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Black as hell, strong as death, sweet as love.
Turkish proverb.
- Chapter One -
Two men leaned on the teak railing, looking out to the surf. A young messenger approached, in crisp khaki pants and blue military shirt. Sweat on his black face glistened. Winded and stiff, he cut in, “Please excuse this interruption.”
John Clorice paused to fold his hands, not turning his head.
“One of the coffee seed dryers has failed, Meneer Clorice. The other two are already running at capacity.”
“Where is the foreman?” Clorice demanded.
“He is at the facility ...”
“Then I see no reason for your intrusion. The foreman has full authority to resolve this.”
“But, Sir, you gave explicit instructions to contact you if anything threatened our shipment to Spain.”
Clorice faced the messenger, eyes glaring. “Threatened? I’m sure the foreman would not risk his career over a simple machine problem.”
Regret for asking showed on the young man’s face. “Yes Meneer.” In a flash, he was gone. Rapid footsteps resounded through the adjacent courtyard.
After an exquisite dinner, John Clorice and his guest had come to enjoy night air from the balcony. Low voices of plantation workers rose from the banana trees and coconut palms. Cooking smells from fried plantain, simmering soups, and fire-cooked fish mixed with the ocean breeze. The sunset behind them left a ruby cast above the gray water. Dark shapes of cargo ships marched along the horizon.
“John, your ancestors would be proud,” announced Marcello de Barros, President of Brazil, John Clorice’s honored guest. “You have fulfilled their dreams.”
Clorice heaved an airy laugh, shaking his head. “No Mr. President, not yet.” He smiled, knowing that after tonight, all that would change.
Clorice owned the 2,000 acre plantation, along with 14 other facilities spread throughout Brazil. This magnificent island property, just north of Recife, served as headquarters for Clorice Coffee Company. The compound included his palatial mansion, numerous guest houses, a coffee processing facility, and a few older storage buildings.
“You are kind to invite me here for my vacation. I will return fresh to Brasilia.” The President’s words wallowed in a deep Portuguese accent. “Since only the most trusted know where I am, I will have peace.”
The President towered a full head over Clorice. His bloodline back to the earliest Portuguese settlers, and a family history of high ranking soldiers, helped win the last two elections. As always, Barros wore his conspicuous, medal covered uniform.
Clorice gingerly pulled a cigar from a pocket. He rolled it between his fingers, eyeing the outer leaf and judging its freshness. “The finest in the world, General. Hand rolled by my own people.” He found a second one for his companion, and offered a light.
Although John Clorice barely stood five feet, any impressions of frailty quickly faded. His eloquent speech and firm hold on the world’s largest coffee company earned him great respect. At seventy years old, his smooth complexion and highly toned figure compared to much younger men. A small mustache and goatee adorned his thin angular face.
Soon the two men puffed together, sending blue smoke billowing into the darkness. “So smooth, so full of taste. You should sell them around the world, and become even richer, John Clorice.”
“I couldn’t charge enough to recoup the cost of labor. No, I keep these for myself and distinguished guests.”
“I’m honored,” he replied, admiring his impressive host.
After a contemplative pause, John Clorice began his planned speech. “No, General, I’m far from fulfilling my ancestors’ dreams - those that were brutally dashed by the Portuguese.” The President flinched at the surprising change of tone.
“350 years ago, my direct ancestor, also named John Clorice, landed on this beach. The naturally protected port, in such beautiful surroundings, convinced him to stay. The natives’ desire to build a fruitful life, away from the crushing rule of the Portuguese, made them a good source of labor.”
The President protested. “Portuguese leadership has been good to all of us. You should be grateful. You are living proof.”
The President’s personal guard noticed the harsher voices. He purposely stepped out of the shadows, and noisily lit a cigarette.
“Within a few years, a plantation was born. Coffee, sugar, and cocoa harvests doubled each season. Dutch traders passing south to Rio began including Recife on their trade routes. Other Dutch emigrated here. Families grew, local populations prospered.”
In the darkness on the beach below, Milpeau’s large frame appeared. Clorice expected him, but did not acknowledge the shifting shadows. Milpeau headed Plantation security - a physically dramatic, former field worker of African decent. Milpeau focused on Clorice’s face from around the trunk of a palm, watching through the subdued light for a sign.
The President and his guard exchanged puzzled glances. “Yes John, I know. We still enjoy fruit from the seeds sewn by your ancestors.”
Although Clorice spoke calmly, the words grew in clarity. “But the Portuguese did not appreciate John Clorice’s success. They became jealous of his power. Having once spurned these regions, they were willing to kill and destroy to own them. John Clorice did not come prepared to fight with guns. He came to grow business and cultivate prosperity. His vision was clear and far. But the Portuguese saw only the bulbous noses in front of their faces.”
The President slapped his hand on the rail. “The Dutch invaded our country and occupied our land! Your very existence shows the foresight and tolerance of our founding fathers!” The guard stepped to the President’s side and crossed his arms. With a subtle twitch of his hand, Clorice signaled to Milpeau below.
Clorice finished his practiced tirade. “My ancestors were nearly doomed. The Portuguese captured, humiliated, and murdered most of them. To prevent a full scale war with the Dutch, John Clorice was spared, but only in body. The man who could have made Brazil an equal to the United States, died a poor, broken man.”
Barros had heard enough. He faced Clorice, clenching a scarred fist. His accent thickened with rage. “I did not come to hear you desecrate my ancestors!” He pushed himself away from the rail and stomped toward the beach stairs. The verandah wrapped around the immense residence, with an overhanging roof supported by Romanesque columns cloaked in flowering vines. The President’s guard hustled to keep up, and Clorice followed behind.
The guard asked, puffing, “Your Presidency, Sir, would you like me to arrange for your return to Brasilia?”
Milpeau and a stunningly attractive young lady reached the top of the stairs just as they arrived. A short skirt slit to her waist hardly covered her light brown thighs. A halter top loosely tied over her shoulders left a wide path of exposed skin down to her navel.
The girl’s seductive eyes closed coyly while looking at the President. Clorice spoke from behind, “General, I have arranged some entertainment for the long evening ahead.”
Milpeau released her arm. Her steps toward the President flowed like a dancer’s. The wind played with her top, giving fleeting views of her young naked breasts.
“Well, John, I do appreciate the finer arts,” he said, not removing his eyes from her.
“General Barros ... Estella,” introduced Clorice.
She spoke while gliding her hands around his waist. “General, may I have your company tonight?” She lightly kissed his neck.
Milpeau turned to the President’s guard. “Come, my friend. Let us leave the President to escort his guest.” His bright white teeth formed a smile in the dimness. The guard looked to the President, who nodded a quick approval.
Clorice and Milpeau strolled back along the balcony with the guard between them. Clorice surfaced another cigar for the young soldier, and offered a light in cupped hands.
The beach activity had slowed. Only a few voices were audible above the surf. A last fire flickered.
“What is your name, son?” Clorice asked sincerely.
“Ernesto, Mr. Clorice. The President did not appreciate your condescending tone tonight. You should take more care. He is a powerful man.”
They stopped to lean on a section of rail. “But I know a young girl who has him doing anything she wants. What power is there in that?” Clorice and Milpeau laughed together.
Ernesto objected. “Your lack of respect is repulsive.” He puffed hard on the glowing cigar. Clorice returned a mocking smile to Ernesto’s taut frown.
Milpeau stepped back from the railing and moved behind the guard. He reached into his side pocket to grip a tobacco aerator, a foot long thin metal shaft with a handle at one end and a pin-sharp point at the other. While the guard looked down to tap the ash from his cigar, Milpeau felt the debilitating force of Clorice’s stare and knew what he must do.
With a single thrust, Milpeau pushed the point of the aerator through the base of the guard’s neck, piercing the brain stem, and lodging into the inside surface of his skull. Clorice reached his arm around to steady the spastic shaking. The guard’s eyes shivered and wandered out of sync. A drop of spittle dripped off the lower lip of his gaping mouth. The cigar fell from his hands, turning as it tumbled down, bursting in a small shower of sparks as it hit the sand.
Once the guard’s arms fell limp, Clorice leaned him on the railing to reflect. “Good. The President will be dead from pneumonia by daybreak. Then we begin.”
Milpeau stared at the handle sticking out from the man’s neck. He whispered without looking up, “I wish there was another way.”
Clorice puffed in silence before speaking. “You are my best man, Milpeau, with a lovely wife and children. Tonight you have proven yourself again. Your stature here will only grow.”
“Yes, Meneer.”
“You are unwise to question these things.” While the words came softly, they chilled the humid air.
Clorice took a final drag on his cigar and flicked the stub over the edge. “Have Ernesto brought out with the fishermen. Leave the aerator in place or you will have a fountain of blood. The President’s body must be delivered to the freezer as soon as he expires so his death announcement can be delayed according to plan.” Clorice relished a last deep breath of night air. “We start the Presidential communiqués tomorrow morning. By the end of the month, Brazilians will hate Barros so much, they won’t shed a tear on hearing of his untimely death.”
Milpeau easily draped the guard’s body over his massive shoulder, and disappeared down the beach steps.
- Chapter Two -
Harriet Bishop squeezed in next to Knut Olafson’s elaborate computer equipment. “Here they are, Knut, there’s something strange. Look at these repeating blips.” She pointed her slender finger at the particularly brilliant screen, in front of a mounted binocular-like viewing device the operator was looking through. “Tell me I am crazy, or is someone manipulating the market?”
Most called her ‘Etty’. She had spent all but the earliest of her thirty years in some form of academic setting. But now she was one trimester shy of her ‘All But Dissertation’ in Dartmouth College’s PhD program in Finance. The Finance Department considered her their top student. Some of her course papers had been archived for permanent reference.
To help gather information for her dissertation on “Efficiency in the Commodities Market”, she had collected years of price history on a number of traded commodities. She spent most of her time reviewing data from CSCE, the Coffee, Sugar, and Cocoa Exchange, a trading “pit” in New York City that establishes world prices for these foods. Market behavior and efficiency, or lack of efficiency, attracted her - but also the thought of tropical goods, the warm beaches, the sugar cane waving in the balmy air, helped her through the cold New Hampshire winter.
A few days earlier, working in her secluded hilltop apartment outside of Hanover, she noticed some odd behavior in the price of Coffee. She found three years in a row with a sudden price increase during one of the peak production months of November through February. The jumps lasted less than a day, sometimes only hours. Efficient markets move for a reason, and she could not imagine what would cause these short lived spikes.
She called in a heavy weight for some advice and access to more data. Knut practically lived in this specially constructed laboratory. Dartmouth’s reputation for progressive use of computer technology was known around in the world, and Knut was the top professor/researcher. His near total blindness caused by diabetes barely affected his productivity. The College allowed him a reduced teaching schedule, but Knut earned his keep many times over with his high quality research. Knut was actually a year younger than Etty, having earned his professorship at a surprisingly early age.
Etty knew that the man behind the special computer display worked around the clock, but when Knut scheduled her appointment at 12:30am, she had to laugh.
“I don’t see anything strange, there are blips all over the place.” Knut enjoyed playing boyishly confused in front of Etty. Knut was known to receive calls from all over the College system and from top Government researchers who wanted to share in his uncanny analytical abilities. No less than twenty published papers on Statistics and Game Theory showed him as the principal author. Knut had his run of the place, and he knew it.
“Bring up prices by the minute for this day here,” Etty demanded as she pointed at one of the price peaks.
Within seconds, the screen changed, revealing a ragged line etched across, peaking distinctly between 10:30 and 11am. “Look at that. That’s one hell of a run up in price.”
“Yea. Let’s see, that’s about a 3% rise in fifteen minutes. Let me run a quick query to see how many times that’s happened in the last decade.” Knut typed faster than anyone Etty knew. And these weren’t long comfortable sentences. The database commands spilled out on the video display as if the computer were printing them itself.
“If you ever need a few extra bucks, you could type circles around the secretarial pool.” Beyond the small talk, Etty was anxious. She needed a breakthrough on her dissertation - something that would really grab attention, maybe even be accepted by the Trustees for publication. Market manipulation! If this were true, she might uncover a plot to defraud the markets. Three percent changes were huge, and especially lucrative to anyone who could anticipate them in advance. Buy just before - sell just after. What a profit for fifteen minutes! The coffee exchange moved billions of dollars of goods a day. Three percent of billions is many millions. To the discoverer would come world recognition. No fantasy pleased her more.
Knut’s voice shook her back. “Well well, Miss Bishop, lookee here.” Knut’s binocular viewer had to be pivoted to the side for Etty to get a full view of the screen. “It’s happened once a year for the last three. They stand out like beacons. It does look rather organized for such an efficient market.”
“Check out Sugar and Cocoa. They have similar peak production cycles.” Again, the sound of astoundingly rapid key tapping filled the cramped computer room.
“Nope. Not the same way. There are some opening bids with three percent changes from the prior close, but they stuck for days, weeks. These ‘Etty bumps’ fade fast. See here - back to nearly the opening price in what, an hour?”
“Can you pull up the actual trades? Can you see the names of the people behind them?”
“No, ‘fraid not. The Exchange itself may be able to give us that, but the University databases and Internet only go so far.”
“I need some confidence limits. Can you generate some stats on the probability of this happening randomly?”
“Sure, easy. The chance it is random will be pretty small. But, that doesn’t mean someone caused it on purpose. Could be some agricultural thing, or something to do with information releases,” Knut mused.
“I need those limits by tomorrow morning. I’ll present an abstract to the Department head and see if he’ll let me spend some money on more research.”
“Whoa girl. Tomorrow morning? That’ll cost you.”
“Sure, Knut. You know damn well you’ll be finished with it by the time I hit the stairwell.”
“Expertise doesn’t come cheap. It’s not how fast, but how well.”
“O.K. then, what do you propose, Mr. Olafson?”
Knut’s eyesight allowed him to see only the brightest lights, and even they appeared as weak spots. The binoculars brought ten characters at a time to his eyes, filling his field of vision with large bright block letters. But the handicap heightened his ability to imagine. He could see perfectly Etty’s coy smile in his mind view.
He had asked a co-worker what she looked like, after Etty’s first visit. Knut hung on every word, painting a clear picture. Not tall, shapely hips and medium chest, and a face to die for with slightly plump lips, gorgeous dark eyes, and skin as smooth as vanilla pudding. Her jet black hair hung straight and long down her back. He had to fill in some of the gaps, but there she stood before him in every detail.
“A drink. You must join me in a drink. I’ll mix them right here.”
“Here?”
Knut pointed over his head. Etty noticed the upper cabinet with a combination lock dial under the latch. “Oh, I get it, the important personal file.” She could use a little relaxer to end her outrageous day. “Oh hell - sure. What’s the combination - I’ll open it.”
“Sorry. No can tell. We really do have important papers in there. In fact, given the potential volatility of your little research work, that’s where I’ll store yours.”
Knut stood, feeling his way to the cabinet. Even if Etty had tried to record the code as he turned the raised-numbered combination knob, his nimble fingers would have made it impossible. “Ah, here. My file on attitude adjustment.” Knut pulled down a bottle of Schmirnoff Vodka, placed it behind him on the desk, and found two simple water glasses.
“What do you mean, potentially volatile?” Etty asked, while wondering how he planned to serve the vodka.
“You wouldn’t want anyone stealing your dissertation, would you?” Actually, Knut had bigger concerns. He agreed the price behavior was odd. But, there could be any number of legitimate explanations. This was, after all, a world market with growers and producers from every corner of the globe. If Etty jumped too quickly on a market manipulation theory, industry experts might make kids play of it. She, the College, and even he could suffer. On the other hand, if she happened to be right, then she could be dealing with some nasty players. He decided to do a little research on his own. Besides, he liked her, and helping her might give him a chance to get to know her better.
Knut filled the glasses to a healthy half full mark. “There. Skol.”
“That’s it? Just straight Vodka, no ice? Whiskey maybe, Scotch, Brandy, but Vodka?”
“Try it. You’ll be surprised.” Knut drained his glass. “Ahhhh.” He refilled, took one small sip, and laid the glass on the Formica shelf.
Etty sipped and scowled, but then held the glass close to her face while the flavor struck. After a tiny nod, she quickly tipped back her head to swallow the full amount.
“Interesting. Can’t say I’ll give away my Glenlevit, but it’s not bad.”
They rearranged themselves in the cramped space among the monitors and computers to get comfortable with their drinks.
“So, Etty, what’s with the two middle initials? V.E.?”
“Why, have you been looking through my files? I don’t use the middle initials except in formal documents.”
“Guilty. You were born in Nashua, New Hampshire. You’re thirty, you hold a BS from Amherst College, and a Masters from Middlebury - am I right?”
“Wonderful. I suppose you saw my application, too with all that bullshit about running a multi-national corporation.”
“Multi-national? No, they don’t type applications into the student databases, just some key facts. I’m sorry, I suppose I should be more tactful. But, you’d be amazed what information I can get from my little pulpit.”
“If you figure out how to change grades, let me know.” Etty poured another half glass, and began taking larger sips.
“Even if I could, there’s no place to go with you. This is your 6th trimester, and you have all 4.0’s - that’s A Pluses. And the courses! We’re not talking cake-walk classes either.”
Etty blushed a little, but let herself smile knowing Knut could not see her expression. “Well, thanks.” Another sip. Knut refilled his.
Knut continued, “So tell me about your application. Are you interested in world domination, or just a little multi-billion dollar a year company?”
“I wrote about ten pages on it, actually. I did it partly to stand out in the crowd. I heard they like to accept people with specific, not general goals at Dartmouth. Although I think that is a bit naive, I gave them what they wanted. President of a multi-national corporation, specializing in trade of goods around the world, headquartered in Europe.”
“Partly to stand out, but partly because you really want it?”
“I suppose. Sure. Why not?” She tipped back the glass for another large swallow. “You know, Mr. Database, your facts are a little wrong. I was not born in Nashua, if you care. I was born in Germany with the last name Von Enes. My mother tried to bring me here as a baby, but died of influenza or something during the voyage across the ocean. I gather she didn’t have much money.”
“That’s the V.E., then, Von Enes?”
“Yup. I was put up for adoption through New York Immigration, and taken by a family in Nashua. Thirty years ago, they kept almost no information on adopted emigrants. I know my birth date, former last name, and Essen, Germany as birthplace. My new parents named me Harriet Bishop after a family member, but as a small tribute, they kept the initials.”
“So you know nothing about your real family?”
“Nothing. I’ve tried finding out, too. A lone baby arrives with dead mother at Ellis Island. There are no records.”
“That’s a sad story.” Knut poured for both glasses.
“I can’t complain, I’ve had a good life with good parents.” Etty noticed that he did not look when he poured, but filled each to the brim without spilling. “How do you do that? Pour the vodka so well?”
“I heard you put it down. That told me where it was, and I knew by sound that it was empty.”
Etty felt flushed from the alcohol. “The only thing I have from my mother is this watch.” She reached out her hand, and then remembered he couldn’t see. “Here.” She touched his hand and pulled it to her wrist.
“Big! Feels more like your father’s. This the original leather band?”
“I doubt it, but the watch itself is Dutch, from the thirties. I love it. If this watch ever stopped, something would stop in me too.”
“Must be big on your wrist.”
The binoculars from Knut’s special viewing equipment faced her like two huge eyes at the end of a stalk neck. Etty fluidly changed the subject. “How’s this stuff work, anyway?”
“I call it ‘Mantis’, ‘cause it looks like a Praying Mantis head.”
“That’s the bug that eats her date after sex. Great.” Etty kicked herself for bringing up sex, hoping Knut would not pick up the cue. She could tell Knut liked her, and noticed a slight change in his breathing when he touched her wrist.
Knut let it slide. “It’s actually two things, a monitor and a microscope. Let me show you.” He twisted it around as far as possible so the eye pieces were a little closer to her, but she still had to get up and lean toward Knut to press her eyes against it. Knut shuddered as he picked up a subtle scent from Etty, a soap and skin smell. He could hear the air passing over her lips and teeth as she breathed only a few inches away.
Knut flicked the mode button to Monitor, and large bright letters appeared across the high contrast field of vision. “Wow. Bright. I’ll bet that gives you a headache.”
“It’s not bright at all to me, in fact it’s rather dim.”
“What’s the microscope part?”
Knut opened his mouth in front of the view side so it pointed down his throat, and switched to Microscope. “Christ!” She backed her head away, laughing. “Microscope. I get it.”
Knut rarely dated. His consuming work kept him from the social circuits. But his excruciating schedule also veiled an insecurity. Most considered him mildly handsome, with his soft features and tender yet witty style. He could tell women liked him, but he feared rejection more than he desired intimacy. But recently, he vowed to change all that. A full professor at a top Ivy League college, it was time to be more bold with women. ‘What’s she going to do, push me down the stairs?’ Knut chuckled to himself.
He slugged down a mouthful, and after a short pause, “Etty. How about a favor?”
Etty looked around the apparatus into his glazed eyes. “What?”
“Can I look at your face?”
She smiled again, getting increasingly giddy from the Vodka. “With this thing? Why, so you can see my blackheads?”
“No, really.” By his calm expression, Etty realized he was quite serious. Knut was a nice man, a very intelligent and interesting man, whom Etty found rather attractive. But she had no interest in any kind of relationship - her work was far more important. Still, there was something oddly appealing to her about this, a blind man pouring over her face with a large machine to see every crevice.
“Well, O.K., but I’m telling you right now, we’re stopping above the neck.” Knut pivoted the binoculars back the other way, and Etty positioned herself in front of them. “Do I move around, or do you?”
“Just relax, stay put,” he said with his eyes pressed firmly into place, and his voice slightly distorted by the bulky gear.
He started with her eyes. The light made her squint at first, but she willed them open wide, having resigned herself to give him a full show. The tight quarters forced her knees up against his. Knut felt the touch with keen sensitivity.
He moved up to her hairline, over the top to see wisps of straight black hair. Then along the top of her forehead to a widow’s peak point, around to the other side to her smallish delicate ears. Across the middle of her face, over the high reddened cheeks, perked up mostly because she could not wipe the wide smile off her face. Then her nose. “Ugly nose,” she had to interject, giggling. Knut said nothing. Then her mouth. For a second, she opened her mouth wide as he had done, producing a grunt laugh from Knut, but then she returned to smiling.
Knut stayed on the mouth. Her lips were so close, he wanted to kiss them. He caressed with his eyes as he slowly passed each area - the two little peaks in the center of the upper lip, the tiny crevasses crisscrossing the swollen pink skin, and the precious creases in each corner. Through the slight opening of her smile, he saw bright white teeth. Not perfectly aligned, but strong and clean. And deeper still, the tip of her wet tongue.
“Knut, the tour is almost over. I want another drink.”
Knut moved to her chin, not broad but protruding and forceful. He followed along her jaw line to her attached ear lobe, common in northwest European descendants.
Etty finally sat down. “Hot. Pheu.” She wiped the dampness from her forehead, and picked up the vodka for another shot.
Knut sat down, not smiling but peaceful, his arms hanging down at his side.
He finally spoke. “Thank you, Etty.” He paused again before continuing. “You know, and I mean this in the sincerest sense, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”
“You don’t get out much, do you Knut.”
Knut stopped talking, and Etty started feeling a little uneasy. She looked at her watch. “2:30am! Knut, I have classes tomorrow morning. And it’s Monday. I have to drive all the way home.”
“You can stay here!”
“What, and sleep under the desk? No thank you.”
“No, I have a cot in the back. I sleep here all the time, really. It’s pretty comfortable.”
Etty stood up and straightened her crumpled blouse and skirt, not feeling self-conscious about quietly realigning her undergarments in front of him. She collected a few papers that were on the desk and packed them into her leather satchel. “No, Knut, it’s been great, but I have to go. I get cranky unless I have at least twenty minutes in a real bed.”
Knut pushed his chair back and stood up so she could slip by him. Her whole front brushed across him. He sensed every point where they touched. Once out from the tangle of equipment, she headed for the door.
Etty easily returned to business. “Don’t forget I need those statistics tomorrow. I’ll come by around noon.”
“Etty?”
Etty stopped with her hand on the door handle. “Yea?”
“Will you go out with me?”
Etty heaved an audible sigh. “Knut? Listen. I like you, really. I just don’t date, okay? Let’s leave this on a friendship level.”
“I mean out to dinner. I don’t expect anything more, I promise. We both have to eat, let’s just do it at the same time in the same place.”
Etty sighed again and drooped her head to think. Looking up she said, “Dinner. That would be fine. Maybe next week.” She started pulling open the door.
“Next week? Why next week? What about, tonight? What are you doing after classes today?”
Etty pulled open the door fully, somewhat impatiently, and started walking through. “How about Friday night. This Friday,” she called back.
“Sure!” he said, not effectively showing his disappointment. “Friday’s fine.”
The door began to close, and her footsteps started on the top of the stairs.
“Etty!” Knut yelled. More steps. The door opened a few inches. Etty yelled back annoyed, “What!”
“You don’t have an ugly nose.”
“Oh God!” She huffed and trotted off.
- Chapter Three -
Etty lurched awake with the ringing phone. She switched on the light, squinted, and clumsily pulled the receiver to her face. She checked her watch while listening. “Etty, it’s Knut.”
“This better be good, it’s 6:30, I’ve had 3 hours of sleep.”
“I did some analysis. I wanted you to know that we have to move on this.”
“What did you find?” Etty pulled herself up with her back against the bed board. She found a half empty cup of cold coffee on the bedside table from the prior morning and drank it down, followed by a gagging expression. She found a note pad and pencil.
Feeling more awake, she asked, “Did you find statistical significance?” If true, this would mean that Knut had found that the price changes were unlikely caused by random fluctuations. If the spikes could not be traced to a legitimate source - it would give her the key to an exciting dissertation.
“That’s nothing. I have names. Listen to this.” Knut was obviously excited, and probably buzzing from his mixture of no sleep and vodka.
“Both buyer and seller are the same each time there’s a bump. A guy representing the Clorice Coffee Company has a seat on the CSCE...”
“Slow down,” she said while writing.
“That’s the Coffee, Sugar and Cocoa Exchange in New York City where Clorice Coffee must have a representative.”
“I know what CSCE is. I was getting the company name, I’m still half asleep, remember.”
Knut continued. “Clorice Coffee is a grower in eastern Brazil, and based on how much he has sold over the last twenty years, he is a major world player. Maybe the largest.
“You have an address?”
“Yea, Recife, a port town, north eastern coast. The buyer is Global Growers, a major distributor for the big coffee manufacturers in the U.S. - Maxwell House, Chase and Sandborn, Folgers, people like that.”
“Interesting. I thought you said you couldn’t get names?”
