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CHAPTER 1
“Some secrets need to remain secret.” The Federal agent spoke; his tone harsh and vindictive.
“No, some secrets need to be forgotten,” Rebecca Howell thought to herself.
“Miss Howell, I need you to understand that your silence in this matter is imperative. Without it American lives are at stake.”
“I’ll keep quiet. I just wish that you’d leave me alone! It has been years since Andrea died!” Rebecca was exasperated. Ten times during the past six years she had been forced to speak with federal agents. Each time they offered her a new promise and a new fear. Really she was just a small piece of the puzzle; but the Federal Government needed to keep that piece missing.
FBI Agent Gene Harris didn’t want Rebecca Howell to take the stand. A trial would stir up too many questions that members of the government didn’t want to answer. A certain sector of the U.S. government wanted to handle this outside the public eye. They wanted this case wrapped up and tied with a bow before Christmas. The story would air on the news for one-week tops before Ham dinners and Santa Claus. It was only then that Rebecca could forget – only then, the FBI could relax. However some secrets can never be forgotten.
“See that you keep this under strictest confidence.” Agent Harris twisted every word to play into the thirty-year olds emotions; to make her remember that if she chose not to keep the FBI’s dirty secret she’d lose everything.
“You don’t’ have to worry about me,” Rebecca snapped. She wanted to be left alone. She wanted to forget.
“Glad you understand how critical your silence is to your safety. You are saving American lives,” Harris pressed his lips together, and looked at his young partner Agent Matthew Oliver, as if he was trying to convince his associate as well. They then left Rebecca Howell’s house in Bozeman Montana, bound for a flight to Denver, then onto Washington.
Chapter 2
“Crawford,” Steven Crawford answered his phone abruptly. The young Washington Globe reporter didn’t have time to chitchat, unless the voice on the other end of the line had a story.
“Steven, we need to talk.” Crawford recognized the hushed voice on the other end of the line as that of his best friend, Matthew Oliver.
“Oliver? What’s going on? You sound like you’re on an undercover mission?” Crawford spoke half-seriously. He knew his best friend worked for the FBI, but that, even if Matt were on a stakeout, he couldn’t tell Steven about it.
“I can’t say much over the phone. For all I know Harris is watching me…I’ll tell you everything once I get back to Washington,” Oliver stammered.
“Where are you? Are you okay?”
“Something weird is going on. I shouldn’t even be talking to you about this, but I don’t know whom else to turn to? I could be in danger for even second guessing the FBI.”
“Ollie, are you tipping me to a story?”
“Something’s wrong, Crawford, and I think you may be the only one who can help. Meet me Thursday at the 5th Street Dock, 11 a.m. “As Matthew clicked down the receiver, he could only hope that Crawford respond to him, not as a Washington Globe reporter, but as a friend.
“I’ll be there,” Crawford replied, realizing Oliver had already hung up the payphone. Steven knew whatever was troubling his friend must be serious. The only time Matthew referred to the 5thStreet Dock was when he was hiding information from someone, particularly while talking on the telephone.
In college, Crawford and Oliver worked in a popular oyster bar off the Carolina coast known as the 5thStreet Dock. However since moving to D.C. the denotation ‘5thStreet Dock,’ referred to a local Applebee’s the pair frequented; a place so common, he would blend in, and so routine no one would suspect anything.
Crawford had never heard Ollie sound so serious - so afraid. He could only speculate about what was going on until he spoke with Oliver face to face on Thursday.
Chapter 3
Natalie Spinster is your average twenty-five year old, except for the fact that she works as a Research Analyst for the CIA. After her first year on the job, the seemingly mundane task of sorting papers and deciphering non-consequential speeches in Russian and Spanish hasn’t begun to bore her. Nat is content with working long hours, and not seeing any sunlight except on weekends. After all, how many twenty-five year olds can say they work for the CIA?
Spinster stands at five feet, eight inches tall. She has green eyes, and thick brown, slightly curly hair. Natalie graduated top of her class from Vanderbilt before completing her Masters at Georgetown. Natalie had never really thought about working for the CIA. In fact her family assumed that she was destined to be a lawyer. Her parents, her grandparents, and extended family are all legal eagles.
As much respect as Natalie has for her family, she dislikes the ruthless practices of many attorneys. In addition, she was tired of classes, essays, and late night cram sessions over coffee. Spinster wanted a job and preferably one that didn’t involve courtroom drama.
When the CIA called, Natalie didn’t know what to think. Her first reaction was one of panic; it’s not every day the CIA calls out of the blue. What did they want? Natalie’s thoughts turned to all those espionage novels she’d read over the years. However after analyzing the situation, Natalie quickly realized that her life was not interesting enough to warrant a novel, especially a thriller.
She received a phone call on a Wednesday afternoon, and by Friday had an appointment with the Director of Communications at Langley, Rich McGill. He is a portly man with gray eyes. He is confident in his stride and self-assured of his position.
“Pleasure to meet you Miss. Spinster,” McGill greeted Natalie as she walked into his office.
“The pleasure is all mine,” Natalie replied as McGill glanced over a copy of her resume. “Spinster? Quite a name you have there, I don’t think I could have found a better alias if I’d tried.”
“It’s my name, at least until I get married. For now I remain single, happily representing the Spinster name.” Natalie had spent her whole life hearing jokes about her last name, and wasn’t too keen to discuss it now. What she did want to know why the CIA had called her of all people in for a job interview? Surely the CIA has hundreds, if not thousands of qualified applicants. Why recruit Spinster?
“I’m sure you represent the title marvelously,” McGill observed Natalie. She’d be a good fit. She’s an idealist who would honor her position. Most importantly she wouldn’t ask too many questions.
“Forgive me for being so blunt, but precisely why am I here?”
“I’ll be forthright Miss. Spinster; I called you because you came highly recommended from a former colleague of mine, Dr. Lunsford. He says you were his best student at Vanderbilt.”
“You know Dr. Lunsford?”
“We went to the Naval Academy together. He’s a good man, and I respect his opinion.”
“I’m honored Dr. Lunsford would recommend me, but I don’t think I’m CIA material? My resume is filled with Latin, Philosophy, and one Defense Class.”
“I think you’re being too harsh on yourself. Judging from your resume I’d say you are one of the most qualified candidates for any position inside or outside the CIA. Top honors at Vanderbilt and Georgetown, an internship in Congress, fluent in Spanish and Russian…not to mention a strong computer science background. I for one think your resume speaks for itself.”
“Well I’m glad you think so Mr. McGill,” Natalie was still a bit hesitant. Something seemed amiss, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.
“Rich, call me Rich.”
“I’m sorry, Rich. I’d like to feel I’m qualified, but I still don’t know the specifics of such a position might entail…I don’t think I’m agent material…”
“The movies glorify us sometimes, the heart and soul of this organization goes deeper than secret missions and mysterious identities. It’s based on research, analyzing incoming papers, and bureaucratic work. I need a research analyst, who can help translate files in Russian, and some in Spanish. Nothing top-secret, just important work that helps the agency runs efficiently.”
“So it’s an office job?” Natalie let out a sigh of relief. She liked the idea of doing paperwork at the CIA. It might be tedious, but since it would be for the CIA, and the country it would be both exciting and important.
“In a matter or speaking; yes. It’s important work, and in the end I think you’ll find it’s far more fulfilling than most entry level jobs.” McGill knew Natalie would like the word ‘fulfilling.’ Natalie needed to believe she mattered.
“I must say the idea of working in research, especially for the CIA sounds interesting. As for my Russian, I’m pretty fluent. I wouldn’t have picked it up except for the fact my Dad was stationed in Moscow from the time I was eight to ten. He was working as legal counsel for an International Firm in Russia after the fall of the Soviet Union. As for Spanish…I studied abroad a year in Madrid. I’m no native speaker, but I can carry a conversation or two.”
“Fine. I’d like you to start on Monday.”
“Monday?” Natalie hadn’t even agreed to take the position, and McGill was already telling her when to report for duty? “But that’s just a few days away?”
“You can make it, can’t you? That is if you accept the position.”
While Natalie decided whether or not to pursue the offer, her head was spinning. Then she Natalie surprised herself by deciding to agree to take the job.
“Yes I can make it on Monday.
“Good. Starting pay is $31,500.00 with full federal benefits. You get two week’s vacation each year, and a handful of sick days – although you can’t get sick. We’ll need you working.”
And that’s how her career began.
After a year of analyzing paperwork, and researching a variety of intelligence topics, Natalie loved her job. She had become a shining star in the department, doing exactly what was asked of her, and more.
However, one of these days Natalie’s eagerness to over analyze small details would lead her straight into trouble.
Chapter 4
Six years have passed since the “Thorax Terror” swept the nation. Eleven people, including senators and journalists were targeted. Eleven U.S. Citizens were sent letters, tainted with the deadly Thorax toxin. Out of the eleven, seven died. All were unassuming, honest American citizens. Survivors, included media personalities from NBC and CNN, along with two senators: Ralph Garber and Daniel Wilson.
Seven innocent Americans were dead, all from opening their mail. The “Thorax Terror” frightened people. If citizens were not safe in their homes, could they be safe anywhere? These eleven letters, so carefully mailed, tainted with a deadly toxin, were one of the deciding factors prompting a major military engagement against terrorism.
Senator Ralph Garber had been sent one of the deadly letters. Unlike the seven victims who died, Senator Garber knew who was behind the mailings. In fact he considered the plan designed to use thorax tainted mail frighten American citizens a brilliant way to manipulate recourse to a military engagement.
Senator Daniel Wilson is a smooth talker from California, with movie star looks. His speeches are artful, and captivating. He can make his constituents believe anything. Prior to the Thorax Terror, Wilson was a self-described pacifist who downplayed the terrorism threat from abroad, and pushed hard for Peace in the Middle East
Senator Ralph Garber of Michigan is a strong supporter of the US military. Long before the New York bombing s of the World Trade Center and before the Thorax deaths he had been warning American citizens threats from terrorist groups. Senator Garber’s first efforts to mount a campaign for large increase in defense spending were unsuccessful. It’s difficult to convince people that the military needs additional funding when the American people believe they are safe.
The lobbyists fund Senator Garber’s Campaign and he looks out for their interests in the Senate. The Griffin International Petroleum Corporation contributes to Garber’s campaign. Wright Inc., a military supply company is another big contributor to Senator Garber. . Over the past six years, Wright had made a lot of money, posting record earnings each of the last four quarters.
Senator Garber heard a knock on his office door. His young aide, Jason Barker from Ann Arbor, stepped in. “I’m sorry to bother you sir, but I have FBI Director Joseph Glazer on the line.”
“Where’s Jeanette? I don’t pay her $60,000 a year to be away from her desk when the phone’s ringing. And I don’t pay you to courier messages.”
“I don’t know. Director Glazer says it’s urgent.”
“Fine,” Senator Garber tone softened a little. “Now if you’ll close the door behind you, and no more interruptions.”
Jason Barker left the room. He knew that Garber was up to something unusual. He hadn’t figured out the entire story yet, but he would continue to investigate..
“Garber?” Joseph Glazer voice creaked over the telephone line. Glazer had been with the FBI for thirty years. He knew what needed to be done. He was a planner and he could orchestrate, he could rearrange.
“I’ve been expecting your call. Did Harris secure Howell?”
“Yes, but Oliver’s been talking.”
“It doesn’t matter. We’re taking him out tonight. No information leaked, nothing lost.”
“How are you going to take him out?”
“Keep your hands clean, Garber, the FBI will deal with the blood.”
“Does he have any family?” Garber was not fazed. He simply wanted to know the facts.
“Yes, a wife and two young kids. College sweethearts – isn’t that sweet? We’ll give him a nice burial and his wife a nice pension. They won’t ask any questions.”
“Good. I have an appointment with McGill over at CIA tomorrow. “He has a fall guy, an easy out so we can close this case for good.”
With that Glazer hung up the phone. He had seven other men to call, seven other secret keepers.
Chapter 5
“I don’t care how you do it, just get it done. The American people need convincing and it’s up to you to give me the intelligence to convince them. Manufacture it if you have too, just so long as it gets the job done,” the Vice President said a lot of things off the record. This particular comment was directed to CIA Director Jed Bayless during a heart-healthy lunch. He didn’t specify the particulars, but Bayless knew what to do. This had been said before 9/11.
.
Six years ago, CIA Director Jed Bayless recruited eight men to form a coalition. He first phoned FBI Director, Joseph Glazer. He is quick on his feet, and heartlessly cunning. Joseph is a master draftsman, who knows how to get any bit of information the committee might need. Glazer helped Bayless recruit the right men to participate. Each would have a role, a distinct purpose, a specific task. The nine would each reap political or personal rewards in exchange for their actions
Rich McGill was next. McGill is a self-starter, obedient and power hungry. He wanted advancement. He was unsatisfied with his mid-level position at Langley. This plan would give him the power he so desperately wanted.
The next recruit was longstanding FBI Agent Gene Harris. He’s served as Glazer’s right hand man for years, a go to guy for difficult missions and sticky situations -cases that the public never hears about, but supposedly save the world. Harris has always been a shrewd man. He covers up lies, and hides the truth. He’s not afraid of murder, and all the other things civilized agents couldn’t or simply wouldn’t do.
The fifth induction into the clan was Max Clausen from the Department of Defense. At the time, Clausen worked an advisor to the Secretary of Defense, and the President. Clausen prides himself on his expertise in all the latest war gadgets, the newest forms of biological warfare, and nuclear weaponry.
Congressmen Phillip Chandler of Indiana was the most hesitant of participants. His role was also the most vital. For all the small talk on the campaign trail, at his heart Chandler is no politician. He’s a businessman using politics for his personal profit. His family owns one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in the Midwest. The company had been losing money ever since its drug Bizartan went generic. He hoped to save his company, by changing the patent laws in America. He wanted looser regulation on FDA testing – he was a businessman, and business led him to Washington.
AJ Lipman works for the President. His role would be that of White House courier, and manipulator. He would feed the right information to the White House hierarchy – the type of Intel that would merit the war the President and Vice President wanted.
Then there was Westbrook, who started off at Langley before being repositioned to the newly formed offices of Homeland Security several months after September 2001. He’s just a back up guy, with lots of field experience, and bureaucratic know how.
Senator Garber was lured in by a phone call telling him he had poison sitting in his mailbox. He was the kind of man they needed to get legislation through Capitol Hill. It didn’t hurt that Garber had a past history with Bayless and conspiracy.
“Well gentlemen, you’re probably wondering why we’re here today? I’ll start by saying you have each been hand selected for this project. It’s a top-secret mission of sorts. One that will get your hands dirty, but the price we pay will lead to the freedom and the continued safety of the United States of America,” Bayless was so eloquent, almost coaching them into position. His words were filth, but they oozed of honor and duty.
“What sort of mission? I don’t see why you brought me into this?” Chandler asked a bit unnerved. He had cancelled a business lunch to get there, and whatever Bayless had to say better be good. His time was money.
“Let’s just say the CIA and FBI feel Americans are too much at ease. They aren’t fazed by warnings of terrorism from abroad. The American people feel indestructible. They complain that our military is too large, and defense spending should be cut back. I know firsthand the threats facing our country. I know that we need maximum military strength to protect our people from these threats. I think it’s time we teach the American people a lesson.”
“What are you getting at Bayless?” Clausen was more curious that irritated. He knew the President had designs on invading the Middle East. He also knew there wasn’t enough intelligence to warrant an outright attack. The intelligence they did have, sure as hell proved there were no Weapons of Mass Destruction in Iraq.
“I think you know what I’m getting at Clausen,” Bayless snarled. “My friends we live in dangerous times, and I think it’s time we made the people of our great country remember that. We need to prove the threat of terror is real. I have a plan, it’s a bit dirty, but in the end it will save more Americans than the collateral damage that ensues.”
“What are you suggesting Glazer? We just let the next big terrorist attack happen – even if we have Intelligence to stop it?” Lipman couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was so malicious, and yet so brilliant.
“No, we can’t let extremist groups from abroad attack us. There are too many unknown variables. We need something more calculated…something we can control. I suggest we strike first.”
“Attack our own citizens?” Chandler didn’t want to hear this.
“What we’re doing is striking fear into the hearts of American citizens.”
“And what do you propose we do Director Bayless?” Agent Harris asked his tone gruff and malicious.
“Glazer and I think we should stage some type of small-scale biological warfare. We’ll send it through the mail, so unassuming American families will be hit at home. Then the public will realize. Only a handful of letters will be sent out, all too different areas of the country. Along with innocent Americans, we send several letters to the major television networks, along with a Senator or two. We’ll make sure they don’t open the letters - we’ll just strike some fear in them. We’ll claim it’s a foreign attack, and launch an investigation from the FBI and CIA. Harris you and Glazer handle the FBI particulars. Chandler you petition Congress for more military spending and defense research. Clausen, you court the Secretary of Defense.”
“He should be an easy sell,” Clausen replied confidently.
“The question is which toxin do we use? It has to be something that can only be contracted by direct contact. Nothing that will spread, no viruses…I don’t have that figured out yet. It’s needs to be deadly, but possibly curable with an antidote – if you catch it in time,” Glazer already knew what he wanted; only the idea would seem to come from Clausen. It would make him feel part of the group. It would help become firmly involved.
“May I interject?” Clausen asked, as if on cue. He had worked with Bayless before, on projects many would consider far below the moral standards of the legal system. He didn’t mind getting his hands dirty if it meant results.
“We’re all ears Max,” Glazer replied.
“I think I know a toxin. It’s called Thorax. It’s very similar to Anthrax, but far more deadly. You can only contract it by inhaling the substance or by touching it. It is hard to spread…it’s a person to person death warrant. Upon inhalation it causes trouble breathing and leads to cardiac arrest.”
“Do you have direct access to the toxin?”
“I can acquire samples of it. We have a guy in Maryland. He used to work for the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta. He’s one of the world’s leading bacteriologists. He’s obsessed with this toxin as he believes it could be the next form of biological terror from the abroad. He’s been determined to find a cure for years. He’s almost got the formula down pat. That’s what he does. He finds cures for random bacteria. Kind of dumb, but the government’s paying him. We might as well get our money’s worth.”
“What’s his name?”
“Roger Lambert.”
“How soon will this vaccine be ready?”
“A few weeks, tops. We are just waiting approval from the FDA.”
“I hate those idiots,” Chandler blurted out, thinking of all the money he’d wasting while his drugs sat on the shelf of the FDA, waiting approval.
“We’ll get it cleared. Once the toxin is released we can tell the public about the vaccine.”
“You’re just going to let innocent people die? Die from opening their mail?” Chandler was unnerved.
“It would not only be terrorism in American homes, but terrorism on the Federal Government, after all the Postal Service is a Federal agency…Harris and I can step in from there,” Glazer said confidently.
“I still don’t see where I fit in? Even if I help you by approaching Congress for more military aid, what do I get in return?” Chandler asked vehemently.
“I thought I made it clear, Rep. Chandler that your family’s pharmaceutical company will have exclusive rights to carry the Thorax vaccine. After all lot of American citizens will want to become vaccinated after the Thorax Terror breaks loose. Think of the profits Phillip!”
“What about those we choose to target, do they really deserve to die?”
“It’s collateral damage for the greater good. They will die so more citizens can be vaccinated. Chandler Pharmaceuticals will manufacture that vaccine,” ‘Damn’ he was convincing; Chandler thought as Glazer finished his speech.
“I’m behind you if you promise that Chandler will save the lives with the vaccine, not Glaxo, not Merck, but Chandler.”
“Of course Congressman Chandler, the vaccine is yours. And by the time this is all over you’ll be more famous than Glaxo, Merck or any other pharmaceutical company in the world. “You have a deal,” Chandler shook hands with Glazer and Bayless. For a second he felt like he was shaking hands with the devil. Chandler let it slide.
Chapter 6
Natalie lives on the second floor of a Georgetown condo. Spinster loves Georgetown. She adores the nicely laid rows of impeccably maintained condos, miles of shops and bistros.
“Meow,” her calico cat, said hello as he rubbed up against Natalie’s legs.
“Hi Chester, are you hungry?” Natalie pulled out a can of Fancy Feast and placed it in his favorite cat bowl. The cat began eating instantly. “I see what I’m good for,” Natalie joked, gathering her things. “But I won’t hold it against you Chester, you’re far too cute.”
Natalie likes living alone. She has had her share of nightmare roommates in college: the alcoholic, the schizophrenic who wouldn’t take their medication, and boy crazy Brittany – who dragged more men into their room than the whole student population at Georgetown. Natalie felt safer by herself and with Chester of course.
The air was crisp, the sidewalks were lined with fiery leaves, and blue sky invited one outside. Natalie followed suit. She tied her shoelaces, and headed out the door. It was time for a leisurely walk in a nearby park.
Natalie had until six; before she was due to meet her best friend, Libby for drinks. Libby hates D.C. To her it’s a breeding ground for animosity. She loathes politics, and feels the air of the city was consumed with lies. She talks about getting out, but she couldn’t leave her position at Merck. It pays well, and she likes her co-workers. So Libby makes do, living just outside of the city in the solitude of a Maryland suburb.
