars. This photo showed a grinning woman, with a semi-low cut blouse and loose hair. The bio was short, and pretty much reflected the same story that Simon had sent out, except for one piece of information. Her parents had been killed in a freak plane crash in Tanzania, not in the bombing. Andie wondered why it had been changed and which version was correct.
But even with all of that, there was something more ominous and eerie about this whole discovery. It was what had originally made Andie feel weak. The name Deidre was so unusual, this had to be the woman who had been calling her. Once she had digested this epiphany, Andie began reflecting upon the bizarre occurrences recently, many of which had affected her directly. Deidre had quit calling shortly before DeeDee had arrived on the scene at WSSN, supporting her proposition that these two were the same woman. The bios did not match with respect to DeeDee's parents, and a classified document titled the Journalist List had made it into her hands, which had provided her with this newest information. Plus, she had a new acquaintance named Elliot, who apparently was trying to help her, but in such a vague, euphemistic way that she could not get a handle on it. Somehow, however, she now believed he might be key in deciphering the mystery surrounding DeeDee Morgan. As the plane's wheels touched down, for the first time in a long time Andie felt as though she was starting to chisel away at the blank wall that had been erected since the first call from Deidre. She sighed audibly.
The minute she entered her apartment, she knew something was wrong. She had turned off the light in her bedroom when she left yesterday. It was now on. What to do? Who and why? Was someone still here? She was afraid, and mad. Mad because she was afraid. She slammed the door shut and reopened it quickly, thinking if she startled someone and he came running out of the room, she would have a chance to run. Nothing happened. She set her bags and computer down and approached the bedroom.
She gasped. The bedroom was a mess. The closet and drawers had been emptied onto the floor, and . . . sure enough, her mattress had been tossed. Oh . . . now she knew. Someone was looking for the List. No! Andie suddenly ran to the other end of her apartment, to her office. Oh, no! They must have started here. It was demolished. Oh, God. The implications were tremendous. Craig. She needed to call Craig.
"Craig, I'm at my apartment. Please come. Please come now."
"Andie, it's 1:00 in the afternoon. What's happened?"
"Please come as soon as you can."
Andie sat at the kitchen table, staring out the window. She could not for the life of her figure out who had done this. Within the hour a knock at the door made her jump.
"Andie, it's me," Craig shouted from the other side of the door.
Thank God, Andie thought, as she ran to open it.
Craig entered quickly, looking at Andie carefully. "What's wrong? What happened?"
She pointed.
Craig stopped at the entrance. "What the? . . ."
"Someone took the List."
"Uh, oh."
"Yeah."
"Where was it?" Craig couldn't tell. The room looked like a tornado had hit it.
"Under my mattress."
Craig turned and stared. It would have been funny if it were not so serious. Andie looked devastated.
"Craig, it's not just that it's gone. It was classified. Someone knows I had it. Probably lots of people know it by now. I doubt the person who broke in just happens to have a hankering for possessing the List."
"You're right there, I'm sure," Craig said, shaking his head. "What are you going to do?"
"I didn't call you just to see this, but to help me brainstorm, too. Who would know I have it?"
"Oh, Andie," Craig said, experiencing a very sinking feeling.
"What?"
"I think I know who . . ." he faltered for a moment, "who may be responsible. At least in part."
"Who?"
"Doris."
"Who's Doris?"
"Doris is my secretary, my admin assistant. She's very dedicated. She's very decent. But . . . " Craig's voice trailed off.
"But what?"
"Well, lately she's been acting strangely. She's become, how do I describe it?" Craig thought for a moment. "Rather pious and patriotic," he declared.
"So, why?"
Craig explained as carefully as he could what had transpired between the two of them and then added the bit about the "transformation," as he chose to describe it. "It's been really bizarre, to say the least. I have half my staff attending a Christian prayer meeting every morning now, including Doris. The jokes I used to make, especially the irreverent political ones, are treated with an uncomfortable avoidance of recognition, as though I hadn't spoken them. I've quit trying. It's no fun anymore."