“I forgot I set up a special link to the Chicago Mercantile Exchange database for Warren Sherman. Chicago does most of the commodities in the world, and they keep statistics on all the exchanges, even CSCE.”
“Who’s Warren Sherman?”
“You don’t know? A woman in Finance at Dartmouth doesn’t know our big honcho bond trader Warren Sherman?”
“No. He must not teach anything.”
“No teaching. He manages, among other things, the College endowment and pension funds, and an alumni investment fund, something like 700 million dollars.” Knut was privately pleased she did not know him, as Warren’s good looks were legendary.
“I didn’t know we had that much money! And all that hassle they put me through for my scholarship,” she grumbled.
“Actually, 700 million for Warren Sherman is rabbit food. He came from Goldman Sachs where he managed a 52 billion dollar Money Market fund.”
“Why would someone move to a private college from that?”
“He hated the rat race, and he loves to ski. He’s a tremendous athlete, and they say he’s built like a race horse. But anyway, Global Growers and Clorice Coffee are the two players in your little price game. Every time, Global buys and Clorice sells.”
“Not bad for a drunken blind guy,” Etty joked.
Knut smiled on the other end. He liked to be kidded about his handicap, because only people who were really comfortable with him could manage it.
“The part I don’t get,” Knut mused, “is how Global gets anything out of it. Here this Clorice guy walks into a world exchange and sells his spring harvest at a huge premium over market, while Global takes it in the shorts. Seems to me Global could have just bought like everyone else at the normal price.”
“Good point,” Etty said, still having trouble organizing her thoughts. “There must be something else going on between them.”
Knut rattled on, referencing statistical figures, ratios, confidence limits, trends, but Etty phased out to think. How would Global get compensated for spending too much money? Clorice Coffee is the obvious gainer, but he can’t force Global’s price up. A seller can’t push up prices up by selling - it defies market logic. No, Global must be doing it on purpose, but how do they get paid?
“Etty?”
“Oh, yes, Knut, that’s great,” she said, rejoining the call. “Just give me the print out tomorrow, I mean today.”
“Wait, Etty, there’s something more. Do you think I’d wake you up for just that?” Etty shrugged her shoulders, thinking she’d already learned plenty. “It’s going to happen tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow!”
“It always happens on Tuesdays, on the first Tuesday of the month. And it happens in the month after Brazil’s harvest. Two years ago, it was delayed until January, but I checked and that year had some serious rain problems in November and December. But this year’s on course - Brazil’s storage facilities are brimming. That’s tomorrow!”
“Today’s Monday. December 2nd. Right, first Tuesday. Way to go! But let me think, what should we do...?”
“I figure we have two options, we watch one go by to confirm your theory, or we call the heat now, the Securities and Exchange Commission, and blow the whistle.”
“That’s it!” An idea struck Etty. “Options!”
“Wha?”
Etty sprang into action. “Listen, Knut. This is important. Go to your database and print off all you can on Coffee Options for the last three years, right around each one of the price spikes. Bring the print out to Warren Sherman’s office by 8am this morning. Bring the other print outs too. I’ll go in right away and leave a note for him so he’s expecting us.”
“Whoa nelly! Coffee Options?”
“Yes, trust me. They’re a special kind of investment that relate to stocks or commodities. I’ll tell you about them when we meet. I think I just found how Global Growers is getting paid for their services to Clorice Coffee.”
“I know what they are, but I don’t get how they relate. And what are you going to do with Warren?”
“You said we can do one of two things, watch or tell. I’ve got a third ... we buy Options.”
Etty quickly showered, and bundled up for the arctic ride into Hanover. November had been particularly harsh, with temps in the 10’s, and December looked bad already. Snow started falling at dawn, leaving a slippery first layer. Etty lived on Trescott Ridge Road, a thin winding route appropriately named for occasional steep slopes on one side. She lived in a room above the garage of an elderly couple. Their house sat nearly alone on a small plateau facing north, with a view of the Connecticut River valley and peaks of the White Mountains.
Her old rear wheel drive Ford sedan did poorly in slippery weather. From years of abuse, the doors and windows left large cracks for wind to whip through, making for an ugly drive in falling snow.
Warren Sherman had already removed his jacket and loosened his tie by 8am when Etty returned to his office for their meeting. He wore a fine charcoal black suit, leather suspenders, and an arty silk tie. Despite his thinning hair, he had all the attributes of a male model - broad shoulders, “V” chest leading to a tight waist, powerful thighs, gorgeous blue eyes with a seductive twinkle, and an adorable dimple on his left cheek. Etty boldly walked in, hand outstretched. “Hi, Harriet Bishop. I left you a note earlier this morning.” Warren’s grip almost hurt.
“Hi Etty, great to meet you finally.”
“Oh, so you’ve heard of me?”
“Knut’s a good friend - told me all about you. He also called this morning to warn me.”
“Warn you?”
“He said you are a powerhouse, best in the PhD program in Finance, not to be taken lightly. He also told me to watch my step and not get too friendly.”
Etty subdued a blush. “I’m afraid he’s a little ... “
“And here is comes now.”
Knut’s tapping cane entered the room. He carried a stack of uneven computer printouts under one arm. Shirt tails stuck out of one side of his pants. Tangled hair and bloodshot eyes confirmed his lack of sleep.
“Morning Knut! You look terrible as usual. Etty beat you here. Have a seat just to your right.” Knut folded up his cane in a fluid motion and sat down.
“Hi Knut. You slept yet?” Etty asked.
“Nope. I have to see what you’ve got brewing. Believe me, after a string of population demographic studies for the Anthropology Department, this is so exciting it’s almost criminal.”
“Let’s hope not,” cautioned Warren. Knut had told him enough to make him wonder. “Etty, you don’t look so wide awake either, your left eye is red as cayenne.”
“I had a few hours sleep. The red eye’s an allergy. There used to be a cat in my apartment - still gets me sometimes.”
Warren sat back with his hands behind his head. “So, what’s this big idea you’ve dreamed up.”
“Thanks for seeing us so suddenly, Warren. Knut tells me you are quite the Investment expert, and we need some advice,” Etty began.
“Sure.”
“We’re interested in purchasing some options on one of the commodity exchanges - Coffee. And...”
“Now there’s something you don’t get into unless you know what you’re doing,” Warren interjected.
Etty was well aware of the risks in all the publicly traded investment instruments, especially options. She took every course possible in option theory, and knew the mathematical models inside and out. She didn’t come to receive advice on risk - she wanted to know whether Warren had any buying power.
Ignoring his interruption, she continued. “First of all, tell me Warren, do you have complete say in the investments in the school’s portfolio?”
“Not even close. We have strict guidelines, right down to the types of investments. I can make proposals to the Trustees, and sometimes they accept, but not after an incredibly convincing story. They never go for the odd stuff, especially derivatives like options.”
“Oh, I see,” she said lightly, showing disappointment.
Warren wasn’t accustomed to students waltzing into his office with investment ideas, or if they did, the suggestions were often too academic to have merit in the real world. There was something intriguing about Etty though. “Well, I do have a speculation fund.”
“Oh?”
“It’s not uncommon in the investment houses. I helped Dartmouth design it. But I thought you were the one with the story to tell.”
“How’s it work? How much money can you play with?”
Warren huffed, “A chunk of the portfolio is left aside for the manager to have full say - to take some calculated risks. If you beat some target rate of return, the manager gets to keep some of it. In the big firms, if you play your cards right, you can make millions, some even billions.”
Knut jumped in. “But Dartmouth had better cafeteria food, right?”
“Right. Chile con carne from a can, same reason you don’t walk out and get a six figure salary someplace, Knut. You know damn well it would take you about ten minutes to find one.”
“Actually, for me it’s the baked beans and ketchup.”
Etty recovered the topic. “Boys, this is my show. Continue, Warren.”
“So I have a speculation fund, some dollars I can do what I want with, with only a few exceptions. Then, as my incentive I get a quarter of any earnings over 10%. It’s not great, but it can add up.”
“What if you go under?”
“If the return is 10% or under, I get nothing. Of course, if the return goes negative, I get fired and probably never work again.”
“How much money is in the fund?”
Warren rolled his eyes at Knut, even though he couldn’t have seen. “Harriet, where are you going with this? The speculation fund is fifty million.”
Knut jerked and had to scramble to catch the papers in his lap from falling. “Fifty million dollars? This is your little ‘spec fund’?” Etty reached over and took the papers from Knut. She scanned them quickly, pulled one report to the top, and turned back to the discussion.
“Yea. It’s not that much, really. Remember the total portfolio is 800 million,” Warren said with sincere surprise at Knut’s reaction. “I had many times that in New York.”
“What’s the money in now?” Etty continued.
“Listen, I have a lot to do. If you have a proposal, I’ll hear it. Otherwise ... ”
“All right, all right. Sorry if I’ve been rude, but we’re in a tight time frame. I’m looking for someone who wants to make a sizable investment, and if you didn’t have the capability, I didn’t want to waste your time.” She straightened in the chair. “Let me explain.”
Etty described in detail the price abnormalities in the coffee market. Knut helped by reciting his analysis. Warren watched with growing interest. In his fifteen year career, he had never seen such dramatic proof of market manipulation before it was discovered by the authorities. He had read of the Hunt Brothers cornering the silver market and a few others, but this was still fresh.
“Hell of a thesis. The chances are good there’s someone behind it. You’ve got it made - just write the paper, sit back, and watch the University Presses fight to print it.”
“But Warren, this is happening tomorrow! If we’re right, there’ll be another one of these price spikes in less than thirty hours. Do you know what you could do with this knowledge?”
While Warren wondered how to answer, Knut interjected, “Why on the first Tuesday of the month?”
“That’s easy,” Warren said, happy to change the subject. “The agriculture report comes out of the World Food Federation on the first Wednesday. Their numbers can make markets crazy. They track things like world crop conditions. If a weather or disease problem is discovered which might lower supply, prices jump up.”
“So why the Tuesday before?” Knut persisted.
“This Global Growers guy wants to force up the price of Coffee for some reason. He has a lot of money and coffee to work with, but still, it’s only a fraction of the total coffee market. He wants a lot of bang for the buck, so he works in a skittish market. What better time than just before the ‘Ag’ report comes out - when anxiety is high.”
“Makes sense to me.” Etty nodded.
Warren elaborated. “Since the numbers on Wednesday are so important, everyone gets their underwear in a bunch on Tuesday, scared to death that someone might get an early peek at the report. If some big buyer comes into the market and starts buying like mad, bidding up the price, the rest of the guys out there start thinking the buyer knows something they don’t. They get nervous. Some can’t stand it and start buying themselves. The price goes up and up.”
“Global Grower’s been at this a while, you’d think the market would learn,” Etty realized.
“Good point. Probably won’t work too many more times. Others will figure it out eventually. But you’d be surprised how many things defy logic in our supposedly ‘efficient market’. For one, the buyers and sellers change all the time in the pit where they trade. It’s a burn out job - most don’t last a few months. Each time Global pulls this, there may be a whole new group of unsuspecting traders.”
Knut burst in. “Come on, Etty, let’s get to the juicy part.”
She paused while she planned her words, agreeing it was time for specifics. “Warren.”
“Yes Harriet?” he mocked. “If you think I am going to buy coffee for the Dartmouth Endowment Fund, you’re demented.”
“What if you just wanted to get the benefit of the price increase without buying the actual investment?”
“I’m supposed to say, ‘I’d buy Coffee Options,’ right?”
Knut loved this game. “Bingo!” he yelled. “Now, Etty, explain the Option dynamics. How does Global get paid with them. I’m all ears.”
After smiling at the irony in Knut’s comment, Warren sat back, a little impatient, and started bending paper clips into little loops. He also knew options extremely well from years of using them as a component in his stock funds. But, he decided to let Etty explain to Knut, interested on how she might present a topic that many people have difficulty ever understanding.
Etty turned to Knut. “Let’s say coffee sells for $100 per unit...”
Warren interrupted, “Coffee sells in 2,000 pound lots.”
Etty flicked a vexing expression at Warren, then continued. “Let’s say a hundred pounds of coffee is selling for a hundred dollars. You look at price history, and you see that the price is almost always between $98 and $102, with rarely any big jumps.”
Knut listened intently. “I’m with you.”
“How much would you pay for the right to buy coffee at $110, some time over the next 3 months? An ‘option’ to buy coffee at $110?”
Knut thought for a second. “Not much. If the price never goes over 102, then the option to buy it at 110 would be silly, and therefore worthless, right?”
“Well, not worthless, because in markets you never know. There is always a little chance that prices will go crazy, but in my example you’re close. You wouldn’t pay much, like maybe a buck.”
“Sure. I’ll play. I pay a buck, and that gives me the option over the next 3 months to buy coffee at 110 even though now coffee sells at 100. If it happens to go to 120, I use my option to buy it at 110, and immediately sell it, and make 10 bucks.”
“Now, all of a sudden, the price of coffee jumps to $103 in one hour, courtesy of our friends at Global Growers. What do you think would happen to the value of your option?”
“I think you’re going to tell me.”
“It would go up. If coffee can go to 103 in 1 hour, then it might more easily get to 110 in 3 months, right?”
Knut started seeing the finale. “Yea, I see.”
“Even though the price of coffee is still way below 110 at 103, the chance that coffee could hit 110 goes up. Therefore, the value of the option to buy at 110 goes up too. Make sense?”
Knut let it sink in for a minute. “Yes it does.”
“It might go to, say two bucks, which means the value doubled, right?”
“But if you held onto it through the end of the 3 months, it would still be worthless, because the price never went over 110.”
“Right, that’s why you have to immediately sell it when the price is up.”
Etty sat back to enjoy Knut’s thoughtful expression, then added, “Think what this means for tomorrow’s Coffee Options. If you buy a million dollars of them at 9am, you could conceivably have two million by lunch.”
Warren cut in. “Thanks for the lesson, Etty. What about some facts. Let me guess, you have option price history on that report in your lap.”
“Correct. These reports verify it. Coffee options behaved just like my example right after the Tuesday price spikes.“ Looking down at the printout, “Here’s one last year that went from $1.20 to $2.42, here’s one that went from $0.90 to $1.75. Both doubled or nearly doubled.”
Now Etty returned to face Warren. “Listen to me guys. I have stumbled on to a market manipulation scheme of monumental scale. Thanks to your interesting addition about the agriculture report, here’s how I think it works.”
She guided her thick black hair away from her face with both hands. “Clorice Coffee Company and Global Growers must have worked this out as partners. Clorice’s seller goes to the trading pit with lots of coffee to sell, the day before the ag report. The Global guy suddenly starts buying, pushing the price higher and higher over a short burst. Others join in, there’s a feeding frenzy. Everyone thinks Global knows something from the report, like maybe that world coffee supplies are about to crater. Clorice makes out like a bandit, selling his goods at well above the market price. He’s happy. Meanwhile, Global owns a huge pile of options on coffee. The value of the options jump. They sell at a huge percentage profit, like doubling their investment. Net of the loss they took on buying the actual coffee beans at above market rates, they still make out big time. They’re happy. The price starts to drop again, and eventually returns to where it started. Win - Win.”
Warren reached toward Etty. “Let me see the printouts.”
Etty stood and leaned over his desk to show the option price jumps on the same days as the price spikes, then sat back, feeling victorious, while he studied them.
Before Warren spoke again, she continued. “Warren. Even if these guys are scum of the earth, deserving to die a slow death, there is nothing illegal about making an investment based on a hunch about a change in value. People do it every day, every minute. You, more than any of us, must know that.”
Knut again interrupted, still back on the scheme. “You know, the more I think about it, this is an incredibly smart game. The guy who is creating the ruse, Global, does so by pushing up the price, a deal where he loses money on the trading floor. He pays too much! I bet the Securities and Exchange Commission looks for people who make money, not for people who lose. Unless they look further into the Options market, they might over look the bad guys. Clorice is safe too - who’d blame a seller for selling at the highest price? Pretty good plan - pure genius.”
Etty persisted. “Warren. You could potentially double every dollar you invest in these things - in one day. The down side is minor - if nothing happens, you’d only lose the commission on buying the options - nothing for a big spender like you. You’ve got little to lose, and with your incentive plan, you could keep a piece of the gains yourself.”
Warren had been way ahead of Etty on the commission math. His spec fund, ironically, was heavily invested in Reais, the currency of Brazil. Warren had been watching a steady increase in the strength of the Brazilian economy. As Brazil improved, so did the value of their currency relative to the U.S. dollar. He was already up 6% from 3 months ago. But this! Currency was easy to sell. He could convert any amount of it in minutes to whatever investment he wanted.
Although he kept it to himself, his main reservation concerned legality. Could you get in trouble for profiting in someone else’s market manipulation scheme? He would call the regulatory agencies before considering it further.
“What do you hope to gain from this, Etty, if I did make an investment?” he finally asked.
“Gain? One big party, that’s what! But otherwise, material for the best PhD dissertation ever written. ‘How I earned millions in one day getting my degree’. Can you imagine the look on the faces of the Trustees when they read it? Besides that though, nothing, Warren. I certainly wouldn’t expect to share in any of the profits.”
Knut summarized, now convinced. “So what are you waiting for? Sounds crazy to pass up.”
“I’ll have to think about it.” He arranged some papers on his desk, avoiding their glances. “This isn’t something you just do. I’m not even sure how big the market for Coffee Options is - if you invest too big a percent, you’ll change the price with your own buying.”
“But you’re interested. I know that tone of voice,” Knut said.
Etty studied Warren’s face. She sensed uneasiness, an emotion he appeared unaccustomed to. The big New York high flying investment guru steps way down to run a relatively small portfolio in a quiet New England town, and suddenly gets stumped by a student - a pure academic. Behind the macho build and newly pressed fashionable clothes, she saw a window into the person beneath. Normally able to command any meeting with the ease of a billionaire, here he sat, not sure how to end their simple encounter. But his eyes glimmered. Even with such a short interview, she perceived a kind, gentle man, someone to trust. A wave of excitement prickled through her. This was her idea, her discovery. Her blood felt hot.
Etty didn’t want to push the decision any further, so she walked to Knut, touched his elbow, and offered to lead him out of the office. Knut accepted, leaving his cane where it lay in his pocket. They passed the line of clerk desks. Etty took one look back while waiting for the elevator. Warren had not moved from his desk. He was staring directly back at her, spinning one of the paper clip creations between his fingers.
- Chapter Four -
Knut had his computer room office much cleaner when Etty arrived at 8:15am the next morning. Although a bit fitfully from excitement, he had slept enough to regain some color in his cheeks and whiten his eyes. He had showered, changed, and even combed his long thick hair. Etty brought doughnuts and a thermos of coffee.
Knut pointed proudly toward the computers he had set up and explained. “The markets open at 8:30. I’m hooked up through the Internet to a price service on these two PC’s so you can watch both. This monitor here will show Coffee prices, this one here the Option prices. I have Mantis set up for both prices too, for me. I am also saving the results to a disk so you can keep them for posterity. If the prices spike, we’ll be right there.”
“Have you heard from Warren?”
“Nope. Thought I’d let you call. If he chickens out, at least he might want to join us while we watch the numbers.”
“I have a feeling he’s going to do it, but let’s give him some space.”
She spread out the doughnuts, poured the coffee into paper cups, and removed a computer diskette from her pocket. She pulled off her parka, and settled in to a word processor on a PC in the corner of the room. “I want to get a full description of this whole event on paper and in the hands of administration before the shooting starts, if it starts, just in case something goes wrong and Warren gets in trouble. I want everyone to know it was my idea, not his.”
“How heroic. Of course, if it goes the other way and he makes millions for Dartmouth, then this will make sure you get all the credit.”
Etty grinned. “Well, yes, I guess that too.”
By 9:30, Etty had finished her five page summary and stood by the printer. “Three copies. One for my Advisor, one for me, and Knut, here’s one for your little safe.”
“You better hurry up. Things in the past started lighting up around 10am,” Knut said with his head buried in Mantis. “Prices are steady right now.”
Etty looked at the two screens before walking out. Slightly jagged lines cut across the center of both. She swung by the book check out at the Library and slipped each copy into the jaws of the time stamper with a ‘calunk.’ Then to Administration where she sealed a copy in a manila folder, and left it for her advisor. Finally, she went up to Warren’s floor just for a glance. When the elevator doors opened, she saw him talking caustically to a clerk, shaking his powerful fingers at her. Etty didn’t even step out - she just pushed Knut’s floor number and disappeared.
“Still nothing,” announced Knut without looking up when Etty returned. “How’s Warren?”
“How did you know I checked?”
“I would have.”
“He’s stressed. He was screaming at some poor clerk about something.”
“Do you think he invested?”
“Didn’t want to ask.”
“Hey! Etty! Look!” He pointed his finger toward the screens on the desk without moving his head from Mantis.
Sure enough, right on plan, the price of coffee started to rise. Little jumps up, one after the other, stair stepping higher and higher. “My God, it’s amazing!” Etty sprinted over to Knut’s desk and grabbed his shoulder hard. “It’s really happening!”
Knut sputtered, “I hope Warren’s watching this!” Although Etty’s fingernails started to dig noticeably into his shoulder muscles, he loved it. “Up, 1%, 2%! Blast off!”
Etty glanced at the options screen and shook Knut. “Flip to options. Looks like they’re moving already too.”
Knut switched Mantis. “Yup - like clock work.”
An hour later, the two were still glued to their screens. They watched every twitch, speculating about what was happening on the floor of the exchange. The price peaked at 3.2% higher than the opening, wavered, and then started a much slower decline. Options moved up and stayed high, with some of the contracts with five dollar increases.
The constant pressure of excitement made them giddy. Knut started imitating the voices of the traders in different dialects, sending Etty into hysterics. In an exaggerated English accent, “I say, old chap, that last jump made me spill my tea!”
Etty sighed, her grin almost hurt. “Did you know, Knut, there is still more coffee drunk in England than tea?”
“You’re kidding?”
“No, in fact tea didn’t even start getting popular in England until the late 1800’s, after a major blight hit the continent. I was reading that in 1800, there were over 2,000 coffee houses in England. Not a single ‘tea house.’ But in 1869, every coffee plant in Europe and Asia died.”
“So the Brits went from Coffee to Opium to Tea, one drug to the next.”
“Actually, not far from the truth. The Opium trade opened up a route to the Orient, and after the blight, the merchants started picking up tea.”
“All coffee was wiped out?”
“No, this is when South America stepped in, and became a world producer.”
“Your Brazilian friends must have loved that.”
Etty noticed that she had not sat down in almost two hours. “My legs are killing me, and I’m starving.” She walked over to the table and ate a doughnut in three huge bites, scattering crumbs down her front. Being with Knut was so comfortable. No worries about the little formalities that you would typically ignore at home but practice in public, like not stuffing a doughnut in your mouth.
“Shall we head over to Warren’s place?” Knut asked, finally pushing himself away from Mantis.
Etty picked powered sugar specks off her flannel shirt as she talked. “I want to stop by the liquor store and pick up a bottle of something. There’s one a few blocks away. We can at least celebrate that we saw it coming - and better yet, be nice to have a toast with if he did take a position.”
At half past 12, Etty returned, shivering from her brisk walk. She left her parka on, still fighting to get warm. “Whoo, it’s cold. Only the first week of December. It’s going to be a deep freeze this year.”
She grabbed Knut’s arm, and off they went. With Etty waving a bottle of champagne all dressed in winter outdoor clothes, leading a blind man with only a shirt, they did not fit the normal Tuesday noon Administration crowd.
The elevator door opened at Warren’s floor. Knut started humming a victory march, and they stepped in unison toward his office. Warren’s smile was so wide, it looked like it might snap.
“Here she is!,” Warren said while giving Etty a ‘high five’. Knut heard the smack and put his hand down low and waited for Warren’s powerful slap.
“Well, I couldn’t put all the money in one contract - I would have bought the whole market. So I spread it around a little.”
Etty leaped into the air. “You did it! You invested!”
Knut contained his excitement. “Yea yea, big dog, get to the bottom line.”
“We made, well,” Warren almost couldn’t say it. “We netted $18 million in profits.”
All three of them started to ‘whooop!’, jumping up and down. Etty hugged Knut. Warren hugged Knut. Etty hugged Warren. They hugged in a big three way bunch. They talked simultaneously, laughing, gesturing madly, and Warren even shed a few tears. Although against office policy, Etty popped the cork with a devilish grin. Foam oozed over her fist. Warren found paper cups in a drawer. The other office workers stood in the doorway watching in amazement.
“And those New York guys thought I would grow cob webs up here in the boonies watching Treasury Bonds pay interest!” Warren yelled over the din.
The rest of the day and night were consumed with partying. Warren spared no expense. He hired a Taxi to stay with them, a personal ‘limo’. Although the little town of Hanover’s limited selection could not match the elegance he wished, he made up for it in class. Only the best liquors - 50 year old scotches, $300 bottles of wine, the finest champagne in the city. The most exclusive service attended their every needs, as he greased the wheel upon arriving at each establishment with a hearty tip. Caviar, house specialties, and wherever possible - live music at their table. They laughed, sang silly songs, and acted out the events of the day over and over, each time as if it were the first exciting time.
One of their stops, a sports bar, offered darts. Etty lit up when seeing the row of four high quality bristle boards. She corralled the two men to a small table nearby, and quickly acquired three sets of darts from the proprietor. “I’ll sit this one out,” Knut complained, as he realized her plan.
“No way! I’ll point you in the right direction, you watch.”
Warren went along, amused at how she might pull it off. They played 301, giving Knut the advantage of not doubling in or out. Etty won each match with ease, and Knut enjoyed the warm attention of Etty while she guided his arms and directed his stance.
“Either you’ve played this before, or you’ve worked out a trick with magnets. I’ve never seen so many triple 20’s,” Warren lamented after losing the third round.
“Hell, I’ve been a professional student for most of my life, I ought to have something to show for it.”
By midnight, their indulgence began wearing them down. They moved to Henry’s, a quiet corner bar. They took over the couches by the window with a view out to the snowy street. A blazing fire behind them reflected dancing orange shapes on the window.
Warren spoke solemnly. “You know, there’s nothing I can say to you guys for today. It’s beyond words. Especially you, Etty.”
Etty had slouched down in her soft seat so her head pushed deeply into the moldable upholstery. “Oh Warren, don’t get mushy on us. Without you, Knut and I couldn’t have scrounged up enough to earn one drink. You’re the star, not us.”
Knut added, “Actually, you can thank me for all of it.” Etty catapulted a peanut at Knut with a spoon. It hit him on the chin. “Ow! Nice, Etty, you could blind a guy doing that!”
“You know, Knut,” Warren still feeling melancholy, “For a guy who doesn’t know what color his socks are, you manage to see more than most people.”