On her way back, Natalie stopped by Starbucks and picked up a Café Latte. She has a soft spot for caffeine, especially coffee. If anything, Natalie is a night owl, and caffeine is a necessity if she wants to wake up in the morning, or avoid an afternoon crash.
Before climbing up stairs to her apartment, Natalie stopped by her mailbox. While sorting through the stack, she noticed a few envelopes addressed to her new next-door neighbor.
“They keep getting our addresses mixed up,” Natalie sighed. “I should probably see if he’s home.” Up to this point, Natalie had never seen her neighbor. All she knew about him was he moved in a month earlier, and worked as a Congressional aide.
Natalie knocked on the door, and much to her surprise an attractive guy, a little older than herself, answered the door. He was tall, around 6’3 with dark hair and blue eyes and dressed in a dapper suit.
“Hi. I’m Natalie. I live upstairs. I received some of your mail in my mailbox,” Natalie smiled. The young man looked her over; she’s very pretty; tall about 5’8 with brown hair, and green eyes. She has a classic look about her, with enough spunk to make anyone take a double look.
“Thanks,” he replied taking the stack of mail. “My name’s Jason. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“If I get any more of your mail, I’ll send it your way. Although you might want to check with the post office about getting your address officially changed. You’re a digit off, and until it’s corrected I’ll keep, having to play mail carrier.”
“That’s not such a bad thing. I’d like to get to know you better, Natalie,” Jason smiled. Natalie shrugged off the flirtation.
“I’ve got to run. I’m meeting a friend in a few minutes…”
Nat changed for dinner at the Capitol Club, a few blocks from her house. It certainly isn’t a club, just a neighborhood hangout with cheap beer, and decent wine. The pub is decently devoid of schmoozing half-drunk lobbyists or quibbling politicians.
Libby has dealt with her fair share of politicians. Her grandfather worked as a judge, and her great-uncle was a congressmen. Her father worked as a lobbyist until he died of a heart attack at the age fifty. Libby knew what politics could do, even to the most honest men. Washington consumed men - its politics, its egos, its lust, its greed, and most importantly its secrets.
“I’m over here,” Libby shouted, motioning Natalie to a small corner booth, which offered an unobstructed view of the Maryland – North Carolina football game.
“I see you scouted out the game.” Nat doesn’t like football, but after living amidst the crazed football fans of Tennessee she at least understood the rules of the game.
“Of course,” Libby smiled, her short auburn bob, swishing back and forth.
“Are my Heels winning?” Natalie inquired after ordering a martini. She never drinks beer, only martinis and wine.
“No Maryland’s wiping them out.”
“Just you wait until basketball season, my Tar Heel boys will take out the Terps!” Before leaving for college, Spinster grew up in Raleigh, NC. She will root for the Commodores, she will cheer on the Hoyas, but when it comes down to loyalties, Natalie bleeds Carolina Blue.
“Come on, Nat, Gary Williams is going to take down the Heels and Dukies,” Libby spoke lividly. She loved her Terps, and would have been content to spend the rest of her days in College Park.
“I’ll toast to anyone beating Duke. So what’s been going on, anything new?”
“You tell me – you’re the one who works for the CIA,” Lib joked.
“I’m a Research Analyst Lib, it’s not like Tom Cruise and I am playing Mission Impossible from 9 to 5.”
“Right,” Lib rolled her eyes. “Works been crazy, although it should calm down in a bit, once my new assistant starts up. She just graduated from North Carolina’s pharmacy school.”
“Sounds like a winner,” Nat replied, sipping her drink.
“Her name is Lindsay Lambert. Does that name ring a bell?”
“No, should it?”
“Her dad invented the Thorax vaccination. Merck didn’t get the contract, that honor went to some small time drug company just outside of Indianapolis, Chandler Pharmaceuticals. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this, its drug company talk. Anyways I’m hoping she’ll throw some of the Lambert genius our way.”
“I’m sure she’ll do fine.” It’s hard to put anything past Lib, and her first instinct about people is usually dead on.
“Can’t we get any service around here,” Lib belted out before a server quickly took the girls order.
“How are things with Brian?” Brian Beatty is Lib’s on and off again boyfriend. He works in publishing, and is always looking for the next New York Times best-selling author.
“Fine, he’s in London for two weeks. He promised to bring me something back from the Tower of London.”
“How romantic,” Nat rolled her eyes.
“It’s creepy, but I’ve always had this fascination with the history of London, and you can’t find a place more drenched in history than the Tower of London.”
“I suppose not…”
“What about you Miss. Spinster? Have any boys caught your eye lately?”
“Come to think of it my neighbor is kind of cute.”
“Tell me more.”
“You wouldn’t like him. He’s a Congressional aide.”
“You never know he might surprise me? You should go on a date with him.”
“There is too much that can go wrong. If I’m not careful one of us will have to move out before it’s all over. He’ll be hitting on the ceiling and I’ll be knocking on pipes. It won’t work out.”
“Twice on the pipe and the answer is no? Give me a break Nat you sound like a song. You are way too picky. You’ll end up a spinster for real if you’re not careful.”
“Mr. Right will come along when he’s good and ready.”
“And I thought I was stubborn.”
“Guess who’s coming to the MCI Center? I know you’ll flip out when you hear the news.” Spinster replied, working to change the subject away from Jason.
“Spit it out Nat.”
“Bruce Springsteen, live in concert with the E Street Band.”
“When do tickets go on sale?”
“The show is already sold out, but I luckily I snagged four tickets.”
“How did I miss this news? It’s because you work in intelligence right?” Lib joked.
“Try the ticketmaster.com newsletter.”
“Hey if it gets us Bruce Springsteen tickets, I’ll buy in.”
Less than a mile away Jason Barker sat quietly in living room. He wondered precisely who Garber and Glazer planned to ‘take out.’ He only wished he could have warned ‘Oliver,’ but he knew once the FBI and CIA wanted you dead, you were as good as buried.
Barker said a prayer that his actions wouldn’t be too late. For months he’d collected evidence against his boss. It’s probably illegal, but he didn’t care. It was the right thing to do. It was only a matter of time before he fit all the pieces together and justice would be served.
Chapter 7
Marjory Oliver stared blankly out her living room window. It seemed fitting that on this October Monday it would be raining. It fit the mood she was in.
Marjory never liked her husband’s profession. Too much can go wrong working for the FBI. Would he come home late – or would he come home at all? Over time she had learned not to worry. Oliver loved his job. He was too stubborn to quit, and she was too much in love with Oliver to leave him.
Now with Ollie dead supposedly shot in a drive by shooting in the wrong part of town, Marjory was now left alone with two young kids and a broken heart. Life had been unfair, and she was standing in the wake of its unfairness.
A knock shifted her attention to front door. It was Steve Crawford. Steven had always been like a brother to Ollie. They were alike in so many ways, in the way couldn’t let things go. They both wanted answers, but right now all Marjory Oliver wanted peace.
“I wish I was here under better circumstances,” Crawford lamented. He was overcome with a mix of anger and grief he didn’t know what to say. “I’m still in shock about Matt.”
“I never thought I’d get that phone call. The next thing I know two agents are at my house telling me Ollie was shot in a completely random drive-by shooting on Friday.”
As Marjory tried to hold back her tears, Crawford thought about the chain of events leading up to Oliver’s death. Less than a week ago he had received a strange call from Matt, claiming something was foul at work. Ollie wouldn’t have stood him up for lunch unless something was wrong.
Crawford waited three hours at the restaurant. He tried Ollie’s cell phone, and home number. The odd thing is when Crawford called his work number at three o’clock the secretary claimed Ollie was upstairs in a meeting. However the police report put Ollie’s time of death at two o’clock, one hour before Steven had even called. He wanted to tell Marjory about the FBI’s inconsistencies, but decided to wait – at least until after the funeral.
“How are the kids holding up?”
“They don’t fully understand exactly what’s going on. Little Mary keeps saying ‘Daddy has to come home, he promised to take me to the movies.’ As for me, I don’t know. I’m just trying to survive right now.”
“I’ll be there for you and the kids anyway I can.”
“I know you will be Steven.”
The church service was packed with family, friends, and co-workers. The sermon was heartfelt, somber, and to the point. Ollie liked things to the point. Two hymns were played; ‘Amazing Grace’ and ‘Hark the Herald Angels.’ For some this might be an odd choice, after all it was only October, and Christmas was two months away. But if you knew Ollie you’d understand. He loved Christmas, he loved Carols; he loved dressing up at Santa and making rounds at the hospital. No song could have been more perfect to remember Ollie.
Following the service, mourners offered their condolences to Marjory Oliver. Crawford watched the crowd, trying to spot anyone who might not be sincere in his or her grief for Oliver. One man in particular caught his eye: a tall, gangly man, with a buzz cut and gray eyes.
“Mrs. Oliver, I’m Agent Gene Harris. I worked very closely with your husband at the FBI. He was a good man. I can assure you the Bureau will do whatever we can to help you recover from this loss.”
“Harris?” Crawford thought to himself. “Hadn’t he heard that name before?”
After the funeral, Crawford drove Marge and the kids back to the Oliver family home. After helping put the kids to bed, Steven pulled Marjory aside. He needed to talk with her about the circumstances of Oliver’s death.
“Marjory I know you’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you, but you’ve got to listen. Ollie would want you to listen.”
“I don’t have time for this Steven. Anything Ollie had to tell me, died with him,” she didn’t mean her words, but she had to say them. Steven’s a reporter, and he would never let the past die. She didn’t want to rehash Ollie’s death, Marjory wanted to move onto the future - she wanted to remember Ollie before the tragedy occurred.
“Yes you do. Now I received a phone call from Ollie a week ago. He told me that he was in some type of trouble - that the FBI was following him, and that he knew too much. When the FBI heard he’d been talking they killed him, just to shut him up.”
“Steven…I can’t deal with this right now!”
“Matt told me to meet him on Thursday, but he never showed up. I waited three hours. You know Ollie never misses an appointment. When I tried to track him down at work, the FBI claimed he was in a meeting – only that’s a lie. According to the police report by the time I phoned Ollie at his office, he was already dead.”
“Steven I know you mean well, but I swear I cannot go down this path! I’m not like you; I don’t want to know all the particulars. I pray to God the FBI did not kill my husband, but whether it was them, or that drive-by shooter, it doesn’t change the fact that Ollie is dead, my heart is broken, and I don’t know what to do about it.”
“You don’t have to worry about it Marge. I’ll take care of everything. You’ll be fine, you’ll be safe,” Steven tried to reassure her.
“Do what you need to do Steven, but don’t involve me. The FBI offered me a very good pension plan and I’m going to take it. I can’t live in this house anymore; there are too many memories of Matthew. So I’ve decided to sell the house and go live with my folks in Arizona for a while. Once I have more definite long-term plans I’ll let you know.”
“Marge, you’ve got to stay in DC. I know it’ll be hard, but don’t you want to see this thing through?”
“Steven you’re a good friend, but I can’t do this. Right now I need some peace. Matthew would want me to have some peace.”
“We can’t let the FBI get away with this,” Steven protested.
“I’m not letting them get away with anything Steven. I know the FBI didn’t kill my husband, but if you want to try to prove otherwise – go ahead, just don’t involve me.” With that the conversation ended. Crawford agreed to leave Marjory out of it, but he couldn’t let it go. He’d find out the truth, if his life depended on it.
Chapter 8
Roger Lambert has worked as a bacteriologist for the United States Army Medical Research Institute for Infectious Diseases for the past fifteen years. Roger is a hard worker, who cares about protecting citizens from biological warfare.
Out of college, Roger served in the Air Force where he received a Silver Star. Upon completion of his military service, Roger went to graduate school to pursue a Masters in Microbiology from UCLA. He followed his Masters, with a PhD from University of Maryland in Physics. After several years working as a research scientist at the University, Lambert moved Atlanta, earning a top spot at the CDC. The CDC employed Lambert for fifteen years, before he accepted a position with the USARMIID in Frederick Maryland.
“Dr. Lambert, your wife is on the phone,” Lambert’s secretary stepped in. Sara Henderson is a pretty girl and seemingly unassuming, no older than thirty.
“Thank you Ms. Henderson,” Lambert replied picking up his phone. Sara looked at her boss. His eyes never strayed, and his devotion to Barbara Lambert was sincere. It was honest love. Sara admired that. “Hi Barbara, what’s up?”
“Wondering what time you’ll be home for dinner. Lindsay’s coming over… She’s all excited about her new job. She definitely got the microbiology gene from your side of the family.” Barbara Lambert spoke with a soft southern drawl.
“Luckily she inherited your good looks.” Roger smiled.
“That’s sweet of you dear. Now what time will you be home for dinner?”
“Once I finish up at the lab, I’ve got choir practice until seven, so I should be home by seventy-thirty.”
“Don’t rush. We’ll wait for you to get home. I’m making BBQ Chicken, your favorite.”
“I can’t wait!”
“See you when you get home dear.”
“Barbara, I love you,” and Roger Lambert meant it. He adjusted his glasses and hung up the phone. He still had to finish up some paperwork before leaving the office.
Down the hall Sara Henderson nervously tapped on her desk. She knew what Harris wanted her to do, but that didn’t make her job any easier. Her only conciliation was the FBI promised to pay her a cool two million for her services.
That equaled an entire lifetime in the Bahamas, and more margaritas that she could handle. No more student loan payments, no more car payments, no more payments at all - just freedom. For all the babble about freedom in the USA, Henderson didn’t feel very free, in fact she felt downright trapped.
Harris would call her at seven, so she could let him in. Not that he needed her to break in; he needed Henderson to lie like it was the truth. Every inch of Henderson was ready to take the money and run. She didn’t have a choice, Harris had involved her family in this; and the FBI knew how to play the blackmail game.
Henderson thought about Roger Lambert’s family? He had two daughters, and two sons. Barbara would never get through it. Is it fair to destroy one family, just to protect your own? Sure Lindsay was grown, but what about Jackie and Kelsey – they are 10, and 12 respectively. They would be persecuted at school, and would be left to think their father was a murderer. Their older son, Joshua just started at the Naval Academy. If Lambert is implicated, what would happen to him? Would he be allowed to stay at the Academy? Henderson didn’t have time to think about it now.
“Sara, you’re still here?” Dr. Lambert seemed surprised.
“I’m just finishing up some filing. Are you out for the evening Dr. Lambert?”
“Off to choir practice and then to home to Barbara.”
“You sing in the choir?”
“Every Sunday,” Roger replied with a soft smile. Henderson bit her lip. The fact Roger was a decent man, only made her job harder.
“Where do you go to church?” Henderson asked, not sure if she wanted to know the answer.
“St. Mark’s Cathedral. It’s a terrific Catholic congregation. Barbara would love for you to join us one Sunday. The Catholics really aren’t as imposing as you think. Our church is very friendly. You also might enjoy our weeknight dinners, they are real fun. I’d be happy to give you a lift after work if you’d like to come one week.”
“That’s nice of you Mr. Lambert. I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Don’t work too hard.” Roger Lambert stated, leaving the office. Henderson sat, looking at the clock and patiently waiting for Agent Harris’ phone call.
Chapter 9
Natalie arrived at Langley to a pile of paper work on her desk. Her next-door, cubicle neighbor, Tim Evans said a quick ‘hello.’ Over the course of the year, Evans and Spinster have become close friends. They often partner together on research projects. Tim, is thirty-two, and stands just over six feet tall with brown hair. Tim has been with the CIA for ten years, working for various departments.
“You ready for another manic Monday Spinster?”
“With two shots of java in my coffee cup I’m as ready as I’ll ever be. What about you Tim, do you have a heavy workload?”
“I have some sort of debriefing with McGill at noon, right in the middle of my lunch hour, the idiot. Other than that nothing too pressing...”
“I’m still working on the CRS files.”
“Sounds exhilarating,” Tim stated in a derisory tone. Both he and Natalie had been analyzing backlogged files regarding a Russian firewall program for weeks and it was beginning to drive them both crazy.
“Whatever you say, Evans.” Natalie flashed a half-witted smile, as she pulled out her highlighter. Spinster had been doing a lot of highlighting lately. McGill said they were special assignments, fit for Natalie’s expertise. Nat didn’t see how highlighting names and random quotes required expertise. Nevertheless she complied, meticulous in doing what she was told.
Down the hall, McGill sat comfortably in his office. Rich had invested his own time and money in order to make sure the work space looked impeccable, if not opulent. McGill liked feeling powerful, and his office exuded that.
“What did you do McGill – spend an entire year’s salary decorating this place?” Garber commented, surveying the ornate room.
“Glad you like it Ralph. You want a cigar? I hate cigarettes, but I love cigars. This box is from Cuba.”
“You’re joking right,” Garber thought to himself. It seemed kind of odd that a CIA employee felt free to advertise his illegal Cuban cigars at Langley. “Why don’t we get down to business? Did you take care of the Oliver affair?”
“Harris handled it. Police report has the cause of death as a drive-by-shooting. The funeral is today I think. Harris had the FBI set his wife and kids up with a nice pension. They are moving to Arizona.”
“Did Oliver talk to anyone before Harris took him out?”
“I don’t think so. Either way I’m not worried about it. Dead men can’t talk right?”
“I guess not. Have we come to any conclusion about Ziegler? I thought he’d be in jail by now.”
“Damned jerk has an alibi. Turns out he was in Africa at the time of the Terror, in some 4thworld hut village with no postal service, no phone, no nothing.”
“So what are we going to do?” Garber was irritated now. He was up for re-election soon, and wanted this nasty business over and done with by next November.
“Well, we looked through a list of potential fall guys…”
“And?”
“Our fall guy is going to be Roger Lambert.”
“Lambert? Nobody will buy that.”
“Hear me out Ralph. Lambert has access to the toxin.”
“He gave us the toxin.”
“Precisely, so he’s an accessory to this whole debacle, whether he knew it or not. The clincher is that it turns out Lambert was in Texas the same week the letters were mailed, and the post office drop for the letters mailed from Maryland is two blocks from his house. And get this Ralph, Lambert is a vehemently against Dan Wilson’s pro-abortion policies. Lambert’s a Catholic so that type of thing really riles him up.”
“Still doesn’t explain why he targeted the other victims.”
“We’ll find a connection. Every body’s connected one way or the other. As for you – you were the only from your party to vote yes on abortion, last go around. Didn’t make you too popular did it?”
“Don’t bring that up, I’m running for re-election next year!”
“Don’t have hissy fit Ralph we’ll work it out. Now I need your help. Harris wants you to read the debrief and get back to him as soon as possible.”
“And where is this debrief?” Garber replied curtly.
“I must have left your copy in my car,” McGill replied, searching through a pile of paperwork. “It’s no big deal. I’ll just make you a copy of my file. Wait here while I go to the copy room.” Before McGill could exit his office, Garber lashed out.
“What type of idiot are you McGill? Leaving classified documents in your car, and subsequently copying them at the community machine? Those documents are classified and if you’re not careful they could get into the wrong hands.”
“Everyone in the CIA is looking for somebody else’s secrets. They don’t have time for mine. What I say goes around here. If one of our files turns up somewhere else on this hall, all I have to do is snap my fingers, and my employees won’t ask any more questions. I pick loyal employees, Ralph.”
“Just hurry up and make the copies.” Garber replied tersely as McGill headed to the copy room.
Just down the hall, Natalie was finishing up the CRS files before taking her lunch break.
“Say Nat you off to lunch in a few?” Tim asked, standing over the cubicle.
“In about five minutes, I’ve got to make some copies first. Why? Do you want me to pick up something for you in the cafeteria?”
“Do you mind? I don’t know how long I’ll be with McGill. A pre-made salad and a diet coke sound scrumptious.”
“Are you on a diet or something?” Spinster joked.
“Just staying healthy Spinster, you should take a few pointers,” Tim rejoined with a half-witted smile.
“I’ll try to remember that Evans. I’ll leave lunch on your desk. You can pay me back later.”
“You’re a sweetheart Natalie.” Tim replied before heading to his meeting with McGill.
It took Natalie five minutes to copy the papers that Evans had given her. Upon completion she placed the original documents back in the reference folder, and filed in the documents room. Natalie took the copies, and filed them in her personal filing cabinet. She didn’t take time to thumb through all the pages, so she didn’t know she had acquired an additional set of intelligence papers; papers that would give her more information than she bargained for. For all the secrets, one secret would have new eyes.
“Are you headed to the Cafeteria?” Angie Ruggeri asked in a friendly tone. She is 5’5 with dark black hair and brown eyes, and has an impeccable sense of fashion. Over the course of the year, Angie and Nat had become good friends as they both were raised in North Carolina and share a passion for Tar Heel Basketball.
“I’m headed that way,” Nat replied grabbing her purse.
“Mind if I join you? I skipped breakfast, and I’m pretty famished.”
“Not at all, I’m pretty hungry myself. My Starbucks muffin and coffee are already an afterthought,” Natalie added in, as the two took the elevator down to the cafeteria.
“Did you have good weekend?”
“It was fine. I met up Libby, to watch the UNC versus Maryland football game.”
“Ugh. I cannot stand football,” Angie groaned. “I know it’s the American sport of choice, but to me it’s just boring. I’d choose college basketball any day.”