"So. Doris called the DoD and confessed that the List went to the wrong person?"
"That's the only thing I can think happened. She's the only other person who knew that I had it."
"But why not rob your place?"
"I know, that's the catch. Unless . . ." Craig paused to think.
"Unless what?" Andie could not disguise her impatience enough.
"Well . . . I was in a hurry that day, so after she brought it to me, I asked her to prepare an envelope for you."
Andie could feel herself becoming unglued. "Craig, this is really serious now."
"I know, I know. I'm sorry. Something has happened. My team is no longer my team. Doris is no longer Doris. I would not have intentionally put you in danger."
"I know, Craig," Andie said, crossing her arms across her chest in a protective manner, and shaking her head.
Andie's visible distress was too much for Craig. "Come and stay with me. I've got two bedrooms. It's not as neat as your place, but it will work for the time being."
"No . . . no," Andie said, taking a deep breath. "They got what they came for. They would have arrested me if everything was on the up and up, but they're the ones who broke in. I mean the DoD. I don't think they want the general public to know about the List. I'm not afraid, at least not yet. I'm just really, really angry. They took my evidence."
"What evidence?"
Andie described the photo of Claire with the red swath.
"Unbelievable."
"I know. Now, it's gone. No supporting evidence that anything was fishy about Claire's death. Nothing. Poof."
"What are you going to do?" Craig asked again.
Andie decided not to mention Claire's CDs and the incident with the men in the car. Nor did she want to bring up DeeDee. She didn't know why. She just thought that, for now, she needed to see the CDs and digest them. It was just too much and too hard to describe. Even to her best friend. She did, however, now believe the two incidents were related.
"I'm going to clean up this apartment and get some rest."
"Okay then, I'm at work if you need anything. I'll call later," Craig said hesitantly. "Are you sure you're okay?"
"Yeah. Thanks for coming by. I was freaked out, but now that the mystery is solved, it's not as bad. Still bad, but not as bad."
It took Andie four long hours to clean up the mess. Damn, she should have just left the List on the table where it was. Why did she hide it? It was the classified part that had spooked her. That's why.
She had clicked the TVs on in both the bedroom and office to keep her company. As always, with little hope, she channel surfed the news, often stopping on WSSN to get the most reliable stories. In her mind, the others had turned into the classic soap opera. The "newscasters," as they liked to refer to themselves and each other, were really just two people sitting at a desk talking. Periodically they would become struck by dissonance, indicated by the Breaking News scrolling across the screen, whereupon they would grasp for clues aloud, often joking with one another. Then, after some inane discussion, they would hone in on the terrible realization, verbalized though with intense looks that something was indeed happening, but they were no more than bit players trying to discover what that something was, along with their audience. Andie blamed the OJ Simpson fiasco as the beginning of the end of sound journalism. The ticker tape did not make up for the vacuum.
Suddenly, there she was, front and center on the screen again. Speaking from Baghdad, DeeDee Morgan was looking right into the camera. Her big brown eyes took up most of the screen. Or was that just Andie's jealous interpretation? The discussion focused on the commitment of the troops to continue to do their duty. A young military man was standing next to DeeDee, responding to her questions. What news? This was chitchat. It didn't matter that Andie was still investigating why Deidre had changed to DeeDee. The woman was a disgrace to WSSN's standards. Andie called Simon. No answer. She tried his cell. No answer. She couldn't take it. She switched out the TV for music. Much, much better.
* * * * *
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While Andie was cleaning, the two men sitting in Jones's apartment were arguing. "The rollout must begin, vithout Maria," Dr. Veritos entreated Jones. Jones had become despondent over the death of Maria. Dr. Veritos needed him to help comprehensively arrange for the shows. There was no time to grieve.