“Sure, sure, you’re just trying to butter me up so I can earn you another 18 million.”
Warren reached into his pocket and pulled out two envelopes, and handed one to each of his guests.
“What’s this? The bill?” Knut wondered.
“You’re each holding a voucher for an all expenses paid trip to any place in the world for two, along with a little spending money. It’s the least I can do.”
“You’re kidding!” Etty’s sincere excitement shined like a beacon. “A tropical island? Beaches? Fresh coconut?”
“Rum drinks.” Knut spoke. “But, for two? Like I have a long waiting list of girls who would accept. I’m going with Etty.”
Etty breathed deeply, thinking of the warm blue water, then turned to Knut. “It’s not like you’re asking a girl for a date, you’re asking one for a trip to paradise. There will be a line, believe me.”
Knut didn’t hide the disappointment that Etty didn’t take his suggestion, even if it was a joke.
Warren stood and stretched. “I guess I’ve had enough. Let’s go home.”
Etty nearly fell back from a rush of dizziness as she tried to stand. “Whooh. I think that last Jose Quervo went to my head.”
Knut jabbed, “Your head went south long ago. You danced with that waiter, what, three bars ago?” Knut reached for Etty’s arm and pulled himself up. “Etty, don’t you live up in the woods some place? Up a big hill?”
“Yea.”
“You shouldn’t be driving anywhere in your car, and it would be unfair to our limo driver at this time of night to risk his cab.”
Etty gave a demure look at Knut, then winked at Warren. “I suppose.”
“Well, you know, I do have a cot. I can sleep in the soft chair in the computer room. Really.”
Warren butted in. “Etty, you are in no condition to even talk to a limo driver.”
Etty didn’t mind the idea at all. She had so much fun this night, and her blood was swarming with warm feelings. She had no intention of leading Knut on to anything but companionship. But the thought of sleeping all alone in that dark cold apartment for what was left of the night, didn’t thrill her. “What the heck. You behave yourself.”
“Gentleman to the death, m’lady,” Knut said while bowing comically with an outstretched arm. They all hooked arms, and walked out, somewhat unsteadily, into the night.
- Chapter Five -
With Monday and Tuesday lost to all the excitement, and Wednesday a virtual disaster from a wicked headache, Etty spent Thursday and Friday anxiously studying. Not only did she have a demanding schedule for completing her dissertation, she had four difficult graduate classes. Lectures, teacher conferences, research time, student study groups, and an overwhelming amount of homework kept her busy every minute. By Friday afternoon when the phone call came, she had hardly given the Coffee Options a thought for two days.
“Hello?” she said after picking up the phone in her office.
“Is this Harriet V. E. Bishop?”
“Yes, who is this?” The Finance Department allowed her a small cubicle where she could work with a little more privacy than the undergraduate and graduate students - one of the few perks of the PhD program. A computer with a network connection, and a phone were hers for the year.
“My name is George Leeson, Ma’am, from the Securities and Exchange Commission of the United States.” He spoke with a southern accent, Texan Etty thought. “I’d like to talk to you about some Options trades executed by Dartmouth’s Treasury this week.”
Etty’s heart pounded harder. “What about them?”
“First I’d like to verify a few things with you, exactly your involvement.”
‘Get a grip,’ she thought.
“Is it true, Miss Bishop, that you served as an advisor in the purchase of nearly twenty million dollars worth of Coffee options two days ago, on Tuesday the 3rd of December?”
“Yes I did.”
“Did you base that strategy on a suspicion that the market in Coffee might have been illegally manipulated, leading to an opportunity to gain financially?”
“Wait a minute, here. Are you accusing me of wrongdoing? I’m not sure I should answer ....”
“Calm down. I’m just trying to understand the details. Did you write a short paper, signed by you and time stamped Tuesday morning at 9:43am with full details, including a line, and I quote, ‘I take full responsibility for the recommendation to Warren Sherman of these Coffee option trades?’”
“How did you get that? What is this?”
“Please, Miss Bishop, answer the questions.”
“No, I will not! I want you to explain to me exactly what I am being accused of doing, and then, if this is a serious matter, I request time to get legal advice.” Etty’s anger was fueled by apprehension. She stood up to look over the partition of her cubicle to see who else might be hearing this, and fortunately found she was alone.
“You don’t need to be upset, Miss Bishop. I’m not accusing you. Did you write the paper, or didn’t you?”
“I did, but I refuse to answer any further questions.”
The man paused. “Let me explain. I represent the S.E.C., the regulatory body over all security related transactions in the country. I run the department that investigates fraudulent transactions, and I get involved in only the biggest ones. You’ve stumbled into a big one all right. Tell me honestly, you mean to tell me you had no thought that your trades were illegal?”
“No, I mean, I don’t know.” What a stupid response, she thought.
“Well then, let me be the first to tell you. They were. But you’re not the one in real trouble - that would be your friend Warren Sherman. He’s a registered broker, the one who executed the trades.”
“How did you find my paper?”
“We saw the trades, called the Dartmouth Treasurers office, and they led us to your advisor. They faxed it to us. Not too difficult. But Miss Bishop, this has the potential of leading to some serious indictments and I need to ask you a few questions.”
“What did Warren say?”
“We haven’t called him yet. We understand by your paper that you dreamed this up, so we’re starting with you.”
She rolled pieces of a newspaper into little balls as she talked. “I don’t see the severity here, Mr. Leeson. We have done nothing except invest, based on an educated guess, that prices would rise. The same thing millions of people do every day.”
“I told you, there will be no formal charges against you. But you don’t see the severity? If you discovered a few million dollars stashed under a rock in a public park, and you found out a bank robber hid it there, do you think you could just take it? It’s a public park, after all, right? People pick up rocks all the time.”
“No. I guess not,” she said, feeling blood rush to her face.
“I guess not.” He sighed. “Now. What you didn’t know is that we’d been monitoring the same company for some time, and we just recently figured out the options component. We were all ready to take them down - had them in our sights last Tuesday - but at the last minute, you and your friend Sherman jumped in front of them. You scared them away, and took almost every penny of our proof.”
“Global Growers didn’t buy any options?”
“Not enough to make a case. They weren’t able to cover their losses from buying coffee at an artificially high rate from Clorice Coffee. They took it in the teeth, and lost millions.”
She shook her head, half smiling. “No kidding.”
“No, I’m not kidding. It’s unlikely they’ll try that particular scheme again. So you managed to foil our offensive, setting us back months, maybe years.”
“Oh. I see.”
“Do you?”
“I’m sorry, really, but I don’t think Warren Sherman should be reprimanded when I’m the one who set it up.”
“Don’t be naive. That’s what registration is for.”
Etty felt as if a rail had been thrust through her chest. Had she inadvertently ruined Warren’s career? All for a dissertation topic? “Isn’t there another way beside prosecution? We had no idea...”
“That’s why I called. We have an opportunity I wish to discuss. A plea bargain, if you will.”
“I’m just not sure whether I should get a lawyer or, I don’t know, call Warren.” She felt foolish for thinking aloud.
“All we’re asking is that you help us.”
“Help you, how?”
“Work with us on this project to track down Global Growers. Although they may not try Coffee again, we suspect they’re working other markets - foreign currencies, fertilizer, grain.”
“What would I do?”
“Give us some advice. How long did it take you to find the coffee abnormalities and make the options connection?”
“A few days.”
“I rest my case. You had it laid out perfectly in your paper. I’m not going to admit how long it took a team of our people to find the same thing. Come down to our Dallas offices tonight and we will explain. If you cooperate Miss Bishop, we will drop all charges, against you and Sherman.”
“Say that again?”
“We will drop all charges against you and Sherman if you spend some time helping us find a way to nail this company.”
“I must say, I’m surprised.”
“I’d like to tell you this is an unusual case, but we often bend the law if it leads us to the source. And I know you’re no criminal.”
“But Tonight?”
“Let’s not trivialize the hazard you’re in. We prosecute Warren, and your world will come tumbling down. He’ll be stripped to a penniless inmate. Dartmouth College’s reputation will be forever tainted. And you. Although you’d walk away without criminal charges, you’d most likely be expelled and lose your PhD. The Press would eat you alive. You reject our offer tonight, you’ll be throwing away the only chance of redemption.”
She rubbed her eye sockets, reeling. “What exactly would I do?”
“Just help us research some other ideas we have, and see if you can come up with anything on your own. We have access to more data than you’ll ever get. Maybe you’ll see a clue, a way to proceed.”
“I need to think this over, call Warren and Knut. Hey, why not have them come too? As a team, we’d be much more effective.”
“I’m afraid that’s not an option. If you decide to help us, no one can ever know. We’ll have you sign documents that protect us from you divulging anything. We have ways to make the consequences of breathing even a word very convincing. No, Miss Bishop, you’ll be part of a top secret exploratory team. This is between you and me, and it has to stay that way.”
“How do I know you are for real?”
“For real? .... I suppose that’s not an unreasonable question. The easiest way will be to inspect my identification once you arrive at the Dallas Fort Worth airport tonight. It’s a public place. You’ll be free to turn around if you’re not satisfied.”
Etty wished she’d had more time. It had occurred to her that the trades might be questionable. She had figured privately that Warren’s involvement would somehow legitimize it. He, after all, came with the years of practical experience. Now she chided herself for not bringing legality up with him openly - she admitted to herself that she didn’t want to mention it. Stalling, she asked, “Tell me again, exactly what you want me to do tonight.”
“Come down here. We pay all expenses, and through the weekend we’ll run all the analyses you want. We have information on every commodity that Global trades in. Maybe you’ll see something. We have state of the art equipment, and rooms full of support people. You’ll probably enjoy it.”
“Just the weekend?”
“You’d be back early next week, and then on call over the life of the project.”
“And if I don’t find anything?”
“That’s our risk. You commit to us, we drop charges.”
What a paper she could write, she thought. “Would I be able to continue my dissertation ...”
“You ask a lot for someone balancing on the edge. No, all mention of this in any written material would have to be destroyed. I’m sorry, you’ll have to start over. Anyway, did you really think you could connect Dartmouth’s investment gains to a market manipulation scheme in a published paper?”
“I suppose you’re right.” An unsettling mix of pride and foolishness left her quiet. Finally she asked, “Where do I go?”
“Simple. Here’s the plan.”
Etty fumbled around on her messy desk top for a pen. She pushed aside her collection of newspaper balls, and ripped a clean sheet out of a notebook. “Go ahead.”
“Excuse the false premises, but to make this easier for all of us to keep it under wraps, we’ve created an alibi. Tell people you are interviewing at an investment advisory company in Las Colinas, Texas, outside of Dallas, called World Investment Corporation. We will send a fax to your office at the College confirming the interview time at 8:00am tomorrow morning, Saturday, along with a complete itinerary. Take American Airlines flight 263 out of Concord tonight leaving at 10:30pm. The tickets will be at the counter in your name. Change planes in Boston to flight 1123 for the red-eye to Dallas leaving at midnight. I’ll be waiting at the gate.”
“Sounds like you were expecting me to say yes. Do I really have to come tonight? It’s snowing up here you know.”
His voice became harsher. “I hope you see what’s happening here. If this is your idea of cooperation, I’m beginning to question my offer.”
“I’m sorry. I’ll cooperate.”
“Good.”
Etty knew she had no choice. The pile of books and unfinished assignments in front of her on the desk reminded her how arrogantly they had overrun her life. They demanded action entirely on their terms with threats of devastating retribution. She wasn’t just going to roll over, no matter who they were. “Mr. Leeson, you have to understand this is all quite incredible. I promise my support, and appreciate your offer for immunity, but I need a few protections.”
“It depends. Like what?”
“Umm, first of all, I will request an airport security escort off the plane. You must be at the gate with proper ID and hand me a letter signed by a high level SEC executive guaranteeing immunity for Warren and me. If you are not there, or you have no letter, I’ll have security take me back to a plane.”
“I already said that. And by the way, I am the high level SEC executive guaranteeing your immunity.”
“Good then. I am just clarifying.” A US Government agency? Who’s to say they could be trusted. She wished she’d recorded the call on tape. “Second, I am documenting this call in writing as part of my personal notes, with all the details. Third, as soon as we hang up, I’m calling the SEC offices in Washington to verify your position.” She gritted her teeth waiting for his answer.
“Remember, you’re not getting my guarantee until you sign our agreement on commitment and confidentially. Any notes you write better be kept in a safe place if you want to comply. As for calling my office, go ahead. I’m not there tonight, but you can get through to a receptionist. You’ll find a public number through 202 information. Have the operator find me and my title in the directory. Keep in mind though, you won’t get through to anyone who knows about this deal, and it wouldn’t be wise to start asking questions to administrative assistants. All investigations are under tight security.”
“You’ll have a letter when I arrive?”
“You are a persistent young lady. Yes.”
“Well then, assuming all goes well, I’ll be there tonight.”
“I’m happy to hear that, Harriet. I’m looking forward to meeting you. And when this is all over, you might even consider a permanent position at the agency. We need people like you. Hey, I gotta jump. Have a pleasant trip!” He hung up.
Etty continued holding the phone, trying to fathom it all. A pleasant trip? A strange ending to a strange call. The SEC. Jail. Ruined careers. She made the call to the SEC and verified at least there was a George Leeson in investigations. The operator didn’t know if he had a Texan accent, but Etty felt reassured.
The drive to Concord would take an hour and a half, so she had to leave by 8:30pm. That gave her barely enough time to close up some things at the office, make a few calls, drive home and pack, and get going. Looking out the small window, she saw new snow starting to accumulate on the paths in the courtyard.
“Knut? Hi, this is Etty.”
“Hey there! You finally crawled out from under your rock, ey? You getting ready for the big date tonight?”
“Knut, I’m sorry, I can’t go.”
“What? Ah, com’on Etty! You can’t bail on me. I’ve been counting on this. If you give me some piddly ass excuse, I’ll never forgive you.”
“No, Knut, this is big. I have an interview in Dallas. I have to go tonight.”
“Tonight? Dallas? What’s this all about? On Friday night?”
“Yea, I know it’s kind of sudden, but it’s an interesting opportunity and they wanted to talk to me right away.”
“I guess! What company?”
“World Investment Corp.”
“Never heard of them. I can’t believe this. ”
“I’ll tell you all about it when I get back. Really, I’m sorry. Don’t take it personally, we’ll reschedule. I promise, but right now, I have to run.”
“Why didn’t you mention you were interviewing? Why the sudden desire to get a job?”
“Knut, trust me. I’m late. I gotta get ready. You know how these head hunters work - they find their quarry and jump. It’s part of the game. I’ll call you Monday or Tuesday. We’ll set another date.”
Knut stewed. “I should have known it was just a fantasy. I’ll go away now and set up for another exciting night with Mantis.”
“Knut, don’t do this. I’m serious.”
“I’m holding you to next week. But don’t wait to call me Monday, I want to hear from you after the interview - call collect. I’ll be here in the lab most of the time.” After a pause, “Be careful. It’s snowing. You driving to the airport?”
“Yea, Concord. I’ve lived in the snow my whole life, I can handle a flurry.”
“I like you, you know, Etty.”
While she would normally jab him with a snide response, she appreciated the comment. She wished she could tell him everything, to get some other advice. “Thanks, Knut. I like you too.”
Next she called her mother in Nashua. Although she liked to call home once a week anyway, she would never hear the end of grief if she didn’t call before a trip.
“Hello?”
“Hi Mom! You getting any snow there?”
“Hi Etty! A little, and it’s sticking. They say 6 to 8 inches by morning. What about you?”
“Same. We have an inch or so already.” Then she wished she hadn’t brought up the snow. “Hey, I only have a moment, but I wanted to let you know I am going to Dallas.”
“Dallas? Listen to you, the world traveler. Why Dallas?”
“A job interview. I am looking into a company down there that does Investment Finance, sounds really interesting.”
“Good for you. How will you afford it?”
“Mom, these big firms pay to fly people all the time. All expenses paid. Nice hotel, the whole works.”
“Thanks for letting me know. When’s the trip, next week?”
“No, tonight, I’m leaving pretty soon in fact.”
“What? Tonight? You can’t fly in weather like this!”
“Mom, it’s never a problem taking off in snow, it’s only landing that causes problems. I checked, it’s not snowing in Dallas.”
“Funny, but it’s snowing here! How will you get to the airport? I hate that old car of yours anyway, especially in this!”
“Mom, it’s okay. This is important. I’ll leave plenty of time, and drive like an old lady.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. I really don’t want you to go, Etty. It’s Friday night, the weekend. I can’t imagine this company can’t wait an extra day. Your interview is on Monday, right?”
“No, actually, it’s tomorrow morning. Look, I’m not discussing this anymore. I just wanted to let you know. I’ll call you from Dallas.”
“I don’t know. I don’t like it.” She exhaled a full chest of air into the phone. “... If I demanded you not to go, would you stay?”
Etty hesitated. “I... if you demanded? ... I guess so, Mom, but you wouldn’t do that. This is my career, my life. I’ll be done with my PhD pretty soon, and I need to get my name out there.”
“Well. I suppose.”
“Mom, I’ll be fine. I’ll call you tomorrow morning.”
“Call me tonight. I don’t care how late you get in. Promise?”
“Okay, I promise. I love you Mom.”
“Me too. That’s why I worry.”
Knut stared through Mantis at some Dunn and Bradstreet business names, and nearly yelled his discovery. “World Investment Corporation! It’s a subsidiary of Global Growers!” He pushed Mantis aside, and felt for the phone. “What the hell is she doing?”
He waited while the phone rang, and finally clicked over to her answering machine. “Com’on Etty, answer! Answer!” Then, jamming his finger on the phone carriage, “Damnit. She must have left.” He quickly dialed another number.
“Warren, great, you’re there.”
“Knut?”
“Have you talked to Etty today?”
“No. Haven’t talked to her since Tuesday night. What’s up?”
“I think she’s in trouble.”
Warren pulled his feet off the table where he had been almost asleep, trying to get through some financial reports. “What do you mean?”
“Have you talked to anyone from Global Growers today by any chance?”
“Global Growers? Hell no. What’s going on?”
“Etty is on her way to an interview in Texas with them. She wouldn’t tell me anything, not even that it was Global.”
“An interview in Texas? What, she left already?”
“Yea, just tonight. She’s going down for the weekend. All she told me is that she was interviewing with the World Investment Corporation, and to ‘trust me’. Very strange.”
“That’s part of Global Growers?”
“Right. But she didn’t mention that part. Why would she suddenly do something like this? After all we went through this week together?”
“Why are you so worried, couldn’t she have connected with them as part of her paper?”
“And not tell me? And not tell you? Why would it be such a secret? This is our friend, Etty! This is the woman who marched into your office and convinced you in a short meeting to spend millions of dollars. No, Warren, this is weird. Something is very strange.”
“Maybe, but I wouldn’t get too excited.”
“Have you talked to anyone since Tuesday about the trades? Anyone?”
“My accountant has been ringing my phone off the hook, and I was pulled into a rather interesting emergency meeting of the Trustees which I’ll tell you about later. The only other thing, now that you mention it, was a question from one of my clerks. She asked me Etty’s name. Someone on the phone was asking who else was involved with the trades.”
“What did you say?”
“I told the truth. Why not? I wasn’t going to lie or anything. I just said Harriet Bishop devised the trade. You can’t hide something that big for long, I figured it was someone from the accounting office.”
“You didn’t wonder?”
“Hell, Knut, my office is a mad house every second. It didn’t seem like a big deal.”
“So, someone was asking about her. That’s two odd things then. Think about it Warren - if we are right, then Global was involved in illegal trades. Now she’s going there? And she didn’t say where? Maybe she didn’t know herself.”
“Harriet Bishop not know where she was going? Knut, she doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who isn’t on top of everything she does.”
“I’m not kidding, Warren. It’s too strange. Either she had some amazingly powerful reason not to tell me what was going on, or she didn’t know, or both. I’m worried.”
“Have some of your vodka and relax. She’ll be back Monday.”
“I wish I’d asked you before, do you think our side of the trade was illegal? That someone could charge us for playing ball with criminals?”
“I thought it might be possible, so I checked that out beforehand. I got a go-ahead.”
“You had permission? From whom?”
“I called the S.E.C. guy who does our audit. I argued that you couldn’t call it insider information because we were clearly unrelated to either company. I also faxed over some of your stats on coffee price history. He said it could still just be some abnormalities. So he cleared it. He faxed me the notes he added to our file. With that piece of paper in hand, I’ve got lead underwear.”
“Why didn’t you tell us?”
“Tell you? Etty, and you too, were behind it 100% - I just had to check for myself. Anyway, remember, I’m the one who goes to jail if it’s illegal, not you or Etty. Etty’s a big girl, she knows what she’s doing - that I feel sure.”
“I don’t know, it doesn’t add up.”
“Then call them. Call Global Growers.”
“At 9pm on a Friday?” Then he thought. “Well, maybe I will. And if I don’t get through, I’ll call tomorrow morning. Etty must be having some kind of Saturday interview, so someone must be there. I need to talk to her.”
“Saturday interview? That is strange. Hey, here’s something. Some information came over the wire today about Brazil - they’re having serious political trouble.”
Knut mumbled a response, but hardly listened as he still considered possibilities for Etty.
Warren continued, not as concerned as Knut over their mutual friend. “The President of Brazil is on some kind of austerity program of monumental proportion. He must not want to get re-elected. Listen to some of these headlines, President of Brazil Undermines Welfare System Urging Poor to ‘Make it on their own’, President Barros of Brazil Supports 25% Tax Increase to Middle Class. And, the one that really surprised me, Brazilian President to Cut Military Salaries in Half. The Real is dropping like a stone. I would have had my face ripped off if I kept my investment in Brazilian currency.”
Knut hardly tuned into Warren’s news review, and hung up without saying good-bye. He found the number for Global Growers in the Dallas area code. He heard only a recording that the offices were closed and that he should call back during normal business hours.
Etty rummaged through her drawers and closet for some decent clothes. PhD students rarely needed to dress up, so her collection of business attire was limited. What she did find needed ironing. She packed them anyway in a carry on bag, along with other necessities. She figured she would buy clothes in Dallas if she needed more.
She whipped off a description of the phone call on her computer dissertation log. She scanned the long list of files. All that work. She wondered how much she’d be able to resurrect, after pulling out all mention of the market manipulation scheme. Such a great idea, buried.
She locked up and carefully negotiated the snowy back steps. Her landlords’ faces watched out a well lit livingroom window, which Etty acknowledged with a nod and a wave as she started the old car. She heard the phone ring in her apartment above, but let it go to the answering machine.
She kept a cautious speed out the driveway and onto Trescott Ridge Road. Her headlights reflected off a mantle of rapidly falling snowflakes, reducing visibility to a few feet. Soon she pulled up behind the tail lights of a vehicle, a jeep stalled in the middle of the road. While considering whether to drive around, a figure appeared through the white, a bulky man dressed in a thin gray business raincoat. His sudden appearance so close startled her. Something about him bothered her, his expression didn’t fit a motorist in distress. Out of instinct, she shifted into reverse and accelerated backwards.
“Hey! Wait! Please!” came a muffled voice. “You’re Harriet Bishop?”
She stopped and tried to recognize the bulging ruddy face. He stepped up to the window, and gestured for her to wind it down. She refused. “Who are you?” she said.
“Bart Maslow! George Leeson sent me!” She stared hard at his poor attempt at a sincere, friendly face. He yelled too loudly, misjudging the muting of the closed door. “He thought you might not make it to the airport through all this snow!”
“Show me some identification,” she yelled back, keeping her foot poised over the accelerator. Bart pressed an open wallet against the glass. ‘Bart Maslow, Head of Security, World Investment Corp.’ She was about to ask why it had the name of the company she’d been told was only a front, when she noticed the company logo - bold lettering above a tiny green earth, Global Growers.
A deluge of adrenaline sent her heart racing. A sketchy scenario of unscrupulous deception came to mind. Without further thought, she slammed down the pedal, but the spinning tires in the snow prevented a lurching escape. The man’s face turned sour. He jerked open the corroded door in his muscular hand. Her old car’s seatbelt no longer worked, so he was able to wrench her by the back of her coat and onto the road like a bag of clothes. Within seconds, he had flipped her on her front, bound her hands in plastic wrist restraints. He duct taped her mouth. Snow pushed onto her face and up her nostrils as he roughly contained her writhing.
“There. That’ll do it. Sorry ma’am, I was hoping you’d come along more pleasantly. Now up you go.” A second car pulled up behind hers. The two men inside stayed seated. Bart retrieved Etty’s travel bag, and pushed her along toward his jeep. He left Etty’s car where it was - door open and engine running. After securing Etty in the passenger seat, he nodded to the other men and jumped aboard. The four wheel drive easily sped away from the hijack scene, while the snow filled in all traces.
“There. Now we’re set. You comfortable?”
Etty screamed through her nose, and squirmed to release her hands. She bashed up against the door, and screwed her shoulder into the door handle trying to release it.
“Settle down now. You’re not getting out, and you won’t get hurt as long as you relax.” Bart twisted the radio knob to a country station. They bounced along, avoiding Hanover center on side roads.
Etty glared at him above the silver tape on her mouth. Kidnapped! How could this be? Who was Leeson?
He talked mercilessly, on and on about how she should feel proud to have the head of all security sent up to personally escort her to Global, about his track record as an ace security agent, and about other personal exploits. Etty drowned him out with panicked fantasies of her fate, unable to satisfy her need for air through her nostrils. Bart noticed her wide open eyes.
“Oooh. You look scared. Hey, I’m not going to hurt you. I’m just taking you to Texas. You’ll be fine, just fine.” Her breathing intensified, forcing mucus to drip across the tape and onto her chin. Bart pulled a handkerchief from a pocket and reached to wipe it clean. Etty jerked away her head with a loud grunt. “Suit yourself, Ma’am. You’d think a pretty girl like you wouldn’t want a bunch of snot on her chin.”
Etty kicked her left leg up around the stick shift, and pounded her heel into Bart’s thigh. He grabbed her ankle and shoved it back. “Ouch! You little shit!”
He snatched a small black case from a breast pocket, and flipped it open to expose a loaded syringe. “I was going to wait for this so we could get to know each other a little better.” He plunged it into her upper arm. “But, I can see we’re not getting along. That’ll cool you down.”
Etty felt a warm flood rushing through her chest. She managed a last scowl before her eyes rolled back and she fell unconscious.
Bart studied her pleasant figure, now able to look freely up and down her body. He noticed her odd watch, and quickly turned the jeep around with an idea.