“Luckily NCAA Basketball practices start at midnight this Friday. So Carolina basketball is sooner than you think,” Natalie replied, grabbing a tray and entering a congested cafeteria line.
“Speaking of which, we should try to get tickets for the UNC versus Maryland game in January. My husband can probably find us some cheap seats. His friend, Mike has season tickets to all the Georgetown and Maryland games.”
“Keep me posted! You know I’m always up for a good game of college hoops.”
After ordering a lunch of sweet tea and chicken salad, the girls found a quiet corner booth where they could sit down.
“Did you hear about that terrible murder, involving the FBI Agent? It was this morning’s paper.”
“No I haven’t had a chance to read it yet. It’s still on my desk. What happened?”
“It was awful, very bizarre. Supposedly the agent, Matthew Oliver was in a bad part of town, and was shot in a drive by shooting. However if you ask me there is more to the story than the police and FBI are letting on.”
“Why do you say that?” Natalie asked curiously, before taking another bite of her salad.
“I don’t know. There just seems to be something amiss with the case. For instance, the reporter who wrote the article, Steven Crawford thinks the …”
“The columnist?” Natalie inadvertently cut Angie off at the mention of the name Crawford. Everybody in DC is familiar with Steven Crawford. He is an investigative reporter who can be your best friend, or worst enemy depending on what side you stood of his exposes.
“Apparently Crawford knew Oliver, and claims there are some discrepancies in the police report. He can’t seem to track down any of the witnesses on record. No indication that they even exist.”
“Sounds like a 48 Hours Mystery brewing.”
“The police picked the wrong case to screw up. Oliver is FBI, and you know they won’t stop until the truth is out.”
“If Steven Crawford’s on the case, I have no doubt the truth will out,” Natalie smiled. She knew Crawford was both beloved and notorious to the DC scene. You can’t always trust the news, but Steven Crawford’s news is pretty damn accurate.
Chapter 10
Sara Henderson dried her hair and carefully applied her lipstick. Henderson likes to look at herself in the mirror. Every outfit, every lash dabbed with mascara, and the brush of blush – it was a mask she could hide behind.
She helped Harris and his crew plant damaging evidence into Roger Lambert’s office the night before. They used a remote location to shut down the security cameras, and replaced the images with a repeating feed. Then the team of five agents, secured the property, and broke into Lambert’s office. ‘Broke in’ isn’t the best term, as Henderson had a key. From there, the FBI strategically sabotaged Lambert’s organized office; planting files to implicate him in the Thorax Terror of 2001.
If all went well Roger wouldn’t notice that anyone had been in his office, Henderson told Harris she didn’t think it’d be so easy. Lambert is meticulous in his filing habits. Even if the office was put back together in perfect order, Lambert would know something was amiss. He had a sixth sense about those sorts of things.
Henderson would play dumb. By all accounts she left at six-fifteen and drove home. Marshall, the nighttime security guard saw her leave. It was in writing, it was on tape. Nobody except the FBI knew she took the back entrance upstairs after leaving. Henderson could play dumb for 2 million dollars.
For most of the morning Lambert toiled in the lab, returning to his office around noon. As Sara suspected it didn’t take long for Lambert to realize someone had been in his office.
“Sara, has someone been in my office this morning?”
“Not to my knowledge sir.”
“It’s strange, my door was locked, but I could swear someone has been in here. I always keep the picture of my wife and kids to the right of my computer. This morning I walk in, and the frame’s on top of my bookshelf.”
“Perhaps you moved the picture frame?” Sara suggested, acting innocent.
“I would remember if I moved it,” Lambert replied firmly, pacing the floor. “What time did you leave last night Sara?”
“Around 6:15. Everything was locked up when I left the office.”
“I don’t know…it’s just odd. Most people would say I’m crazy, but I know someone’s been here.”
“Should I call security?” Sara tried to sound helpful. Only a Type A over-compulsive nut would notice something so minor. The FBI guys should have been more careful.
“It wouldn’t hurt. You can never be too careful.”
“No you can’t,” Sara replied with a vindictive sweetness “I’ll call security.”
“Thank you Sara, you’re a godsend.”
“I don’t know about all that, but I’m happy to help Dr. Lambert.”
Ten minutes later a red headed security officer named Patrick Mulligan came up to investigate Lambert’s office
“Dr. Lambert, I’m Patrick Mulligan with security. I hear you had a break in?”
“I’m not sure. Just a few things misplaced. I’m kind of meticulous about my office. It may sound strange, but I know somebody’s been in here.”
“Is anything missing?” Patrick asked.
“Not that I can see just a few things out of place.”
“I’ll check it out. Marshall was on duty last night. According to him everything was secure. Of course you can never be too careful Dr. Lambert.”
Patrick dusted for fingerprints; he surveyed the desk, the filing cabinets, the red-carpeted floor, and anything else worth investigating. He was a regular CSI type security guard, no corner unturned.
“Did you find anything?” Lambert inquired as Patrick emerged from the office.
“I’m not going to lie to you, Dr. Lambert. I don’t think anyone has been in your office. But you’re a man of good instincts so I’ll look into it for you.”
“You’re a good man Patrick. It may turn out I’m crazy, but at least I feel a little more at ease having filed a report.”
Patrick returned to security. He filed the report, and ran the prints. He wasn’t FBI, but his supervisor was, so in the end it seemed the honest security guard’s work, would be lost. Call it bureaucracy, call it misappropriation but this messy situation was clean. Lambert didn’t know what was going to hit him.
Chapter 11
Phillip Chandler looks more like a CEO than a politician; then again it’s hard to tell the difference these days. He has a distinguished face, with well-worn eyes. Those eyes have spent a lot of late nights, reading the fiscal reports in low light without his prescription eyeglasses. He used to love money, profit, and the incentives that came from being rich. That used to be Phillip Chandler.
Chandler is a businessman, and the only reason he came to Washington was to pass legislation that would benefit his family’s pharmaceutical company. Chandler only showed up to vote on the days when ‘yea’ or ‘nay’ meant making him a rich or poorer man. The other days he was out playing golf.
That was the man Phillip Chandler used to be: a man who didn’t care who suffered as long as he got his way. A man so drawn to money he’d do anything short of selling his soul to get more of it.
The deaths of seven American citizens bothered Chandler more than he cared to admit. He was selling the vaccine to countless drugstores, hospitals, and small town doctors across America but who was he really saving? He knew the the nine cooked this thing up; he helped to cook this whole thing up.
Chandler sat at his desk attempting to solve the moral dilemma, which bore on his conscience. Phillip had been responsible for the deaths of seven innocent Americans, and several other informal casualties such as Matthew Oliver. The war he had helped to start was unpopular and bloody. Even Chandler was sick of the fighting and the lies, which caused it. For once in his life he didn’t care about profit, instead he cared about responsibility. He couldn’t tell anyone yet; he was smart enough to know Harris had wired his phones. After all, Chandler had voted ‘yes’ on the bill to make wiretapping legal. Besides whom could he tell? This conspiracy almost went to the top, and any wrong move could put him six-foot underground. Phillip needed a plan.
“Representative Chandler, McGill is on line one for you,” his secretary alerted him.
Phillip picked up the phone. McGill was the last person Chandler wanted to speak with. “Hello this is Phillip Chandler.”
“Phil I called to warn you. With Ziegler cleared of suspicion we had to pick another fall guy. Unfortunately he’s someone who will bring your company into the mix.”
“I can’t be connected with the fall out!”
“Neither you nor Chandler Pharmaceuticals will be compromised. The only person getting in trouble is Roger Lambert.”
“Lambert?” Phillip wasn’t sure how to react. In the past six years he’d become close friends with Roger.
“It’s a little messy, but we’ll make it believable. Anyways it might affect your profits next quarter so tell your people to get ready. In the mean time we’ll write off some of your taxes, and see about getting another starter drug off the ground.”
“Lambert’s a good man. There’s got to be another way!”
“Don’t get sentimental, Chandler. Rather him, than you right? Listen as much as I’d love to chat I’ve got to run. Talk to you later.”
Before Phillip Chandler could offer a response, McGill hung up the phone. Chandler knew he was in too deep; he needed to create a strategic exit.
Chapter 12
Jason Barker slipped out of Senator Garber’s Office, briefcase in hand. The young aide walked two blocks to the nearest Metro Station. It was quarter to five, and the subway was jam-packed. It was easy for Barker to blend in. He needed to blend in. The men he was dealing with don’t play fair. If they found out he knew their secret, he would be silenced for good.
For the past six months Jason has been collecting evidence against his boss: taping conversations, copying secret documents, and whatever other grime he could get his hands on. It was all kept locked up in an undisclosed location. The name on the account was “Maxwell Smart.” Jason had chosen the name half-seriously. If he was going to have a secret identity he couldn’t have thought of a better person to emulate. Max Smart might not have been the most polished spy, but he got the job done. Jason wanted to get the job done. He took the box of three tapes out of his briefcase, and carefully placed them in the lock box.
Jason Barker had one more task at hand. It required another Metro ride, and five blocks of walking. In the course of his investigation, Jason had learned to pay cash for all his transportation. He never took cabs, as taxi drivers remember faces. He never ran, but walked confidently in his stride, without hesitation.
For months, Jason Barker agonized about how he should reveal what Garber was up to. The Nine aren’t stupid. However, during the last few weeks they had made a few critical errors; discussing Oliver’s assassination over government funded telephone lines was not only immoral, but also reckless. Jason was thankful for their stupidity. It gave him much-needed momentum
Jason didn’t want to reveal the truth until the time was right – when he had collected all the facts, hard evidence. Jason knew that if he wanted to ensure that ‘the Nine’ to pay for their lies, he had to collect the whole truth first.
Jason could do most of the investigating on his own, but he needed some help. Senator Garber wasn’t getting enough phone calls, and Barker didn’t have time to do all the investigating he needed. He needed another set of eyes, and hears; someone who would find the whole truth and then tell the public. Jason sure as heck didn’t want credit for unraveling this mystery that meant certain death. He needed somebody else to present the truth to the people, someone the the nine couldn’t write off without repercussion – a well-known reporter.
After hearing the contract for Harris to ‘take out’ Oliver, Barker began to follow the obituaries closely, hopeful that the term “take out” had been metaphorical and no one had actually been killed. Much to Jason’s dismay he found the name Matthew Oliver in the Weekend Edition of the Washington Globe. He read about his lovely family, and how Matthew had met his wife. It was hard to read without a sense of guilt and sadness. If only Jason could have warned him. At the bottom of the two paragraphs obituary was an addendum: ‘Please refer to Section C, 2 for more information.’
“Odd,” Jason thought, as he searched for Section C. It was the Steven Crawford column. Crawford is a bit of a hotshot investigative reporter, a rogue. He is confident, researched, and shrewd. He finds the truth, and works for justice no matter what the cost. According to Crawford’s column he knew Oliver. Not only did the face of Washington’s Investigative Journalism know Matthew Oliver, he believed there was more to the story. Crawford wanted to dig for the truth. Crawford wanted sources; he wanted people to help him figure out why Matthew Oliver died. Drive by shooting, or government conspiracy?
Jason had found his reporter, but that didn’t change the fact he’d have to approach Crawford with extreme caution. If Garber caught wind that Jason was talking to Crawford he’d be in trouble. Still they couldn’t kill Crawford; if they did the government would have blood on their hands they couldn’t rinse. The Media may say a lot of crazy things, but they don’t let the truth die easily, especially if one of their own is involved in the story.
Barker chose a nondescript payphone across the street from a downtown Pawn Shop. He dialed Steven Crawford’s personal line.
“Crawford.”
“I need you to go where no one else can hear this conversation. It’s about Oliver,” Jason spoke succinctly without allowing time for rebuttal. A long pause on the other end of the line noted that he had Crawford’s attention.
“I’m listening, but let me warn you – I only want facts. Ollie was my best friend, and I’m not wasting my time listening to some nut job prankster.”
“Trust me. Your friend Matthew Oliver was killed by the FBI when he uncovered the truth about a government conspiracy.”
“What sort of conspiracy?” Steven inquired, anxious for additional information.
“I’ll tell you everything you need to know eventually, but right now need you to promise that you won’t print anything until I give the say so. Otherwise it will put both of us in danger.” Barker’s words proved Crawford didn’t have an option, but to keep quiet, at least for now.
“Fair enough, I won’t report anything until all the facts are in, but at least tell me who you work for. Do you work for the FBI?”
“I’m in the know – more than I’d like to be. I can’t tell you anymore right now, but if you want to learn what really happened to Oliver then you need to trust me.”
“Fine, now what’s your contact information?”
“No contact information. I’ll call you back when the time is right.”
“At least give me a name!” Crawford knew that sources were scared, but how was he supposed to get to the bottom of this without some means of communication?
“Just call me Maxwell Smart. Next time I call, I’ll tell you where to meet me. Then we’ll talk.”
“Maxwell Smart, huh? Yeah and I’m Don Adams,” Crawford replied tersely, but it was too late, Barker had already hung up the phone. Jason headed home to his Georgetown Condo. He would call Crawford back in a week. He needed to do a little more sleuthing on his own.
As ‘Max’ Barker entered his building, he accidentally bumped into Natalie.
“Sorry about that,” he said looking into her pretty green eyes. He had to admit, he was smitten by Natalie’s charms.
“It’s okay,” Spinster replied with a smile. “Actually I’m glad I bumped into you.”
“So you ready for a date or what?” Jason couldn’t believe he’d been so forthcoming.
“I just wanted to give you your mail,” She quipped handing over a stack of letters and bills.
“At this rate we’ll have to move in together Natalie, I mean with all my mail being sent up to your place.”
“I’ll take that as a bad joke, Mr. Barker.”
“Please call me Jason. And I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have been so forthcoming.”
“Don’t let it happen again,” Natalie said with a hint of sarcasm, even possible flirtation, though she didn’t necessarily intend for it to come out as such.
“I’m not sure that I can promise that, Miss…”Jason realized he didn’t know Natalie’s last name.
“My name is Natalie Spinster.”
“Well if that’s the case Miss. Spinster you will most certainly be hearing from me,” Natalie rolled her eyes. Jason felt a connection to Natalie, though as of yet he didn’t know how intertwined their paths really were.
Chapter 13
Steven sat listlessly at his desk. As D.C.’s leading investigative reporter Crawford receives countless calls, mostly bogus leads. Over the years he has developed a sixth sense about which leads to follow, and the call he had just received about Oliver sounded legitimate.
Of course Crawford wanted to know the truth, but the truth can be a double-edged sword. Knowing his best friend had died is one thing, but the fact he had been strategically murdered by agents at federal agency? This was already more than just a story for Crawford – Ollie’s death was personal.
Steven has always prided himself on being a quality journalist. He’s street savvy, and isn’t afraid of getting his hands a bit dirty if it meant finding the truth. Crawford can schmooze information out of anyone. He always tries to pick stories that matter. In some ways Steven was the unsung hero for the ‘little man.’
Steven’s reports are cunning in style; straightforward enough so that the facts aren’t hidden between big words. You couldn’t just skim through a Steven Crawford report; you had to read every letter, every word to every line to every paragraph to every column. From gossip to hard news, he could certainly captivate an audience. A few had also led to some high-profile takedowns too.
There was his expose about the police drug trafficking ring. It involved a number of DC cops getting paid off by drug dealers to look the other way. Some of the cops had actually started ferrying the drugs over state lines. Crawford’s investigation into the matter led to a probe by DA and jail time for the cops. Five drug dealers got 50 years, all thanks to a few good questions and Crawford’s ability to find answers.
Then there was the hospital case involving, Elizabeth Lewis. She was a ten-year old girl who needed a blood transfusion. The hospital didn’t check the patient’s medical chart and gave her Type B instead of Type A Blood. This mistake caused young Elizabeth’s body to go into shock, and caused a heart problem. The hospital didn’t want to take responsibility, but with Steven’s help the Lewis family got a large settlement, and they can now afford to gives Lizzie the proper medical attention she needs. It also forced some serious changes to be made within the hospital.
Steven isn’t afraid to confront the big guns, but this was different; Oliver’s death had been a result of the a conspiracy within the FBI. Crawford could only help but wonder how deep this cover-up went and exactly which government officials were involved and why? What agency secret was so important that the FBI would rather kill to keep the truth buried, than risk Oliver talking? What was the objective, the gain and the ulterior motive? Crawford had hundreds of questions, and few answers.
“Hey Steven, are you going to spend the rest of the night starring at a blank wall or finish the school board write-up for tomorrow’s paper?”
“I’m not hungry,” Crawford replied in a half trance.
“Dinner?Dinner was two hours ago! Crawford, would you get with the program? It is past nine o’clock, and you’ve got half an hour until we go to press. Clock’s ticking kid”
“I already turned Friday’s column in to Roberts. It’s ready to go,” Crawford replied tapping his pencil nervously on his desk.
“That’s grand, but still doesn’t account for the follow-up piece you promised me.”
“What follow-up piece?” Steven asked blankly.
“The School Board Issue - you know whether or not the PTA is stealing money from the art fund to finance football?” Wallis replied.
“I completely forgot. Don’t worry - it’s all charted out. I’ll check my notes and have something print worthy in ten minutes.”
“Don’t stress yourself out hotshot,” Wallis replied sarcastically, as he took a sip of coffee. “You wouldn’t want our readers to miss out on another exciting episode of ‘As the School Board Turns.’”
“Right,” Steven rolled his eyes. He would write the follow-up, but it wasn’t the report on his mind.
It took Steven ten minutes to finish the School Board piece. It was the kind of fluff piece he could have written in his sleep. Not that the school board isn’t important, but compared to other news in his it seemed petty. Wallis was happy enough with him, Crawford could write, and even his best work was Washington Globe worthy.
“I’m calling it a night Wallis. The school board piece is on your desk,” Steven didn’t wait for a reply. He just wanted to get out of the office. Steven looked down at his cell phone. He had a message.
“Steve, it’s Marjory. I guess you’re still at work, but we need to talk. I was wondering if you could stop by tomorrow after work. It’s kind of important. Give me a call later if it’s not too late. I put the kids to bed at nine,” then the message clicked off. Marjory seemed so distant. She was putting up a good front, but he could tell she was falling apart inside.
Anxious to call her back, Steven starting dialing the numbers before realizing it was too late to call. The kids were in bed, and he didn’t want to wake them. It would have to wait until tomorrow.
Chapter 14
In the past decade, Max Clausen has seen his fair share of political upheaval. And through it all he has been a master at maneuvering or shall we say manipulating the system. After eight years in the Department of Defense, Clausen has a new job; Assistant Director of Homeland Security.
Clausen likes to look at his resume; it’s practically flawless. Three decades of military service and more medals of honor than you can count on both hands. He had also served as an Ambassador, and worked on a committee for the United Nations. Clausen is a good negotiator, just enough foreign policy experience and enough BS in him to make it sound like he knew what he was talking about.
His office is large, filled with windows and bookcases packed with all sorts of material from the great philosophers, such as John Locke, Montesquieu and Rousseau. The ethics and law books were a bit dusty. In all honesty, Clausen had never picked up one book on the shelf, nor did he plan too. They weren’t there to educate, but rather intimidate.
Max heard a knock on the door. It was Glazer. Joseph Glazer has a fitting name. He is a stout man, with a double chin. He has drooping but active brown eyes. His eyes are always watching you. Glazer has moveable eyebrows, which can be maneuvered to instill fear and execute persuasion. He doesn’t scare Max though, Clausen isn’t afraid of anything except jail.
“Good Morning Glazer,” Max greeted the FBI Director as he opened his door.
“I see you’ve fixed up your office nicely,” Joseph noted, inspecting the room.
“Don’t you love what I’ve done with the place?”
“Charming,” Glazer replied stiffly.
“Where’s Harris? Finishing off his hit list?”
“Right here Max,” Harris stepped out from the shadows. Harris is a chameleon, blending in or sticking out; adapting to every individual situation with ease.
“Three makes it a party. Can I interest anyone in a drink?” Clausen asked, preparing himself bourbon.
“Little early for a drink, don’t you think?” Glazer grumbled.
“It’s never too early for a drink, right Harris?” Clausen simpered as he downed his share of Rebel Yell.
“Whatever you say Max,” Harris rolled his eyes before taking a shot of bourbon.
“While you play bartender Max, Harris and I are going to get down to business.”
“Be my guest.”
“The Thorax case is just about wrapped up. We planted evidence in Lambert’s office last night.”
“Are you sure Lambert’s the right fall guy?” Clausen asked, sipping his bourbon.
“He’s the one. Don’t you know the craziest killers often live the most mundane lives? We just spin that he had a double life, and was able to hide behind the suburbanite scientist role for so well even his family and friends didn’t know his secrets. He had us all fooled.”
“I’ll buy it, but I’m not sure his family will be fooled.”
“Who cares about his family? Their testimony won’t stand up in court. The people of this country like sensationalism, and they’ll believe whatever facts we give them. The fact is it’s only a half lie. After all Lambert gave us the toxin, he just thought it was for something legit.”
“It’s sensational alright.”