"Vhe must finish our contract. Maria vhould not vhant you to act this vhay."
Jones thought this statement was probably the farthest thing from the truth. God, he wished he could just disappear. He sighed. Soon.
"Okay, let's go," he said, reluctantly rising from his chair. The final sessions of the mass indoctrination were to begin that morning. State, Commerce, the rest of Defense, and most media organizations had been targeted to attend, and many had already done so. The invitations, or rather the directives, had been sent out a couple of weeks ago. The pre-tests had not indicated any severe problems. Based on the videos that were shot during the tests, there were a few in the audience who did not appear to be star-struck, but that was within the normal standard deviation. The only other possible glitch was the lack of compliance from many, although not the majority, of the viewers to be "inoculated" with the vaccine. Dr. Veritos was not concerned about this setback, relying on his strong belief that the media blitz and subliminal format were sufficiently influential even without the implant. Jones decided he didn't care what happened after the events. This was a hundred-eighty-degree turnaround from his original, self-aggrandizing image of being the designer of the first successful mass mind altering program. His dreams were shattered. Now, he just wanted to get his money and . . . all be told, get even.
At the same time Jones was thinking of revenge, Simon had felt so content with Claire's memorial that he decided he did not mind his staff attending the TIPS. He still didn't agree with the notion that they were obliged to attend, so he made it voluntary, but stressed that it would be greatly appreciated. More than half had shown up. As Simon sat in the audience with many of them, he was struck by the expense that must have gone into these presentations. He didn't even know that this auditorium existed: the plush seats, the huge screen, the relaxing lighting, who would have guessed? he mused. He felt a bit humbled because of it. And to get a preventive for the bird flu was a real added benefit, he thought, rubbing the spot on his arm where the injection had been given. Now he wished he had told everyone that they must attend. Instead, he had left it up to each individual. Well, he reasoned, he could let them know once he returned. But then he could not. They had been informed that the injection availability should not be relayed, even to family members, or it would create a panic, especially since there was a limited supply. He judged that to be a reasonable request. Lips would be sealed.
Suddenly, the lights dimmed and the show began. Oh my God, Simon thought. The Commander in Chief was actually involved. Well . . . not really, but he had participated in the making? Simon was confused, but impressed. By the end of the presentation, he was more than moved. He was committed.
On his way back to the office, Simon decided to initiate a new division. It would be called The War Column and would be utilized for both written and visual news clips. He wanted this initiative to ensure that their audiences were fully informed, informed to make choices about their support for this war, the folks fighting it, and most important, the leaders who had to make the tough decisions. His mind was racing with all kinds of interactive scenarios. He had seen DeeDee's recent reporting, and now it seemed even more apt. She was spot on. He was happy to have her on board now. At first, he had to admit, he was as hesitant as Andie had been. Too bad Andie hadn't been able to attend today. Simon was sure the TIPS would have put her angst about DeeDee to rest. He scratched his arm where the shot had been given. It sure did itch.
* * * * *
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Statistics regarding the effects of the TIPS were being monitored on a daily basis by the VP's office. He had just collected today's tally when the Defense Secretary entered. The VP was feeling fat and sassy. He picked up his drink and leaned back in his chair. The Secretary sat down across from him. "So, you're pretty pleased with yourself, I see."
"You bettcha," the VP replied, smacking his lips. "Do you realize that over a dozen prayer groups have sprouted up since we started the TIPS?" he asked, taking another drink from his tumbler.
"So, what does that do? I've always wondered what the emphasis was on starting and maintaining these groups."
"Oh, come, man, you don't get it? The religious right has tons of money. They help get us elected. Without them, we'd lose our base. Call it proselytizing for the sake of the country. The sake of the country as we know it, rather. They love to see these groups forming up and praying in the workplace, on the taxpayer's dime. You want a drink, friend?"