- Chapter Six -
Etty’s head pounded so badly, she did not dare open her eyes. It felt like an anvil was balancing on her temple. She lay as still as possible on the hard bed. She tried to dig facts out of the blur. ‘Stopped my car. Global Growers. Tied up. Injection. Drugged. Oh, please stop pounding.’
She cracked her lids apart and tried delicately to scan the room. White. Everything white. Bright. Head splitting. A white shelf. A door. Cabinets. No door handle, just a lock. Looking around, no windows. Florescent lights. Looks like a hospital room.
Slowly she edged her legs over the side of the bed and propped her self up. Sitting up created a waterfall of pain, causing her to bow her head slightly with her eyes closed, waiting for it to pass. Again she peeked through a thin slit between her eye lids. No chairs. A small sink. A toilet in the corner. The bed attached to the wall. A cell. She was locked in some kind of prison.
She wanted to scream out, jump off the bed, pound on the door, but she couldn’t move from the ledge. Just sit. Need time to recover, she thought.
She finally opened her eyes half way. She looked down at herself. Bruises on her thighs. Small round blue spots. She touched one, painful. She wore a front only gown, and realized her bottom and back were naked. She reached around behind her, and felt more sensitive spots. Probably ten places. What were they? What have they done to me? How did they get me here? Who undressed me?
The horror of her situation finally seeped through the haze. Uncontrollably, she began to cry. Etty was not a crying type. She prided herself in staying in command of her emotions, but now the tears flowed freely. She wanted to stop, wanted to get up and do something, but couldn’t. Her head bobbed slightly, and soft whimpers escaped her lips.
Then she thought the unthinkable. Did they? Here she was, virtually naked, having been totally knocked out for who knows how long, around men of obviously vile intentions. She pulled aside the gown and reached between her legs, probing with two fingers. No soreness. No odd secretions. She looked and saw no unusual redness. At least one positive.
Finally she was able to get off the bed. The crying cleared her mind, and the pounding subsided slightly. She tried the door. Locked from the outside, only a push button combination lock on her side. To its left, a small intercom with a call button. She pushed the button, and started yelling.
“Hey! Let me out of here! God damn it, let me out right now!” She jabbed the button hard again and again. “Let me out!” The yelling caused another wave of head pounding. She turned around and leaned back against the door, holding her head.
When she opened her eyes again, she spotted the travel bag under the bed. She would never have guessed her battered bag would bring such joy. She ran and hugged it, while unzipping the side. Jeans. A soft cotton shirt, her shirt. Warm socks. She ripped off the Johnny and quickly dressed in as many layers as she could, wanting as thick a barrier as possible between her and this alien world. No shoes though. No wallet. No keys. Nothing sharp. They did allow her one hairbrush, but she threw that roughly back into the bag with no intention of sprucing up.
She looked to see the time. “You took my watch! You bastards! You stole my watch!” she yelled into the empty room. A final blow, her most precious possession gone. She felt violated, robbed, crushed, demoralized.
She heard rumblings outside the door. Some voices, and someone punching numbers on the combination lock. The door opened. Etty tensed every muscle, and fantasized about jumping out and grabbing whomever entered.
Bart Maslow waltzed in, cheerily carrying a tray of oatmeal and dry toast. “Good morning, Miss Bishop. I see you changed out of the cute Johnny.”
Etty flushed with anger, but kept still, knowing she was no match for this bulky adversary. She hissed, “You bastard! You tricked me! What have you done! Look at me, you’ve stuck me with needles, stolen my things, thrown me into a prison! You’ve kidnapped me!”
“Little cranky this morning?” Bart laid the tray on the short shelf next to the bed. “No need to use up your energy on things you can’t control. I think you’ll agree that we call the shots now, okay? Let’s make this as easy as possible.” Two additional men followed him into the room, both wearing white orderly garb, looking equally formidable.
Etty reached over, scooping her hand into the hot oatmeal, and winged it toward Bart’s face. A few clumps stuck to his cheeks while the rest sprayed his shirt. “Ohhhh, still hot.” He calmly wiped his face with a napkin from the tray. He stopped the others from approaching. “She’ll be fine. I’ll take care of this.”
He sat on the bed, and helped himself to a piece of the toast. “You have now just used up your last chance. I expected something like this, Etty, may I call you Etty?”
“Fuck you.”
“‘Etty’ it is then. Given the circumstances, I allowed you an outburst. But now, Etty, it’s time to clean up your act. I will be back in less than an hour with some people who want to meet you. Be friendly, pleasant, and answer all their questions. These people want to be your friends, really. You were invited here to help them. If they didn’t like you, believe me, you’d be dead already.”
Etty was about to lash out again with venomous words when Bart caught her small neck in his thick hand. He pushed her back on the bed, and bent down with his head inches away from hers. He leaned all his hefty weight into her neck. “Did you hear me? No more chances.” Etty could not speak or breath, he had cut off her air completely. “You play along with us, or you’re a dead little bitch, you get it?”
The pressure prevented even a nod. No air could pass her throat. “You get it?” He waited for a few seconds for her face to turn bright red, then let go with a shove and stormed out. Etty choked for breath, holding her neck.
A paralyzing stillness overcame her. She stayed flat on her back, eyes open but unseeing. Buzzing in her ears shrilled, blocking all sounds but her own short breaths. Incoherent thoughts whipped past, a spiraling confusion of horrible images.
Thirst finally pulled her back. She jumped down and buried her head in the sink to drink from the faucet. Cool wetness rolling down her parched throat sent a wave of revival.
She walked to the toilet and inspected the seat for scum, but found it clean and white. She turned her back to it, and stood for some time deciding whether to use it. It occurred to her there may be video cameras. Were there other rooms filled with Bart and his friends laughing and watching her every move? The thought disgusted her. She squinted and slowly turned her head, inspecting each corner, every light, every switch, anything that might be a device. She even checked inside the bowl. Unsure, she unbuttoned and removed her outer shirt, still leaving on an undershirt and a turtleneck, and draped it over her lap as she sat. She wiggled down her jeans, never leaving any skin exposed to the room. “You’ve had your last show!” she said to the walls. She cupped her head in her hands, elbows on her knees while relieving herself.
Once the modesty ritual was reversed, she walked to her bag and pulled out her hairbrush. She changed her mind about leaving her hair mussed, and began brushing in slow strokes down one side. They had no mirror, but she liked the feeling of the brush tugging at her hair. It allowed her a little escape, a tiny window into her former self. She thought of the dirty round mirror in the bathroom at her apartment. She thought of her mother combing her hair when she was young, stroking while speaking softly. She wondered what Knut and Warren were thinking - had they realized yet? What day was it? The breakfast food implied morning, but how many days had she been unconscious? How long was she laid out like a sex toy, unable to defend herself from their prodding fingers and freely wandering eyes? Nausea swirled in her chest.
Sounds of people tinkering with the combination lock aroused her. She sat up, bracing herself for another encounter. Bart entered first, this time followed by a tall 50ish man dressed in a quality business suit. As soon as the man spoke, Etty knew he was the one who had called her, the man behind the whole kidnapping ruse.
“Good morning, Miss Bishop,” he boomed with his heavy Texan accent. “Glad to see you are up and about.” He extended his hand, but retracted it almost immediately, seeing Etty’s sour expression.
Etty had nothing but evil thoughts - jumping on his face and gouging his eyes out with her fingernails, kicking him in the groin until he coughed blood. She was afraid to speak, fearing she would break down, scream, cry, and lose control. Knowing this would accomplish nothing, her only option was to remain still.
“Our first order of business is to get you out of this cell like room and into something a whole lot more comfortable.” Etty breathed through clenched teeth, watching with half opened eyes. “Now, I’m well aware that things up to now have been discomforting for you. You’re in a strange place, with strange people, and I imagine you’re still sporting one whopper of a headache.” He looked into her eyes, wondering if she was even registering. “Miss Bishop, this may seem hard for you to believe at this moment, but I honestly think you are going to enjoy this place. Bart here will collect your things, and show you to one of our best condos in the West Wing. You can shower, take a nap, stretch out for a bit. Bart can also show you to our Rotunda Mall, where you have an open account, on us, to buy new clothes, eat some food, even get some things for your condo to make you feel at home.”
“Who are you? Why have you done this to me?” Etty finally spoke.
“How inhospitable of me. Let me introduce myself. William McKinsey, President of World Investment Corporation.” He bowed slightly.
“You said it was Leeson on the phone. Impersonating a government official, kidnapping, torture. I don’t want any more of your hospitality. Let me go.”
“You’ll feel better in a bit. When you are ready, call me at extension 454, and I will have you escorted to my office. I have a proposal for you that, well, you’ll just have to hear to believe.”
Etty watched his mouth form the words. She felt outside of herself, looking in at some odd dream, an impossible combination of frightening, yet ridiculous events.
“Mr. Maslow here will attend to your needs. He will be a perfect gentleman in every way. If I hear from you, Miss Bishop, that this is not the case, I will have Mr. Maslow reprimanded.” Turning to Bart, “Is that clear, Mr. Maslow?”
“Yes sir.”
Facing Etty again, “Now, you go ahead up to your new room. Take your time, get acclimated. It’s now 10am Saturday morning. If possible, I would like to see you before the end of the day in my office. Just call me. There’s a phone in your room.” Mr. McKinsey turned and headed for the door. He looked back before leaving. “Welcome to Global Growers. You are in the Agricultural Research wing of our international headquarters complex, located in Las Colinas, Texas, only a few miles from Dallas. You’ll like it here, Miss Bishop. Consider it your new home.” Then he walked out.
Bart trailed behind, turning to catch eyes with Etty before closing the door. “I’ll wait outside until you’re ready.”
Etty had no reason to stay in the cell. Her chances for escape were zero from the locked room, and a hot shower sounded good. She lingered while retrieving her things, only to spite Bart who had to wait patiently on the other side of the door.
She finally knocked, and Bart’s bulging face appeared in the opening, wearing a stupid grin. “Escort, at your service, Ma’am.” She didn’t say what was on her mind.
They walked down a long white hallway, past door after door with small signs. Electron Microscope; Agricultural Research Library; Nanotechnology. Some doors had a brightly colored warning sign, 8+ RESTRICTED.
Etty finally asked. “I thought you were a finance company.”
“We have one of the biggest Botany and Molecular Biology research centers in the world. Business related work, mostly agriculture. How to make things grow better, without disease, that kind of stuff.”
“But you only found work where they needed brawn, not brains.”
Bart squeezed her arm until she cried out. “You learn fast.”
Soon they passed a security gate, and entered a large Rotunda area. Etty could hardly believe the size, considering this was an employee common area. It was like walking into a shopping mall. Hundreds of people wandered throughout, coming in and out of stores around the perimeter, or stopping at the sellers carts in the center. The domed ceiling reached at least 100 feet above them. Light shined through a profusion of thin windows, artistically arranged to look like an explosion of light arising from the zenith. White polished marble covered the floors and walls, accentuated by a parade of large columns around the edge of the circular room. Restaurants, Men’s and Women’s apparel, Sporting Goods, Gift Shops.
“This is all Global Growers?” Etty asked honestly amazed.
“Sure is. Well, and the Hospital staff shops here too, who are technically separate.”
“I can’t believe I hadn’t heard of this company.”
“We’re privately owned. No stock, no public records. But believe me, we’ve touched your life. Mr. McKinsey can tell you a lot more than I can.”
“I don’t need anyone to tell me how you’ve touched my life.”
They came to another entrance. Etty realized there were four such entryways into the Rotunda, evenly spaced. Three had security guard stations, but this one opened freely into a wide hotel-like lobby. They traversed an ornate gathering place, filled with plants and soft chairs around small cocktail tables. To her left, the high glass doors and windows allowed a view across a pleasant internal courtyard. An outdoor pool was surrounded with lounge chairs and colorful umbrellas. In the distance, she could see the nets of at least five tennis courts, and what looked like a running track. To her right, signs indicated they had a health spa, an indoor pool, and racquetball courts.
Happy smiling faces crisscrossed the room. ‘If they only knew I was a hostage! They wouldn’t be so happy,’ she thought. She wanted to grab someone and tell them, or just start screaming wildly for help. But then an even more horrible thought occurred to her - maybe they all knew. Maybe she was surrounded by thousands of evil workers, all in on the dastardly schemes of their employers. But she saw married couples, children, teenagers. They seemed so normal. This looked like any Saturday morning in a busy condo. A busy rich condo, she thought.
Her apartment was on the 4th floor, about half way down the main hallway. Bart opened the door, and pocketed the key. He offered to hold it open for her so she could pass, but Etty simply waited until he let go before she entered.
“Nice, huh?” Bart said with open arms and upturned hands, as if it were all from him. Etty refused to acknowledge. Her upbringing in Nashua never afforded her more than a low to middle class existence, and life as a scholarship student bordered on poverty. Under different circumstances, she might have been quite impressed.
The apartment had five full rooms, as many as her parent’s entire home. Looking across the livingroom, she could see the Dallas skyline through the row of tall windows. Two large bedrooms entered from the right, and an open entry led to the spacious kitchen to the left. Furniture filled every room - comfortable couches, a blond maple dining room set in a nook, and a gorgeous four poster bed in her master bedroom. “Nice and bright,” she finally admitted.
“Well, I gotta run. Remember to call Mr. McKinsey when you’re ready for a meeting. He’ll probably call for me, since I somehow have the honor of being your private valet.”
Bart opened the door and exited, but before closing he called back, “Etty, I hope you understand, I am locking this from the outside. Security reasons.”
“What if there’s a fire?” she yelled at him.
“There won’t be,” and shut the door.
- Chapter Seven -
Etty walked out on the balcony to catch some of the balmy air. Winter had hit Hanover in force, so the Spring like sun and flowery aromas pleased her. Below, she could hear children horseplaying by the pool - incongruous with her prison setting.
She found the shower, but changed her mind seeing the huge bath equipped with water jets. While hot water filled the tub, steam condensed on all the windows. She plopped down on the large bed to wait, sinking deeply into the down comforter. She wanted to hate everything, but couldn’t resist a moment of relative peace.
Then she remembered they had a phone. She rolled over found it on the shelf of the night stand. She quickly dialed Knut. An electronic operator requested her security code, and then advised her that no outside calls could be made without one. Although not surprised, she still slammed the phone down.
Soon the bath was full. Still afraid of viewing devices, she took special care not to expose herself. She undressed with a large cotton bathrobe draped over her shoulders. She poured in bubble soap and whipped it up with the jets to build a head of suds. She quickly slipped in, leaving the bathrobe on the edge of the tub.
Nearly an hour later, somewhat calmed, she decided to face McKinsey. Her fingers had so many wrinkles from the bath water, she could hardly make a fist. She hid herself getting out of the tub and dressed under the bathrobe. She dried her long black hair with a wall mounted hair dryer. She wore her one business outfit - a dark blue skirt and jacket with a simple white blouse. Jagged crease lines crumpled the suit, but she didn’t bother searching for an iron. They had taken her heels and other shoes, so she wore only nylon hose on her feet.
She stared at herself, eye to eye, in the mirror. She was trapped in some kind of strange unreal world. Nothing matched - killer thugs yet posh surroundings, a happy planned community harboring deadly secrets, a doctoral dissertation turned into a living nightmare. She had no plan, no way out. She had no allies. She could trust no one. She wanted to cry, to jump into the big bed and sob uncontrollably. But she knew her only rational alternative was to go with them, talk to them, try to remain strong. Somehow, there must be a way out, and escape seemed to be her only salvation.
She picked up the phone and dialed McKinsey’s extension. A receptionist patched her through. “Miss Bishop? Wonderful, you’re ready. I’m tellin’ you, brace yourself for being impressed. You’ll see. I’ll have Mr. Maslow come by immediately to escort you to my office.”
Etty hung up without saying a word. She wondered how she could have a professional conversation with the individual who orchestrated this whole diabolical scheme. The idea disgusted her.
Bart soon arrived, continuing his ruse as the friendly little helper. His forced puckered smile clashed with his bulky face. “Hi Etty! It’s time to start your first day on the job.”
“Job? This is a job? So you use kidnapping as a form of recruitment?” she asked, wanting to claw his face.
Bart had no good answer so he changed the subject. “Anything you want me to carry for you?” he said as he opened the door and gestured for her to pass.
Etty sneered, and then asked, “What I really need are some shoes. This is ridiculous, a business suit and no shoes.”
Bart looked down, agreeing with a nod. “I’m not sure where they ended up. Let’s meet with McKinsey first, and then I’ll take you down to get some new ones.” They walked to the elevator, returned to the spacious lobby, and entered the great domed Rotunda. They turned right, and approached one of the security stations.
Based on the sign below the guard’s high-tech console, she was now entering “World Investment Corporation.”
“And to think I believed you were the Securities and Exchange Commission.” Bart didn’t respond. The guard gave her a visitor’s pass to clip to her blouse. They entered another set of hallways, but with completely different decor from her prison area or the apartments. A beautiful dark wood paneled the walls. Doors leading off the main hallway looked thick and heavy. Ornate moldings traced along the top of the corridor. They passed a perky receptionist, poised behind a rounded front desk of solid glass. Bart nodded slightly and the two continued to an elevator lobby.
While they waited, Etty asked, “So who is Mr. McKinsey?”
“President. He’s one of the biggest guys around. There are only two Division Presidents, and he runs WIC - a big money maker.”
“I can understand how he got to the top. I bet he left a few bodies along the way.” Bart swung around to see if others had heard her comment. The elevator arrived and opened. A few well-dressed business types exited, and two men entered. After pushing six, the top floor, Bart looked hard at Etty. He passed his finger back and forth in front of his tight lips.
Mr. McKinsey’s office occupied the south west corner of the top floor. The opulent modern decor startled Etty, a stark contrast to the more staid dark wood style of the business lobby. Bronze sculptures, white and green marble floors, multi-million dollar oil paintings by names such as Warhol, Hundertwasser, and Lichtenstein, blown glass lighting fixtures by Dale Chihuly. The collection of furniture could serve as a museum gallery of contemporary European and American works. None of the walls met at right angles, creating interesting nooks. One end of the office showcased a highly accurate scale model of the entire complex, complete with shrubs, paths, roads, and tiny people. Etty was drawn toward it, interested in the arrangement of this eclectic prison.
McKinsey stepped behind her. “Quite a layout, yes?”
Etty didn’t turn around, focusing at the model. “Yes, it is absolutely amazing. It astounds me that a company with such wealth, such apparent wherewithal, can use astonishingly deranged methods. What do you expect to gain by abducting me?”
“We are a service company, Miss Bishop, first and foremost. We do whatever it takes to please our customers. The very same wealth you describe has been painstakingly earned, penny by penny, year after year, project after project.”
“How poetic.”
“You might think we are just a band of simple thieves. After going through what you have, I guess I wouldn’t blame you. I had planned to use the SEC ruse only to get you down here, and talk straight forward about opportunities. I learned two things from our initial phone conversation. First, that you weren’t going to be easily convinced. Second, that you are perfect - I had to have you as part of our team. I do extreme things when I want something that badly. I hope we can get over this awkward beginning and start a new relationship.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Besides a few extraordinary exceptions, Global Growers is engaged in only legitimate enterprises.” McKinsey swept his hand through the air.
Etty huffed.
“Much of the food around the world has been fertilized or grown under the influence of our chemicals. Our disease control research has virtually eliminated all the great crop killers of the past. Recent growth of the world’s food supply is significantly a result of our effort - at rates unimaginable only a decade ago.”
Etty studied the intricate features of the model while she thought. Tiny windows, little pathways of brick, the designs of glass on top of the Rotunda. McKinsey continued. “Here in the South Wing we have WIC, the company’s Investment group. Our original mission was to manage the investment funds of our Agriculture division. With small subsidiaries popping up all over the world, our group expanded to handle foreign money, for paying salaries and vendors. We started speculating in foreign currencies, and amassed a fortune. We know more about a country’s stability than anyone in the world, because we are out in the fields with the farmers, watching their crops, seeing the impact of weather. In the third world, currency follows economy, and economy follows food production.”
He paused to let it sink in. “Our fertilizers and growth hormones were doing incredibly well. But that same success led to another frustration. We were dismayed with the behavior of the market price for the crops. When volumes rose, price dropped! It turned out our own successes were undermining our profit, shooting ourselves in the foot, if you will. We decided to do something about it. We bought seats on the major food exchanges in Chicago and New York, and began studying the market activity. We devised a number of plans that improved our returns - when to come to market, how much at what time, how to bid. Etc. Etc. Our clients’ profits increased. More and more major producers came to us. And yes, sometimes, we even courted the edge of legality to bring more profits - as you know from your auspicious research project.”
Etty interrupted with nonchalance. “What’s the section over here without any windows? Let me guess, that’s your little guest house for visitors like me.”
“The West Wing houses our Agricultural Research Center, or ‘ARC’. Some of the floors have highly sensitive research going on. Contaminants and such. In fact, this entire facility, from one end to the other, has a controlled air system. Every cubic foot of air of our ventilation enters up here, and all exhaust leaves here.” He pointed to two large air vents on the roof alongside the base of the dome. ”We can filter air going out to prevent atmospheric contamination. As for windows, the most volatile research areas, such as in ARC, do not have any for safety reasons. The last thing we need is someone opening a window and letting out an epidemic.”
“Or a prisoner taking a little late night stroll,” she said indignantly.
“Yes, Miss Bishop, if you must know. You were on the second floor where we have some observation rooms for recovering patients. We placed you there so you wouldn’t hurt yourself when you woke up.”
Etty whipped around to face him. “Look. I’ll play along for now. You brought me here, you must have something to say. Ask me what you want. But you’ve got to know that my only mission is to satisfy your curiosity and then get the hell out of here. I’m not interested in your company or your fancy apartment - I want to go home. I’m willing to keep everything that’s happened completely confidential. Your tactics are reprehensible, but that’s your issue, not mine. Let me go, Mr. McKinsey.” The urge to scream, or even cry, welled up. She tried not to show fear, but everything that had happened so far made it painfully clear that they were in control, and dangerous. Although regretting it immediately, she couldn’t resist a final plea. “Please.”
McKinsey stepped back. “I see. Let’s have a seat.” He pointed to a group of sofa chairs surrounding a colorful fused glass sculpture, flattened on top for use as a small table. Etty obliged, and walked to a chair, feeling relieved to have at least articulated a coherent statement.
McKinsey took an opposite seat, and entwined his fingers on his lap. “I guess, Miss Bishop, we should start with the basics. Not on Global, but let’s talk about you for a moment.”
“Me? Sounds like your research team found out about all there is to know.”
He spoke in a fatherly tone. “What about your situation? Have you thought about what you would go home to?”
“Every minute.”
“Do you think I was kidding when I told you of all the Securities violations that would be in store for you?”
“Christ, not that game again. I figured out all by myself that you are not from the Government,” she snipped.
“No, but I could well have been.” McKinsey spoke with soft persuasiveness. “Do you think the Feds would take time to investigate a multi-million dollar violation? I think so. You already wrote the case file. Detail by detail. All they’d have to do is haul you into court, and stamp a few papers. Everyone who touched the case would be an instant hero. Hell, people would be falling all over themselves to get a piece.”
“There’s no violation in acting on a hunch.”
“Oh, please, don’t be so naive. If by some chance without any prior knowledge you happened to make a few bucks on a fraudulent trade, maybe the courts would be lenient. But you? You did have prior knowledge - you wrote it down. Even if you made 100 dollars, with your reputation as a top finance student in Dartmouth’s Doctoral Program, they’d come down hard. You spelled out your specific intentions, executed them, and made so much money! Come on!”
“And besides, who are you accusing me? You are the ones who violated Securities law, not me!”
“We know this game. We’ve been at it for years. We have a fall guy here at WIC who would go down with you. An insurance plan. If the regulators charge us, we will be the first to jump up and admit fault, holding a screaming trader by the ears behind us. We’d pay the fine, he’d go down, but you and Sherman would go down too. It’s that simple. A business transaction, nothing more.”
“I’d rather take my chances at home. It still beats this place.”
“Oh does it. Let’s take a little inventory, shall we? Go home: You’re ruined. Warren Sherman’s ruined. Dartmouth college is ruined. Stay here: Fascinating career in one of the largest finance companies in the world. Six figure salary. Minimum living expenses. World travel. Power...”
“Okay, so I stay. What’s to stop the Feds from charging me anyway? The long arm of the law and all that, they’d get me here just as easily as in Dartmouth.”
McKinsey hesitated, but then responded with a new severity, “We’ve taken care of all that. They won’t look for you anywhere, ever.” A slight chill blew across his expression. Etty felt a sudden rush of anxiety. There she sat, in the belly of the beast, so far from safety, so alone. They stared at each other for a moment, silently. Etty had so many more questions, but waited.
“Miss Bishop, I have a proposition, a chance unlike any you’ve ever imagined. But I want to do this right. If it’s one thing we have now, it’s lots of time.” McKinsey stood and returned to his elaborate, oddly shaped wooden desk, inlaid with semi-precious stone designs. He picked up a folder, thick with different sized papers. He also found a short, two page memorandum. He held them out to her, signaling that she could come and take them.
After a quick scan of the memo contents, she said, “This is an assignment! You want me to do research for you?”
“That’s right. Research.”
“You’ve got to be kidding. All this, and you want me to do a paper for you?”
“This isn’t just any paper. For one, there’s a fee. You do this right, and we will pay you 10,000 dollars. And believe me, that’s peanuts for what could come in the future.”
Etty dropped down in a hard wooden chair facing McKinsey’s desk, reeling from this - the latest in the long line of surprises. “Research. Unbelievable.”
“We have an important client, in fact a significant stockholder, who would like a complete analysis done of his business. He is nearing retirement, but he wants to make one last major investment in his company’s future. He said to start with a clean slate - anything’s fair game: Product line, organizational structure, distribution, whatever.”
Etty glanced at the company name on the memo. Clorice Coffee! McKinsey continued, “The client demands complete confidentiality. Only I and the researcher - you - should know of any aspect of the study. We need an extremely astute researcher, one who can figure out the coffee business, and keep the utmost secrecy. You’re perfect.”
“If you think I know a lot about the coffee industry, you stole someone else’s file. I purchased some options on coffee, that’s it.”
“We know. But you’re aggressive. You write well. We’ve seen other papers, and we could not believe how succinctly you captured the core of your thesis. Plus, you possess an independent opinion - as fresh as new snow.”
“You’ve read my dissertation notes. Why am I not surprised.” She shook her head, laughing slightly through her nose. “Why me anyway? You’re the successful company with hundreds of able employees. You know Brazil, the currency, the finances. I mean my God, you have a seat on the coffee exchange, and you have experts in agriculture right next door. How can I compete with that?”