“What seals the deal is evidence we didn’t even plant. For instance, three of the letters were mailed from College Station in Texas. Well I did some digging and it turns out that Roger Lambert was on business in College Station the same week the tainted letters were postmarked. If that’s not a gift to our cause then I don’t know what is!”
“What about motive? Why would a seemingly sane scientist do this?”
“I’ll give you three reasons our audience will buy into,” Glazer liked to call the American people his ‘audience.’ “Money, Religion and Secrets. His research was a government-funded project, but Lambert owned the patent to the vaccine. After the Thorax Terror, he earned millions of dollars in profit from the sale of Thoraxine. So his first motive for doing such a heinous crime: money.
“What about Religion?”
“Lambert’s a hard core Catholic, and is against abortion. It turns out all the targeted victims had ties to abortion. Now religion and politics is in the mix.”
“If he’s so pro-life I doubt he’d go and kill people,” Clausen thought aloud. “I’m no biblical scholar, but last I checked, God doesn’t look too highly on people who murder. It’s one of the big commandments.”
“A stable man wouldn’t resort to murder, to stop murder, but an unstable man would. This is a fact: as we speak Lambert is being treated for OCD and bipolar disorder. We’ll use those facts to make it seem like Lambert’s a madman.”
“When does this all go down?”
“Before Thanksgiving, no use ruining our holidays worrying with this mess,” Harris smirked. “We’ve planted incriminating documents, including copies of the letters sent out to the victims. Lambert knew someone had been in his office, he has a sixth sense or something, but we have agents in security. No record, no worry – no proof for Lambert to cling to, but his own instincts. People don’t buy into instincts - they want facts. We’ll give them facts. Next week my men are going to the USARMIID lab to taint his secretary’s desk with Thorax toxin spores. Lambert will clean off her desk and secure the area. We’ll say the spores were planted by Lambert himself. FBI will search the office, and question Lambert. The rest will fall into place.”
“What about the secretary, will she die from this?”
“No. She won’t die. She’ll be alive to tell the media about how her trusted friend and boss tried to kill her. The news loves stories like that.”
“How do you know she won’t change her mind about lying?”
“Try a cool two million, and if the money isn’t enough we’ve got dirt on her family. He daddy’s a scumbag D.A., and her sister has a questionable record as an M.D. If Sara’s own greed isn’t enough, she’ll do what she needs to protect her family. Blackmail is a beautiful thing: it keeps people quiet.”
“You talk about Thanksgiving Harris, but how can you get this guy locked up and a guilty verdict in six weeks. I don’t like a trial Harris. There are too many unknown variables. You can pay off a judge, but an entire jury?” Harris almost laughed at Clausen’s reply. He knew there would be no trial, just an end result, just a story for the media. Max didn’t care about people getting killed - he just didn’t want to know the particulars.
“Leave it to me Clausen. I’ll get the job done.”
Chapter 15
The Labor Department reports that the unemployment rate has hit a twenty-year high. This comes just days after a national report states the number of foreclosures is higher than the national average of new homes purchased in the past year. Companies such as Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac are suffering, and close to bankruptcy. With the unemployment rate and foreclosures on the rise, the effects of the poor economy are affecting businesses all across the board.
Car companies like GM and Chrysler are reeling from the high gas prices, and cutting jobs as car sales hit an all time low. The downward turn in the NASDAQ and Dow Jones seems to point more and more toward a recession. Though government economists don’t want to discuss this possibility, saying the economy is flourishing. They are also dodging claims that the faltering economy is a trickledown effect and/or direct correlation with the War in Iraq.
With so many companies struggling to make ends meet, it is interested to not that three major corporations saw growth. Wright Industries, Chandler Pharmaceuticals, and Griffin Oil Corporation all saw record profits. Wright is a weapons manufacturer and one of the sole providers of weaponry to the U.S. Military. They say their profits are a reflection on the dangerous times we live, and they will continue to manufacture goods to enhance our military and protect the American people. Near East profits come from the growing demand for oil and its scarcity.
In other news the FBI has cleared Kyle Ziegler of any involvement in the Thorax case. They say they have new leads, and we will report any new developments in the Thorax case as they come in…
Tip s for saving fuel, and alternative transportation coming up next on this morning’s edition of National News.
It is 8 am EST. I’m Maureen Kring with this morning’s edition of National News.
Senator Garber watched the news from a small television in his office. Too bad about all the unemployed Americans, but at least Senator Garber had a nice bonus coming in the mail from Wright Industries and Griffin Oil Corporation at the end of the week. Granted politicians aren’t supposed to accept gifts and bonuses from corporations, no bribery, and all that purist ideology, but Garber felt he was above all protocol. After all he’d owned stock in Griffin Oil Corporation long before he’d come to Washington. No use in ending his support due to moral obligations. As for Wright, well Todd Wright and Ralph Garber were old golfing buddies. What’s a few million dollars between friends?
“Jeanette, get Todd Wright on the phone for me.”
“Right away sir,” Jeanette replied. She didn’t dare question the Senator. “Mr. Wright’s on Line 2, Senator Garber.”
“Todd congratulations about your company earnings.”
“Congratulate yourself Garber. You know we wouldn’t be in such a terrific position without your support.”
“Still on for a game of golf next Tuesday? I have a new set of clubs I’ve just been dying to try out.”
“Tuesday it is, Senator. And in the meantime you might want to check your P.O. Box. I think you’ll find a nice little dividend, which will more than pay off the cost of those new set of clubs.”
“Thanks Todd. Keep making money, and I’ll play policymaker.” Garber hung up the phone, and patted himself on the back. Money put him in a good mood.
“Senator Garber, I just got off the phone with Senator Grant. He says he has some committee papers for you to look over. He was more than a little incensed that you missed the last committee meeting.” Jason Barker stated as he stepped into Garber’s office.
“ Senator Grant is an arrogant street lawyer from Chicago. Just because he’s the new kid on the block he thinks he can boss everyone around,” Garber fumed. “Tell him to fax it over; I’ll look at it after my golf game.”
“Yes sir,” Barker replied.
“On second thought, why don’t you pick up that paperwork from Grant’s office? It’ll shut him up.”
“Sure thing.”
“And while you’re out I need you to do me a favor. I have some mail that needs to be picked up from my P.O. Box. Here’s the address, and the P.O. Box key,” Garber handed Barker a small silver key and a
“Sure, Anything.”
“I need you to pick up mail from my P.O. Box. The address is on this sheet of paper. I have a golf game in an hour so just leave the mail on my desk.”
“I think I can handle that.”
“I’m counting on you Barker.” And with that, Jason left the office and Garber readied for his golf game.
Garber’s an avid golfer, putting several times a week. Harris hates golf, and doesn’t particularly like having to adjust his schedule to meet a power hungry Senator for his noon tee time.
Harris is an old pro. He has no one to tie him down, no wife, and no kids. Closest he to a companion was a girlfriend in college. She was an All-American girl, very pretty and sweet. Harris doesn’t like sweet, he like coldness, cunning and control. He did what no one else in the FBI could: take care of business without dwelling on ethical and moral obligations. He was good at sweeping dirt under rugs, and vacuuming up the dirt before the wrong eyes caught wind.
It’s hard being a go-to-guy - an ace. No one is as intense as Harris; perhaps that’s why he has such a hard time keeping partners. Even the most promising young agents usually disappoint Harris in the end. It’s hard to lose an agent, especially because they couldn’t follow the rules, when they get sentimental.
“Senator Garber.” Harris greeted Ralph with an icy coldness.
“Gene, I appreciate your meeting me here.”
“It was no problem, I think this will be the perfect spot to discuss secrets,” Harris replied.
“It was a shame about your partner.”
“What Ollie? Poor kid should have followed my advice. I told him not to get sentimental,” Harris smirked.
“Well it sounds like you handled the matter well enough. Oliver’s death was nothing more than collateral damage.”
“Now on to more serious business…Our fall guy is Lambert. We should have this case closed by Thanksgiving, by Christmas at the latest.”
“I trust your judgment Harris. Just make sure none of this can be traced back to me.”
“You’ll be fine. No worries, this mess won’t screw up your upcoming election.”
“You’re a good man Gene.”
“Mind if I take a swing?” Harris inquired, eyeing the club.
“Be my guest,” Garber handed his partner in crime a club. As Agent Gene Harris took a swing, the ball fell into a sand trap.
“You’re definitely a better agent than you are golfer,” Senator Garber chuckled.
“Don’t worry,” Harris replied icily. “I shoot to kill when it matters.”
~
Plenty of politicians keep P.O. Boxes, but very few house as many secrets as Senator Garber’s. Fifteen letters were crammed into the box; seven from Wright Industries, seven from Griffin Oil Corporation and one from Chase Bank.
Jason recalled the morning headline. In the midst of a recession, only three companies had posted a profit, and two of those companies had sent Garber a wad of mail. Wright Industries makes most of it’s money from a lucrative contract with the U.S. Military, and the Senator who go Wright the contract – none other than Ralph Garber.
It’s a well-known fact; Senator Garber has stock in Griffin Oil Corporation. With gas hovering at four dollars a gallon it’s also no coincidence that Near East earned record profits. Jason found it odd that Garber would be so closely connected to two companies that are having such financial success amidst economic turmoil. Particularly since both companies were making money off a war, which Garber advocated in Congress.
Carefully, Barker took the letters, anxious to learn what secrets they contained. It was risky, but sometimes you have to take risks to find answers. There was a nice, cramped deli down the street. He’d go there, grab some lunch, and read the letters. Jason has the unique skill of opening and closing sealed mail without anyone knowing about it. If anything of importance was in the letters, he’d make copies at a nearby Kinko’s. While in the neighborhood Barker would also get a copy of Garber’s key made. That way he wouldn’t have to wait assignment.
The deli place was packed. “Good”’ Jason thought. “It’s easier to blend in this way.” Jason scouted out a corner booth, and began to open the mail.
The first letter from Wright Industries was stuffed with a check for $250,000.00 addressed to Senator Garber. No matter how you spin it, it’s kind of hard to write off a sum like that. Barker carefully maneuvered the next set of envelopes. One by one he uncovered more bribes, more checks, and more cold hard cash.
Garber- thank you for your support in the Senate. We make a great team!
There was over a million dollars in checks from Wright Industries alone, and not to mention an additional million in stock returns from Griffin Oil Corporation. Jason wondered if this was the first money Garber had received from Wright. Did Garber plan to pay taxes on this money? Did this have anything to do with the death of Oliver, and the toxin case?
Barker had so many questions. He hurriedly finished his sandwich, and headed to Kinko’s. He paid cash for five copies of each document. The envelopes were then carefully resealed, and placed in his briefcase. Soon after, he copied the mail key. It was time to go back to the office. Barker didn’t want Garber to suspect him of anything.
Chapter 16
“Miss. Spinster I have a special assignment for you,” McGill is almost too affable, but Natalie trusted him.
“Tell me what to do, and I’ll get right to it.”
“It may sound a bit mundane, but this is very important.”
“I am all ears, Mr. McGill,” Natalie still had a hard time calling her boss ‘Rich,’ it’s too informal.
“Please call me Rich.”
“Right Rich…what do you need me to do?”
“I’m going to give you a list of names. I need you to go through this stack of documents, and anytime you see a name from the list highlight it. If the name comes with a quote, highlight the entire paragraph. Don’t skip anything.”
“I think I can handle that.” Natalie replied as McGill handed her a stack of papers.
“Be sure to take your time, and when you’re done run this up to Director Bayless’s office,” McGill said this calmly, but it sent shock waves through Spinster.
“When you refer to Bayless, you mean The CIA DIRECTOR?”
“He’s expecting the files.”
“This must be important then,” Natalie replied, looking down at the stack of papers in front of her.
“Take your time and highlight all the names. Don’t overlook anything!”
“Yes sir.” Natalie replied obediently.
“Oh and Natalie, don’t tell anyone about this okay? It’s a special assignment.”
“I won’t sir.”
“Good girl,” Rich smiled as Natalie left his office, en route to her cubicle. He almost had to pat himself on the back. She wasn’t one to ask questions. She could read through every document in the stack he gave her and not be savvy enough to connect any dots. Natalie was becoming more valuable than he thought.
Natalie sat down at her desk, and began survey the list McGill gave her. It included sixteen names. Some names were more familiar than others, such as Congressmen Philip Chandler, and Senator Ralph Garber, not to mention FBI Director Joseph Glazer, but the other names on the list didn’t ring a bell at all.
Philip Chandler, Representative Indiana *
AJ Lipman *
Daniel Westbrook*
Senator Ralph Garber, Michigan *
Max Clausen *
Joseph Glazer *
Senator Dan Wilson, California *
Gene Harris *
Lillian White
Andrea Kramer
Chase McClindock
Mike Bilas
Janet Steele
Doug Saunders
Sandy Boylan
“I wonder what the asterisks refer to.” Natalie thought to herself as she began the task at hand. On the surface the assorted pile of documents didn’t seem all that classified. Most were just transcripts of conversations, and committee meetings. Still Natalie’s keen intuition hinted that there was more of a link to these seemingly separates documents and various names than appeared at first sight.
Page by page, paragraph by paragraph, Natalie read through the documents, looking for any mention of the listed names. The first two documents referenced Indiana Representative, Philip Chandler. Natalie honestly didn’t know much about him. The only time she’d ever been to the state of Indiana was back in 2006 for the Final Four.
Date of Transcription: October 11th2001: FDA and Thorax debate on House floor…Representative Chandler of Indiana has the floor.
Rep. Chandler(R, Indiana): My dear friends. It has been one month since the tragedies of September 11th. We are in a new age of terror, and it has unnerved us all. In addition to the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Towers, our people have been attacked in their own homes. Seven Americans are dead, just from opening their mail. The American people will not stand for this, and neither will I. We should not have to live in fear of Islamic extremists. Instead we should band together to secure the freedoms we hold dear. In order to do so we must make a commitment to fighting these terrorists without fear. We don’t want to let innocent Americans die because Washington politics and bureaucracy is holding up the process of funding our military and potentially new drugs that can protect our children from the new breed of biological warfare.
For the past thirty years, Dr. Roger Lambert has been a leading bacteriologist. He has been working tirelessly to prevent terror from infectious diseases, and biologically engineered toxins. I am pleased to say in the past fifteen years he’s worked for the United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases; Dr. Lambert has discovered antidotes and precautionary methods to stop biological warfare cold. His latest vaccine is called Thoraxine. It is a simple shot, which needs to be administered every ten years. It protects an individual from the Thorax toxin, and also can prevent death from Anthrax. Good news right? It is good news that our future can be safe with this vaccine. Unfortunately it’s been ready over a year, and is still unavailable to the public. Not because it’s not safe, not because it has unforeseeable side effects, and not because it doesn’t work, but because the FDA forgot to review it. It got lost in the bureaucratic jumble. They claim they are trying to protect us when they spend years deciding whether or not to put a product on the shelves. But in 90% of the cases, most drugs are denied access to those in need not because problems with the drug, but the FDA’s inability to efficiently review and pass the drug.
We need new drug laws in this country, we need the FDA, but we need it to be efficient. Thoraxine continues to sit on the shelf today. Think if it had been available even a month ago. It would have saved seven American lives. I’m asking you to stand up to the FDA, and get Thorax where it belongs – to the people. We live in uncertain times. Who knows when the next wave of Thorax mailings could occur? We want to be ready; we want America to be safe!”
Natalie could almost hear the sense of urgency in Chandler’s tone. If anyone knew about the pitfalls of the FDA it was a pharmaceutical man, then again did that make him the best judge of character on the matter?
The second Chandler transcript also dated seven years ago, to late October 2001. It was a committee meeting to decide which pharmaceutical company would have access to the Thorax vaccine in the wake of the Thorax terror a month earlier.
‘As a former Board member of Chandler Pharmaceuticals, I can attest that Chandleris right choice to serve as sole distributor of the Thorax Vaccine. Since it was founded in 1893, the Indianapolis based company has consistently been the epitome of excellence and professionalism in drug development and distribution. I have full confidence in the company’s ability to provide quality access care, and rapid distribution. With the growing threat of biological terror, and knowledge that Islamic extremists have developed the drug Thorax it is more important than ever for this type of vaccine to be made available to all sectors of the American population. Chandlerpromises to do whatever it can to speed up the process of vaccination, from shipments to hospitals and pharmacies, along with vaccination booths set up at schools, fairs, and other community events to insure rapid and save care no matter what a family’s income level. Seven people have already died from Thorax, with this partnership by Chandler Pharmaceuticalsand the USAMRIID no more Americans will have to die from this deadly new form of warfare. The Thorax vaccine is a weapon to fight Islamic terror on the home front. Chandlerand the Thorax vaccine will help protect American families.’
The speech sounded so contrived, almost like a meticulously written press release. It’s no wonder that Philip Chandler wanted Chandler Pharmaceuticals to get the Thorax vaccine: Thoraxine was a moneymaker. In the wake of 9/11, everything was fear and unknowns. With the Twin Towers, and the Pentagon it seemed like two isolated attacks, it brought sadness and fear about the future, sure, but a majority of Americans still felt safe in their own homes.
That was until the Thorax outbreaks. It made people go into frenzy when they believed they might die from opening the mail. It seemed like a global wide pandemic was near. Even a rational thinker like Natalie had been on the edge of her seat and rushed to get the vaccine. Natalie could the sense potential for an ulterior motive where Thorax was concerned. After all, Phillip Chandler had a lot of money in his pockets from the Thorax Terror. His company had made millions of dollars from Lambert’s vaccine. Then again it is human nature to take advantage of situations. Natalie quickly realized she was being paranoid. Just because Chandler wanted his family to profit from the drug, didn’t mean he wished for the seven victims to die. It’s not like the American government sent out the letters – right?
The next set of documents referenced, both Senators Ralph Garber, Dan Garber. It was the Senatorial debate of the FDA’s handling of Thoraxine.
October 20th2001: Senate Floor Debate on Thoraxine and FDA Issue: The House has elected to pass Thoraxine through the FDA, and override usual FDA drug approval procedures.
Senator Ralph Garber(R, Michigan): A day doesn’t go by when I don’t think about the terrible events, which occurred on September 11th2001. To our neighbors in the Pentagon, and Friends in New York, our thoughts and prayers continually go out to you In addition to the isolated attacks on specific sites, such as the World Trade Towers and the Pentagon, we are facing another real terror, that is harder to comprehend than any we’ve faced. The Federal Government prides itself on the mail service. It keeps us together, and keeps us informed. However when a terrorist group uses the Federally Funded US Mail Service in an effort to endanger American lives – our most treasured places of safety – the American Home becomes endangered. That happened on September 18thand September 28thwhen two waves of Thorax laced letters hit American’s mailboxes. Islamic terrorism has hit the homes. If you’re not safe in your home where are you safe my friends: certainly not at school or work.
I can attest to the Thorax Terror. I was one of the eleven Americans targeted. If it had not been for the valiant efforts of the FBI and USPS I might not be speaking with you today. Luckily I was warned that letter was in my mailbox, but many American’s weren’t so lucky. Seven died, and more could still if we don’t provide them the Thorax vaccine. In case you are wondering how the toxin works, it can enter your system by touching the brownish dust of spores, or from simply inhaling the toxin. I’m not talking snorting the dust, or breathing closely into it.
I’m talking about just opening the letter, and breathing in and out. It hits the air, before you can stop breathing. First the toxin attacks your lungs and throat, particularly the Thorax. You begin to hyperventilate and cardiac arrest ensues. It is a very painful death, lasting up to a week, as you slowly become unable to breath and your body defenseless. Once inside the bloodstream, the toxin multiples and takes over healthy white blood cells. Without the Thorax toxin you can’t last more than a week. Even young, healthy people like twenty-four year old graduate student Andrea Kramerdied from this toxin. It can hit anyone, and without treatment be more deadly than cyanide.
People say we should regulate the mail - we should open personal letters to ensure safety. That’s an invasion of privacy, making us feel more vulnerable than ever. With the Thorax vaccine Americans won’t worry about opening their mail. So my colleagues I suggest we keep America safe and support Thorax bypassing FDA bureaucracy.
Senator Dan Wilson (D, California): If you had ask me six weeks ago if I would have supported this action, I would have said an adamant ‘no.’ However, after being the target of such a drug as Thorax, as well. I understand that now is not the time for arguing and extensive paperwork. I feel it is in the best interest of the American people to forgo the usual FDA regulations, and place Thorax on the market. I have spoken to Dr. Lambert and his team at the USAMRID, and am firm in my belief that this vaccine is both safe and essential for the safety and sanity of our American people in this dangerous time. Especially now, that test results show that this blend of Thorax was definitely manufactured in the Middle East.
Natalie remembered how shaken Senator Wilson was after he received his Thorax letter in the mail. Prior to this attack, Wilson was a strong proponent of peace in the Middle East via negotiation and trade talks. The one time liberal, and happy go-lucky Senator from California has since developed some fear tactics in his diplomacy. He continues to be one of the only Democrats for the War in Iraq.
The next sets of papers were stapled together. They included memos from Max Clausen, who at the time was with the Defense Department to A.J. Lipman, a White House worker. Memos between the President and Lipman were also included in the stack.