"No. Not now. I'm concerned. New Christian recruits may be joining your teams on your timetable, but for me, I'm losing the military recruits. I can't keep the ones we have and am missing my quotas for new ones."
"I told you not to worry about it."
"What do you mean, don't worry about it? I can only fudge the numbers and their implications for so long at these ridiculous press conferences. What's your solution?"
The VP sighed, looked around his huge, plush office with the dry bar, the relics from Afghanistan and Iraq, the photos of himself with presidents over the past decades. It was a war room treasure chest. "It's really quite simple," he said patiently. "We lower the recruiting criteria." By this time the VP had stood up and was pacing, all the while shaking his glass so the ice continued to circle it, making a clicking noise that irritated the Secretary to no end.
"We've already done that," he responded, sighing.
"No. I mean we really lower it. We let convicts in."
"What?"
"Well, there is a caveat. It's actually quite brilliant. We only let those prisoners who have been involved in armed assaults apply. The carrot, of course, is that they get to count their time in Iraq as time off their time in prison, plus we feed them and pay them, although at a somewhat reduced salary, given of course that they're criminals."
"I'm not getting it," the Secretary said, shaking his head.
"Subtlety is part of the brilliance. The convicts I'm speaking of have armed experience, right?"
"Yes."
"So, now we can cut down on the time needed to train them. They can handle a weapon already. That's the main skill that's needed. Can you shoot?" he said, mimicking a person shooting a gun. "We'll get your recruits and save a ton of money by cutting the training time, perhaps in half, and cutting money from the federal prisons budget."
"You've . . ." the Secretary started.
"Not done," the VP interrupted. "There's more good news to be had with this plan. Guess who's going to love us for doing this?"
"The prisoners?" his partner asked, innocently enough.
"Yes, of course. But they're not the ones with the money, are they?" the VP asked, rhetorically. "I'm speaking of the NRA. Can't you just see it? Uncle Sam wants you! If you've proved you can shoot!"
The Secretary nodded affirmatively. "I'm beginning to get it," he said, walking to the bar and pouring himself a stiff one. "So, what's the plan? Who lays this out? Who's going to sell this to the public? I can see a lot of folks who will freak out. They'll cry foul and ask where's the justice? The other side will point out that the majority of these folks are minorities."
"Yeah, yeah, yeah, they will say all of that, and more," the VP said, shaking his hand dismissively. "We'll get You Know Who to sell it. He commented recently that he wished it was an election year. He's bored and wants to do some campaigning."
The Secretary smiled and walked over to the VP. "Cheers."
* * * * *
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Andie was truly exhausted. She had finally finished cleaning her apartment. The perpetrator had done a real number on her stuff. It had been strewn everywhere. She sat down in her living room, scooting her chair up to the balcony window that overlooked Rock Creek Park. When Andie's parents had died unexpectedly in a trekking accident in Nepal, she'd been surprised to find out that they had set aside enough money for her to be quite comfortable for, well, for the rest of her life. While she managed her money well, she did take advantage of her financial well being by moving to this rather posh apartment overlooking Rock Creek. She sighed as she looked at the gloomy weather and thought about Christmas without her parents, now for the second year. Sure, she'd plan on going to some parties and such, but she would be alone nonetheless. That was fine. She needed to go over Claire's CDs with a fine-tooth comb and come to a decision about her findings, or rather, Claire's findings. She decided to check the second CD now, before she called out for some dinner.
This one, # 2, was already different. Claire was there. Looking straight at the camera and talking.
"If you're looking at this, I imagine it means I'm gone, either dead or imprisoned," Claire stated calmly. Andie observed that when people say these things they must not really believe them, or they'd be much more emotional. "My Sadie would not give it to just anyone," she continued. "I can only guess who she decided to trust, but I'm betting it's you, Andie." Andie gave a start. She felt the hairs go up all over her body. "Sadie would not have released my reports to anyone who did not demonstrate to her a commitment to the truth. (Actually, I gave her a hint)," Claire said laughing slightly, but then frowning.