“Precisely. We’re too close. We’ve been at it for too long, especially with Clorice Coffee. John Clorice, the owner, was one of our very first clients, and now is one of the three majority owners of Global. This has to be different - exceptional. We want a new perspective.”
“And if he doesn’t like it?”
“Let’s not worry about that. We have supreme confidence in you.”
An image flashed through her mind of a review board shaking their heads at her paper, and a group of guards dragging her off to be shot.
“You’ll have access to our extensive research facilities here at WIC. And whatever you can’t find, we will have down loaded onto our mainframes.”
“I need Internet access.”
“Sorry. But, just about anything you need, we’ll have delivered. I promise. This is a very important project for us. I will spare no expense.”
“No outside contact, I see,” she said.
“Think it over. Take the papers and review the request. I have copies of annual reports and a wide range of information in that file, everything from personnel files of managers to details on each plantation’s output and history. We’ll talk tomorrow again. Okay?”
Etty still couldn’t believe it. After kidnapping, incarceration, humiliation, now a research assignment. McKinsey stepped around the desk. “Let me arrange a tour of the Library, and I think you’ll enjoy a quick look at the commodities trading floor. It’s not active on Saturday’s - maybe a few traders catching up on paperwork, but it might get you excited about Global. After that, I’ll have Bart take you down the Rotunda for some shopping and lunch. I’ll bet you’re hungry. As for shopping, remember, you have an open account. Buy yourself anything you want.” Etty stood. He looked down at her feet. “Shoes, for instance.”
“I don’t want that lug taking me anywhere. I want a new escort.” Etty thought for a moment. “I want a woman. The last thing I need is some drooling muscle head following me into a dressing room.”
“I’ll have it arranged.”
Etty looked again at the model of the complex. She walked over and peered in. “What’s the north wing?”
“That’s our hospital. All profits from Global Growers funnel into it.”
Etty scrunched her face. “Into a hospital?”
“You’re a financial wizard. What better way to avoid taxes. A lot of companies do it, filter profits into a non-profit, non taxed subsidiary. Plus, it’s not all for tax reasons. Offering a public hospital gave us points when negotiating Las Colinas as our corporate headquarters. We also share resources between the hospital and some aspects of our Agriculture Research. And, all of our employees have direct access. Talk about managed health. Our people pay nothing for medical coverage and it’s right here.”
Etty noted the public parking lot available to Hospital visitors, and no security fence. A way out! she thought.
McKinsey delivered terse commands over the phone and hung up. He stepped up to Etty, and spoke in soft tones. “Harriet. Trust me on this. I know this is hard to fathom. Do the research. You still don’t know a fraction of what we can do for you here. A world of opportunity, a mountain of wealth. Do the research, and we can talk.”
“You want me to look for more market manipulation schemes? Is that what this is all about?”
He shook his head, almost incensed. “No, no! This is legitimate. A real business analysis. It’s like a case study for school, only you get paid.”
“I refuse to devise illegal plots.”
“You don’t need to, I mean you’re not supposed to.” He bent down so his face was even closer to hers. His hands gestured. “You can have a whole career here and only touch legitimate projects. Big, profitable, International Finance related projects. It’s a dream come true.”
“Exactly. A nightmare.”
McKinsey stood quickly, tired of the hard selling. “Do the research, Miss Bishop. Do it well.”
“And if you don’t like it, you simply dispose of me - no loss, no risk.”
McKinsey walked away from her, speaking with his back to her. “Do your best, it will be fine.”
A tall athletic woman pushed open the office door enough to catch eyes with McKinsey. He nodded and she continued in.
“Harriet Bishop, this is Marion Wells.” Marion held out a long arm. Etty only gave it a perfunctory shake. Looking at Marion, McKinsey explained, “Miss Bishop would like to buy some clothes and eat lunch. Swing by the WIC Library and the Commodity Trading Floor on the way.”
“Yes sir,” Marion responded with a military clip in her voice. McKinsey turned to Etty for a last comment. “Etty. I want you to like it here. I want you to stay.” He shook her hand. Etty had run out of things to say. She nodded, and the two women left.
While waiting for an elevator, Marion began her tour-like description. “Mr. McKinsey would like me to show you the Library and the Trading Desks. They are on the second and third floors. This is the sixth floor, where our executives reside. We also have a board room, an executive dining facility, and a backup security console.”
They stepped in to an open elevator. Marion continued. “The fifth floor houses all our International Currency desks. We have five to fifteen traders and analysts assigned to each of the twenty five currencies we have positions in. When a currency moves a penny relative to the dollar, we either expected it or can explain exactly why it happened.” The rapid elevator already opened at the third floor. Marion showed her out, then stopped to finish her description.
“The fourth floor is our Bond and Consulting floor. We have a number of bond teams focusing on U.S. Treasury issues, Corporate Bonds, other government debt, on and on. I can’t keep track of all of them, but I know there are many.” Marion paused to acknowledge the receptionist, who nodded back. “But this floor -this is where we do our most exciting work.”
Etty thought, ‘Yea, like manipulate the markets.’ She wondered if she would see the people whose plans she’d ruined. They walked past what seemed like an endless row of computer rooms, offices prickling with screens and keyboards, and a few well dressed men and women doing weekend work. Marion towered over her, especially since Etty wore no shoes. But Etty retained a sense of smugness knowing that she, this little woman in a crumpled suit and stocking feet, had out smarted this impressive area, preventing them millions in illegal profits.
They entered an auditorium-like room through double doors. “This is the Coffee, Sugar, and Cocoa Trading Desk,” Marion announced like a proud band leader. The desk itself formed a large “E” shape, filling most of the room, with small trading stations placed every three or so feet on the circumference. The “E” must have had 50 stations, each equipped with two monitors, two keyboards, a calculator like device, two file drawers, a wheeled chair, a phone, and a trash can. Marion continued. “The backbone of the ‘E’, is where our customer contact people sit. Buyers and sellers call their orders in here. The requests are then given to the traders sitting on the three ‘bars’ of the ‘E’. The top bar has Coffee traders, the middle for Sugar, and the bottom for Cocoa. They either use our own inventory or deal with our contacts at the CSCE Exchange in New York.”
“They also buy Coffee Options for WIC, right?”
“Yes. WIC has it’s own sizable portfolio, which includes Options.”
Etty studied the little stations, imagining with pleasure the frazzled traders last Tuesday watching their screens with horror as an outside buyer ruined their Option buying plans. Marion went on, “You should hear it during trading - all the yelling is rather invigorating.”
“Yelling?”
“Oh yes. It’s too bad it’s Saturday, you’d be amazed.” Marion pointed at the far wall. “See those speakers up there?”
Etty nodded.
“They are connected to microphones that hang down into the middle of the actual trading pit at the CSCE in New York. Those things crackle out noises all day.”
“Why would they do that? How does anyone concentrate?”
“Sometimes, Harriet, there is no better market information than to listen to the people yelling on the trading exchanges. If a major buyer knows something or makes a bold move, you’ll hear a chorus of shouting from traders trying to change their positions. When we hear a commotion on the speakers, we immediately react. The computer screens might take minutes to reflect a big swing in prices, way too late to do anything about it.”
“Impressive,” Etty said sincerely. Although her thoughts were dominated by escape planning, she couldn’t help being interested. “You have more rooms like this?”
“Oh yes. Two more, and one of them is about twice this size - the one that ties into the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. There they trade grains such as Corn, Soy, Wheat, on and on. The CSCE is only a fraction the size of the ‘Merk.’”
“Must be high burn out.”
“Good point, this is an issue for us.” With a peppy stride, she returned to the hallway. “Follow me, I’ll show you our lounge and quiet rooms.”
At the end of the corridor, a large recreation room looked like the front lobby of an expensive health club. Ahead were large picture windows facing south. On the right, comfortable chairs, two TV’s, racks of newspapers, a little library. On the left, a food bar for sandwiches, juices, coffee. Marion opened a set of doors near the entrance. “You have to see the quiet rooms, they’re something else.”
On both sides of a short hallway were two odd looking doors, thick with big handles and small cloudy windows for peering in. “These are completely sound proof.” Marion opened one, and Etty could tell by the ‘frumping’ sound that it was tight fitting. Marion gestured her in. “You turn this wheel here, throw this switch, wait about three minutes, and viola - absolute quiet.” The room had a small bed, a TV, a little fridge, and a sink. “It’s a vacuum lock. Once activated, the room is entirely surrounded by a near perfect vacuum, probably the best sound barrier possible.”
“Seems claustrophobic to me,” Etty said, reminded of her prison cell.
Marion bubbled on. “It’s a great place to unwind. You can close the little window on the door, and have total peace in here. Traders come to get regenerated. You can even scream your head off about anything or anyone, and no one will know.”
Etty looked at Marion’s unusually animated expressions, and wondered. “So, Marion, have you ever come in here with a man and screamed your head off?” Marion immediately blushed and pulled back to leave. ‘Bingo,’ Etty thought to herself, ‘no wonder you like them so much.’
Back to the elevators, Marion returned to her more mechanical self. “Next, we go to the second floor. This has the main entrance, and our Library.”
“What’s on the first floor?”
“Just hallways and storage rooms. Nothing worth seeing.” Images popped into Etty’s mind of torture chambers and mad scientists mixing colorful liquids in elaborate tubing.
The elevator ride took seconds, leaving them back on the formal lobby area. Marion led the way to a beautifully decorated Library. Puffy leather chairs, cozy nooks for reading, a soft quiet in the air. “Although printed journals still get some attention, most research is now done by computer. We have an extensive CD Rom library, and a set of five CD juke boxes that can each hold 250 CD’s. The little rooms along this wall have computer access, and offer a little privacy.”
Etty peered through the glass into one of the rooms. A PC and laser jet printer sat on top of a shelf-like desk. Marion continued, “McKinsey has a real thing for up to date equipment. He changes the computers in here about twice a year. We always have the fastest processors on the market.” Marion looked at Etty, “So this is where you will do your work?”
The question surprised her, since she’d forgotten the tour was really a ‘new job’ orientation. She made a courtesy smile, “Yes, I guess so.”
Marion relaxed her shoulders a bit, and faced Etty. “So, now what. You want some food? Go shopping?”
“Shopping. I need a few things. This suit is terrible, I need some shoes, and I don’t have anything casual that isn’t filled with holes.”
“You got it.” Marion allowed Etty to lead the way. Etty turned in her visitor’s pass at the Security Gate, and they entered the Rotunda.
The smells of food rolling through the open space reminded her she was quite hungry. “What time is it, anyway?” Etty asked.
“About 3pm. Have you eaten lunch?”
“No, but that’s okay. Let’s get some clothes first.”
They headed across the marble floor toward some apparel shops in the north east corner of the circular room. Marion provided more tour information. “These are not full featured stores. McKinsey and the other executives worked out a deal with these store chains to have them open limited selection storefronts. What they don’t have, they can get in one day, often less. We employees register our measurements and basic tastes in a main computer, so if we call ahead a day or so, they can look us up and bring in special stock. It works out great.” They approached three store fronts. “Where should we start, we have Women’s Apparel, Sports ....”
“Women’s apparel. I feel like an idiot without shoes.”
Etty’s mind started racing, and her heart beat increased. She knew that this semi-public area provided the best cover for escape. Just realizing this made her tense up.
The store was thin, with only five racks of clothes. Instead of a full dressing room area, there were four small curtained closet-like places along the back wall for trying on clothes. The single sales lady was helping a woman near the front of the store. In the far corner, she noticed a closed door. Outside access, she thought, a way to allow deliveries and avoid the Rotunda.
Marion stuck to her like a dog on a leash. “What size are you, Etty? You want some help picking stuff out?” A plan gelled in Etty’s mind. She noticed a rack of 75% Off clothing right in front of the fourth dressing room, nearest the closed exit door. She quickly scanned the rack in front of her, and pulled out two dresses her size. “No, Marion, thanks. I’ll try on these.” She walked to the far wall, and disappeared behind the curtain. Marion positioned herself, back to the 75% Off rack, facing the little room.
Etty laid the dresses on the small sitting shelf, with no intention of trying them on. She wished she’d grabbed a pair of shoes, but she was acting spontaneously and hadn’t thought out all the details.
She moved her head from side to side until one eye could watch Marion through the tiny crack between the curtain and the wall. Etty could see Marion’s right shoulder, some of her hair, and her right ear. She avoided her eyes, fearing Marion would see the sparkle of light off her eyeball. She whispered ever so softly to herself, ‘Com’on now, Miss Personality, 75 Percent! There must be something in there that you need.’ Etty stared intently and yelled in her mind at the woman, almost hoping Marion would get the message through brain waves. ‘Turn around! S-e-v-e-n-t-y F-i-v-e P-e-r-c-e-n-t! Com’on girl. Loooook!’
Marion fidgeted at her post, transferring weight back and forth between her feet. She stared at the curtain, but then began furtively checking out the other women as they worked the racks. In a feigned stretch maneuver, she glanced back at the rack behind her, just for a second and then returned. Something must have caught her eye. ‘That’s it, girl, there is one there, you saw it, so cheap, so perfect, com’on, just a little check. How much was it?’
Suddenly, Marion turned full around, and pulled back the dresses to expose the one she had seen. She bent over and curled up a tag to read the price.
Etty ran for it. The soft curtain and her stocking feet helped her escape without a sound. Before leaving, she quieted the waving curtain with her hand, and then darted to the door. ‘Unlocked!’ she shrilled to herself. Door open, out, door closed, all silently.
The hall on the other side obviously provided access to delivery people dropping off goods to the stores in this quadrant of the Rotunda. Black splotches and small holes speckled the walls, from all the heavy carts wheeled back and forth. The buffed and waxed floors made it difficult to gain traction with stocking feet. On her right, she passed more doors leading back into the stores, each with drab block lettering of the store name.
‘Go go go!,’ she chanted to herself to build speed and confidence. She had no specific plan, just run, find a way out. She remembered the tall razor wired gates from the model in McKinsey’s office. Whatever her reservations about taking such a risk, it was too late. Her only hope was to find some kind of loading ramp door, and use it to get outside. In the fresh air, she could think again. If the gates were impassable, maybe she could hide in some bushes, wait for night fall, and sneak out with a delivery truck.
As she ran toward the third store access door on the right, it suddenly swung open in front of her. She nearly slipped into it, and had to drop backwards on her hands, flopping down on the hard floor, to stop herself. Her toes actually passed under the door a few inches, but the large man negotiating his two wheeler cart over the threshold didn’t notice. She stood and bolted in the other direction, slipping wildly trying to gain speed.
She ran until the curve in the hallway blocked her from his view. She stopped and edged back to see him. Her chest pumped for air - her head bobbed. The man wore a blue union suit with embroidered letters, and a matching visor cap. He tugged callously at his red cart. Once on the hard floor, he bent over and jammed a small object at the foot of the door to keep it open. Then he wheeled down the hall, away from Etty.
‘There must be a ramp open!’, she thought. And a truck for his goods. She tiptoed excitedly behind him. She stayed a safe distance back, keeping both hands on the walls for added grip in case she needed to quickly pull away. The man continued around, and finally turned left down a short hallway. Etty crossed to the other side of the hall, and peered around the corner.
A large metal cargo door opened before her, only a few feet away. The man was already in the truck, down an aluminum ramp. Through the space between the truck and the wall of the loading dock, she could see through to daylight. Balmy fragrant air caressed her face. But there at the front of the truck stood an armed guard. He was facing left, talking to someone else, laughing. That meant two guards. She saw no bushes, only open grass lawns bathed in bright sunlight.
The man left his cart aboard the truck, and headed out carrying a small final load by hand. She whispered profanity, and backed up as he approached, preparing to turn and run. The sound of metal sliding made her pause for a last look. The man closed the truck’s rear door behind him, and secured it with a lock. One of the guards was already in position to close the loading dock door, blocking her only way outside.
She ran back down the hall with the man seconds behind her. All the store access doors would be locked, and the other end of the hall dead ended. She would be trapped, unless she entered the door the delivery man had wedged open.
Quietly she passed in, keeping the door prop in place. A Sporting Goods store. The layout was exactly the same as the Women’s Apparel shop, five rows of racks, and some little curtained dressing rooms to her left. She scanned the patrons to see if anyone took notice that she’d entered through the back door. No one did. She tried desperately to look relaxed, gazing idly at the clothes, flipping over a few tags to inspect size and price. She noticed a woman standing by a mirror on the far wall, admiring herself in a pair of stirrup sweat pants and leather jacket. The curtain to one of the dressing booths lay half open. Etty sighted a lab coat hanging from a wall hook. She grabbed a pair of moccasin shoes and dashed in. She slipped into the shoes, put on the lab coat, and smoothly stepped out. Its owner continued at the mirror, not noticing as Etty casually left the store.
Etty studied the name tag as she walked into the Rotunda, as if to straighten it on her lapel. Dr. Joan Hancock, Bacteria Research Group, ARC.
A number of guards had collected outside of the Women’s Apparel store, moving chaotically. She spotted Marion, shouting instructions to one of the guards, and pointing into the back of the store. She didn’t see Bart, but knew he would be close behind. The chances of escaping through one of the store exits now seemed remote. She had to risk one of the wings. More guards approached in a large group from WIC to the south, cutting off her access to the best options, either the Hospital or the apartments. Her only choice was to use her ID and pass through the guard station of ARC. This wasn’t a bad idea anyway, as she would be out of the public area and it might give her time to plan her next step.
She lowered her head, and watched the marble tiles as she walked, hoping to avoid notice. At least she had shoes. Once close to the guard station, she studied the guard’s eyes and movements, weighing whether he already knew. The older one near the door nodded to her with a friendly smile. Relieved, Etty gestured toward her badge and smiled back. She swiped her card through a reader as those in front of her had done, and passed through a turnstile.
The ARC displayed yet another stark contrast to the other wings - mostly white walls and floors, limited decoration, and bright florescent lighting. A red border painted a foot from the ceiling followed along the hallways. Instead of a reception desk, she faced a dreary elevator lobby and a large detailed map of the wing. She noted that each floor was color coded. Red for this floor, Yellow on the first below, Green on three, etc. Her pass also had bars of colors, Yellow and Red in stripes along the top. As she was still visible from the gate, she decided to quickly take the elevator. Her first thought was to stay off the floor where Joan Hancock worked, figuring she would be more easily recognized by Joan’s co-workers. But, given the obvious color matching scheme, she decided she’d be even more obvious breaching security. Down she went to Yellow.
This floor had even less character. The yellow painted border gave the only break from smudged dim walls. ‘Must find a phone. Call the Police. No, not enough time to explain, and they’ll think I’m crazy. ... Knut. He’ll know what to do. Let him call the Police.’
She tried opening a few of the doors, but all were locked. Joan had left no keys in her lab coat, probably keeping whatever she had in her purse. A young man approached from the opposite direction holding a utility tray with cleaning fluids, cloths, and other janitorial supplies. He had a spunk in his walk, and an intense smile. Wearing a clean, white lab coat, she wouldn’t have guessed he was a janitor, but the ammonia sprayer and unopened toilet paper rolls among his items indicated he was. He pulled out a wad of keys with his free hand and opened one of the doors. Etty stepped quickly up to him.
“Oh, good,” she said. “I forgot my keys and I need to use the phone.”
The man entered the room, but stopped before Etty was fully inside. He pointed to the sign on the door:
TERMINALS
8+ Restricted
“I assume you’re eight plus, ma’am.” Like most of the people she had heard, he spoke with a thick southern accent.
Etty lied, wondering what it meant, “Of course.” She followed him in.
“Good thing, because we have a live one over there,” he said gesturing to the far corner of the room.
Etty strained to see where he pointed by the light shining through the door, while the man placed his things on a table. It looked like a poorly erected plastic tent on a table. The man turned on the bright overhead lights. She saw it was a bed, surrounded by a drape of plastic.
Etty walked closer. A woman’s dead body lay beneath the foggy cover. Etty could see her shape clearly, and some facial features. Red puffy skin surrounded her closed eyes and cheeks. She had been crying, or very ill, or both. Etty bent down to look more closely. The eyes suddenly opened. Etty jumped back. “She’s alive!” she yelled. “She’s still alive!”
“Oh, I know,” the man responded without changing his ritual of lining up cleaners and towels on a counter top. “Won’t be for long though. She’ll be gone in, oh I’d bet ... less than an hour. If I’m lucky, she’ll drop off just when I’m finished cleaning, so I can take her to the freezer.”
“But she needs help! She could live!” Etty walked brusquely over to the man. “You can’t just leave her here in the dark! Can she even breath in that thing?”
The man showed sincere surprise, and looked back at Etty. “You’re asking me? You’re the doctor. I just clean up the place. I used to wonder too, all the strange things I see around here. Bodies, freezers, gettin’ shots just to work here, it’s downright creepy. But hey, it’s your business. ‘Slong as I get paid, I’m happy.”
“You were given shots?”
“You must be new, right?” the man said, putting his things down to give Etty his full attention.
Etty thought quickly. “Listen, ... Tony,” she said while looking at his name tag, “You’re right. I am new here. To be honest, my first day is Monday, and I know almost nothing about this place. You probably see a lot working in these rooms. How about giving me a little perspective. I don’t want to be an idiot on my first day.” She ended with her best cute smile, looking at him straight on.
“Well, sure. I, of course, have signed about a zillion papers sayin’ I won’t talk ‘n all, but for a doctor. Hell, you’ll know all this stuff better than I do in about a day anyway. I have a few minutes, what do you want to know.” Tony was obviously proud that his comments would be useful to a doctor. He leaned back on the cabinet, and crossed his arms.
“Well, what about these shots you got?” she started.
“They give you shots about once a week for awhile, and then they give you these tests. You gotta pass test number eight before you can work in some of these rooms.”
“Blood tests?”
“Yea. They see if you have a certain antibody or something, number eight I guess.”
“And you do?”
“Hell yes, or I wouldn’t be in here. That Typhoid Mary over there in the corner can give you a cold that will kill you in a few hours.”
Etty’s heart jumped. She wondered if the shots she had been given were related, but even if they had, she could not have built up an immunity so quickly. “Ah, you know, I kind of lied. I am not totally sure I am eight plus yet. Can we go out in the hall?”
“Well, okay, but it better be quick, because if my supervisor catches me yackin’ in the hallway and not cleanin’, she’ll be pissed off.” They reconvened outside. Etty wondered if she’d already caught the grave disease.
Bart’s beeper buzzed. The display read 666. ‘Emergency code,’ he said, dropping the half eaten apple pie tart on the lounge table. While weaving through the people standing in the elevator lobby, he pulled out a radio. “Talk to me! What’s happening!” A scratchy voice responded, “The girl escaped. She ran for it, out the back of the Women’s Apparel shop.”
“Damn that Marion. I knew I should have taken her myself,” he grumbled. He barked back his instructions. “Warn all the guards at the drive out gate. No trucks, no cars are to pass without inspection. Put an extra guard on every loading dock. Search the grounds, she might be hiding on the grounds. Get a description of her to every security guard. I want Marion and ten guards to meet me in front of the store in one minute. Move, NOW!”
Etty gained what knowledge she could from Tony’s limited descriptions. He said most of the Center dealt with plant research, developing ways to improve crop output. Based on McKinsey’s comments, Global Growers had a proven track record. One small division, of which Joan Hancock was a member, focused on recombinant DNA research with bacteria. Tony said they were trying to splice in code to make the bacteria produce certain plant hormones.
“I keep seeing these dying girls - probably three of them in the last month. I’m told they’re helpers in the DNA labs who got infected with some of the powerful creations they’ve made. Real nasty bugs. Basic bacteria that have been turned into poison makers.”
“What do you mean, girls? They’re always young women like the one in there?”
“Yea, pretty ones. Too much makeup. They don’t look like your average lab worker, more like prostitutes.” Tony blushed, wondering if Etty figured he had first hand experience.
Etty did not want to re-enter the room, so she asked him where she could find a phone. He pointed down the hall. “There’s an administration office through the swinging doors.”
Bart met his team in the Rotunda and quickly delivered orders, pointing at his men like a football coach. “Spread out. You and you, south west. You, you, north west. You three and I stay here, work every store.”
Bart’s radio crackled. “Bart! Come in Bart!” He whipped it up to his ear. “Here!”
“Bart, a woman just reported her lab coat and ID stolen from the Sporting Goods store. Someone grabbed it out of a dressing room.”
“Sounds like our girl. Name and location?”
“Joan Hancock, ARC, Yellow-Red.”
Looking up quickly at a guard next to him. “Send out the alarm! White lab coat. You heard the name. Go!” The guard sprinted off toward the WIC security station. Bart continued, “Look around. She could be right here. You, come with me to ARC, let’s see if she passed through.” To the remaining others, “Find her!” Everyone scattered.
The swinging doors led her to a much busier section. Etty tried to fit in with the bustle of activity. There were more lab rooms, and brighter lighting. An open door to the right led into a room with two women and a man sitting behind desks attending to paperwork. Etty entered. She saw another woman standing over a fax machine in a small alcove in the back of the room. Thinking rapidly, she picked a few uncrumpled pages of paper from the trash can near the entrance before anyone noticed. A woman looked up, “May I help you?”
“Yes, I need to send a fax, please.”
“Sure. If it’s outside the complex, you’ll have to enter your code at the prompt. You’ll see. The girl in the back can help you.”
Etty moved to the alcove. A young clerk, a teenager, fed papers through the reader while pushing buttons. Etty read the autodial names off the fax control panel. “Excuse me,” she said to her with authority. “I need to send a fax right away to United Cocoa,” one of the names she’d read off the list.
“Oh, sure, you go ahead. Or, I have a bunch going there myself, do you want me to send it?”
“No, I’ll do it, but show me how you do this. I swear, these things change every two weeks, I can’t keep up.”
The girl pulled a paper from her stack marked ‘United Cocoa.’ “I always check for recipient name etc., then you just feed it in here face down and push the button with their name on it. Easy.” The paper slowly fed through. Etty watched the digital readout window on the fax machine as it read off its progress. Autodial 4 ... Enter Security Code ... Dialing ... Connected.
“You don’t enter a security code?”
“Oh, I’m just a temporary, they don’t give me a code. My supervisor programmed these autodials just for me, and put the code right in there somehow.”
“Interesting. Mind if I go next?”
“Sure. Want help?”
Etty threw her a slightly stern look. “No, this is confidential, I’m afraid. I need to be alone. I hope you understand.”
“Sure do. Happens a lot around here.” The girl stacked her pile neatly to the side, smiled, and walked out. Etty followed her with her eyes, and saw that none of the others in the office took notice.