Dear Mr. Clausen,
Per your request I had the sample of Thorax from Senator Wilson’s office analyzed. Despite the initial reports by the FBI that the Thorax was bound with bentonite, I have found not traces of this drug in the Thorax. It was instead bound by silica. The lack of bentonite would indicate to me that these spores were not manufactured in Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi labs.
From the sample tested, I believe these spores were manufactured in a basement lab for less than $ 2,500. They may or may not be affiliated with Al-Qaeda or Islamic extremism, but it could also be a homegrown threat as well. With the lack of bentonite, it’s hard to know for sure. I hope this helps, and let me know if your department needs anything else. I hope you solve this case soon. Dr. Roger Lambert
Dear A.J.
I just received the analysis from Lambert. He confirmed what we already knew; the Thorax doesn’t have any bentonite. Luckily he wasn’t able to trace it back to the Army Lab. Go ahead and tell the President that the spores are definitely from Iraq. It’s what he wants to hear, and will help the process of attack move along. I’ll back it up.
Max Clausen
Dear Max,
Thanks for the update. I’ve briefed the President on issue. He’s very happy with your work. So far so good Clausen. How is the vaccine work going? Almost on the market? Once it’s available, the President is going to suggest every American citizen get vaccinated. He also wants to send condolence letters to the families affected by the Thorax Terror. I told him I would arrange this. I notified Glazer, and he has already sent Agent Gene Harris to debrief the families, and give them the spun story. Everything is going according to plan.
A.J. Lipman
P.S. Westbrookhas been promoted to a position in Homeland Security.
Natalie found the letters puzzling, if not shocking. What precisely did Clausen mean when he said ‘everything is going according to plan’ or that ‘luckily it hadn’t been tracked back to the army lab’? Something seemed amiss. Could the Thorax case have been internal? Surely the U.S. would never terrorize its own citizens? Would they?
After completing the assignment, Natalie nervously headed upstairs to Bayless office. She was almost relieved that the Director wasn’t there. She dropped off the file with his secretary, and hurried back to her desk.
Natalie didn’t like a riddle unsolved, even if wasn’t hers to decipher. Before her head started spinning with questions of conspiracy, Natalie’s phone rang. It was Libby. Natalie had been so preoccupied with work she almost forgot her big plans for the evening.
“So what time are we meeting up tonight?”
“Tonight? What are you talking about Lib?”
“Spinster, don’t tell me you forgot about the Bruce Springsteen concert?”
“It’s just been such a crazy day at work.”
“This isn’t anyconcert – it’s Bruce Springsteen. Get with the program Nat,” you could sense Libby rolling her eyes over the phone. “So what time are we meeting up?”
“Julie suggested we all meet at the Tipsy Martini by the MCI Center around five-thirty.” Natalie had to let any instincts she had about the Thorax terror go.
“Sounds like a plan. Do you need me to pick you up?”
“No thanks, I’ll take the Metro. I’ll see you then,” Natalie hung up the phone, and smiled. The Thorax Debate could wait. Tonight she was ready to have some fun.
~
“Bruce totally rocked!” Natalie exclaimed as she and her four friends exiting the MCI Center.
“I can’t believe he played for the three straight hours! I don’t think I could last on stage five minutes,” Libby smiled.
“After such a rocking show are you guys up for a late night bite to eat? I’m famished.” Julie Colfax added in. Natalie and Julie have been close friends since their time at Georgetown. Julie is 5’5 with blonde hair and blue eyes. She works for the National Gallery, and is an art aficionado. She has a particular passion for Renaissance art.
“I’m starving!” Lib exclaimed.
“Joe’s Diner is just down the block. Why don’t we grab a late night snack?” Brian suggested as the friends headed to the tiny late night eatery.
“I hope no one has Halloween plans?” Julie inquired as the group packed into a corner booth.
“I’m on candy duty.”
“Leave the candy on the doorstep, because have I an event you simply can’t miss.”
“Something exciting I hope?” Libby responded her curiosity peaked.
“The National Gallery is opening a new exhibit, and to celebrate the gala’s opening we are hosting a Halloween Costume Party and Preview show.”
“Sounds like spooktacular fun.”
“The theme is ‘The Founders Gala; a night of American Art.’ To get inside you need to dress up as an American hero. It should be a lot of fun!”
“I’ll need some help, coming up with a creative costume,” Libby requested.
“I can assist with that. In high school I spent three spooktacular years working at a costume shop, I’m sure if we put our minds together we’ll be the best dressed in the entire outfit.” Nat interjected.
“We better be,” Jules joked, “There will be a costume contest, and the grand Prize is going to be pretty phenomenal.”
“We only have two weeks to get ready so this weekend we all go to Costume boot camp to get ready,” Libby joked.
“Definitely!” Everyone agreed as they sipped on coffee and enjoyed midnight conversation. For the time being Natalie Spinster had forgotten about conspiracies and random documents at work.
Chapter 17
Marjory Oliver climbed over piles of U-Haul boxes to greet Steven at the front door.
“Steven, thanks for coming,”
“No place would I rather be. I just wish I could change your mind about moving.”
“You can’t,” Marge replied, lifting a box.”
“So where are the kids?”
“Katie took them to the zoo.”
“Mary will miss seeing the Pandas I’m sure.”
“She will, but I promised her I’d take her to the San Diego Zoo as soon as we get settled.”
“She’ll like that,” Steven smiled. He would miss little Mary and Max. Steven remembered how good Oliver had been with them. “So when are you leaving?”
“On Tuesday. It’ll take about a week to reach Arizona. I’m staying with my cousin, Kim in Nashville and my friend Karen in Oklahoma on the way. The other nights I’ve booked rooms. The anticipation of the trip has distracted the kids from the reality of moving for now.”
“It should be quite the adventure,” Crawford didn’t know what to say. He tried to sound upbeat, but the idea of Marge and the kids leaving depressed him.
“I’ve made a list of places to stop roadside, points of interest,” Marjory looked at the rows of boxes - her voice trailing off. “I was hoping you’d help me box up the basement, and move the boxes upstairs. The movers are coming on Tuesday morning, and I want everything ready.”
“I’ll do anything Marge; just tell me what needs to be done.”
Over the next several hours, Crawford and Marjory packed up everything she owned in countless piles of boxes. It was tedious work. Every item carried a memory of Ollie, which would either incite a laugh or make his void seem realer than ever. Every picture put away, started a conversation. Over the hours Marjory and Steven shared the laughter and tears. For that the process was therapeutic.
After carrying the last of the boxes downstairs, Marjory offered Steven a drink. She needed to talk to him about something important, but had wanted to wait until the time felt right. With nothing left to pack, it was now or never.
“I got a phone call from Agent Harris on Friday. The FBI caught Matthew’s killer,” as Marjory finished her statement she half wished Steven wouldn’t offer a reply, so they could move on to the next subject. That wasn’t Steven though; he could ask the same questions a million times before he was satisfied with the answer.
“Who is Agent Harris??”
“He was Matthew’s partner at the FBI. Gene Harris was kind of a mentor to Matthew,” as Marjory spoke, Crawford thought about the last time he spoke to Ollie. He said ‘Harris is watching me.” Steven bit his lip; he knew Marge wasn’t in the mood to hear his theories yet. She couldn’t handle the truth if it meant someone inside the government had ‘offed’ her husband.
“I see,” he replied looking down at the floor. “So who do they think is responsible?”
“They formally charged Victor Milligan. Apparently Milligan has a criminal history. He was previously on trial for rape, but his attorney got him off. According to Harris, Matthew was caught in the cross fire of a drug raid, and Milligan was the shooter.”
“Did Milligan admit to killing Ollie?”
“He claims he’s innocent, but the FBI promises that Milligan’s guilty. Honestly I don’t care. I’m not seeking revenge - it won’t bring Matt back. Right now I’m just trying to survive.”
“Where is this Milligan character being held?”
“One of the county jails. I don’t know? I told them to contact me if they had any questions. I hope they don’t. I want to remember the good times with Ollie, not this tragedy.”
“I know this has been hard on you Marge, that’s why I’m not going to tell you that I still think the FBI, is behind all this. I understand you need closure, but I have to find the truth. Until the truth is found, I can’t find closure.”
“That’s what Ollie loved about you – your grit, and your spirit. You are always willing to fight for what’s right. I’m too tired to fight. I’m in too much in pain.”
“Matthew loved you very much Marge, you know that?”
“I know.”
“How are you financially? Did Oliver leave his estate in order?”
“Everything was planned to the tee. You know it’s funny, the bank manager told me Ollie came in last week, only two days before his death to make sure his estate was in order, and he even increased his life insurance policy. I don’t know what made him do that, but I’m glad he had the foresight.”
“Some foresight,” Crawford thought, remembering the phone call he’d received from Ollie.
“Before I forget, I have something to give you,” Marjory pulled out a thick manila envelope. “It was in Oliver’s safe at the Bank. Funny thing is until last week I didn’t even know he kept a safe at the bank. Strange the things Ollie kept from me.”
“I’m sure he had his reasons for keeping things from you.”
“He would have told me if I asked, but unlike you I believe some secrets need to stay hidden... Anyway here it is,” Marge pulled out a thin manila envelope and handed it to Steven.
“What’s inside?”
“My name is not on the envelope. If Ollie wanted me to read it, he wouldn’t have addressed it to you.”
“I’m sure it’s nothing important. Do you want to open it with me?”
“I don’t what to know what’s in there Steven. It may be something or it may be nothing at all. I know whatever’s in that envelope won’t bring my husband back, so as far as I’m concerned it’s yours for the taking. I don’t want to open it, and I ask you don’t open it in this house,” Marge was not rude, just firm.
“Sure I’ll wait to open it,” Crawford replied. A few minutes later Max and Mary came home. Steven offered to take the family out to eat. He put the manila envelope in his trunk, and forgot about it for a few hours.
Chapter 18
Rebecca Howell has lived in her two story red bungalow on West Story for the past five and half years. It’s located just a few blocks south of Main Street, and a few blocks north of Montana State University. It’s a quaint neighborhood, lined with trees, sidewalks, and kids in the yard.
The house was built in 1932, and is filled with nooks and crannies, perfect for keeping secrets. The main level has a kitchen, a living room and small dining room. The kitchen is where Rebecca spends most of her time. She loves to cook. Rebecca and her sister Andrea Kramer used to cook together all the time. They had once shared a small Chicago apartment.
The sisters had dreamed of the day when they could afford to move out of that stuffy overpriced 600 square foot apartment. Rebecca had always dreamed of owning a home. She had grown tired of the bustle of the city, and dreamed of wide-open spaces. Howell got her wish, her house on Story was all she ever dreamed about, but there was a void. She missed her sister.
Andrea had always been the spunkier of the siblings. She was a brilliant artist, and dreamed of having her artwork displayed in top galleries around the world. Her talent had earned Andrea a scholarship to Columbia College of Design in Chicago. Everything went well for Andrea until she met Karl Kramer, a top Chicago art dealer. Karl schmoozed her sister into a whirlwind romance. After six months they were engaged. Three months later, Andrea Howell had become Andrea Kramer.
Rebecca detested Karl from the start. Unfortunately, once Andrea was set on doing something it was impossible to change her mind. From the beginning the marriage was rocky. Three months after the honeymoon, Karl became aggressive. The police were called on more than one occasion. However with every fight came a perfect make-up. Karl would convince Andrea to drop all domestic abuse charges.
Karl can manipulate himself in and out of any situation. He would coax Andrea with apologies, and give her gifts. Andrea would always buy in. It irked Rebecca to see her sister’s personality changing before her eyes. The old Andrea would have stood up to the abuse, and walked away, but Karl had gotten under her skin. Part of it was love, and part of it was fear. It turns out Karl was no ordinary art dealer. He was far from legit. He had ties to the mob, and was not afraid to buy and sell stolen artwork.
By the time Andrea realized what she had gotten herself into it was too late. She knew too much about Karl’s dealings with the mob, and Andrea had a secret of her own – she was pregnant. The last thing Andrea wanted was for her child to be raised by a monster like Karl. Andrea needed a way out, and quick. It was then she decided to talk to the FBI. Rebecca’s best friends from college worked as an agent for the FBI. Laura Yarborough wanted to help Andrea. They had a plan, unfortunately someone else did too – and it led to the death of Andrea Kramer.
Rebecca had her doubts about the story the FBI told her. At first they told it was bio-terrorism from abroad, but Rebecca knew that was a lie. At first she thought it was the Mob, but she didn’t know if she believed that anymore, it wasn’t in sync with what Laura Yarbrough had told her. Oh, but none of that mattered now. If you can’t trust the FBI who can you trust?
The FBI finally confessed to killing Andrea. Oh it wasn’t their fault. They had a crazy double agent working for them, who was being bribed by the Mob and had Islamic sympathies. He was at the root of this, and the FBI had caught him. Rebecca Howell was put in Witness Protection. At least that’s what they called it. She was given a house, and got an office job at nearby Montana State University. Rebecca’s SSN hadn’t been changed, and neither had her name. How safe was she really? Who was really after her?
The phone rang. “Thank God for caller id,” she thought. It was her good friend and neighbor, Beverly Morrissey.
“Hi Beverly, What’s up?”
“I was calling to invite you to the Harvest Festival at Cooper Park on Sunday. There’ll be lots of food, and we are having a pumpkin carving contest.”
“I’d love to come.”
“Great. Just call me if you have any questions. I look forward to seeing you on Sunday.”
Rebecca likes living in Montana. The snowcapped peaks Bridger and Gallatin ranges skirting the city, to the rugged tranquility of Hyalite Canyon; it is in the Yellowstone country, Rebecca could find peace.
Montanans are friendly enough, but also know how to mind their own business. They don’t ask a lot of questions. She could live a normal life in Bozeman, or as normal a life as she could hope for given the circumstances.
Over the years Rebecca has learned to live alone. Just after graduating from Northwestern, her parents, Bill and Caroline, died in a car crash. The loss had hit the girls hard. Andrea, pretended to be fine, but the trauma no doubt affected her. Somehow the sisters managed to survive that ordeal. Rebecca found a teaching position in a nearby school and Andrea worked on her art. It was a nice set-up, for a while. Oh, but it was so long ago. Rebecca needed to forget. She was used to living alone, but tonight she felt the loneliness. It was harsh, and cold. Becky needed to get out of the house.
She picked up the Friday edition of the Bozeman Chronicle, and flipped to the Arts and Entertainment section. Checking the movie times, she realized there was nothing worth going to see. It was just a collection of bad action flicks packed with violence and conspiracy. “Don’t movie studios produce comedies anymore?” Howell thought. After much deliberation she decided to stop by the MediaStop, a local video and bookstore off Main Street.
Rebecca grabbed her keys and purse. Closing the door behind her, she triple checked to make sure that her door was locked. Crime in a town like Bozeman isn’t common, but Becky had learned to be careful, to look over her shoulder, to be just a little paranoid.
She pulled into the MediaStopparking lot around six o’clock. It was crowded, filled with cars, trucks and SUVs. Seems everyone was looking for something good to rent. Becky headed inside, and browsed the new releases. More of the same: violence, and conspiracy, and lurid comedies not worth her time of day. Eventually Rebecca settled on classic comedy The Philadelphia Story.
Six people were ahead of her in line. A bit listless, Rebecca noticed a copy of the Washington Globe sandwiched between the NY Times and USA Today. It wasn’t exactly the latest edition of People, but it passed the time.
“Rebecca, we missed you at church the last few Sundays,” Ivy Platt tapped her on the back. Both Ivy and Howell attend St. James Episcopal Church on the corner of West Olive and So. Tracy.
“I haven’t been feeling very well. I should be there this Sunday though,” Rebecca replied. Since the fateful Sunday when the FBI knocked at her door Becky felt sick to her stomach. She didn’t want to remember, not tonight.
“We’ve missed you!” Mrs. Platt is an attractive older lady in her mid sixties. She is always upbeat, and on the go. Sometimes Rebecca wished she could have that sort energy; that resiliency.
“I’ve missed going,” Rebecca smiled, brushing her light brown hair from her face.
“What are you renting?”
“The Philadelphia Story.”
“You can’t beat Cary Grant and Katherine Hepburn,” Ivy replied with a smile. “Listen, I’ve got to find my husband, but I hope to see you on Sunday,” Ivy left in search of her husband, and Becky was up for check out. She put the DVD by the scanner, and continued to hold the Washington Globe in her hand.
“Are you going to buy that paper?” The college aged clerk asked.
“Oh yeah, that’s fine.”
“Your total is $3.47.” Rebecca paid the clerk, and headed home, anxious to pop a bag of popcorn and watch the movie.
Upon entering her house on Story, Becky instantly flipped on the lights and turned on the TV. A few minutes later she sat on the couch, a bowl of popcorn in hand, and the DVD ready to play. However before starting the movie, Rebecca felt drawn to the front page of the Washington Globe.
Instinct told her to open it up. It was almost listlessness, the compulsion to pick up the periodical in front of her, or perhaps something deeper – more intrinsic – instinct. Whatever reason it was, Rebecca stalled her movie plans, and picked up the paper. Skimming the headlines, one of the headlines took her off guard. It was just another remembrance of what she was trying to forget.
NEW CLUES IN THE DEATH FBI DETECTIVE MATTHEW OLIVER MAY SUGGEST COVER-UP, BY STEVEN CRAWFORD
“Agent Oliver? He was the agent with Harris on the FBI’s last visit.” Rebecca nearly fell off the couch when she realized the truth. Matthew Oliver was murdered because he knew too much. He was murdered a week after he came with Harris to her house.
Rebecca knew what needed to be done, and it scared her. You don’t just question the FBI. They told her to keep quiet, but would her conscience let her? All Rebecca wanted was to forget, but how could she forget knowing what she knew?
Fact: in the six years since Andrea’s death, the FBI had visited Rebecca ten times. Each time they came with a slightly different story. They told her she had to be quiet otherwise she would be in danger. The word ‘danger’ was often used in a very vague context to ignite fear.
Fact: In the ten visits, Harris always came with a new partner or simply came alone. At first Howell simply assumed the other agents had quit, or changed departments. It never occurred to her that each of Harris’ men couldn’t come back to question her, because they were dead.
Rebecca raced to her computer. She often wondered if the FBI tracked her movements on the Internet. The thought made Rebecca uneasy. Washington Globe in hand, Miss. Howell rushed to MSU and the campus computer lab. She was ready for answers.
En route to the MSU Library, Rebecca tried to remember the names of all the agents that accompanied Harris over the years. He been the only constant with his hard eyes and chiseled expression. Harris instigated the questioning and proved to be a magnificent storyteller. Rebecca thought of the other men: Four different partners in ten visits.
It was hard to forget her first visit with the FBI. Not long after Andrea had been laid to rest, Rebecca heard a knock on her door one Sunday afternoon, following church. In the doorway stood the cold and vindictive Harris, and a much younger agent named James Jensen. They let themselves in, and Harris began talking.
He explained that the FBI was talking to all the families affected by the Thorax terrorism. Harris liked to use the word terrorism a lot, Rebecca remembered. Not a sentence seemed to pass, in which the word ‘terrorism’ was not included.
“Miss Howell, it deeply saddens the people of our Nation to see such terror on the home front. To see such a bright, and promising young girl die from such extremism is all the more troubling. The FBI wants to assure you that we are doing all we can to track down anyone affiliated in the form of biological warfare. It is our belief at this time, that the same Islamic terrorist at the heart of 9-11 are responsible for this.”
Rebecca listened intently to Agent Harris’ words. She’s a good listener, and despite her unassuming nature can easily see through a lie. Agent Harris was almost too sympathetic, so much so she highly doubted him to be sympathetic at all. At the back of her mind she thought about Andrea, and how afraid her sister was of Karl. She thought about the phone message Laura Yarborough had left a few days before Andrea’s death.
“I appreciate your concern Agent Harris, I’m sure you will find out who is responsible. I will say I’m not convinced Islamic terrorists killed my sister. Out of the 300 million people in this country why her? I’m sorry Agent Harris, but it just doesn’t make sense.”
“Terrorism doesn’t make sense Rebecca. But don’t worry right as we speak the President is proposing a new plan to end this sort of terrorism for good.”
“I’m still not convinced that’s who killed Andrea.” Rebecca could hardly believe her tenacity in speaking to the men. She had spoken more in the past five minutes than she usually spoke in a day. Instinct had kicked in, and Harris didn’t like it at all. How could she not be convinced after 9/11?
“I’m sorry if this realization is hard to deal with, but the FBI knows for a fact Islamic extremists are responsible for the Thorax Terror,” Harris was volatile now. Jensen who was tall, with tender eyes, and a calming smile didn’t seem to like his superior’s tone one bit. Jensen had a bit of fight in him; he didn’t seem to settle for anything less than the truth, and Rebecca liked that about him.
“The FBI isn’t 100% sure of anything right now involving the Thorax case. As easy as it is to pin it on Al Qaeda, until we acquire more evidence we can’t be sure. For all we know it is a homegrown threat,” As Jensen gave his earnest reply, Harris fumed. He was tired of having rookie agents following him around. What did Jensen think he was doing, trying to save the world or something? Pathetic.
“What else could it be?” Harris interjected coldly.