"Andie, I wanted to document what the US is doing. The use of DU is deplorable. By now, you've probably seen the first CD. I imagine you are as outraged as I was. Well, hold on to your seat, lady, because the second CD is worse. This one is actually Michael's story, his story of those affected by DU. We started to collaborate once we realized we were both working on the same topic. It took a while, however. We didn't trust each other. Andie, I know someone you can trust one hundred percent. I want you to try to locate him. I believe you may have met by now. His name is Elliot. By this point in time, he is the only one you can trust. There are some in the government involved in a deceitful, despicable, and clandestine operation to brainwash people most likely to contest their actions. Staff from all over the government will soon be, or perhaps they are already, victims of a plant. These efforts are targeting the press, too, in case you haven't noticed. That's why you are not going to be able to trust anyone. You are now in danger, and for that I am sorry."
Andie stopped the disc and got up to pace. She was unnerved now for sure, "as though I wasn't before," she muttered to herself. She poured herself a glass of wine and went back to watch and listen.
"The DU program is insidious. It's an evil strategy. It's not simply a means for addressing a current military need, as the Pentagon wants its users to believe. And for this reason they will do anything to keep its use and the ulterior motives a secret."
At this point, Claire looked over her shoulder, as though she had heard something.
She returned to gaze into the camera. She continued. "Note carefully who has been damaged by the effects of this weapon, and I don't mean just that women and children are included. This is a weapon of mass destruction, and it's the fact that. . . ." At this point Claire jumped up. She turned to look behind her and then raced toward the camera. The screen went dark, faster than Andie could blink.
Andie's heart sunk. She fast forwarded the CD but to no avail. Claire never appeared again. Oh, Andie sighed. Oh, no. No, no, no.
* * * * *
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The Secretary had left upon receiving an urgent call from his office. "Probably nothing. These yoyos jump at anything. They think I should drop everything every time there's a call from a general in Iraq. Hell, my biggest focus these days is keeping the contractors in line and alive so we can keep the money flowing. I'll see you later," he had said over his shoulder while closing the door.
The VP continued to sit at his desk for quite some time, savoring the coup he had just accomplished, for the Secretary of Defense was not an easy man to persuade. The VP glanced out his window, noting the gloomy weather made even worse by the developing nightfall. Winter stormy days in D.C. barely allowed for any daytime.
He didn't care. He then turned in his chair and speed-dialed a number. A man with a distinctive New Orleans accent answered quickly.
"Hello?"
"Bobby?"
"Yo! What's up, big man?"
The VP was short on words. "I need you to do something quick."
"You got it."
"Okay, listen. I have a new recruitment strategy that I want disseminated yesterday. I already have the final copy. The focus groups loved it. It's on its way over by courier."
"At your service, consider it done."
"There's one more thing."
"Yessir!"
"The commercials need to be aired three times more frequently than is legally allowed."
"Oh, don't worry. I'm the FCC Chairman. What are they going to do? Arrest me?"
"Not today," the VP agreed, laughing, "Ha, ha."
"Damn right. Look for it tomorrow, anytime, any channel, TV or radio. We've got it cataloged. That's propaganda speak."
The VP grunted his approval and hung up.
The FCC Chairman chuckled to himself all the way to his private club.
The VP had one more thing he wanted to do before traveling to his undisclosed bunker, his home. He was tired, but this was going to be cathartic.
He rose slowly from his huge, plush, leather chair and went to his concealed safe, behind books featuring his notorious notables: Machiavelli, Rasputin, Lenin, and of course Pol Pot. He had learned one of his first political lessons from Lenin: If you say something often enough, with enough conviction, everybody will believe it. He thought anyone seeing the volumes there would think of them as readings for lessons learned, pitfalls to avoid, dangers requiring detours. He laughed to himself, knowing in reality how much he depended on their contents for guidance. He dialed the combination, which he changed every week, and pulled out the only item in it: a document containing some eight hundred pages. He held it lovingly, while moving over to the large conference table. Then he pulled out a section of it, which he unfolded.