The fax was equipped with a thin phone handset, for those calls requiring manual transfer. Etty pushed an autodial number and watched the readout. Autodial 4 ... Enter Security Code ... Dialing.... She punched Cancel just as the dialing began. Incomplete number - Try again appeared. She listened through the hand set. Nothing. Again, she hit the autodial button, waited for Dialing, and tried to cancel it just after the security code. Nothing. Again. Again. But her persistence paid off - it finally worked - the panel read, Re-enter phone number. The phone had a dial tone, and the fax stood ready for a number.
“Did you let Joan Hancock through here?” Bart asked gruffly to the guard at the ARC security station. The older man straightened in his chair. “I’ll check, Mr. Maslow.”
“You don’t know? Have you been sitting here for the last twenty or so minutes?”
“Yes,” he said nervously as he typed out some commands on his computer, sensing the anger in Bart’s voice. “Let’s see, yes, Joan Hancock passed through at 4:12pm, about 14 minutes ago.”
Bart pointed behind him to a bunch of guards talking to a woman wearing sweat clothes in the Rotunda. “That is Joan Hancock. You let in an impostor.” Bart quickly swiped his card by the turnstile and went in, yelling back as he rushed off, “You’ll be hearing about this.”
Bart and two guards hurried in. Pointing to one, “Put out a broadcast message to all floors.” To the other, “She’s probably on Red or Yellow. You check here, I’m going down stairs.” They split up.
Etty dialed Knut’s phone number at the Dartmouth computer lab. Ring... ring ... ring. ‘Com’on! Knut, answer!’ A commotion started in the front room of the office. The wall intercom sang out a warning.
This is an emergency security message. A woman has illegally entered the Agricultural Research Center. She’s approximately five three, dark black hair, wearing a lab coat and an ID badge for Joan Hancock. Please report any information on her or on any suspicious individuals immediately to extension 11.
Etty stood so the front office workers could not see the phone by her ear, but tried to remain calm. They were talking secretly among themselves. One dialed a number. ‘Did they know? Knut, where are you!’ Finally, the ringing stopped with a click. Knut’s voice began on his answering machine. Etty immediately noticed a heavy sadness in his recorded voice.
This is Knut Olafson. The Dartmouth Statistical Research Center is closed until Tuesday. Due to the death of our dear friend, Harriet Bishop, all projects will be suspended until next week. Please have patience. Leave a message at the tone.
Etty practically screamed into the phone, “Knut! What?”
The door of the office burst open. Bart crashed in, nearly falling over the first desk. “Where is she!” he yelled. They all pointed toward the fax room. He catapulted himself across the room. Etty slammed down the phone, and ducked back into an even smaller nook where a pot of coffee lay on a small burner. Bart charged in, fortunately looking right first, giving Etty a split second to dash around the corner, into the office. The office workers cowered as she sprinted by, afraid of what this impostor might do. Bart saw the flash of white, turned, and ran full speed in pursuit. Near the door, Etty grabbed the sides of a metal bookshelf, and toppled it over, spewing books and folders everywhere in a cascade. Bart yelled, as he stumbled over the pile, “Find out what number she called off the fax log and notify security!”
Etty scrambled down the hall, weaving through bewildered workers like a tiny hockey player chasing a puck. Another hallway with two swinging doors appeared on her right. She bashed through, but stopped to steady their swinging, hoping Bart was far enough behind not to see her turn. A much emptier hallway, storage rooms maybe. Back and forth she bounced, trying door knobs one after the other, hoping to find one unlocked. ‘Yes!’ One opened. Without looking at the name on the door, she charged in. Vigorous panting made it difficult to focus. Only a small desk lamp in the corner provided light.
Where to hide. Under the desk? Crawl into a storage cabinet? She rejected both. Outside she heard shouting. They must have seen her turn. She rushed to the door and locked it. In the center of one wall a large freezer door loomed with a metal embossed sign reading Sub Zero Freezer. ‘There!’ she decided. The large handle and heavy structure made it difficult to open. Frigid air rolled out in a foggy mist. Seeing the handle on the inside relieved her fears of being locked in.
Five metal gurneys filled most of the freezer chamber, with naked female bodies wrapped in plastic lying on three. The thermometer on the wall read ten degrees below zero. As she stepped in, the cold cut through her like ice water. Her cheeks stung.
She slammed the door shut, blocking out every sliver of light. She felt around, touching the rock hard leg of one of the corpses through the plastic. She felt her way to an empty gurney. She thought to get under it, or crouch in the corner, but realized that if anyone opened the door, she would be as obvious as a neon sign. Her only hope in escaping a quick search was to look like one of the bodies. Her shaking fingers became numb, reducing their sensitivity.
Under an empty gurney she felt a folded blanket of the plastic wrap material. With a brief pause to gain the nerve, she undressed with frenzied speed. Every article had to go. She squished the ball of clothes into a corner behind a bucket. She spread some of the plastic on the table, jumped up, lay back, and pulled the remainder over her. She tried to tuck it in, but in the complete blackness, she had no idea how convincing it might look.
So terrified. So chilled. The pain from the cold seared through her back, ironically, like a hot griddle. She heard muffled sounds from the outer room. They were here! Searching. She tried to blow her exhales down to her right through a gap in the plastic so it wouldn’t fog it up. More noise. Yelling. The freezer door latch unsnapped. Etty forced her shivering to stop, shut her eyes, and held her breath. Bart’s voice, “I’ll check here, go on, keep going!” Etty sensed the light through her eyelids.
Silence. ‘What is he doing?’ Etty needed to breathe. All the running prevented her from holding her breath more than a few seconds. ‘Get out of here! Close the door!’ She screamed at him with her thoughts. She heard nothing, but the light continued.
A metallic click snapped in her right ear. Close up. A gun?
“Look what we have here.” Bart’s voice was close, just over her head. She cracked her eyelids, only to see Bart’s disgusting face through the merky plastic. She gasped, then exhaled a cloud of vapor. “Not bad, little lady, but in all my days, I’ve never seen a dead woman with red skin and erect nipples.” He shoved the gun barrel to her temple. The smirky smile left his lips. “You don’t get it, do you.”
Etty lay paralyzed, fearing now she would die. Knut’s phone message echoed. They think I’m dead. They can kill me any time.
Bart straightened up, completely ripped back the plastic, and leaned up against the wall of the freezer. He stared at her up and down, smiling as he paused on her private areas. “Maybe it’s time for a little biology lesson. You’re a student, right?” Etty remained still, disabled by a deluge of conflicting emotions. Bart paced with forced casualness back and forth in the entryway of the freezer. “Well then, this ought to be easy for you. I’m going to give you a little education, something you need to know. You see, Global Growers is first and foremost a biology company. This finance stuff that McKinsey built only came later.” Bart ran his fingers along the end of the metal gurney, as if to check its smoothness, prolonging the story. The pain in Etty’s body shot like knives through her shoulders, legs, and bottom.
Bart continued his lecture, “Insecticide, fertilizer, and growth hormones. First we kill off the bugs, then we grow the hell out of the plant - nice combination. Trouble is, they can’t all happen at the same time. You need the growth hormone sometime after the insecticide, you know what I mean?” He could see blue forming in her fingernails and toes. “In fact, the growth hormone must come at a very precise time, a certain number of days after the seeds germinate. It’s a time we can’t predict exactly in advance.”
Etty felt warmer air from the front room finally raising the temperature. But the thermostat on the big fans behind her kicked in, starting a new blizzard of cold fog. A guard opened the lab door and looked in. His eyebrows jumped up upon seeing Etty. Bart whispered a few words to him, then waved him away. “Let’s see, where was I? You’re probably wondering what this has to do with you.”
He paused again, watching Etty’s frightened face. “In the old days, we used to have only one choice - put the insecticide down first, and then wait and watch, and put the growth hormone down later at the right time. Trouble is, by the time the plants started to grow, you don’t want to be digging up their roots to inject hormone. A real problem.” He paused again to drag out the story, relishing the view. “But Global Growers put their best people on it, and what they came up with will blow your mind.”
‘Why is he doing this,’ Etty shrieked to herself. Only thin plastic separated her skin from the stainless steel. A dull throbbing pain replaced the stinging.
“The solution? Radio controlled release. Believe it or not, Etty, we have the ability to release hormone into the fields by satellite transmission. It works the same way pagers do. Growth hormone is buried in the earth at seed planting time surrounded by a special radio activated coating, in little pellets. Microscopic transistors in the coating release a solvent when the special frequency is aired, allowing the hormones to seep into the ground. We have the satellite emit the frequency with the touch of a few buttons. Within minutes, the coating dissolves, the hormone is released. Pretty nifty, ey? Perfect timing every time, the moment we want it released - all with no damage to roots.”
Bart smiled broadly, and studied Etty’s expression as he continued. “But! That’s not all! You haven’t heard the best part. You see, Miss Bishop, you too have been planted with remote controlled surprises.” Etty’s eyes opened wider, now oblivious of her nakedness. “We injected a little insurance policy into your body, little packets filled with a killer bacteria in suspension. Kinda like little snowballs of glue and germs. And these aren’t garden variety bugs. Our scientists have re-engineered some simple bacteria to produce an exotoxin. Not a lot, and not enough to easily detect, but enough to wipe out a host in a matter of hours and look like pneumonia. If we set off the frequency, it will vibrate the transistors, and melt the little snowballs.”
He bent closer. “Etty, we dial your beeper number, and you’re deader than Miss Popsicle over here.” He patted the frozen breasts of the body in the next gurney.
Etty read his face, and believed the terrifying story. She recalled the injections and the sore bumps all over her body. Bart continued his pacing, and added, “And it doesn’t matter where in the world you are.” Etty lurched forward, swinging her legs off the gurney. She must run, get away, hide, anything. She started sprinting as soon as her feet hit the ground.
Bart’s powerful arm pivoted around. The heavy gun he held added momentum. When the blow hit her chin, she immediately collapsed.
- Chapter Eight -
For the second day in a row, Etty awoke with a horrible headache. She labored to sit up in the soft four poster bed in her condo. Pre-dawn offered no natural light. Only the flood lights from the pool below, and the distant city sparkles, cast a pallid glow over the room. She started a yawn, but the pain in her jaw prevented it. Her back felt hot against the pillows, swollen and sensitive. She was naked, and could barely see her clothes crumpled on a sofa chair.
Waves of dizziness hindered her mental check. ‘Nothing broken. Head bump, no blood. In my apartment. Bart must have brought me here.’ One by one, the memories returned. Injections with radio controlled diseases. The freezer. Bart’s punch to the jaw. Knut’s message. She couldn’t hold up her head, and slumped back down. Pain everywhere. Pain in her groin.
Without looking or touching, she suddenly knew, she’d been raped. She sensed an odd throbbing in her vagina, and the sheets under her bottom felt crusty. Urges to jump up, scream, cry, take a hot bath, all came at once, but her body would not move. A mild concussion kept her rolling on the edge of consciousness.
Her head fell back to the pillow, eyes slightly opened, trying to focus. Even in her semi-awake state, a new direction became clear. Tears dripped off her cheeks. “I’ll beat them. They’ll pay.” She groaned softly, and blinked the water from her eyes. “I’ll write the best paper they’ve ever seen. Win their trust. Then I’ll act. Maybe weeks, maybe months, but I’ll get them. I must get to a doctor ...” and then lapsed back to unconsciousness.
Monday night, or early Tuesday morning, Knut unlocked the computer room door for the first time in three days since the accident. Life was supposed to return to normal in a few hours, and he needed to prepare - not the office, but himself.
Etty was dead. His knee bumped the chair where she had sat only a few days before. He reached to push it aside, but his hand lingered delicately on the fabric. “Why?” he whispered. So perfect, so genuine. Why would fate let such a unique article slip from it’s grasp and shatter. The first woman in his muddled life worth a lasting friendship, or even more.
He raised his hand close to his face. He could smell his cane’s leather handle on his palm. Outlines of his fingers were barely visible as he slowly gripped them into a fist. “I’m nothing. I can’t even see my own skin. Why didn’t you take me?”
The message tone quietly beeped from his phone, but no way he wanted to listen. Not tonight. He couldn’t bear hearing the long line of data research requests, not yet. He picked up a half empty coffee cup from Friday night and threw it in the trash.
Knut had been in the Student Union having a beer Friday night when he heard the news. While he sat silently in a corner, he followed the wave of gasps and sighs that spread like brush fire across the room. A table of students nearby began exchanging the sketchy rumors. “Someone killed in a car.” “Big explosion.” “... lived up the hill.” “Ph.D. student, woman in finance.” The picture fit. He had talked to Etty only an hour before, as she was preparing to leave. He grabbed his cane and stood up next to his table. “Who was in the accident!” he shouted out. After an initial pall of silence, a young man spoke up, “It was up on Trescott Ridge Road, a blue two door - some think it might be Harriet Bishop. She lived up near ... “ Knut snapped together his cane and stormed out toward the exit, hitting tables and chairs clumsily. Students rushed ahead of him to move what they could out of the way, seeing his obvious anxiety.
In the anteroom near the front door, Knut found a phone and quickly dialed Warren’s home. “Yea?” Warren said groggily, having again fallen asleep in the chair.
“Warren, it’s Knut. Something terrible, Etty may have been in an accident up on the ridge. Come and get me at the Union, I’ll call the police for more details.” Before Warren had a chance to respond, Knut had gone.
Warren pulled up a pair of warm-ups, and threw on a thick sweater. He skidded off in his red BMW, leaving the TV on and warm food on a little table.
Knut walked out as soon as Warren pulled up, knowing well the hum of Warren’s expensive car, an oddity among students and faculty. Knut started right in as he closed the door. “Warren, it sounds bad, really bad. The police gave me the ‘relatives have not been notified’ line. It was her car, on her road, and it happened right about the time she would have been leaving for the airport.”
“My God!” Warren said, unable to believe it, as he turned up Wheelock, heading for Trescott Ridge Road.
“Someone said the car plowed down a steep bank into a tree, and exploded. Warren, this is unimaginable. This can’t be.”
The two remained silent until the sparkle of blinking blue, red, and yellow lights appeared through the trees. Knut leaned up to the windshield as if he could see. “Can you see the car? Tell me everything!”
Warren pulled over before the blockade. “They have the whole road cut off. They’ve got spot lights shining down the hill. There must be twenty, thirty officers here, a bunch of them down with what looks like the car.” They opened the door. Burning rubber smell lay heavy in the air. Buzzing radios, shouting men, a megaphone shouting out commands. “It’s a mess, Knut.”
“Can we get closer? Is there anyone in the car? Maybe she’s standing around at the top of the hill. Maybe she got out. Can you see her?” Knut strained to see, holding Warren’s arm firmly. Only the dimmest dots of light cut through to his field of vision. An ambulance started its wailing sirens. Two policemen pulled aside the temporary barricade to let it pass.
“Warren, an ambulance! This is good, why would they take her to the hospital. She must be alive!” Knut held on to any sliver of hope.
“Just stay here for a moment, Knut, I’ll talk to these guys.” Warren stomped through the heavy blanket of new snow. Knut ignored the request and followed. “Officer?” Warren asked. One turned, agitated. “Officer, who was it?”
“Can’t say yet. We’ve got work to do, so please move on.”
“Was the driver seriously injured?”
The policeman stopped and reviewed the two concerned men, one wearing only a thin tailored shirt. “I’m afraid so. Now please, go on home.”
Warren and Knut stood side by side facing the activity. The biting air felt distant and unreal. Knut’s untucked shirt waved in the wind. They listened, spellbound, to the tow truck winch pulling the car out of the ravine. The front end was buckled from bumper to windshield. Only the back end showed recognizable coloring, as the front had charred. “It’s her car. ... Let’s go. There’s nothing more here.” Warren had to tug to get Knut to follow.
By noon Saturday, the police sent an official announcement to the school. Newspapers covered the story in the Sunday edition.
“Harriet Bishop, Doctoral student at Dartmouth College in Hanover, NH, died on Friday night as her car careened off Trescott Ridge Road into a tree. Winter storm conditions created hazardous driving. She leaves her parents, Duane and Geri Bishop of Nashua, NH, who confirmed the identity of Miss Bishop. In lieu of flowers, they have requested donations be made to support Nashua’s Memorial Hospital Children’s Hospice Wing construction project.”
Heavily bundled mourners filled the main quadrangle of the College on Sunday morning. Dartmouth’s Chaplain led with a prayer. The College President spoke briefly. Warren gained permission from the Bishops, and gave one of the eulogies to Etty. He spoke of inner spark, lust for accomplishment, and a dramatic dedication for those things she held dear. Knut leaned up against one of the buildings behind the make shift stage to listen, out of sight. He sobbed quietly in his darkness.
Nashua’s Memorial Hospital received two major gifts, one from Dartmouth College and a second, anonymously. Together, they covered construction for the new hospice wing. Although the two never talked about it, Knut knew Warren was responsible for both.
After wasting away Monday on naps and food, Knut felt good getting back to his computer lab. Here his research could consume him, so the hours would pass with less pain. Tonight he planned to settle in, clean up, try to build up strength for the start of the next day.
He poured a glass of his Schmirnoff, and leaned back uncomfortably in his wheeled chair. As he often did late at night in his isolated sanctuary, he spoke aloud to the empty room.
“Etty. I’m sorry I didn’t come to the funeral, or talk to your parents. I haven’t even talked to Warren since that night.” He swallowed half the glass of Vodka. “You’re not going to disappear.” He sat up straight and logged onto his terminal, pulling Mantis to his eyes. “For one thing, I’m going to finish that paper of yours. I don’t know what Global is up to, but I’m going to find out. It might not be as well done, but you’ll still finish.” He reached up to his safe and pulled down the disk he’d made of last Tuesday’s price statistics. “I won’t even put my name on it, only Harriet V. E. Bishop. You’ll still be the hero.”
The sound of a woman’s shoes outside the door, and a knock startled him. She edged the door open. Without thinking, he blurted out, “Etty?”
The woman heard the name. Just as Bart Maslow thought. Knut Olafson must know the Bishop girl is alive. But who else knew? She answered with false hesitancy, “Hello?”
The unfamiliar voice shook Knut out of his stupor. He sat down to see the time on Mantis. 2:04am. “Who’s there?”
The young woman pushed the door open wide. “You’re working in the dark? I’m looking for the Human Resources department,” she lied, in airy, low tones.
Knut laughed out loud. “Human Resources? You’ve got to be kidding. A little late, don’t you think? ... Turn the light on, it’s to your right.”
“Actually I’m dropping off my resignation letter. I quit today,” she said from the doorway.
Knut turned his chair to face her. A strange visitor to distract him with small talk might just be good. He knew from her subtle accent she came from the south. “Resigning? In the middle of the night?”
“I’m a secretary in the History Department. I had a bunch of paper work to do before I left so it wasn’t a total disaster in the morning. I’m done, and now I’m out of here.” She was proud of her story, having worked it out on the flight up from Texas.
“You work here, and you don’t know where HR is?” Knut wondered.
“I’ve been over before, but the last time was when I picked up an application. I forget where it is.”
Knut whistled a laugh. “First floor, north end, fourth door on the right after the elevators. It’ll be locked, but there’s a wide mail slot in the door you can shove your letter in.”
“Thanks. Mind if I come in?”
“For a few minutes I suppose. Sure.”
She approached. Knut followed the sound of her feet on the wooden floors. No clomping, light on her feet. “Isn’t it a bit snowy outside for those shoes? What are they, slippers?”
“You call these slippers?”
“Oh, whatever, they don’t sound like snow boots.”
She noticed he didn’t look at her feet. “You mean you’re blind?”
“We prefer the term ‘blind as a bat.’”
“Oh, I’m sorry ... You do?”
Knut relaxed a bit. The silly exchange helped him break out of his funk. “I’m kidding. Don’t be sorry. I’m fine, believe me. ... So, Miss, what made you decide to leave this illustrious establishment of higher learning?”
“My name is Sonya.”
“Okay Sonya. I’m Knut.”
“Knut? That’s different.”
“I’m different.”
She sighed. “I want more from a job, that’s why. Lot’s more. Hey, is that Vodka?”
“Sure is. Have some. You don’t work here anymore, after all.”
“I’d love a swig.”
Knut reached up for a glass, and found the one Etty had used. He felt the edge of the glass between his fingers. He thought of Etty’s lips, one of the last places she touched. He replaced it and retrieved a clean glass from a lower cabinet. He poured a hefty amount and handed it to Sonya. “Enjoy.” He picked up his own. “May you find fame and fortune,” and tipped it back. Knut could tell by the sound that she drank the whole amount in a single shot. “Man, you drink like a long shoreman.”
She heaved a breathy laugh. “Fill her up,” she said while pushing the glass against his free hand. Knut poured.
“I’m going to be a model. Maybe a movie star,” she mused.
“Ambitious too. You must be pretty.”
“How strange, that’s right, you have no idea, do you? Not a clue what I look like.”
“Not no idea. You’re light on your feet, about five - five, fairly thin. You wear flowery perfume, in fact you put some on only recently. Kind of strange for 2 am. You expecting company?”
“No.” Knut sensed a blush. She continued, “You’re pretty good. How’d you know how tall I was?”
“I can hear where your mouth is - about five feet off the ground. Unless you’re standing on a chair or bending over, it’s pretty obvious.”
“Neat. God, this is strange.”
“Your looks must be important to you. So you’re model material?” Knut poured more Vodka, and downed it. The bottle was nearly done, emptied it into her glass. “Here, finish it off. After that, I have to ask you to go. The work has piled up in the last few days, and tomorrow will be a long one.”
“Who’d you think I was when I walked in?” she asked, now more direct.
“I was just mumbling. Forget it.” A pang of grief returned to his stomach. “Oh what the hell. Maybe I’ll start another one.” He stood and pulled a new fifth of vodka out of his safe and poured himself a half glass.
“Did you say ‘Etty?’ Wasn’t that the girl who was killed in the accident?”
“She’s no girl. And I’d rather not talk about it.” He put down the glass and tended to a pile of papers on the desk.
Sonya focused on the corners of his eyes and mouth as she asked, looking for clues of what he knew. “Oh. Ok. A close friend, huh? Well, she’s gone now forever, I guess there’s nothing you can do.”
Knut jerked up his head. “She’s not gone - you’ll be hearing from her again. I promise that.”
Sonya nodded subtly. “Why, did you hear from her or something? You and your friends?”
“It’s nothing. Please, and I don’t want to talk about her any more!”
Sonya continued to stare. “So, no one else knows about this?”
“What are you talking about? Drop it!” He looked as best he could toward her eyes to show his sincerity. Then he eased the air with a softer, “Sorry, it’s late. I’m kinda stressed. Drink up. I got work to do.”
“Right. I’ll go, let’s have one more for the road. I need it as bad as you, believe me.” She couldn’t press her luck. It wasn’t like he was going to list what he’d done after the Bishop woman called him. But she did call him, Bart had proof. Bart will have to deal with any others. Poor guy, she thought.
“Pour me one more.”
Knut poured. She gulped it down. “Thanks, tastes nice and warm. Have a last one with me.” He obliged. She put the glass in her purse. Rustling sounds made him assume she was preparing to leave, but she started again. “You know, Knut, I’ve never talked to a blind guy. It’s really weird.”
“Nicely put,” he said sarcastically.
“You know what I mean. Here I spend so much time thinking about my looks, smiling just right, and none of it even touches you.”
“Some does. You’d be surprised.”
“How do you see people’s faces?”
“How? Mostly in my mind. I touch faces with my fingers if I know the people well enough.”
She approached. Knut could feel her standing right next to his chair. “You want to touch my face? Really, I’d love to know what a blind person would say about me.”
Knut snickered. How bizarre, he thought. Most nights he’d be thrilled. But, sexual intrigue was not high on his list. The more he thought about her though, he did start wondering. He had been playing mind games with images of this mysterious woman who drifted into his late night world. She thinks she could be a movie star. He painted mental pictures of different gorgeous women, and finally gave in to curiosity. “Okay, I guess. But then you’ll go. Deal?”
“Yes. Promise.”
He stood up and felt forward until he touched her forehead. “Just stand still.” His fingers floated down her face. Every fingertip made contact, sending a clear picture to his mind’s eye. Cheeks, nose, lips, chin. Back to the top, and again his fingers cascaded down, to the sides and back, recording her hair, the shape of her skull, the thickness of her neck. He suddenly felt her hands on his. They guided them down to her breasts.
“You want to know everything, right?” her voice demure.
Knut jerked his hands back. “Now wait, that’s a little too personal for me.” He let his hands fall to his side, and turned to find his seat. “Yes, you are very beautiful. But really, I have to get back to it, and you promised.”
Sonya stayed close to him. “Not touched many of those, have you?”
Without facing her, “Not recently.”
“How long ago?”
“I don’t get out much, okay? It’s not a big deal. I’d like you to go.”
Sonya thought briefly, and stepped right up to Knut so her feet were inches away from his. “Hey,” she said so softly it hardly sounded like a word. “Knut, just for fun. You want to touch mine? I don’t mind. Really. You’re a scientist type, right? Consider it an experiment.”
Knut shook his head. Sonya continued. “I’m leaving for good in a few minutes, what does it matter? What have you got to lose? I’d do it just to see your expression.”
Knut did not move back, but froze with his head down. Without hearing an answer, Sonya pulled her sweater over her head. Knut heard the snapping of static electricity. He heard every button pop through their fabric holes as he imagined her fingers delicately moving from one to another down her front. Then the sound of a plastic latch and relaxing of stretch material. He knew she had a full chest, based on his brief brush. More sounds, he assumed to be her hands moving the cups of her bra back on each side. “Com’on, Knut. I don’t mind. No one will see.”
Knut’s heart pounded, his breath shortened. He remained still, hesitant yet desirous. “Give me your hands,” she said. He slowly raised them toward her, but she intercepted them and pulled them up by the wrists to her body. At first they lay limp as she pushed them closer, pressing each breast down. He shook his hands slightly to urge her hands away. She let go. Blood charged through his veins, swelling his penis. Warmth from her skin created by her thick sweater and bra, bathed his fingers. He moved tenderly, across the aureoles, to the nipples. As he touched, they stood erect. Slowly, to the sides, he cupped each full breast. Then he moved to their underside, and pushed his fingers beneath them, into the warm crease created by a slight sag. He pushed his hands up, so the full weight rested in each palm. There he paused, his unseeing eyes glazed and staring toward her shoulders.
Sonya watched with amusement at the little tremors shaking his facial muscles. He breathed through his mouth, leaving a wide opening for air to pass. Sonya pulled a small capsule from her pocket and crushed it with her front teeth. Knut heard the crackle but ignored it. She lowered her head and pressed her lips against his. And before Knut could react, she thrust her wetted tongue deep into his mouth and curled it throughout the cavity.
Knut jumped back, thrown from his trance. “What are you doing!”