“Did Andrea have any enemies – anyone who would have reason to target her??” Jensen interjected. Rebecca trusted him.
“She was in the middle of a messy divorce. Her husband Karl Kramer had been threatening her for the past two years. He has contacts in the mob. I wouldn’t be surprised if Karl had anything to do with this.”
“What does Karl do for a living Miss. Howell?” Harris asked his voice a bit patronizing.
“He’s an art dealer, on the surface.”
“And you think an art dealer could engineer a complex bio warfare drug like Thorax?”
“He couldn’t, but I’m sure some of the people he works for might have had access to this sort of thing.”
“What about all the other victims, do you think they were killed by the mob too?” Harris asked acerbically.
“I don’t know it’s a possibility. Andrea and I were working with the FBI…”
“When you say working with the FBI, what exactly what do you mean Miss. Howell?”
“I have a friend from college, Laura Yarborough. She works for the FBI Field Office in Chicago. I told her about Andrea’s situation. Laura was working side by side with Andrea to take down Karl, and also implicate his mob bosses.”
“I’m from Chicago, Rebecca, and I know Laura Yarborough well. She wouldn’t work on a case like this unless she thought it had merit.”
“Come on Jensen, if the mob wants to take someone out they’d do it with a gun. I highly doubt they’d go to the trouble of orchestrating biological terrorism.”
“Tell me about the week before your sister died. Did she feel like someone was watching her?” Jensen was an investigator, a regular hunch man and his hunches didn’t point in the way of International terror, at least not on this case. 9/11 yes, but Thorax seemed staged.
“She was out of town, up until the day the letter arrived. I wish she had been home, and then I could have warned her,” Rebecca’s voice trailed off.
“Warn her about what?” Jensen moved in closer, as if to hear her every word.
“There’s something I need to tell you. I didn’t want to because, I just want Andrea to be left in peace, but the several days before she received the letter tainted with Thorax, I received a phone message from Laura Yarborough. She told me that Andrea was part of some sort of conspiracy, and not to open her mail. She said someone in the FBI was behind this. I didn’t check the message until it was too late; Andrea opened the letter and died less than a week later. She suffered so much, she didn’t deserve to die - not like this,” Rebecca was in tears.
“No she didn’t,” Jensen held her hand. For a moment she felt a sense of relief. “She said someone in the FBI was behind this. Did she say who?”
“No the message clicked off,” As Rebecca made her reply Harris pressed his lips together. This wasn’t part of the master plan. Whether Miss. Howell knew it or not, she had stumbled across a secret. Even if she didn’t know the details she knew a huge part of the secret.
“Do you still have this tape - the one with the message?” Agent Harris asked, his tone demanding.
“No. I deleted the message.” She didn’t know why, but her gut told her to never tell a soul that she still had the tapes.
“That’s okay. I’ll talk to Yarborough and figure this thing out,” Jensen replied with a smile. Infamous words.
Three weeks later Laura Yarborough was killed. The FBI had a brand new story, and Agent Harris had a new accomplice; a forty-two year old field agent from New York named Dewey Dodge. He seemed a decent enough guy, a tall African American who wanted to know the facts. He tagged beside Harris three times, and then disappeared, replaced by a new agent.
Laura’s death shook Rebecca to the core. Her death made her afraid. The story Dodge, and Harris gave her recanted everything she had been told before. Only they said the Mob was in on it. They had been selling rifles to Islamic Extremists, and most of the agents were crooked and working with the Mob. Andrea was targeted because Karl worked with the mob, and wanted her dead.
Looking back, the story didn’t seem all that believable. It had more holes than a bowl of Cheerios. The story Harris gave her was too far-fetched. It was concocted to make her live in fear, to make her believe the mob was after her, Islamic extremists were looking to kill her, and forcing her to cling on the FBI’s every word. They hadn’t lied about one thing the FBI had targeted Andrea, Becky was sure of it. Laura knew too much, and they had to shut her up too. What would they do if Becky spoke out?
“What was the next agent’s name,” she thought as she logged onto a computer. “Walter Abrams,” she thought to herself. He had accompanied Harris twice. Matthew Oliver had been the newest addition, and he was dead. Cautiously, Becky hit the Google Search for James Jensen. One by one she would check.
Much to her relief, Jensen wasn’t dead. He quit the FBI, citing ‘distrust of the organization and general corruption’ of the Bureau. Jensen has since been working as a leading investigator in Chicago, teaming up with the Chicago PD, and a variety of court cases. He also had his weekly column called “True Crime Mysteries.” Seems James had talent as a writer, especially mysteries. Rebecca hoped for a second that her fears were not true, but the relief was short lived.
Googling the name of the second agent, Dewey Dodge, the first return was an obituary dated March 2004, only a week after he met with Rebecca. According to the article, Dodge died after a New York taxicab hit him as he crossed the street. The cab driver drove away and was never caught. Police called it was a hit and run accident.
“No accident,” Becky thought. She then turned her attention to Walter Abrams. He had been quiet, and seemingly obedient to Harris’ demands. What had gotten him in trouble?
‘Damn,” she thought as the search results came up. “Walter Abrams, an expert sailor died after his boat ran aground in the Caribbean, eventually capsizing, and killing Walter. No word on why such an expert sailor would have been put in this position, especially as the winds was calm.”Another agent was dead, only weeks after meeting with Becky. She cringed as she thought about the fourth agent, Matthew Oliver: Death by drive by shooting. She reviewed the death reports of three men. One thing was clear: the evidence as to how or why these deaths occurred was inconclusive. The facts were shady at best, and no matter how accidental they appeared to be – every case had systematic murder written all over it.
What could Becky do? She couldn’t confide in the FBI, or even phone the local police department. She could pretend to forget, but knowing how far they would go to keep her quiet, would she ever really be safe? Rebecca didn’t like any of the answers. For someone so afraid, and as gullible as the agents thought, Miss. Howell had figured out part of the mystery. She knew what needed to be done, but could she do it?
Chapter 19
Natalie prided herself for waking up at six a.m. She is certainly not a morning person, and anytime she wakes up early, especially on a Saturday was an accomplishment. She filled her thermos with hot coffee, and pulled on her gym clothes. It was a perfect fall day, temperatures in the sixties and a clear blue sky. Natalie decided to take a walk.
She hit the pavement, taking long strides as she admired fall foliage. Natalie was in a good mood, how she could not be with this weather. Later in the day she was meeting up with Libby and Julie to work on Halloween costumes, and to grab a martini. It was a good day to just relax, and forget about the toils of the workweek, at least until Monday.
As she was heading back to her apartment, Natalie ran into a familiar face.
“Well if it isn’t Miss. Spinster,” Jason offered a friendly smile.
“I’m still receiving your mail.”
“That is a problem,” he replied half-seriously. “You’ll simply have to play postman until this mess is straightened out.”
“You assume that I’d be so kind,” Natalie quipped back. She had admitted she and Jason had a sort of instant chemistry.
“You will be,” Jason smiled. “I’m glad I ran into you Miss. Spinster. I was wondering if you might be free on the 31st.”
“Halloween?”
“I’d like nothing better than for you to accompany me on a spooktacularly charming first date.”
“Sorry, but I already made plans for the 31st,” Natalie wasn’t lying; she planned to attend the Founder’s Ball.
“You break my heart Natalie.”
“It’ll mend,” Natalie replied coyly.
“Don’t worry Miss. Spinster you’ll be hearing from me again. I don’t let up that easy.”
“Ask me in November, maybe I’ll change my mind,” Natalie smiled as she walked away.
Barker, still feeling the effects of Natalie’s presence walked down the street two blocks, before finding a quiet park bench. He had pressing news to take care of. Garber was out of town, probably spending his freshly deposited funds from Griffin Oil Corporation and Wright Industries on golf gear. Jason saw this as an opportunity to scope out his office for any other incriminating evidence, or clues linking him to Oliver’s death.
~
Across town Steven was just waking up. By habit he turned on CNN, and prepared some breakfast. Sitting down on his couch, Steven noticed the manila envelope in front of him. He had been so preoccupied with helping Marjory pack, he’d put Oliver’s mysterious package on the backburner.
Picking up the envelope, he broke the seal and opened the package. Half expecting to find a bundle of super secret documents exposing the supposed conspiracy; he was a bit disappointed to find a large frame with a picture of Steven and Matthew graduating from college. Under normal circumstances, Steven would have been happy with the memento. It was taken at the 5thStreet Dock, which in itself should have alerted Steven to the frame’s significance, but he was tired of thinking. He put the picture on the shelf, and finished his breakfast.
About an hour later, Steven’s cell phone rang; he debated whether or not to pick it up before it his instinct as a reporter kicked in.
“Crawford.”
“Hello Steven.” Crawford feverishly reached for a pad and paper. It had been over a week since he had heard from ‘the source.’
“I’ve been waiting to hear from you. Seems the FBI has found the culprit. Did Victor Milligan have anything to do with this?”
“Not that I can tell, looks like Milligan’s a pin the tail on the donkey sort of victim. I’m still trying to gather more evidence. I’ll have it to you in no more than a week. Meanwhile interview the said culprit, Milligan. I don’t know why he was chosen, but he may know something. Also see what information you can pull on Chandler Industries and the Thorax vaccine.”
“Thorax?” Steven exclaimed. “What does Thorax have to do with this?”
“Just trust me...” Before Steven could respond, he heard the phone click. The source had been right about one thing. Steven needed to talk to Victor Milligan. He might just be an innocent victim, or he like Oliver might have known too much, and was blamed to shut him up.
Chapter 20
It took several days to track down Victor Milligan, who was being held in a Virginia Prison. Crawford didn’t have permission from Milligan’s lawyer to question him, but he decided to take his chances.
After twenty minutes of waiting, Crawford began to lose hope. After all, Milligan had no clue who Steven was or why he was there. Given the circumstances, Steven could understand why Milligan might not want to talk. However, ten minutes later, a tall and well-built guard approached.
“You can see him now,” the Prison guard stated, as Crawford followed him into a secure area. It looked just like scenes from the movies and COP shows, a thin pane of glass, and two phones connecting to each party.
As the Prison Guard walked away, Milligan began to talk, swiftly and without fear.
“I told them I knew you Mr. Crawford, because I’m bored and wanted to talk to someone outside of this ‘con-club,’ but don’t think for a second I know you. I told the boys you are my lawyer, but you are certainly not my lawyer, and since you aren’t a friend or family member I’d like to know what the heck you’re doing here.”
Milligan is tall, and slightly overweight. For all his illicit and illegal activities, Victor Milligan would never try to cover up the truth. He was a straight talking criminal.
“I appreciate your taking the time to meet with me.”
“Don’t appreciate anything! Just tell me why you’re here!”
“My name’s Steven Crawford and I am a journalist for the Washington Globe, but today I’m here, not as a reporter but as a friend of Matthew Oliver.”
“So you want to berate me because I supposedly gunned down your best friend? I didn’t kill your friend. I’m innocent. Of course nobody believes me…People think I’m guilty: they need to believe that. Nobody likes a cold case.”
“You didn’t kill Oliver?”
“That’s what I said. You got a hearing problem?”
“No, I believe you.”
“Look I’m a dirty rotten scoundrel in my own right, but I didn’t kill Matthew Oliver. I haven’t killed anybody. I’m being framed because the FBI needed someone to blame, a ‘fall’ guy.”
“Why pick you?”
“Easy, the FBI has an ax to grind; they had me for statutory rape. Said I was involved with some drug trafficking. I’ll admit I did it, but I had a good lawyer, and he got me off Scott-free. The FBI was up in arms with the decision.”
“So you’re saying the FBI just picked you as a suspect because you weren’t convicted the first time around?”
“I didn’t commit this crime, but let’s face the facts Mr. Crawford…I deserve the time. I should have been in jail to begin with. I’m getting what I deserve. Getting off the first time was luck, but this time around I’m not playing Monopoly. The Get out of Jail Free Card won’t work. I may be innocent of Oliver’s death, but I’ll get convicted because I should have been put away last time.”
Steven contemplated, Victor’s statement, before continuing.
“How did they pinpoint you as the killer?”
“Some concocted evidence, a phony witness saying she saw me at the scene of the crime. Truth is I was three blocks away in my apartment watching reruns on TV LAND when Oliver was shot.”
“Do you think the FBI is behind Oliver’s murder?”
“Obviously they are protecting whoever did. The mystery is why? It seems that the agency would be rather nail the real killer, instead of wasting time and resources framing me. I know how these things work, you’re on the street long enough you develop that instinct. When you plant evidence, you put away people who are innocent, it’s no longer about wanting to close a case – it becomes a conspiracy.”
What if the FBI had really planted evidence? Did they do it just because they believed Milligan was guilty, but needed hard evidence to show in court? Or was it something else, something vile, more contrived?
“Times up,” The prison guard motioned to Crawford.
“Just remember what goes around comes around Crawford. These men will get their due.”
Steven’s instincts told him Milligan was innocent, and that scared him. He felt closer and closer to a conspiracy, one that left his friend dead and pile of unanswered questions.
Chapter 21
“I hope you brought your clubs O’Neill.” Garber greeted his accountant as they readied for a day of golf.
“Of course I brought my clubs, Garber. Do you want to tell me about this banking issue now or later,” Michael O’Neill is polished, without looking sleazy. He could do all the underhanded underwriting in the world, but no one would catch on. He emulated a normal middle-class accountant far too well.
“We’ll get to it in a bit O’Neill,” Garber smirked. Just thinking about the money made Ralph feel giddy. “Let’s putt a few holes first.”
“Whatever you say boss,” Michael replied. O’Neill has developed the quiet reputation of being the go to money guy for NC Politicians, and Washington Congressmen. O’Neill’s based out of Durham – across the street from Duke University.
“I need you to deposit some funds into an offshore account,” Garber announced as they found an isolated spot on the course to discuss monetary issues. “I don’t want to pay any taxes on this account, it needs to be untraceable. You can take ten percent off the top as payment,” Garber’s tone caught O’Neill’s interest. He was used to hiding money for the Senator, but he had the sense this was more than usual.
“How much money are we talking about here?”
It can’t be traced back to me, and I want instant access.”
“That’s not pocket change Garber!”
“You can get the job, can’t you O’Neill?”
“Do you want me to open up a new account or drop the funds into an existing bank in the Bahamas?”
“New account. This money is too hot, and the Bahamian banks talk too much. Send it to Grand Cayman or one of the Swiss Banks. Once it’s set up, transfer the existing funds to the new account, and drop the checks I give you. Make sure it’s untraceable. You and I are the only ones who can access to the account information.”
“I can handle it.”
“How long will it take?”
“A few days tops.”
“I want you to purchase an airline ticket, pay cash. On Halloween I’m sponsoring the Founder’s Ball at the National Gallery. Meet me there, and bring the files. You’ll need a costume, something patriotic. Can you handle that?”
“Sure thing. I know a good costume shop off St. Mary’s Street in Raleigh. I’ll make sure I blend in.”
“Perfect,” Garber replied.
Chapter 22
“Good morning, Spinster.” Tim greeted his co-worker.
“How was your weekend Evans? Up to no good as usual?”
“Come on Nat, you know I’m a saint.”
“Just keep telling yourself that Tim,” Natalie rolled her eyes with a smile. “So what’s on tap for today?”
“We have a meeting at two, some type of debrief. Until then I have a mound of paperwork I need to filter through.”
“Me too.”
“It seems Russia is trying to use the Internet to take over Georgia. You’d think they just let those dreams of world domination go,” Tim smirked.
“Yeah well it’s not the Russian people; it’s their government that’s crooked. The government and the Russian Mob -talk about delusions of grandeur.”
Natalie enmeshed herself into her work, she is a hard worker and very detailed. Midway through the process, Spinster realized she needed to pull a corresponding file. She unlocked her file cabinet, and pulled another stack of papers. Seemed she was back at square one. Where most would have offered a sigh of frustration, Natalie kept her focus, she remained positive. McGill had been right about one thing when he hired her: Natalie is hardworking. He may have underestimated her instinct though.
During lunch, Natalie skimmed the newspaper. Just the usual headlines: banks on the verge of bankruptcy, gang shootings, and the War on Terror. One headline did catch, Natalie’s eye: “Victor Milligan named as killer in FBI Agent Case.”
“Did you catch this?” Natalie showed Angie the article. “Seems they caught the guy who shot Matthew Oliver.”
“The FBI Agent?”
“That’s the one. Apparently it really was a drive by shooting.”
“I wonder what Steven Crawford will have to say about this? He seemed pretty convinced Oliver was killed by the FBI.”
“I don’t know, he’s usually on target”
Natalie spent the next hour analyzing the files in front of her. Most were in Russian, and pertained to a negotiations settlement. So when Natalie ran across a set of classified documents, written in English with the FBI logo at the top, it couldn’t help, but catch her eye. She flipped through the documents trying to find some relevancy to her current project.
“What is this?” Natalie thought to herself. Under normal circumstances she would have simply set it aside and asked McGill about it later, but Natalie’s keen intuition kicked in, her first instinct told her these documents needed to be seen. After she saw the name Matthew Oliver, it was hard to turn back. Spinster had to learn more.
Natalie sifted over the report:
From the Desk of Asst. Director Joseph Glazer, FBI: Agent Matthew Oliver was terminated, after a potential leak regarding the TTC. Agent Harris notified the Bureau that Oliver had uncovered incriminating evidence regarding the government labs and the Thorax Toxin Terror. Oliver attempted to contact a member of the press to divulge secrets of the cover-up. Agent Edwards handled the termination, and secured the area prior too, and before the shooting occurred. FBI took over the Investigation. Cause of Death is listed as ‘Drive by Shooting.’ Harris destroyed original police evidence to suggest otherwise. Victor Milligan has been chosen as the culprit. Evidence to back this claim up was planted by Edwards. The death of FBI Agent Matthew Oliver is now closed.
“Is this for real?” Natalie gasped. It sounded as if the FBI killed Matthew Oliver? Sure they didn’t use the words ‘kill’ or ‘cold-blooded murder,’ in the memo, but they might as well have.
Milligan was the fall guy, a well-known crook, who they could put behind bars for the crime. “Agent Harris,” she whispered to herself. Hadn’t Natalie seen that name before?
Why would the FBI kill Agent Oliver? From what Natalie could gather the FBI killed Oliver to shut him up. What could be so lethal, so important to cover-up that the FBI would rather kill one of their own-instead of just admitting the truth? Did Milligan really have anything to do with this – or was he another innocent bystander?
It all came back to ‘Thorax.’ It said that Oliver ‘uncovered incriminating evidence regarding the government labs and the Thorax Toxin Terror,’ and he ‘attempted to divulge secrets of the cover-up.’ What cover-up? Did the FBI have something to do with the Thorax Terror? She kept re-reading the document, and the more she read it the more she felt something wasn’t right. Her instinct told her the Thorax Terror had been manufactured by the FBI, and was to blame for the deaths of seven innocent Americans.
Natalie isn’t a fan of the current administration. They aren’t afraid to lie, and it seems every day a new cover-up comes to light. The government might lie about WMDS, Iraq, and the Economy, but to use biological warfare on their own people? Even Natalie didn’t believe the FBI was capable of that – were they?
Tucked under the first document, Natalie uncovered another page. It was a profile of Dr. Roger Lambert. It included a list of dates.
November 5th: Thorax Lab Heist
November 10th: Name Lambert as a suspect
November 22nd: Case Closed.
Natalie wondered what Roger Lambert had to do with Matthew Oliver. “Didn’t Dr. Lambert patent the Thorax vaccine? I wonder if he was involved with the conspiracy.”
“Say Spinster.” Tim snuck up on Natalie.
“Tim you scared me half to death! Don’t do that again!”
“Chill out Spence. It’s time for the meeting with McGill,”
“I’ve got to make a few copies. I’ll meet you in the conference room.”
“Fine, but don’t blame me if you’re late.”
Instinct told her to copy the classified documents, and keep them hidden them in her desk drawer. Natalie didn’t want to believe the information was all that significant or that members of the government were involved in a cover-up, but Natalie needed to be sure. At the close of the committee meeting, Nat stopped Rich McGill to question him about the document.
“Mr. McGill,” Natalie asked cautiously.
“Rich, call me Rich.”
“Right Rich, I was going through the CRS documents, and I ran across a set of odd papers. They seem to reference the death of FBI Agent Matthew Oliver.”
As Natalie spoke, Rich McGill nearly had a heart attack. How did Spinster get those papers? He had been so careful.
“Where did you find these?” Natalie could sense a bit of panic in McGill’s tone.
“It was in the CRS file. I don’t know how it got there.”
“Did you read these pages?”
“Yes. I thought they were part of the file. What I read talks about the death of FBI Agent Matthew Oliver. I know I shouldn’t pry, but it sounds like a cover-up.”
“What do you mean by cover-up, Miss. Spinster?” McGill’s tone was serious now.
“It sounds as if Victor Milligan didn’t kill Oliver, but an FBI agent named Harris did?” Perhaps Natalie had said too much, but she trusted her boss. Surely he’d want to get to the bottom of this? Rich McGill took the pages, and pretended to look them over.