This was the blueprint. He leaned over it with his palms resting on the table on each side of it and peered into the image. It was a map of the world. A careful observer would notice slight variations, however, from the current situation in the Middle East, South America, and even . . . yes, even Eurasia. The changes were not different borders as might be expected, they were infrastructure. Roads, bridges, and walls had been erected here and there joining certain borders, others had been taken out. These were marked in a bold purple. He smoothed the paper and using his index finger traced these lines, here and there. That was all. He folded it back up and replaced it within the report. He then sat down and pulled out a calculator, which he began rapidly punching. He wrote a number in the margin of the report's chapter titled Manpower. Next to the number he added a + sign. This was a reflection of his just-completed meeting with the Defense Secretary. He calculated that, with the new recruiting plans, he would increase his military by one hundred thousand. He did not, however, move to the next chapter, titled Benefits, to adjust those numbers accordingly. That could wait until his operations had been executed. Suffice it to say, the US might be a lot better off without the burden of paying for, and rehabilitating, the criminals (something he had never believed produced a viable outcome anyway). It would be much better to have them serve and perhaps sacrifice for their country. He estimated that, at most, twenty percent would be returning, given the nature of the operations and the length of their service. Their "benefits" could be calculated later, once the real numbers were in. He returned the document to the safe. His plan was on schedule. Time to go home for the day.
The VP had barely left his office when he got a call from the Secretary of Defense. "We've got trouble."
"What?"
"It seems some information has gotten out."
"What information?"
"The List."
"Oh my God. Who and how?"
"Doesn't matter. It wasn't intentional. Just a bureaucratic fluke."
"Good. What are you going to do?"
"We've already found it, so I'll start with that. I'm going to track down the loose ends. I'll keep you posted," the Defense Secretary said.
"Whoa, don't be so hasty. Who had it?"
"A woman named Andie Aaberg," the Secretary said before hanging up.
The VP just shook his head. No one seemed capable of doing anything right, except him of course.
While the Vice President and Secretary of Defense were making plans that seemingly involved Andie, she was fortunately not aware of them or, perhaps for her, unfortunately.
Instead, she was driving as fast as possible to an address in Frederick, Maryland. She'd decided to contact Elliot as Claire had requested. Once he learned of her experience in Westerville and then the apartment break-in, he had asked her to come to his house right away. "Time is of the essence," or some such phrase had been used by him as he urged her again. She was a little nervous, but, hey, it was better than staying in her apartment right now. It still had an uneasy air about it, given that someone else had been in it, uninvited. She sensed that she could smell the person, a musky odor suggesting too much cologne, perhaps. Maybe it was just her imagination. It didn't matter. She was leaving. She called Craig on her way out and told him she was going to visit a friend and not to worry about stopping by tonight. He offered again that she could stay at his place, but she declined, again reassuring him that all was well.
Elliot had said it was going to be a bit difficult to find his house, but not to call him again from there. If she didn't arrive by 8:00, he'd meet her on the steps of Town Hall, which couldn't be missed.
He was right. She kept driving up and down the street he said he lived on. He had said it would be impossible to see the address in the dark, as he used a P.O. box only, so there was no street mailbox. The only address was on the house. He said he lived on a hill. She drove back to the corner, to confirm again that she was on the right road. She was. She decided to try one more time. It was getting late, and she'd have to get to Town Hall. She reached the end, again with no luck. As she turned the car back around, her lights caught the silhouette of a house that looked as if it was sandwiched between two other ones. She drove to where she could see it from the road, and sure enough, there was a narrow, paved driveway leading up to it. The fact that it had appeared squished between other homes was actually an optical illusion. It was quite isolated in reality. It was downright spooky.