Sonya laughed hard. “You’re asking me?” she said in now a more assertive voice. She reconnected her bra, and quickly buttoned her shirt. Knut leaned back against his desk, not sure what to do with his hands or what to say. Sonya found her sweater and pulled it on. “Well, Knut, thanks for the Vodka. I’ll let you get back to your computers.” While walking toward the door, she swished liquid in her mouth from a small bottle she found in her purse. Knut remained silent. Near the door, she swallowed, then said in a brassy voice, “Now don’t be playin’ with yourself, little boy.” Then she left. Knut sat still, numb and disbelieving.
An hour later, Knut had accomplished little. What insignificant work he did do, he managed with minimum attention. His face flared with heat, and he wondered if all the excitement with Sonya had opened up new capillaries. Soon an overwhelming desire to sleep forced him to give it up for the night. He checked windows around the entire room, as a chill in the air made him shiver. He felt for the thermostat, and turned it up as high as it would go. In a disorganized closet in the back, he found extra clothes and put them on - a second shirt, a sweatshirt, and a pair of jogging pants. He also pulled two pairs of socks over the pair he already wore. With the lights still on, he climbed into his cot, and tucked the woolen blanket tightly under his chin, curling into the fetal position.
For the next few hours, wild dreams, and an inability to find a comfortable position, kept him from restful sleep. One minute he was so cold his teeth chattered. A minute later, he would throw the blanket off on the floor in a blast of heat, and pull up his sweatshirt to expose his chest. Peculiar images filled his semi-conscious thoughts - Etty riding a large beetle through a desert, a woman’s mouth circling his whole body while screaming, huge swells in the floor boards heaving desks and equipment into the air as they rolled toward him.
He labored to get air into his lungs, so much that he had to sit up to catch his breath. A headache sent splitting pain down his neck and shoulders. Dizziness prevented him from coherent thoughts. But worst of all, his lungs seemed constricted, smaller, almost like they were full of water. He imagined running a long race and then trying to breath through a thin straw to catch his wind.
‘I must get up. Get some air,’ he thought, afraid that if he lay back down, his lungs would fill and suffocate him. He felt his way back to his desk, moving slowly without confidence. He misjudged distances, tipping over a standing lamp, and banging into a chair. Ringing in his ears, and a feeling like they were packed with hot tar, threw off his ability to navigate. He sat down at his desk. The short walk increased the strain on his lungs. He calmed himself, to get more air.
He decided to do some work, occupy his mind. He felt for the phone to receive his voice messages. He hit the message retrieve button and at the computer voice, entered his security code. He couldn’t help feeling the disarray on his desk, worse than usual. Mantis was shoved beyond easy reach. His chair hit a glass as he rolled closer. His knee hit an open drawer, and on feeling further, he realized that others were open. Papers were missing, notebooks, disks. With great effort, he reached to the safe and found with some relief it was still locked. “Who’s done this? Sonya?” he wheezed.
The phone voice spoke, “You have seven new messages.”
The first two messages were from students paying their respects to Knut, knowing Etty was a close friend. But nothing could have prepared him for the third.
“Knut, what?” It was Etty’s voice! Knut dived for the phone. Knut jammed down 5 to replay. “Message left Saturday at five fifty pm.” Then, “Knut, what?” He played it again, and again. He yanked the receiver off the carriage and pressed it up against his ear. He tried each ear.
“Etty? Saturday? It can’t be. She was dead.” He wondered if the system date was off, but confirmed the current time. He saved the message, and stopped to think. His lungs surged with increased tightness. For three days, he had blocked out all memories of his last conversation with her, but now he dragged it back, concentrating on every word. He remembered, she was rushing, trying to get away, with only sketchy explanation. ‘You know how these head hunters work - they find their quarry and jump. It’s part of the game.’ What did she mean?
And this message, what was she saying? Why didn’t she say more? Where was she calling from? Maybe the phone company would know.
He tried to pull the phone into his lap by sliding it along the desk, but it crashed on the floor. He felt down for the hand piece and pulled the rest up by the cord. He dialed the operator. In a labored voice, he said, “I need to trace a phone call I received last Saturday. This is an emergency.”
“I can connect you with our business office to leave a message, Sir, but they’re closed.”
“No, not acceptable, this has to be now. I need to know who called me. Please help me.”
“I would, Sir, but there is nothing I can do. Only the business office has access to phone records, and they are closed. It’s not even five a-m yet, sir.”
Knut hung up, trying to slam it but found no strength. He typed 911. A man answered immediately. “Hanover Police Department. Is your life in danger at this moment?”
“I need help. My friend, Harriet Bishop is in grave danger.”
“Harriet Bishop? The student from Dartmouth?”
“Yes. She’s in trouble.” Knut stopped to build more air in his lungs. More dizziness and total weakness overpowered him in heavy waves.
“If you’re speaking of the Harriet Bishop, from Nashua New Hampshire, enrolled as a Doctoral Student in Dartmouth’s Finance Department, I’m afraid she had a fatal car accident on Friday night. I’m sorry.”
“Wait. Listen to me. I know all that. She’s not dead.” He stopped for a violent coughing fit, spitting up phlegm, causing sweat to bead on his forehead.
“Who is this, please?”
Knut breathed into the phone for a second. “She called .... me on Saturday.... I have .... the message.”
“Are you all right? You sound damn sick. You might be imagining things, Sir. Harriet Bishop is very dead. She was found in her car, with her identification, on a road where and when her friends and family expected her to be. Her mother identified the body. The case is quite closed.”
“Please.... Please....” Knut had to stop. His lungs felt filled to the top with fluid. “I think I’m dying. Send an ambulance. ... Dartmouth campus, Knut Olafson, computer lab.... “
He rested the handset back in its carriage and gathered his breath. Was he hallucinating? Maybe he was. He dialed the voice message number again and listened to Etty. It was she, not a glimmer of doubt. Etty was alive, somewhere.
He recalled the items he had left in his safe, copies of Etty’s research, notes on the price manipulations. He fumbled in a desk drawer and pulled out a small tape recorder. He recorded her message by playing it back with the tape device placed directly on the phone speaker. Getting the combination right took numerous attempts. Just standing up to reach the safe almost made him faint. He placed the recorder inside, and locked it. He practically fell back into his chair.
He dialed Information. “Number ... for FBI. Please connect me,” he said slowly.
A woman’s voice answered. “Hello, FBI information center. May I help you?”
“An emergency,” he gasped.
A click and a short pause. A different woman picked up. “Emergency line. Your name and location please?”
While taking shallow breaths between words, “Yes... I’m ... Knut Olafson.... Professor ... Dartmouth College.... Listen to me... Harriet .... Bishop .... is alive.... Supposed to be .... dead. ... In danger ... at Global .... Growers in .... Dallas.” Knut caught his head from nodding, nearly passing out. He coughed spasmodically, and then slowly straightening, he continued. “More data ... in my ... off... office safe.... 22 ... 32 ... 4. Help her.... Help..” His head dropped, banging onto the desk. Then he slipped from his chair, first onto his knees, then forward onto his face. His head sounded a loud crack as it hit the wood floor. The caller remained connected. Her small muted voice shouted through the ear piece trying to get his attention.
- Chapter Nine -
Bryce Applegate drummed the eraser of his wooden pencil back and forth between the edge of his desk lamp and the wall of his small cube, while singing, ‘Bomp baba bomp - tahhhh!’ After a full year with the FBI, he still had to use this impossibly small desk - one filing drawer on the left, two drawers on the right, a one and a half by three foot writing surface, and a small flexible neck lamp screwed into the wall. He did skip past some of the rookie positions since he came well trained from twelve years in the Marines. But, to his supervisor, he was still the lowest of the low, rookie through and through.
“Look what the cat dragged in, right up your alley, Bryce,” said Mike Lange, the career desk-man who gave Bryce his orders.
“At this point, Sir, I’d take the case of the missing panty hose,” Bryce said, putting down his pencil and turning.
“I bet you would, especially if someone was in them.”
Inferring sexual themes from everything said was common at the FBI. Bryce let it go, with his sights on more important issues. If he played the game right, he’d get out of Lange’s little Rookie training ground and become a full field agent, maybe soon. The FBI made you do your time, no matter what skills you brought with you. But if you kept up an eager exterior, licking the floor like you enjoyed it, the brass took notice.
Bryce had already supported a number of important cases, and earned formal recognition for excellence on two. At 33, he topped the average aged rookie by seven years. As a seasoned First Lieutenant in the Marine Air Corps, some of the others looked to him for unofficial guidance.
“Here’re your orders.” Mike Lange let the stapled report fall from the air. Bryce had to clumsily jump up and grab it, another small example of Lange’s constant effort to maintain dominance through humiliation. Lange turned and walked out.
Bryce Applegate stood five-eight, weighing 170 - not a large man, but what he lacked in brawn he made up in astonishing alacrity of mind and body. It took him only a month to move up the FBI racquetball ladder to number one, never losing a match. Many found his constant enthusiasm and quick thinking attractive, if not contagious. His most striking physical feature was his hair, a bright orange-red color cut only an inch long. His slightly round Irish face always appeared a little sun-burned, especially his forever rosy cheeks. Freckles dotted every bit of exposed skin - face, arms, hands, even his ears.
Bryce wanted the field agent position badly. He wanted freedom to make his own decisions, to solve cases, to catch and put away major criminals - something more rewarding than his military service.
The Marines had promised action and adventure, valuable training, protection of grand ideals, and a chance to contribute to world peace. But in practice, it seemed that paper work and constant training exercises dominated his life. The exercises differed by only the outrageous conditions in which they were completed - in the middle of the night during a horrible storm, in the blazing heat or icy cold, while carrying hundreds of pounds of gear. Although pleased with the detailed knowledge and flying ability he gained on certain jet and helicopter aircraft, Bryce needed a change. On top of everything else, the Marines focused on other countries’ problems. Bryce wanted to be here, in his country, helping rid his own back yard of the negative element. The FBI seemed like a good place to go.
Bryce shared a small office with two other much younger Rookies. One of them, Tom Heller, a twenty five year old son of a New York City Police lifer, spoke up, “Read it Bryce. Let’s see what the big guy trusted you with this time.”
Bryce scanned it first. Every conceivable situation had a specific form, and God help you if you used the wrong one. “Order Apportionment” he read off the top of the first page. “Priority Level 5.”
Tom interrupted, “Level five! Oooo! That’s right up there with ‘Cat crosses state border, gets stuck in tree.’”
“Shut up, Tom,” said Brooke Jackson, the third office-mate. Brooke also had red hair, an unusual coincidence, although hers was darker, more strawberry colored. Brooke looked more like an attractive musician than an FBI type - small framed, long hair rarely brushed, and never a dot of makeup. Bryce liked Brooke, as she had demonstrated a keen perceptiveness and a professional eagerness not found in many new recruits.
“‘Synopsis:’” Bryce read the form’s section headings and their contents. “‘Caller from Hanover, New Hampshire to Emergency Line claims woman in danger in Dallas, Texas. The woman had been previously pronounced dead due to a car accident three days earlier in the same town. Order Summary: Assignment requires phone-only inquiry for further information. Recommendation for next step due Wednesday morning, 0900.”
“So much for getting out of Washington, Bryce - another desk job,” Tom summarized. Bryce was thinking the same.
Bryce continued, “‘Detail: Administrative Assistant CJV confirmed...’”
Tom broke in, “CJV? Cynthia something. I know her. She’s the ‘D’ cup with the short brown hair.”
“Tom, all you ever see are tits and hair. When are you going to grow up,” added Brooke.
“Sometimes I don’t see the hair,” Tom quipped with a silly smile.
“Enough, boys and girls, I want to get through this.” He read on, “‘CJV confirmed the identities of the caller and the woman allegedly in danger. Knut Olafson, Professor of Mathematics at Dartmouth College called the Emergency Line at 0453 Tuesday morning from a research facility on campus. He left a short message, claming that Harriet Bishop, a former graduate student, was alive and in danger. The transcript of the message is attached, and it can be heard by retrieving sound file FD.442.ML5. Hanover police verified that Harriet Bishop had been a student but died in a car accident on the previous Friday night. The caller said Bishop was at a company called ‘Global Growers’. CJV reports that such a company exists, in Las Colinas, Texas. According to a staff person at Dartmouth, Olafson and Bishop had worked together on a number of projects, and were considered good friends.’”
“Dead student gets bad job in Texas,” Tom summarized.
Brooke walked over to Bryce’s cube. “Sounds interesting, read the message transcript.”
“Wait, there’s a post script.” Bryce kept reading. “‘CJV: The voice on the message sounded deathly ill, spoken with heavy, difficult breathing. I was not able to get back through to the caller at 0530. I called the Dartmouth College hospital to request help be sent to the caller, but they said he was already there and under their care. At 0830, I got through to a staff member at Dartmouth, and she told me an ambulance had taken Olafson away very early, and that they had still not heard details on his condition.’”
“He’s sick?” Tom asked without wanting an answer. “His friend dies a few days earlier, he gets sicker than a dog, and then starts imagining things. Sounds like a no brainer to me.”
Bryce scanned the transcript. “Not much here, but the transcriber indicates some of the message was not clear enough to understand.”
“Let’s listen to it, I’d like to help,” offered Brooke.
A voice wafted in from the outer room, Mike Lange’s. “No you won’t, Miss Jackson. You have your orders. This one’s a minimum research job for Bryce, anymore resources on it would be a waste of taxpayer’s money.”
Brooke returned to her desk, but before sitting down, she mouthed with exaggerated enunciation back to Bryce, ‘ASS-HOLE!’ Bryce grinned and winked.
Bryce thought it over before beginning. He stared out the window at the chilled wind blowing leaves around Washington, DC’s grassy mall. It very well could be that the caller’s sickness caused him some disorientation. If he was close to the deceased, all the more reason she would be on his mind. But why so desperate and specific? The caller said exactly where she was. He would have expected the fantasies of a sick man to be more visual and less detailed. Truth is stranger than fiction, and this was very strange. First he would hear the recording, and go from there.
- Chapter Ten -
Etty finally won her battle with consciousness by 10am Sunday morning. The evening’s events returned in a deluge. She jumped up, not hindered by her pounding head, and ran to the shower. There she stood, in the hottest water she could stand, washing again and again, scrubbing, cleaning. She trembled with horrid thoughts. But she re-confirmed her commitment to the new strategy - play along. Write the best paper ever. Do their bidding with aggressive excellence, but always looking for that one crack, that way out.
The first step was to call McKinsey and initiate the project. The thought of the rape so horrified her, so humiliated her, that she forced it to the back recesses - fearing a preoccupation would hinder the task at hand. She walked through the steamy bathroom to the phone by the bed. “McKinsey, please,” she demanded of the receptionist.
“I’m sorry, he is still at home, and he usually doesn’t come into the office on Sundays until mid afternoon.”
“Contact him at home, please, and have him return my call at my apartment as soon as possible. This is Harriet Bishop, I have some news for him.” She hung up, and pulled on some jeans. The phone rang before she had finished buttoning her cotton work shirt.
“Hello, Mr. McKinsey?”
“Nope, even better!”
She recognized his voice immediately. “Bart! Get away from me!”
She cocked back her arm to slam the phone down, when his words caught her attention. “That’s no way to treat the man who saved your life.” She reluctantly listened. “You realize, I assume, how easily I could have killed you. Who would question the head of security? Woman escapes, struggle, security risk, woman killed. End of story. You should thank me.”
She squeezed the phone, trying to twist off it’s top like it was Bart’s pudgy head. She wanted to accuse him, scream every foul word she knew. But to acknowledge the rape would give him yet another humiliating advantage. He had his way with her unconscious body, an act as abominable as necrophilia. He wanted her to break down, dissolve into an hysterical mess. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Her only revenge was to pretend ignorance. “Fine. Thank you for smashing my head with your gun.”
“That’s not all I did.”
She hurried her words. “Look, you’re the last thing I care about right now. I’m going to begin working for McKinsey now, full time. You watch me. I don’t believe anything you say anyway. Now get off the line, I’m waiting for his call.”
“But Etty, I ....”
“Little boy.” She sighed in a motherly tone. “So you saw me naked. I imagine that was quite a thrill, for a guy who can’t get a date without holding a lethal weapon. Now go away!” She hung up.
The phone rang immediately. She prepared herself for more of Bart’s bantering. It was McKinsey.
“Good morning, Miss Bishop. I understand you had an accident last night. Bump on the head?”
“Yes Sir. I’m sorry. I acted foolishly. It won’t happen again.” She decided to keep the rape from McKinsey as well, at least for now. She had just finished her period, so the likelihood of pregnancy was small. Diseases concerned her, but most would not show up in a test for awhile anyway. Gathering physical evidence for a suit was obviously useless - they weren’t about to let her press formal charges. Besides, McKinsey would just talk to Maslow. She wanted that beast guessing whether she even knew he’d done it. And if McKinsey came down hard on him, he might do something extreme, like release the bacteria. It wasn’t easy, but she kept the horrible act to herself. “I’m fine now, thank you. I have something to say to you.”
“Go right ahead.”
“I am ready to do your research. Full time. I see now that this is my best option. It will be the finest damn analysis you ever read.”
McKinsey nodded to himself. “Very good, Miss Bishop, very good. You’ve made the right decision. I appreciate your desire to leave, but you have to play by our rules, just until we can earn your respect.”
“I understand.” She thought to herself, ‘Respect! I have more regard for serial killers than I do for you.’ She continued, “I would like to take over one of the study cubes in the Finance Library as my own. I need the equipment and access to information, so working here would be cumbersome.”
“No problem. I’ll have one assigned to you.”
“I’m going to need a lot of support. Someone to retrieve information, pull from outside sources, etc.”
“I’ll call and make sure they have enough people on duty, and if you run into any delays, I’ll have someone assigned to you as your own assistant. What else?”
“I’ll take you up on the offer to buy clothes and other personals. That’s it for now.”
“No problems there, easy all around. I’ll have an escort come for you. Are you ready now?”
“I’d like a number I can call day or night to be escorted. I work strange hours some times.”
“Just call security. I’ll remind them of their obligation to you.”
“Mr. McKinsey, no more funny business from me. I’m serious this time, I will do this report.”
“Good to hear!” he said amiably.
Etty wondered to herself how a guy could surround himself with murderers and rapists and still come out sounding like a glee club teacher.
“My only request is that Bart Maslow is permanently taken off my escort list.”
His voiced boomed again, “Not a problem, I’ll ensure it. I’ll check in with you in a few days. Now you promise to call me if you need anything, anything at all?”
What an odd man, she thought. “Yes. Of course.”
“All right then, I’ll make those calls before noon. I’ve got some fritters on the table getting cool, so I’ll see you later. Bye!”
She finished dressing and called security. While she waited for them to come, she checked out the refrigerator. She had not eaten in thirty six hours, and seeing food made her almost frantic. A gallon jug of orange juice beckoned, which she guzzled from the bottle. The cool liquid separated the sticky membranes in her throat. She could follow the splashing sensation of cold all the way to her stomach. She grabbed a loaf of white bread, and spread peanut butter in thick globs on three pieces. She pulled up a stool and sat right there at the countertop and ate in large bites, washed down by more orange juice. She found a bag and packed some food for the library - the rest of the bread, the jar of peanut butter, some strawberry jam, and a six pack of Coke.
Two new guards picked her up, a man and a woman. Neither smiled, they spoke only in gestures. Etty didn’t care, she just wanted to get clothes and go to work. They stayed with her, always conscious of their position - one on her right, one behind at all times.
Once in the Rotunda, she went straight to the same Sporting Goods store she had been in the day before. The store manager eyed her with contempt as she quickly scanned the Active Wear area. Within a few minutes, she arrived at the check out with a full workout suit, some running shoes, a sports bra, socks, and briefs. Next, to another casual clothing store where she picked up more jeans, a couple of business acceptable shirts, pajamas, underwear, and a comfortable sweater. She wore new jeans and new shirt, and stuffed her old clothes into a bag. She thought of buying a suit or dress, but couldn’t imagine doing slave work in panty hose. She’d get one later on for her formal presentation. Finally to a Drug Store for a basket of miscellaneous items.
She ordered her automaton escorts to take her packages back to her apartment. They took them from her without the slightest change in expression.
At the security console for WIC, they clamped a plastic coated cable bracelet on her wrist that could only be removed by cutting. The cable passed through a tiny black box. The guard gave her only summary acknowledgment while he tested it for tightness.
“You’ve got me on a monitor?” Etty asked.
“Yup. We’ll even know when you go to the bathroom,” he grinned.
The guards led her back to the research center. “Check with us when you are ready to leave. We’ve only got you cleared for the Library. Step out in the hall and you’ll set off alarms. You understand?”
“Yes.” Although she hated all of them just on principle, she did understand. She wondered how many guards already lost their jobs over her. Marion for sure. In some ways, she was pleased with herself. First she foiled their best minds in finance, and next she nearly escaped their elaborate security system. She wore the extra shackles to prove it. Then she remembered the injections, reminding her that they still had the upper hand, and quickly thought of something else.
When they entered, a well dressed woman approached. “Miss Bishop?”
“Yes.”
“Bill McKinsey called and had us put aside a room for you. This one here is all yours.” She pointed to the one on the end. “We had a phone put in so you can call internally. We have two research assistants on duty from 7am to 11pm. I left the numbers you can call to talk to them, or of course feel free to step out to the Information Desk.”
“Thank you.” Etty managed a smile.
“Bathrooms are down that hallway. We have coffee and occasional snacks in a staff room behind the Desk which you are welcome to use.” She looked at the bulging bag Etty carried. “We don’t allow food to be consumed in the study rooms. We don’t have time to pick up crumbs. I’ll put it in the refrigerator out back.”
“Thanks, really.” Etty closed herself into her new little office. The wall facing the library was entirely glass except for the door. Feeling like a fish in a bowl, she lowered the blinds and twisted the flaps shut.
With her head still swimming from the hit from Bart’s gun, she planned an easy first day. She acquainted herself with the computer and printer. She pulled up a word processor and outlined her research strategy.
- Chapter Eleven -
Mike Lange looked up from his desk to see Bryce’s bright red hair and engaging smile. “So soon? It’s only been half a day, and you have the recommendation?”
“Not exactly, I want to ask for an extension, and I want to make a little trip.”
“Where’s the paper work. I need a recommendation form in front of me or we can’t talk. You know the rules.”
Bryce contained his frustration. Paperwork will bring the end to democracy, he thought. “Before I go through all that, let me just run this by you - just take a minute.”
“Better. If I can’t log it with a form, it never happened. If it never happened, then people will wonder what I do down here all day.”
Bryce had the perfect retort, but suppressed it. “The transcriber didn’t get the whole message - she missed an important piece. I listened to it, and Brooke confirmed my finding.”
“I told her to stay out of this.”
“I needed another opinion, it was hard to understand. He gave the combination to a safe in his office, and said there was more information in it. I think I should check it out before I make any final recommendations.”
“Safe? Contact him by phone and ask him what’s in it.”
“That’s the other thing, he’s dead. Died this morning in the hospital from a bad case of bacterial pneumonia. That means that the only two names we have on this assignment are either dead or supposedly dead.”
“What about the company he mentioned, have you called them?”
“Their story checks out. They said they were waiting for Bishop to arrive Friday night for an interview on Saturday morning. The Dartmouth staff person I called had a faxed memo from the company detailing the trip schedule. They claim they were just as surprised as anyone else to hear she died on route.”
Lange continued to search for excuses. “This guy was pretty sick, hell he died only a few hours after he called us. Don’t you figure his head would be pretty fouled up? Could have seen ghosts.”
Bryce also saw the possibility, but persisted. “Whatever happened, we should see what’s in the safe.”
“Have the College get it out and send it to us.”
“If there is something improper going on, and the safe contents shows it, we ought to be the only ones to touch the stuff. Besides, Mr. Olafson wanted us to see what is in that safe, as his last dying wish. I think we owe him that.”
“Don’t get soft on me. You get me the paper work, and I guess I’ll let you go. You be back tomorrow afternoon so I can get your report in.”
“I want backup. I want Brooke to assist.”
“Don’t push it, you’re not a field agent yet, you can’t be commanding a staff.”
“She doesn’t have to come with me, I just want a person here to run things down for me if I need it. Come on, Mike, you have the authority.”
“You ask a lot for such a low priority order.” He huffed and picked at crusty skin in his left ear, while Bryce watched in disgust. “Well. Just for the next two days. I won’t approve any more until I hear from you tomorrow night.”
Bryce quickly jumped up, afraid his boss would retract something. “Thanks,” and headed back to his desk.
“Remember, paper work on my desk before you leave!” Lange yelled at Bryce’s back.
Before leaving, Bryce called the Hanover Police to give them an update, and to announce his visit. He had them fax a copy of the accident and coroner’s report. He suggested they have a police officer present when opening the safe, but the Police declined the offer since the case was closed. He called ahead to Dartmouth Security and had them coordinate his visit, requesting interviews with all people who had been in contact with Olafson or Bishop in the last few days. Beyond their obvious eagerness to oblige, he sensed concern that a major incident was brewing. Bryce explained Knut’s call to the FBI emergency line, and assured them that his visit was only a routine follow up.
He watched the snow and pine covered Appalachian mountains slowly drift past the window of the small commuter aircraft. The loud props blocked out all other sounds, giving him a sense of privacy, even though every seat was taken. Few outside the FBI are told the staggering statistics on false alarms and unsolved cases at the Bureau. He knew the chances of this leading to anything interesting were small. And he didn’t want to wish ill on anyone involved. But just suppose the dying professor was right about the woman caller. The thought sprayed excitement through his chest.
He flew into the Lebanon Municipal Airport, and arrived on campus by 3pm in a rental car. A full entourage received him at the Administration Offices, including the College President. He approached Bryce first, and after some greetings, told him the College would assist in any way they could. Bryce gave a short unprepared speech to the crowd of eager onlookers, whose faces peeked through warm hooded coats and hats while they stood in the snow. A security guard then urged him to follow, and the two men disappeared into the building.
The guard offered Bryce a paper face mask, and pulled one on himself. Now muffled, “You might want to wear this, there’s some concern about how contagious this bug might be.”
Bryce felt embarrassed that disease danger hadn’t occurred to him. “Anyone else getting sick? Is the local hospital concerned?”
“No, not yet. They’re keeping an eye out. They said pneumonia kills people fairly often. They haven’t seen any concentrations.”
Bryce snapped on the mask. Once in Knut’s computer lab, the guard led Bryce to the impressive console. “I came up here after your call and found the safe.” He pointed to a gray metal door in the overhanging compartment.
“This place has been trashed - did your people come through here looking for something?”