“I can see why you might think this was a cover up Natalie, but I can assure you it’s not. As far as I’m concerned, it’s an FBI matter. It’s nothing to concern the CIA!” He spoke with such confidence, Natalie almost believed him.
“So you don’t think the FBI killed Oliver?”
“Natalie you’ve been watching too much TV - the Media’s always looking for a conspiracy theory. There’s not one here. Still, I promise you I’ll send it to Bayless, just in case.”
“Thank you, McGill.”
“And Natalie, there’s no need to mention this to anyone. It’ll just start idle gossip.”
“It’s forgotten,” Natalie lied. She knew McGill was probably right, perhaps she had misread the documents, but Natalie couldn’t let it go – not yet. She went back to work on the Russian files, but her head was still spinning with unanswered questions about Thorax, conspiracy and Matthew Oliver.
Chapter 23
McGill couldn’t panic. Natalie had believed his story, right? She’s obedient; and has faith in the country – in the government. Why would she doubt McGill’s response? Natalie was loyal - she wouldn’t talk.
McGill phoned Glazer. The phone rang eleven times before he picked up.
“Glazer’s Office.”
“Joe its McGill. We have a situation.”
“Situation? You know I don’t like that word.”
“It seems Natalie Spinster accidentally ran across the Oliver debriefing. No worries though she won’t talk.”
“Damn it McGill. How could you let this happen?”
“It’s under control. I destroyed the documents. I fed Natalie a lie, and she believed it as truth.”
“If you’re so confident why tell me about this?”
“Spinster won’t talk, I know that. I just wanted to say maybe next time you shouldn’t be so forthcoming in your debriefings. This is classified information, not a public press release.”
“You’re probably right on that issue McGill, but are you sure about this Natalie girl?”
“She is loyal, she trusts me.”
“You were lucky this time, McGill, next time your luck may run out,” Glazer slammed down the phone. He knew the girl wouldn’t talk; McGill didn’t hire big talkers. She was probably naïve, and would eat up whatever Rich told her. It was close call though, too close. Glazer needed to call Garber.
~
Senator Garber returned to Washington, well rested from his golf getaway. He had combined business with pleasure. Garber smiled, he loved the business of politics, almost has he love the feel of cold hard cash.
Barker agreed to play secretary, while Jeanette ran across the street to grab a late lunch. It was the perfect opportunity to listen in on any mysterious calls, and find clues pertinent to his personal investigation. Jason struck gold when Joseph Glazer called.
“Senator Garber’s Office,” Jason said in his best office voice.
“Get Garber on the phone now.” Jason didn’t have to ask who was on the other end of the line. He could recognize the craggy and conniving voice of Joseph Glazer a mile away.
“Yes sir,” He replied politely, and transferred the call to the Senator. Garber was so busy thinking about his newly acquired wealth he almost didn’t hear the phone ring.
“Garber,” Glazer’s voice was fire and ice.
“It’s a pleasure to hear your voice Joseph. How may I help you?”
“I need you to make sure Chandler attends the Founders Ball.”
“I’ll make sure he’s on the guest list. Why?”
“Nothing in particular, just wants people to remember his smiling face when this all falls apart. Chandler is going to take a killing for a few weeks after this Lambert thing hits the media.”
“I’m sure Phillip will manage. He got the patent for the new flu vaccine.”
“That still doesn’t stop him from being a fly in our soup. If you ask me Chandler’s getting sentimental.”
“Like I said, don’t worry about Phillip. Have you heard from Lipman? I heard the President’s going to appoint him to some new position alongside Clausen at Homeland Security.”
“Probably. I’m moving Westbrook to FBI. He’s sick of his job, and is decent with working cover-ups.”
“Fair enough.”
“Make sure you’re careful about how you phrase your documents, and which ones you leave out in the open. Apparently this girl Natalie Spinster ran across some documents of McGill’s.”
“McGill is a damn fool.”
“He has his place.”
Barker couldn’t believe what he was hearing. The information was juicy, and highly suggestive, but one name took him off guard.
“Natalie? Not my Natalie? Maybe it’s another girl…unlikely,” he thought, “How many Natalie Spinster’s are there in the world?” Only one as far as he was concerned and she work’s at the CIA. Jason had so many questions. If Natalie had stumbled onto this conspiracy too, how coincidental is that, knowing they are neighbors. Glazer told Garber that Natalie bought their story, Jason wasn’t so sure. He only hoped that Natalie wouldn’t do anything drastic, these people were not afraid to kill. Jason wouldn’t let that happen to Natalie.
Chapter 24
A.J. Lipman looked over his desktop calendar. In just over a year, the President would be leaving office, or abdicating his throne as the media put it. In the same amount of time Lipman would be without a job. Oh sure, Max Clausen had talked about transferring Lipman to Homeland Security, but the last thing A.J. wanted to do was sit at a desk, taking orders from Clausen.
Perhaps A.J. would run for public office. He’s smart enough and has enough experience under his belt to convince the public of his qualifications. For the past eight years, Lipman has been serving as a lead White House Aide. He is the go to guy for information. A.J. debriefed the President, and wrote many of his speeches. After much deliberation, A.J. shook his head. “Nah, I’m sick of politics. I want a million dollars tax free and a house in the Caribbean.”
Lipman snapped back into reality. He had half an hour to write the President a speech about the economy. What the heck did Lipman know about the economy? Other than it was on the verge of destruction as large organizations announced bankruptcy every day. Many American’s were losing their life savings in bad IRA’s or the Stock Market. Didn’t bother Lipman, he stayed away from stocks. Still the President needed to sound informed – like he gave a damn.
It took Lipman ten minutes to finish the speech. He didn’t even know what he’d written, but he knew it would sound good – good enough for that Texas drawl the President spoke with.
He looked back over the course of the administration. A.J. came to Washington so hungry for the status, and position. He had been so hungry to assert himself. He was ready to back the President’s willingness to take down Islamic extremists, no matter what the cost to our own countrymen. A.J. had seemed honest, but was one of the most conniving of them all. He had doctored evidence to support beliefs in WMDS and had fed false reports to several media outlets just to see them pee in their pants. For as cordial as Lipman seemed, he was ruthless. He just hit his cunning a bit better than the rest.
A.J. felt no remorse for his part in the Thorax Terror. His only regret was the fact the nation had forgotten about the terror too quickly.
Thorax was an afterthought now. For an administration that had such a hold on the American people, and their fear, their power had sure dwindled. It was hard to find support for Iraq, even with the most conservative patriots. Lipman liked the idea of playing war, but Iraq had turned into a big mess. Thorax was just part of that mess.
Lipman wondered about the upcoming election. If the Republican ticket won, the war might move forward. If the Liberals took office they’d get out of the Middle East quicker than outlaws getting out of Dodge. It would bring about more resentment, and distrust for the government. A.J. didn’t want the truth to save his own skin, but he had to admit – he wasn’t sure the American people could handle the truth. That’s why the case of Thorax Terror needed to be closed – for good.
Chapter 25
It had been over a week since Crawford had heard from his source. He was frustrated, and the public was already starting to believe that Victor Milligan killed Oliver. Crawford couldn’t prove otherwise. He had no new leads to prove his point, and evidence kept piling up against Milligan. Victor was right; whatever the FBI was covering up must be big. Why else go to such extremes to hide the truth?
“Crawford I need you to write a column about the Founders Ball.”
“Can’t do it,” Steven replied passively.
“You can and you will. Now I need you at the National Gallery Friday night to cover the story.”
“I’m an investigative journalist, not some Deb ball correspondent.”
“You may be the best investigative reporter in the universe, but last I checked you still work for me. Write the article about the Founder’s Ball. Who knows you might even have some fun doing it.”
Crawford gritted his teeth, and took a sip of coffee. He wanted to smack, Roberts. Didn’t he know how important this story was? It could win a Pulitzer and all Roberts wanted him to do was a fluff piece on a Halloween party. Ridiculous!
~
Natalie Spinster was putting the finishing touches on her Halloween costume when her phone rang.
“What’s up?” Libby’s friendly voice sounded.
“I’m just putting the finishing touches on my costume. I finally settled on a Colonial ensemble.”
“I can’t wait to see it. I love the costume you picked out for me.” With Nat’s help, Libby opted for the Jackie O look. They’d scoured thrift shops and costume stores piecing together the perfect 1960s classic evening gown and faux pearls.
“Did Brian ever decide on a costume?”
“I wanted him to go as JFK, but he’s dead set on being a Confederate Soldier.”
“I’m not sure if that classifies as Founding Fathers, but I’ll buy into it,” Natalie smiled.
“Brian’s always been a rebel anyway. Anyways I was calling to see if you want to meet up for a drink tonight?”
“I’d love too. Name the time and place.”
“See you then
After working out, Natalie took a quick shower, but headed to meet Lib. Harvey’s is an upscale bar, in the vicinity of Nat’s gym. It offers a wide variety of martinis and finger foods, perfect for the appetite: not so good for the diet.
“Over here Spinster,” Libby motioned from a corner booth
“Hey Lib, busy Day at work?”
“Nah, I was only in the office for an hour, mostly meetings in the city.”
“How is your new Assistant working out?” Natalie was still thinking about the documents. She remembered Dr. Lambert’s daughter was now working for Lib.
“Lindsay? She’s doing great – a real go-getter. I’ve invited her to the Founder’s Ball on Friday.”
“I can’t wait to meet her. Say Libby, how much do you know about Dr. Lambert…?”
“Roger Lambert’s a good guy, and a brilliant scientist. He worked for the CDC about fifteen years before starting work for the US Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases in Frederick Maryland.”
“What was his role in the Thorax Terror?”
“Nothing except that he invented the vaccine. He’d been working on it for years. Nobody thought he’d ever get Thoraxine off the ground. Nobody’s going to get vaccinated against a drug they’ve never heard of. Before 2001, the threat of biological terror seemed more like space odyssey than reality.”
“Don’t you find it strange that out of all the toxins, Thorax would be the one?”
“What do you mean?”
“It just seems odd, how it all came together. No sooner than the Thorax terror hit American mailboxes, the government suddenly provides a cure. The cure comes from a military research lab. It just seems too convenient, like the whole thing was planned.”
“It sounds like you’re talking conspiracy Spinster.”
“I shouldn’t even be talking about this…”
“Don’t worry; I’ll keep my lips sealed.”
“This is strictly off-record, it’s just a hunch, but I think something’s up with the Thorax case. I don’t know what, but I get this feeling...”
“Last I heard the FBI wanted to pin some guy named Ziegler. He had an alibi though. I wouldn’t put it past members of government, but I don’t think Lambert had anything to do with the supposed conspiracy. He would never knowingly participate in a conspiracy to kill American civilians. He’s an honest guy,” Libby was adamant in her response. “You’re acting strange Natalie. Is Lambert in some sort of trouble?”
“No,” Natalie replied. ‘At least I hope not,’ she thought.
“Then why the talk about Thorax?”
“I just thought it was worth a discussion. That’s all,” Natalie’s expression eased up. She had to let this go, if McGill said it was nothing, surely it was nothing. Libby could tell Natalie was not being totally honest, but decided not to press the issue further.
Chapter 26
Ralph Garber was in a good mood. By night’s end he’d have access to millions of dollars of cold, hard, nontaxable cash. The IRS wouldn’t be able to trace it, and he could live blissfully with his wealth and secrets. And just for good measure he’d cleared out every bit of dirty money he had in his Chase Bank account and turned it over to the National Gallery as a donation.
Of course, they didn’t know the funds came as a result of bribery. No one questions donations to a non-profit.
“Barker, my boy, can I expect to see you at the Founder’s Ball tonight?”
“I’ve got my costume ready to go. I’m going as Paul Revere.”
“I’m going as Alexander Hamilton.”
“Good choice,” Barker replied, trying to figure out why the Senator was in such a good mood.
“Say Barker, why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off? The office is dead, anyway.”
“That’s very generous sir.”
“You better go before I change my mind,” Garber said half-seriously.
Jason heard through the grapevine that Steven Crawford would be attending the Founders Ball. He decided to take advantage of this opportunity, in order to turn over a few pieces of select evidence to the Globe reporter. A free afternoon would allow Jason time to stop by Garber’s mailbox, and make copies of any necessary documents. Barker sensed that a culmination of the conspiracy and cover-up was near. Jason needed to act quickly, if he wanted to get the facts.
Barker stopped by the mailbox two or three times a week on average. Usually during lunch, or on the weekends, when he knew Garber was out of town playing golf. He would then make copies at a neighborhood Kinko’s, paying cash. It was always cash for Barker now. That is unless he wanted an alibi, then his Visa card statement could attest to his whereabouts. He had to be careful he wasn’t being followed.
Unlocking the box, Barker removed five letters. Two from Wright, One from Daniel Westbrook, One from Chase, and another letter from someone named Hatfield. He took the envelopes, placed them in his briefcase, and went to a nearby library. Finding a quiet study area, he carefully removed the documents without damaging the envelope. Barker was very curious to see exactly what Garber had received. In the first two envelopes he found two more checks. One for $10,000 and another $2,500. Petty cash compared to the other figure, but no doubt ‘dirty’ money paid by lobbyists.
Dear Ralph,
I have discussed your plans with A.J., and he seems confident in the committee’s judgment. As for the Steele’s, they will be debriefed on the issue. No question of faith. Thank you for keeping us posted.
Sincerely,
Daniel Westbrook
P.S. I promised Melissa Steele you would write her a letter of recommendation to the University of Michigan.
None of the names sounded familiar. What ‘committee’ was Westbrook referring too – a senatorial committee or something else? And who is Melissa Steele?
“Now here we’re hitting the jackpot,” Jason said to himself, looking over Garber’s monthly bank statement from Chase Bank. It was his main checking and savings account, so why have the records sent here? Was he hiding something? Perhaps that’s where he was dumping funds? It would take a while to go through the statement, Barker decided to copy it, and review it later. Even with the afternoon off, he wanted to return Garber’s mail as soon as possible.
Dear Ralph,
We need to be careful how we put things in writing. We don’t want to leave a paper trail once this thing breaks loose. Harris is going in on the 5th, and this case should be closed by the 24th. Harris has assured me he’ll talk to the victims once the newsbreaks. Oh and please support Chandler on the new FDA bill. He’s going to lose a lot of money next quarter, once this thing hits the fan. Thanks, D. Westbrook.
“When what breaks loose?” Barker let out a frustrated sigh. It sounded as if he were running out of time. Their cover-up plan was about to hit the public. Unless Jason tied the loose ends together soon, Garber and the rest of the men involved might get away with murder. He wondered what event would be so catastrophic that when it hit the media, Chandler Pharmaceuticals would lose massive amounts of money. Last Barker heard they had record growth. Had Chandler lied about their accounts, Jason had the distinct feeling there was more to the story than bogus bookkeeping.
Jason glanced at his watch. He needed to hurry. Even though he still had the rest of the afternoon off, he had a lot to do. He quickly made his copies, and returned the envelopes in perfect form. He would take the information and in covert fashion give it to Steven Crawford.
Chapter 27
“What an adorable costume!” Libby exclaimed to Natalie, as the two friends met up in front of the National Gallery.
“Thanks Lib. You look quite smashing yourself.”
“Thanks to you of course,” Libby replied. After hours of searching, the pair had struck gold in a D.C. thrift store, finding a darling blue 1960 evening gown perfect for Jackie O.
“Don’t I get any props on my costume,” Brian cut in, as he donned a battle ready CSA uniform.
“You look like you just stepped off the field at Gettysburg,” Natalie replied.
“He wanted to apply stage make-up on his face to make it look like he got shot. I told Brian this is an art museum, not a horror house.”
“Lovely,” Natalie rolled her eyes. “Where’s Lindsay? I can’t wait to meet her.”
“She’ll be around later. Her parent’s house was broken into.”
“That’s terrible! Are they alright?”
“Everybody’s fine. Luckily Lindsay called the police before anything was stolen.”
“That is fortuitous.” Natalie replied, her mind wandering to thoughts of Thorax and conspiracy.
“Come on let’s head inside, and see if we can track down Julie,” Lib suggested. A few minutes later they tracked down Jules.
“Wow Julie this place looks fantastic. I love all the decorations!”
“We’re emulating a Colonial Ball look, all while adding in spooky touches, like spider webs on the chandelier, and candlesticks.”
“This food looks scrumptious.”
“Try the poison apples or witch’s brew. It’s to die for!” Julie joked.
“Who are you supposed to be?” Brian asked, eyeing Julie’s costume. Julie wore a green Victorian gown. The floor length garment has long sleeves, intricate drapery, and a bustle protruding from the back of the gown. In addition to the dress, Julie wore button shoes, and a matching feathered hat.
“Mary Cassatt. She’s a famous American Impressionist, and one of the many artists featured in this exhibit,” Julie answered in a tour guide like voice.
“When do we tour the exhibition?”
“We’ll be taking groups back every 30 minutes. I think I have you down for nine o’clock tour.” Julie explained.
“Did I hear there’s going to be a costume contest?” Brian asked, hopefully he would make the cut.
“The judging for the costume contest isn’t until then, but you can enter at the table over there.”
“Awesome!” Brian stated enthusiastically.
“You are going to ENTER the contest?” Lib rolled her eyes.
“Duh. There might be a prize. Besides I’m a dead ringer for Robert E. Lee.”
“That you are,” Julie smiled. “You should all enter. It’ll be fun and there is a surprise grand prize.”
“Come on General let’s go inside” Libby grabbed Brian and they walked over to the table together.
“’I've got to get ready for the tours. Catch up with you later?”
“Definitely,” Natalie responded, before grabbing a bite to eat. She hadn’t eaten all day, and was famished.
While perusing the haunted buffet, Nat was greeted by an unexpected, yet familiar face.
“Are these are the plans you stood me up for?”
“Jason? “ Natalie couldn’t believe her eyes. “What are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same thing. Last I heard you had a date tonight.”
“I didn’t say I had a date, I said I had plans, and I do.”
“You could have told me those plans involved the Founder’s Ball.”
“You didn’t ask.”
“Well since we’re both here alone why not make it a date?”
“Who says I’m alone?” Natalie rejoined.
“You’re a spinster,” Jason replied half-seriously. “You’re the very definition of single.”
“Don’t test me Barker.”
“Come on Natalie, a few dances, some conversation –would it really hurt?”
“I suppose not,” Natalie couldn’t believe how easy it was for Barker to tug on her heartstrings. She thought she was tougher than that.
~
Senator Garber sipped a glass of dry red wine as he perused the crowd of Washington’s power brokers. He had spared no expense to ensure he looked like a cardboard copy of Alexander Hamilton. Garber was dressed to the tee, in a handmade authentic period costume.
“Senator Garber. It’s a pleasure to see you tonight,” Senator Dan Wilson greeted Ralph with a handshake.
“It’s always a pleasure to see you Senator Wilson. How are the wife and kids?”
“Fine. Colleen’s about to graduate high school this year.” Garber wanted to get out of this conversation and quick. It wouldn’t be easy though. Wilson’s a big talker.
“Lovely. Has she decided where she’ll be attending college?” Garber acted like he cared.
“UC-Berkeley.”
“An immoral bed of post-partum hippiedom,” Garber thought to himself before uttering his reply. “I’m sure she’ll make you proud.”
“Say Ralph, now that Ziegler’s been cut from the suspect list, any leads about the Thorax case?” Garber almost wanted to smile. Wilson had taken the bait.
“Glazer say’s the FBI’s closing in.”
“Soon I hope.”
“Sooner than you think,” Garber thought to himself, as Dan Wilson started up conversation with another unfortunate art patron.
Where was O’Neill? Last he heard, he had landed in Dulles and was headed to his hotel. He should be at the party by now. Garber wasn’t really worried, he knew O’Neill show up eventually. He was anxious to get the money, though.
“Senator Garber, I’m impressed,” Barker approached his boss casually.
“Nice to see you, Barker.” Garber greeted his young aide. “How’s the party?”
“I think it’s going to be a big success sir. It was nice of you to donate so much money to the museum.”
“You know me, Barker, I’m a generous guy. Listen Barker I’d love to sit and chat, but I’ve got to meet a friend.” Jason gulped as Garber walked away. He didn’t know how much longer he could stomach conversation with him.
“Took you awhile,” Spinster replied as Jason made his way back to the table.
“There was a line for that witches brew. I practically had to cast a spell to get two drinks.”
“I didn’t take you for the art type, Jason. So why are you here?” Natalie asked sipping her drink.
“I happen to be an art aficionado Miss. Spinster. That and the fact my boss is co-sponsoring this event. He donated $250,000 to the National Gallery, and part of that money helped fund the new American Art exhibit.”
“That’s pretty cool, especially for a senator like Garber...”
“What Garber doesn’t strike you as an art lover?”
“No, it’s just Garber doesn’t seem the type who’d give his money away.”
“Everyone has their secrets, Natalie, even Senator Garber.”
“Natalie you sly fox you. I didn’t know you were bringing a date?” Libby jumped into the conversation, a drink in one hand and a cheese straw in the other.
“This is Jason Barker, he’s my neighbor,” Spinster responded, her face a bit flushed.
“Oh the Senator. I can see why Nat would be attracted to you.”
“He’s not a Senator, Lib, he’s a Senatorial aide.”