She pulled her car up to the single detached garage with a barn-like door and cut off the engine. She saw a light come on in the back of the otherwise totally dark house. A man walked out of a side door. She could tell it was Elliot by his lanky shape. A big sigh of relief escaped her lips.
"Come on in," he said quietly. "It's really cold out there."
Andie couldn't agree more. She gathered her suitcase and computer and joined him at the door.
He took the suitcase from her and held open the door for her to enter.
Andie heard the door lock automatically when it closed, as if by an electronic device.
The room she entered was quite cozy. A huge brick fireplace with a large fire provided both heat and flickering shadows against its surrounding walls. It was built into the corner. Filled bookshelves covered the opposite wall. Subtle lights on the walls and from large candles around the room provided a warm glow, not visible from the road. A thick, dark red carpet covered most of the room, and the leather furniture finished off the lodge-like quality.
"Have a seat," Elliot offered, setting the suitcase against the wall. "Did you have trouble finding the place?"
"As a matter of fact," Andie said sitting down, feeling as though the overly large chair would envelope her, "yes."
"Sorry. I like it, but it is hard for anyone who doesn't know it's here to see it. Especially at night," he added, sitting down across from her.
There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. Andie started. "So . . . you said you had been expecting a call from me?"
"Yes. I knew you would be calling soon. You were getting close, which is why people, or rather goons, are noticing you. You have to be very careful, Andie, especially now."
"There you go again," Andie complained. "Cryptic, cryptic, cryptic."
"I don't mean to be. It's because of my past."
"Meaning?" Andie asked, and they both started laughing.
"Can I get you a drink?" Elliot asked, picking up an empty glass on the table.
"White wine if you have it."
"Of course," Elliot said as he left.
It was a bad habit, but Andie couldn't stop herself: whenever she was in a person's home for the first time, she liked to see what they read. This time was no exception. She automatically walked over to the bookshelves. The selection was quite eclectic; from Plato's The Republic to Sun Tzu's The Art of War, and Voltaire's Philosophical Dictionary to biographies on Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, Hitler, Stalin, Dickens, and Twain. An entire three shelves contained books on science and scientists. Wow, thought Andie, I'm stupid. She picked up the book by Voltaire to see if it was in French.
"Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities."
Andie started. "Excuse me?"
"Oh. Just a quote from Voltaire," Elliot said, handing her a glass of wine. "Pinot Grigio, I hope you like it." He reached over and pressed a switch inside the bookshelf, providing immediate light from within. "You can borrow anything you see," he said casually. "If you like Voltaire, I recommend Candide. It's helpful in reminding me of priorities from time to time."
"I've never read it," Andie said, rather softly.
"Then by all means," Elliot said, reaching up and pulling down a very thin, older looking hardback. "Please." He handed it to her.
"Thank you," Andie said.
"Cheers," Elliot said.
They both took a sip. "Let's sit down and catch up," Elliot suggested.
"Good idea." They returned to their former seats.
"I knew you'd be contacting me soon," Elliot said again. "I knew because you were writing a tribute about Claire that you would eventually be calling me. It was Claire's desire that you would be the one at the office to want to dig where she had been digging."
"So you actually talked with Claire?"
"Yes. I lied earlier, but only to help you. Actually, I knew Claire well," he said. "I loved her."
Andie was blown away by this admission. She didn't know where to begin. "I didn't know Claire was seeing anyone."
"Oh, I didn't mean that. We had a platonic relationship. I said I loved Claire. She knew, but she didn't have time for me, really. She was married to her work, if I can be so trite," Elliot said, shaking his head. "She always worked with such fervor. Her commitment was truly admirable, but . . . " he paused, looking thoughtful, "it didn't allow for anything else, or anyone else."
"But . . ." Andie was still trying to digest the fact that the two people knew one another. "But . . . I mean, how, why . . . I guess I mean, when did you meet her? What started the relationship?"
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