“Same difference, he’s into politics,” Libby replied half-seriously. “I’m Libby and this is Brian, we’re friends of Natalie’s.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Jason replied, shaking her hand.
“You know Nat, he’s not too bad for a politician,” Libby joked.
“I’m Paul Revere, one of the greatest of the American patriots.”
“Right,” Lib smiled. “Well Mr. Revere it sounds like the band is starting up.”
“Miss. Spinster would you do me the honor?” Tim held out his hand.
“How could I refuse,” Natalie took Jason’s hand and they waltzed to the dance floor. The band was decent, better than decent: they were good. Natalie felt good, for all her hesitations about dating, she liked Jason Barker. He was fun to be around, and after a few moments of fun she forgot about any dwindling thoughts of conspiracy theories and break-ins.
Chapter 28
Lindsay Lambert wanted to get out of that house. She, like her father has a sixth sense, when things are out of place. The moment Lindsay walked through the door she felt something was wrong. Call it instinct, intuition, or paranoia, but Lindsay knew what she sensed was the truth.
For one the front door was unlocked, something her parents didn’t do even when they were at home. Second the light in the kitchen was off. Odd as it may sound, the Lambert’s always leave their kitchen light on. At first Lindsay, thought the bulb had burned out. However, upon further inspection she found it to be in working order.
Lindsay felt like she was being watched. She couldn’t explain it, but she knew someone else was in that house. She hated that feeling. Hoping to quell her nerves, Lindsay called out for her parents.
“Mom, Dad…” It was almost too quiet, as Lindsay waited response. In the shadows, Lindsay could hear soft breathing. Not panicking, she picked up the phone and looked in the garage, just to double check no one was home. The garage was empty. Lindsay bit her lip. She wanted to call 9-11, her instinct told her too, but the only evidence she had of a burglar was an unlocked door, and absence of kitchen light.
Suddenly the sound of shattered glass shook the corridor. Without thinking, Lindsay rushed to the hallway. In almost a blink of an eye she saw a dark figure, dressed in a pinstriped suit. It looked almost like a police outfit, but completely black and with three yellow letters. Before, Lindsay had time to make out the writing the figure was gone – out the front door. Immediately she called the police, and nervously told them what had just happened.
It took less than ten minutes for the police to arrive. Meanwhile Lindsay locked all the doors, and turned on every light she could find. She also attempted to call her parents, and siblings. After several attempts her dad finally picked up.
“Dad?”
“Lindsay? What’s the matter?”
“Someone broke in. The police are on their way now.”
“You’re kidding? First the office, and now this? Are you alright?”
“I’m fine, just a bit shaken up.”
“Don’t worry. We’re on our way home right now,” Dr. Lambert replied, trying to reassure his daughter.
The wait was unbearable. Lindsay kept looking over her shoulder, wondering who had been inside her home, and why of all the houses on Elm Street they chose hers. Hearing a knock on the door, Lindsay looked through the window and saw a cop car.
“Miss. Lambert, I’m Detective Harris. I heard you had a break-in.” Harris’ eyes were cold, and unsympathetic. He was dressed in a business suit, not the traditional police attire she expected, but after seeing Harris’ badge, Lindsay let them in.
“Yes. It happened less than twenty minutes ago. I’ve been staying with my parents while my condo is being painted. When I got home from work I noticed the front door was unlocked. Next thing I know there’s a man running out the front door, all dressed in black.”
“Was anything taken?”
“Not that I can see, but I really haven’t looked.”
“It sounds as if he came in just before you got home. The robber probably panicked when you opened the door, and made a fast getaway,” Harris stated with conviction.
“Lindsay?” Roger Lambert shouted as he cautiously entered his home. His wife and other children followed suit.
“I’m in here, Dad,” Lindsay replied, before turning her head to Harris, “My parents.”
“Dr. Lambert, I’m Detective Harris,” Gene put out his hand. He found it odd, Detective Harris knew to call him ‘Dr.’ He chose to shake it off; perhaps Lindsay had given his name.
“Hi I’m Roger Lambert.”
“Your daughter has been updating me on what happened. I’m going to secure the crime scene, investigate the premises. You can look around if you like to see if anything was stolen, Lindsay doesn’t seem to think anything is missing.”
Over the course of the next hour, Harris pretended to investigate the burglary, Lindsay told her parents about her ordeal. Harris couldn’t believe how this turned out. A routine operation nearly ruined because of a rookie agent. ‘Damn that girl,’ Harris thought. If she hadn’t come home, Lambert and his family would have never known the FBI had been in his house, wiretapping his phones, and planting evidence. Winslow had gotten the job done, but in a sloppy fashion. Now Harris had to implicate himself, in order to clean up the mess.
“I’ve filled out the report. Doesn’t seem to be anything missing. Lucky your daughter caught him off guard, who knows what might be missing.”
“I’m just glad Lindsay is okay, when I think what could have happened. I’d lose a household filled with treasure, rather than see her get hurt.”
“Well, your daughter is safe, and your home is now secure.”
“How do you think he got in? The door was locked, and I don’t see any broken windows.” Lambert questioned Harris.
“Sounds like the Locksmith burglar. He’s hit a few other houses in your neighborhood.”
“I don’t suppose it’d be worth changing the locks then?” As Lambert responded to the ‘detective’s’ report, Harris’s expression turned from solemn to an almost invisible, wicked smile.
“Any lock you use, he’ll open it. If he wants back in he’ll get the job done. But don’t worry, Lambert. I think your family is safe. I don’t think this burglar will be back around.”
“I hope not!” Lindsay exclaimed, thinking about the sense of panic she felt seeing the shadowy figure.
“Don’t worry Miss. Lambert, we’ll keep you safe,” Harris spoke as if he knew the end result to this equation; as if he knew the location of this ‘locksmith burglar.’ “Here’s my card. If you find anything missing, or notice any suspicious activity give me a call.”
“Thank you Detective Harris,” as Harris left the Lambert home, he was seething with anger at Winslow. He had nearly botched the operation. What if Lambert hadn’t been in the area? Thank goodness Harris saved the day.
Lindsay had been so enmeshed in the break-in, she’d almost forgotten about the Founder’s Ball. She had told Libby she’d be there by seven, but it was already seven-thirty. Lindsay really wanted to go, but after the past few hours she wasn’t so sure.
Roger Lambert didn’t like Detective Harris. He didn’t like his explanation. Oh sure it made sense, but why would a burglar rob a well-lit house on Halloween? Kids were already cramming the streets, and this so called neighborhood burglar would have been seen by someone, even if Lindsay hadn’t arrived home early. Over the past few weeks, Lambert had begun to feel as if he was being watched. This was the second time this month someone had broken in, first at his office, and now his house. It almost made Lambert feel it was the same man.
“What about your party tonight Linds aren’t you going to go?”
“I don’t know, after all that’s happened.”
“Don’t be ridiculous Linds, go have some fun! It’ll get your mind off this mess. We’ll be here when you get home,” Barbara Lambert stated insistently. She knew her daughter had been looking forward to this event for months.
“Are you sure?”
“It’s Halloween, go have fun. Your mom and I will take care of candy duty, and keep a watch out for any masked men. If we spot anything suspicious we’ll call Detective Harris,” Lambert said enthusiastically.
“Oh alright. I better get changed. I’m going as Betsy Ross, the lady who apparently didn’t sew the first Stars and Stripes flag. Oh well she’s a recognizable enough figure.”
“It’s better than my costume of Khakis, and an Oxford shirt,” Roger joked.
“Say Dad, did you buy the story of the ‘Locksmith Burglar?’”
“I don’t know; it might have been a neighborhood kid, giving us a trick on Halloween.”
“No this man was at least forty.”
“I’m sure the police will handle it. Everything’s secure.”
“Thanks Dad,” Lindsay smiled. Her parents always knew how to make her feel better.
Chapter 29
Jason had to admit, he’d been a little careless in dancing with Natalie. After all, he was supposed to be on the watch for suspicious activity by his boss, and tracking down Steven Crawford. It was hard to resist Natalie though. Barker felt drawn to her. Sure she was beautiful, but it was something else. Perhaps it’s her eloquent spunk, or brainpower. Perhaps it’s the simple fact that she too was trying to uncover the truth from a web of secrets.
“So you work for the CIA. That place must be filled with secrets,” Barker said, as the couple danced.
“It probably is, but I don’t have access to any secrets. I’m a research analyst. It’d be a boring job, except that it’s for the fact it has CIA attached to it. Somehow that makes it seem exciting.”
“What type of Research, or is that classified information?”
“Not really classified. I speak Russian and Spanish, so I translate a lot of documents.”
“Like, Russia’s going to bomb the world documents or…”
“Not really, just meetings with foreign dignitaries. Not that much to tell,” Natalie’s voice trailed off a bit, as the band began to play ‘I Put a Spell on You.’
“So no government conspiracies?” Jason, couldn’t just come right out, and ask Natalie about the documents she’d found, but he hoped over time they might confide in each other. Barker could sense that like him, Natalie had gotten into more than she bargained for. Eventually she would want answers.
“Not that I know of,” Natalie replied swiftly. Her thoughts turned to Thorax and Matthew Oliver. Did Garber have anything to do with the conspiracy? “Enough about me, how about you. It must be interesting working for such a well-known Senator as Ralph Garber.”
“It’s more interesting than you’d think. Sometimes I think it’s a little more than I bargained for.”
“Really? How so?” Natalie could hear the brevity in Jason’s voice.
“I don’t know. Washington Politics can get kind of dirty. I do appreciate the opportunity though,” as Barker made his reply he caught a glance of Crawford across the room. In a few minutes he would enact his plan.
“Certainly. I interned in Congress a semester. It’s a lot of work, but it opened my eyes up. I’ve learned to appreciate our governmental system, but question politicians. Eventually the unethical politicians will be replaced by those with a respect for the government and its people.”
“Spoken like a true political science major, only you make sense,” Barker smiled. The more he got to know Natalie, the more he liked her. “There goes my phone. I meant to turn it off.”
“Don’t worry,” Natalie smiled. “I’m sure Paul Revere and company could have spread their midnight message a lot quicker if they had a phone.”
“Unfortunately, I’ve got to take this. I’ll only be a few minutes. Do you mind waiting?”
“I suppose I’ll make an exception, besides this gives me an opportunity to catch up with my friends.”
“Great, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Jason kissed Natalie’s hand, and headed to someplace quiet. The call had been from Remy the Valet, a well-build fellow, perfect with names and faces. For fifty bucks, he’d agreed to call Jason once Steven Crawford arrived. The call had been Barker’s signal, his signal to drop off information to Crawford.
Barker swiftly exited the party. The Valet lot was a few blocks, east of the Gallery. Jason had scoped it out, before entering the party. Part of his ensemble included a thick leather pouch. Upon first glance, most would assume it to be part of the costume. Sure it fit the Revere criteria, but Barker used the pouch for another more secretive objective: inside was a small package. It contained one tape, and two envelopes. It wasn’t a large portion of information to give Crawford up front, but enough to get him started, while Jason tried to fit the rest of the puzzle pieces together.
“Thanks for your help, Remy,” Jason said as he approached the lot. “I’m friends with Crawford, and wanted to play a little Halloween gag on him,” Barker stated convincingly.
“His cars on the last row, second to the right.” Jason looked at the row of cars, and spotted the blue Toyota. Jason approached the vehicle and placed the small package on Crawford’s car, atop the windshield wipers.
If he asks, just say it’s from ‘The Source.’ Don’t tell him who I am, or what I look like.”
“Why so secretive Mr. Smart? Nothing illegal I hope,” Remy asked Barker. He was not concerned, just curious.
“No, nothing illegal. Thanks again Remy.” With that Barker headed back to the party, and to Natalie.
~
Crawford surveyed the scene as he walked into the themed party. He grabbed a drink, and found place to sit down. Crawford’s non-costume consisted of a somewhat ragged suit, and a Washington Globe press pass. If anyone asked, he was a reporter. Steven just wanted to get the story and go home.
Natalie couldn’t believe her eyes when she noticed Steven Crawford sitting alone at a corner table. Nat decided to approach the reporter, and broach the topic of Matthew Oliver.
“Mind if I sit down?” Natalie asked Steven. His eyes were bloodshot. His prickly jaw line indicated he had not shaved in several days.
“Be my guest,” Steven replied, not even looking at Natalie. She pulled up a chair, and tried to engage in a conversation. She knew her first question, would not warrant an enthusiastic response.
“Fun party huh?”
“Whatever you say, lady,” Steven was in no mood to socialize.
“I suppose you’re dressed up as notorious investigative reporter, Steven Crawford?”
“I don’t think I’d label myself as notorious,” for the first time in the conversation, Crawford looked up at Natalie. She was worth looking at.
“I don’t know, street-smart reporting tactics, an uncanny ability to uncover government conspiracies, meddling in true crime…”
“And now I’m dabbling in the society pages. And what’s your costume? Abigail Adams?”
“No just a general American Patriot. I don’t really feel worthy to compare myself directly with any of the truly great American heroes. So you’re here for a story?”
“No real story here, just gossip for the society pages.”
“I don’t know, with all the Washington Power makers in attendance, who knows what sort of secrets you might stumble across.”
“What sort of secrets?”
“I’m sure an investigator of your clout could unearth all sort of conspiracies here. If I were you I’d start with Joseph Glazer,” as Natalie made her reply she realized she might have overstepped her bounds. She couldn’t come right and tell Crawford about the documents she’d uncovered at the CIA.
“Glazer, the Asst. Director of the FBI? He’s here?”
“Right over there, speaking with Senator Garber.” This mystery girl had Crawford’s full attention. He wondered if she knew anything about Oliver. It was hard to read her.
“What makes you think I need to talk to him?”
“I’ve been reading your column, about Matthew Oliver. I don’t know if the FBI is involved or not, but I’m not convinced Milligan killed Oliver either.”
“Milligan’s innocent. I’ve just got to prove it.”
“And prove it you will.” Natalie smiled. “However, before you hit the pavement, try taking a shower. That street-smart grime look doesn’t really become you.”
“I’ll consider that,” Crawford replied abruptly. “What’s your name anyway?”
“Natalie Spinster.”
“With a name like Spinster you should have worn Victorian attire.”
“At least I chose to dress up.”
“Who said I didn’t dress up? For all you know, I’m Sam Spade on holiday.”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Natalie replied, rolling her eyes.
“Find another date that quickly?” Jason was surprised to see Natalie conversing with Crawford. Natalie was more resourceful than he thought; keeping Steven preoccupied had no doubt made his job run more smoothly. Funny thing is Natalie didn’t even know Jason was Crawford’s source.
“Natalie was telling me her theories on the Oliver case,” Crawford replied. Jason’s voice sounded so familiar. Where had Crawford heard it before?
“Espionage talks, huh? Please tell me more,” Barker was curious. What did Miss. Spinster know? Was it a missing piece as to who and why the FBI killed Matthew Oliver.
“Oh your girlfriend here just told me that I should speak to Joseph Glazer.”
“Maybe you should,” Jason replied, his expression was cheeky, but his tone quite serious.
“Do I know you?” Steven asked Barker.
“Not that I know of,” Jason replied before attempting to change the subject. “Say Natalie our tour time’s coming up in five minutes.”
“It was a pleasure to meet you Mr. Crawford, and best of luck with your investigation.” With that Jason and Natalie wandered off, and Steven was left with an unshakable feeling that Barker and he had spoken before.
~
“About time you showed up,” Garber stated as he approached O’Neill, who was dressed up as Benedict Arnold.
“Don’t pester me pal. It took a lot of maneuvering to get these bank accounts set up.”
“Yes, and I paid you a pretty penny for it too.”
“Everything is accessible, and the funds are safer than a high security prison.”
“Thanks O’Neill, you may be late, but at least I can count on you to get the job done.”
“Do you mind if I hang out, and enjoy the party. It looks like fun.”
“Go right ahead,” Garber didn’t care what O’Neill did now that he had his money. The question was where should he store the access codes? . Ralph Garber didn’t want anyone to know about his money, especially his wife. Several seconds later he figured out a solution to his dilemma.
Garber could trust his young senatorial aide, Jason Barker. He’s a good kid, an idealist who wouldn’t ask any questions. He’d have him drop it off at his office. He would do it himself, but his wife was so nosy she’d never buy his response for going to the office at such a late hour. Once the documents were filed away, Garber would transfer them a more appropriate holding place.
The question was where was Barker? The last time the Senator from Michigan had seen his aide, was over an hour ago. He said he was going to meet up with his date. Garber had never mention Barker mention a girlfriend before, then again if he had, he might not have listened. After surveying the room, Garber realized, Jason must be touring the exhibition. Once he emerged from the exhibit, Garber would solicit him to run the emergency errand.
-~
“What a tremendous collection of American Art.”
“I might have to solicit Jules to take us on another tour. I was very impressed with the works by Thomas Moran. I didn’t realize how his paintings of Yellowstone, are one of the reasons Congress chose to create YNP as the world’s first national park!” Libby exclaimed, as they re-entered the party.
“I was impressed by the Whistler’s myself,” commented Brian. “Not to mention the Norman Rockwell. We tend to think of Rockwell as primarily a folk artist, but he really was a talented painter. He was one of the best artists in American history for sure.”
“Say did your friend, Lindsay ever arrive?” Natalie asked Lib.
“She’s around here someplace. Let me go track her down. Wait here.” A few minutes later Lib approached with a pretty girl wearing a patriotic dress and carrying a large flag. “I’d like you to meet my friend and colleague Lindsay Lambert AKA Betsy Ross.”
“Lambert,” Jason thought to himself, “Dr. Roger Lambert’s daughter?”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Natalie, and this is my neighbor Jason Barker.”
“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. Libby’s told me all about you.”
“All good things I hope,” Natalie said with a smile.
“Of course.”
“So what happened at your parent’s house? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine, I’m just a bit shaken up I guess,” Lindsay proceeded to briefly retell the story of the burglary and aftermath. Both Jason and Natalie were surprised to hear her mention the name, Harris.
“What did you say the Detective’s name was again?” Natalie asked, wondering if it was the same Agent Harris affiliated with Thorax, and Matthew Oliver.
“Detective Harris. He had a strange air about him; then again I suppose he knows more about this sort of investigation work than I do.”
“His name didn’t happen to be Gene Harris, did it?” Barker asked. His gut instinct told Barker this was the same Gene Harris who interfaced with Senator Garber.
“I don’t know. Why?”
“No reason,” Jason’s evasive response puzzled Lindsay, but she let it go.
Across the crowded room, Garber spotted Barker. He wanted to act now.
“Barker, my boy.”
“Senator Garber,” Jason could tell by the tone of voice, Garber wanted something. The question is what… “Nice to see you again.”
“Are you having fun?”
“Yes sir. It’s a great event,” Barker replied enthusiastically.
“I’m glad you’re having a good time, but listen, Barker I need you to do me a huge favor. I know it’s a lot to ask, but it would save me a lot of trouble.”
“What sort of favor?”
“I need you to drop off some papers at my office. I would let it wait until Monday, but it’s kind of important.”
Garber had peaked Barker’s curiosity. What could be so important about these documents, that it was necessary to rush them to the office on a Friday night, and lock them in a filing cabinet?
“I’d be happy to drop them off when I leave the party,” Jason suggested.
“I’d prefer you to take them over to the office now,” Garber was firm, if not demanding in his request. Jason looked at Natalie, and then back at Garber.
“Okay, I’ll head on over there.”
“You’re a lifesaver Barker. Here’s the file. Put it in my lockbox, you know the combination?”
“Yes sir.”
Garber had solved his problem. His money would be kept secret, and on Monday he would move the million dollar account numbers to his secret hiding place. A place only he could access.
“That’s the reason I don’t like Politicians -. If he wants it done why doesn’t he do it himself?” Libby cut it.
“Jason can’t help that his boss was a jerk,” Brian added in.
“I’m sorry Nat. I guess I’ve turned out to be quite a sour date.”
“Nonsense, when duty calls you have to answer, right?”
“I don’t know about that. Would I being going out on a limb, asking for a rain check?”
“I’ll hold you too it Mr. Barker.”
“I look forward to it then,” and with that Barker walked away. As much as he hated to leave Natalie, Jason couldn’t help, but be a little curious to examine Ralph Garber’s rush-delivery set of documents.
Before Jason left the party, he had one line of business to attend too. He wanted to make sure Crawford got his information sooner, rather than later. He walked up to the closest security guard, to enact the final stage of his plan.
“Excuse me sir, but I just came from the parking lot, and I noticed a 2006 Prius with this license plate number this left their lights on,” Barker handed over a list of numbers and letters he’d pulled from Crawford’s tags. “You might want to make an announcement. I’d hate for anyone to be left stranded without transportation after the party.”
Chapter 30
“Will the owner of a 2006 Toyota Prius please go to your car? You left your lights on,” a booming voice announced over the intercom. It didn’t take Steven long to figure out it was his car.
Why would the Valet leave the lights on? They had access to the car, and his keys. Couldn’t they have turned them off? Nevertheless, Steven rushed out of the party, and walked several blocks to the location of his car. He wasn’t prepared for what he was about to find.
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