“Nope. No one’s wanted to come in.”
“Does anyone else know this lab well enough to tell what might be missing?”
“Profession Olafson worked alone. Frankly, the place always looked pretty messed up.”
Bryce commented on the strange binocular device hinged to the desk. “Never seen one of these,” he said.
“Olafson was blind, or nearly blind. He had that so he could read the screens.”
No one had mentioned Knut’s blindness, and although it did not affect the case, it added yet another odd twist. Bryce pulled out some notes from his pocket, and reached up to unlock the safe. The first thing he noticed when the heavy door swung open were the bottles of liquor. “He kept his stash up here,” Bryce noted.
“There’s an empty Vodka bottle on the floor over here too,” the guard said pointing to the cluttered floor.
Bryce pulled out a folder sloppily filled with computer printouts and other notes. He found the cassette. “A tape. Says, ‘Fleetwood Mac’, crossed out, and hand written ‘Etty’.” He looked around and saw a shelf with other music tapes. “He locked this one up, maybe it’s something.”
The guard found the little hand held tape recorder Knut had used to record the message. First they heard the computer voice of the phone system indicating the day and time of the phone message. Then, the “Knut, what?” message. “The Bishop woman’s accident was Friday night, right?” The guard nodded. “He must have thought this was her voice.” In the background, they could clearly hear labored breathing. He played it another time, then asked the guard, “Can you find some people who knew her well enough to identify her voice?”
“Sure, but I doubt that’s enough to be sure.”
“Find an office where I can meet them. I’ll look around here a little more while you set up.” The guard trotted away, leaving Bryce some time to scan the room.
Bryce spent the next hour in Knut’s lab. He read through the papers. He didn’t understand all the details, but he could tell Harriet Bishop had discovered something curious in the behavior of coffee prices. More interestingly, he found reference to Global Growers. He found a one page document which sounded almost like a confession, that she had devised certain Options trades executed by a Warren Sherman. He made a note to contact Mr. Sherman.
The office was too disorganized, too chaotic, especially for a blind person. Someone must have been through here, looking for something. Maybe the papers in the safe. He used some tweezers to place the empty glass from the desk top into an evidence bag.
He called Brooke and had her research the source of the phone call. Since Bryce had the time, date, and number called, it would be possible to find exactly where it came from. Brooke was thrilled to get involved.
The guards moved him to a more comfortable office, and brought by a long line of students and staff for Bryce to interview. They also arranged a speaker phone, and piped in the original voice message directly from the phone system for better fidelity. Three quarters of the listeners were convinced it was Etty. The others either weren’t sure or declined to answer, but no one disputed Knut’s claim.
He gathered tidbits from the last week on both Knut and Etty. Not one person mentioned Knut’s sickness. He had been alone for most of Sunday and Monday, but still Bryce would have expected someone to comment on a cough or a sniffle.
An impression of Etty clarified with each interview. Her finance advisor choked up trying to recall his last conversation with her. Classmates described an admirable, even intimidating peer, a beacon in every class she took. She apparently had no steady boyfriend, and not many close personal friends, male or female. She avoided study groups, preferring to work alone. She visited the local bars with classmates on occasion, but not with a regular group. Security provided a photograph from her identification, which he kept in front of him during the interviews. She looked straight into the camera. He wondered if the snapshot exaggerated the contrast, or if she really did have such dark hair and eyes against such white skin.
Bryce arranged Warren Sherman’s interview last. Warren was the most important connection, as he spent time with both Knut and Harriet, and he was instrumental in the trades.
“Bryce Applegate, FBI.” Bryce rose and shook Warren’s muscular hand. Warren stood taller and wider than Bryce.
“Warren Sherman. Knut was a close friend.”
“I know. Don’t sit down, Warren, it’s getting on and I haven’t eaten since breakfast. You want to join me for dinner?”
Warren slumped his shoulders. “Two of my best friends are dead, I wait out there in the hall for two hours, and now you want to eat? I’m not hungry, I just want to know what’s going on.”
“I have a better idea then. How about a drink.” Bryce walked out the office door, pulling his coat off a hook on the way. Warren followed, shaking his head. Bryce called back, “You know any good bars?”
He answered sarcastically. “Yea, both of them.”
“Big selection, ey?”
Bryce’s nonchalant attitude annoyed Warren. “Let’s get going. I’ll drive if you want.”
“Fine with me. I’ll leave my rental in the parking lot.”
Warren crossed the bridge into Vermont to the Norwich Inn where they could have a quiet table. The old New England tavern with its wide floorboards and cozy seating offered privacy and comfort. Warren ordered a pint of the Inn’s private label micro-brew, and Bryce the same along with a turkey club.
Warren started in as soon as the conversation allowed. “So why are you here. Do you think Knut was murdered?”
“I never said that. I’m just researching a call he made before he died.”
“Does it relate to this Etty phone call I keep hearing about? Do you think she’s alive?”
“Have some beer. I’m just here to talk - find out what I can about what Harriet and Knut had been doing for the last few weeks, anything you can remember.”
“You mean you’re just going to ask questions?” He shook his head. “That’s not acceptable. The FBI doesn’t get involved with car accidents and death due to pneumonia. I may have caused all this and I have a right to know!”
“We haven’t established anything yet. Yes, Knut received a call from someone who sounded a lot like Harriet Bishop, and then he called us. I’ll play the tape for you tomorrow and see what you think. But the woman only said two words, it could have easily been someone else. For now though, why don’t you tell me everything that’s happened that might help me paint a better picture. As for you causing anything, I’m not concerned with what her friends did, I’m looking for information that might lead me to people with less honorable intentions, if they exist.”
“So you are suspicious. Knut thought it was she, and he knew her better than anyone. He wouldn’t have called the FBI if he wasn’t sure.”
“I’ve told you everything I know. Now, please, let’s talk about what’s been happening. Why don’t you start and tell me about this options trade.”
Warren finally submitted, taking him high speed through the events back to Etty’s initial visit to his office. Bryce started taking notes, but gave up to listen so he wouldn’t miss any of the interesting story. Warren concluded, “With all this new evidence, it sounds to me like the trade pissed some people off in high places. I should never have done it.” He rubbed his hair.
“Was the trade illegal?”
“No, I had it reviewed. Sure, I questioned it too, so I contacted the Securities and Exchange Commission last Monday. Their analysts found nothing out of the realm of normal market behavior, and gave me the green light. They obviously weren’t as good as Knut.”
“You told the SEC you thought there was market manipulation?”
“Well, no, but I gave them all the information and let them come to their own conclusions. I did tell them I was betting it would happen again. I have their written authorization if you want to see it.”
“No, not necessary. But you think Global Growers was up to something illegal?”
“Knut proved it. Or, he said the chances were one in a million or something. Yes, I’m convinced these guys were creating a mini ‘corner’ on the market for their own gain.”
“That’s good in a way, we can use that to get inside if we have to.”
They ordered another pint. Warm yellow light flickered from a blazing hearth in the center of the room. Warren breathed deeply, feeling calmer. As frustrating as it was to have uncertainty added to the mix of emotions from the death of his two friends, he was at least part of the investigation. He took some pride to be at the table, drinking beer socially with the FBI. “I really want to help with this. I’ll get off work, hell I’ll even quit. There’s no doubt I’m an accessory. If I hadn’t made the trade...”
“Don’t blame yourself. You made a trade that any sane person who understood it would have made.”
“Eighteen million in profit is hard to pass up.”
Bryce blinked hard. “That’s the gain on the trade?”
“Yea, in less than two hours. Etty had these guys pegged.”
Bryce contained his surprise. This upped the ante, offering a plausible motive.
“Knut was suspicious right away about Etty. When he called me at home, he was all in a tizzy about her trip. I wasn’t much help. After watching Etty at work in my office a few days earlier, the fact that a company wanted to interview her on short notice seemed reasonable - I expected something like this. But Knut was concerned.”
“Why?”
“He thought Etty was hiding something, that she might not even know herself what she was getting into.”
“What did he think she was getting into?”
“Nothing like what happened, I’m sure. But he didn’t think she knew World Investment was part of Global. He couldn’t believe she didn’t mention it.”
Bryce wrote in his notebook. “Maybe she didn’t.”
Warren continued. “Whatever the case. I want to help. This started with the markets, I know the markets. Global’s a major player. I know Etty. I know this area. I don’t care if I carry your bag and make photo copies.”
“I could use a little help around here tomorrow. I have to be back in Washington in the afternoon. I want to see the accident site, her apartment, talk to the morgue, go back to the school. You could be my designated driver.”
“Done.” Warren sat back and sipped more of his beer. Eventually, he ordered dinner. They talked of the accident, clues, and plans for the next day. They touched on every conceivable angle. But in time the conversation moved to a personal level. Bryce reminisced on starting with the Marines at 19, how he flew transport helicopters and eventually trained on the high-tech Cobra attack helicopters. His nemesis was his own boredom. He gave up advancement opportunity and took a lower position to start over on a jet training track. He eventually earned pilot status for the Harrier class jets, the gems of ocean based attack fleets. But even that wasn’t enough, and he described leaving the Marines all together a year ago to join the FBI.
“A year ago? Are you still a rookie?”
“Hey, there’s a lot to learn, believe me. Investigation technique, evidence management, legal protocol - it takes time.” Bryce contained a slight embarrassment.
“All the more reason you need help - Warren Sherman, FBI sub-rookie at your service.” He shifted in his seat and leaned back against the wall of the quaint livingroom-like lounge. “I had a few big changes in my career too. Lots of false starts. I used to run a big portfolio on Wall Street. All the right stuff. Huge salary and commission, fancy uptown apartment, rubbed shoulders with the really big guys - a respected member of the financial elite. Coming from wealthy Boston family, I was living up to even my parent’s expectations. But I wasn’t happy. Even after all that. It drove me nuts, the constant churning of the mill. No peace, no depth. Those who call themselves friends would turn in a second for political gain.”
He downed another large sip, and by the casual way he wiped his upper lip, and the sparkle in his engaging blue eyes, Bryce could see the alcohol was producing a more honest picture of his new acquaintance. “I have a BS and Masters from Brown, a great school, one of the best. But for some silly reason, I wanted to go to Dartmouth. They rejected me. They said I was naive on my application because I lacked focus. I wasn’t clear what I wanted to do after I graduated - I said it depended on opportunities. They were the naive ones. Anyway, I was accepted at Brown, probably since my Dad went there, then did the pilgrimage to Wall Street. But a few years later, one particularly steamy summer day in my lofty New York office, I saw a job wanted advertisement for the Dartmouth Treasurer. They included a picture of the Connecticut River winding through bushy woods, with shots of the charming white buildings around the main quad. That was it. I jumped. Call it a search for something more satisfying than the high finance New York scene, call it revenge for rejecting me, whatever. Here I am.”
The waitress brought more of the fresh dark beer, brewed on premises. Warren paid the tab and continued. “Ah, the best laid plans. Although I’ve been quite content up here, once again, something lacked. College bureaucracy can be even worse than in the business world. Too many people with power - actually made me miss the dictatorships of Wall Street. I’ve been here almost two years.”
He shifted again. “One of the few bright spots had been my friendship with Knut. A sardonic wit, a mind like a computer, and a soft heart. I loved that guy. But a week ago, my whole life changed.” He shook his head. “Harriet Bishop. She plopped herself down in my office, and in minutes, she’d laid out the biggest single speculation trade I have ever completed. There she sat, such a small woman with that creamy face peering through all that thick hair. I tried my usual big-shot intimidation routine and poured on the handsome charm, but nothing fazed her. She owned the meeting - I was just there to execute.”
Bryce watched with fascination. This is why he joined the FBI, he thought. Real people, real life. The closest the Marines came to intimate contact with outside people were road maps. He didn’t interrupt.
“By the end of last week, I had a whole new outlook. Etty reminded me of the power of pure intuition and confidence. She had no idea you’re supposed to earn respect first, bow to authority, work your way up, before you can operate at that level. She just did it. She saw an opportunity, and took it. She never lost her head, she just made her irrefutable arguments like she was recommending the best recipe for a martini. She’s damn good.”
Bryce felt a twinge of awkwardness as a tear brimmed in Warren’s eye.
“Anyway, everything was different after that trade. Prospects of getting to know her better, as a friend, working on more ideas, having someone to talk to who could appreciate what I do every day. I had myself convinced that this college Treasury job was okay.” He stopped to sip again. “I really didn’t know her that well, the most you can expect from a few exciting days. But I liked her. It wasn’t a romantic thing, well, not that I wouldn’t want it to be.” Feeling suddenly self conscious with Bryce hanging on every word, he ended his rambling commentary. “And now all this. If she’s alive, I’ll do anything to help get her back.“
Bryce fiddled with the beer coaster before responding. “You have to realize, we have almost nothing. We’re dealing with hunches on top of maybes. On the one hand, we have the mother positively identifying the body. We have a car and identification. We have a cast of people, including yourself, who place her on that road at that time. On the other hand we have two words on a tape and a frantic call by a man literally hours away from death from an incredibly virile case of pneumonia. The odds are pretty good that we’ll close this case up in a day as an unfortunate accident coupled with a serious disease.”
Warren ignored Bryce’s recap, unable to dismiss denial. “And Knut. He knew Etty better than I. And being blind, his acute sense of hearing would unlikely misjudge the phone call. I don’t get why he wouldn’t call me too, unless that call to the FBI took his last breath.”
“He sounded very sick.”
“Did you check for poison? Whatever it was, it had to hit hard and fast. Is it possible someone drugged him?”
“They checked. His symptoms matched a powerful bacterial pneumonia, and the forensics corroborated. The coroners report also said Knut was a diabetic, did you know that?”
“Yea, it relates to his blindness.”
“Look it up, diabetics are more susceptible to some diseases. And the way the guy drank vodka, I suspect didn’t help. The coroner noted a sizable alcohol content in his blood, and mentioned that diabetics can destabilize their chemistry pretty quickly doing that.”
“Come on though! You want to talk probabilities? Trade on Tuesday. On Friday, Etty’s called by the very people we foiled, then she dies that night? Mysterious call on Saturday sounding like her? Knut dies on the following Tuesday? What are the chances?”
Bryce didn’t want to move too quickly. He shared in many of Warren’s doubts, but he had an obligation to contain any wild supposition. If the worst case scenario was true, he also wanted to protect Warren, the third piece of this deadly puzzle.
Warren finally summarized. “Sorry, I’ve been carrying on. These are high test brews.” He pushed himself away from the table to stand up. “I want to help, and if driving you around Hanover tomorrow is important to you, I’m there.”
“Just don’t get your hopes up. We’re not likely to find a smoking gun in the snow.”
“You wouldn’t be here unless you thought something was rotten.”
“I’m just following orders.”
Warren sighed. “I forgot, you’re just a government robot sent out to fill out some forms.”
“You’re not far from the truth.”
“Name the time. I’ll pick you up. Where are you staying.”
“Hadn’t thought about it.”
“Stay here. This Inn has rooms, nice ones. They serve killer breakfasts too.”
“Make it 6:30. Bring some flashlights. Let’s check out the accident site first.”
“See you then.”
“Keep your eyes open, Warren. Call the police, and me, if anything looks odd.”
- Chapter Twelve -
Once settled into a cozy room, furnished with authentic antiques matching the period of the rustic Inn, Bryce called Brooke at home.
“About time,” she greeted.
“Did you find out where the call came from?”
“Yes - Global Growers. A fax machine. Someone called on a fax line.”
“No shit. Wait ‘till Warren hears that.”
“Who’s Warren?”
“A friend of the Bishop woman. I have a lot to tell you, but not now. How about calling Global tomorrow and see what they say about why a woman would be calling from a fax line.”
“Already did. There’s a hole in their story you’ll like. First I called the number and got the fax tone so I knew it wasn’t a normal line. Then I called their main number. I introduced myself, and had hardly started my question when they connected me to some lady who had the whole story down to the last detail. I’d say they anticipated my call.“
“Tell me.”
“They expected her Friday night. She didn’t show in Dallas, so they figured she had been tied up in weather. Saturday afternoon, they called her apartment, got no answer, and then called Dartmouth, somehow getting Knut’s lab. The odd thing is that the woman who made the call claims she talked to Knut, not an answering machine. They say the woman talked briefly to Knut, who told them Harriet was killed in an accident. They also said Knut sounded very sick over the phone.”
“Could someone else have left the voice message?”
“Nope. No other calls from Texas all weekend, and we know Global’s call matched the time of your woman’s call. I told the Global lady she was mistaken and that the caller had left a voice message. The lady quickly brushed it off, saying she probably heard it wrong from the caller. Said it must have been Knut’s message that sounded sick.”
“No way, I heard his message - it sounded solemn, but not sick. What a pack of lies.”
“She wouldn’t let me talk to the actual woman who called.”
“Of course. And what was their answer to the fax line?”
“They said the line doubles as a fax and a dial out. They leave it on fax for receiving calls, but use it when they need an extra line.”
“Like a big company would scrimp on a telephone line, and chance missing incoming faxes. Sounds to me like they found out the Bishop woman called, and covered. They assumed she got through.” Bryce took a few notes. “Thanks for following through. I’ve got one more favor.”
“Sure. Name it.”
“This one won’t be so easy. I need you to call the woman’s mother, Geri Bishop.”
“That’ll be uplifting. What about?”
“I want you to find out exactly how she identified the body.”
“Lovely,” Brooke lamented.
“I haven’t seen the pictures yet, but I understand there wasn’t much to look at - burned almost completely, a crushed cranium, no face at all.”
Brooke spoke grimly. “I read the coroner’s report. I’m surprised they even did an ID.”
“It saves so much work, they try whenever they can. I guess the mother was willing. The report stated she based the ID on ‘unique physical characteristics.’ I want to know what they were.”
“Got it. Thanks for giving me the glamorous stuff while you hang out in winter wonderland.”
“I’ll do it if you want, I just thought you might have better luck, woman to woman.”
“I’m giving you a hard time, Bryce. I’m happy to help. My alternative is another one of Lange’s make work projects in accounting.”
“Thanks Brooke. You’re a star.”
Before he had a chance to get off the bed to wash up, the phone rang. “Bryce here.”
“It’s Warren. I’m at my office - couple of things. I went over to Knut’s lab to see if he left any personals. I’m going to meet his family tomorrow at the memorial, I just thought I’d make a last check. Well, the place has been totally cleaned. Spotless. Smells like bleach. Every paper gone, desks sparkling.”
“Damn. I should have taped it off. Dartmouth was probably worried about the flu bug. I guess that’s why I’m still a rookie. If this blows open, they’ll have my ass. This wasn’t supposed to be a murder investigation.”
Warren smiled to hear Bryce finally admit this was more than a routine follow up. “One thing - I bumped into a friend from the Finance department. She said someone came by to pick up all of Etty’s records and her dissertation papers. Demanded every copy.”
“Under whose authority?”
“Had a paper signed by the mother. Is that legal?”
“I imagine. It was Etty’s property, so it belonged to her parents. Interesting though, I’ll check into it. This happened today?”
“Yea - late this afternoon. Some guy.”
Bryce silently took more notes. “You going home now?”
“I’m about to leave.”
“I’ve been thinking, you might want to check in over here at the Inn for the night.”
Warren shuttered. “You worried about me?”
“Hell no. You’re built like an ox - who’d mess with you? I just want to get an early start tomorrow.”
“Nice try. I’ve got a standard poodle at my place. Charlie will let me know if anyone’s around, don’t worry. Plus, I have to let him out. I’ll leave the phone by my bed.”
“Be careful.”
“Yes sir, great Rookie leader. Otherwise, see you at 6:30... Oh, and I almost forgot. I had security play me the recording. It’s Etty. I’d swear my left nut on it. Both nuts.”
Warren hung up, and sat back at his desk. He played calm on the phone, but hearing Bryce’s blatant concern added to his own. Once at home, he checked every corner, with Charlie reluctantly following on a short leash.
Bryce called Brooke before retiring, and quickly added a last request - find out about why Mrs. Geri Bishop requested the dissertation papers.
Warren stepped into a cloud of warm breakfast smells as he entered the Norwich Inn. He noticed Bryce right away at a table facing the door. There he sat, looking full, with signs of sausage, hash browns, toast, and fried eggs on his plate. “I see you surfed the buffet.”
“I’m used to ‘Breakfast Served’ meaning stale pastry and thin coffee. This is outrageous,” Bryce said as he swiped a wide path across his chin with a napkin.
“Told you. Let’s go. Your driver anxiously awaits.” He noticed Bryce nodding at the waitress like they were old friends. “You get to know the help, I see? The pretty ones, anyway.”
“Not bad for a guy who left his clothes bag in the rental car in your parking lot.”
They drove back across the river into New Hampshire and picked up Bryce’s gear at the college. Then down Wheelock, Grasse, Trescott, and finally up the Trescott Ridge road. They pulled over at the fateful curve. December sun doesn’t rise until after 7am, so the headlights provided the only light.
“Here,” Warren said, pointing. Wearing gloves and hats, they carried the powerful flashlights and walked to the edge. “The tow truck was here. She hit that tree in the middle, about 50 feet down.” Falling snow smoothed over most of the horrible event, but missing undergrowth and some visible groves in the snow showed the path of destruction.
Bryce stood for some time, panning the scene with his flashlight. The circle of light scanned from road to tree, following the imaginary car down the slope. He walked a few yards up the road toward Etty’s house, then returned, sweeping with the light. He stopped at an opening in the brush. “She couldn’t have come straight down the hill where the tow truck pulled her out - too sharp an angle. No, she went through here.” Warren climbed up the slippery slope to join him while Bryce lightly brushed snow from a nearly hidden tire trench. He found a piece of paper and folded it into a little Chinese fan. With it, he waved the final layers of snow away, exposing the harder packed snow below. “Tire prints. These are hers - I’d bet a million.”
Warren peered over. “Humm. Weird to think.”
“Do you see anything strange about these prints, Warren?”
He lowered even more. “Not really.”
“They’re clear. You can see the design of the treads.”
“True.”
“Picture yourself. You’re driving along a snowy road. You lose control. You start to swerve. Your car crashes through underbrush, and you see a steep bank ahead. What do you do?”
“Hit the brakes.”
“Exactly. You’d have your full weight on them to save your life. But look. These prints couldn’t have been made better if you tried. This car must have been going slowly without a bit of break pressure.”
“Good point. It would have been pretty obvious right after the crash. Wonder what the Police made of it.”
“They weren’t looking for anything odd. You were here, were there Fire and Police people running all over the hill?”
“Yea. Trampling up and down. Tow truck people, medics, lots. Is it too late now to get evidence?”
“Absolutely. Nothing we get would stand up in court.” Before Warren could add his speculation on the new information, Bryce was sliding down the slope toward the tree where the car hit.
They searched for more clues. Bryce studied the burn marks on the tree and surrounding area. He looked up, and created a mental map of the fireball by connecting the singed branches, and wondered how Etty’s car could have exploded so fiercely.
“Bryce! Come here! Look at this!” Warren shined his flashlight on a tree half way up the hill. Bryce hopped up to join him.
“What is it?”
Warren proudly showed off his discovery. “Based on the fresh bark damage, the car must have grazed this tree on the way down. That paint’s the same color as her car. And look at this.” He pulled off his glove to point with a finger. “That looks like blood.”
Bryce studied up close. “I think you’re right. There’s some flesh too. I have some specimen bags in my things, I want to scrape some of this.”
“Bryce, why here? Why way up the slope?”
They both thought for a moment, then it hit Bryce. “Her hand. Her hand must have been out the window and it got pinched between the tree and the car. Look how low it is, in fact her whole arm must have been hanging out.”
Warren nodded. “Picture yourself. You’re driving on a slippery road at night in a snow storm, you lose control, you start down a steep slope, you side swipe a tree. Where would your hands be?”
“White knuckled on the wheel, not out the window like she was on a Sunday drive.”
Warren grimly stated the obvious. “She was knocked out or already dead.”
“Someone would have had to push the car while holding the steering wheel - thus the opened window. Which also explains the neat tracks - the car would have moved only as fast as they could push it,” Bryce added.
Warren leaned close to the bark. A murder victim’s blood, inches from his face. A gust of wind blew small chunks of snow from between the tree limbs, causing a false blizzard to sprinkle into the paths of their flashlights. Steam from their breathing rolled into the light.
Bryce broke the silence. “I better get the gear.”
Warren stood, blocking his path. “So when do you re-open the case? If that’s Etty’s skin on that tree, she was murdered. Or, if Etty called Knut on Saturday, then she’s been kidnapped, and this is someone else. Either way, someone was murdered and ... ” The beam wavered on the tree trunk from his shaking hand.
Bryce pushed by him. “Just hold on.” He spoke while negotiating the hill back to the car to get his scraping tools and plastic bags. “So far we have tainted evidence and lots of speculation. If you want to help, you’ll have to be patient.”
Brooke waited until morning to call Mrs. Bishop, hoping the grieving mother’s spirits would be stronger after another night’s sleep. She borrowed an empty office in the Records department so she could close the door and not have Tom Heller or Mike Lange making light of it. No matter what theories were circulating, Mrs. Bishop had just faced the ultimate loss, that of her only child, her future.
A woman’s haggard voice answered, “Hello.”
“Mrs. Geri Bishop?” Brooke’s voice wavered, as she still debated mid sentence whether to be cheerful or remorseful.
“Yes. Who is this please?”
“This is Brooke Jackson, from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Ma’am, calling from Washington DC.”
“This is about Harriet, isn’t it.”
“Yes, I’m afraid I have a few questions for you.”
“You know, you Government people certainly don’t have a sense of decency at a time like this. I have been called by so many different people, all asking the same questions. Why don’t you just make one list and ask them all at once! Why do you keep bothering us?”
Brooke heard quivering in the voice. The lady could break into tears any moment. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Bishop, I know this must be a terrible time. This will only take a moment. I have specific orders on this, I have no choice.”
“Yes, yes, yes. Orders. Go ahead. Get it over with.”
After a deep breath, Brooke began. “The coroner’s report states that you identified ... your daughter, or the ... the body through a specific characteristic. We need to know what that characteristic was, Ma’am.”
Brooke heard rustling sounds and faster breathing. Mrs. Bishop must have sat down or moved to a new place. She returned much louder. “I’ve been over this a hundred times!” Brooke let her vent. “It was Harriet! A mother knows her own daughter, don’t you think? Do you know how it feels to be accused of not knowing?”
“I’m not accusing, I just need to fill in a few blanks in the paper work. Was it a birth mark? A particular mole?”
More exasperated breathing on the other end. Then, audible sobbing. “This is about paper work? I can’t believe ...” She stopped to weep. “I could have stopped her. She even told me. I knew the snow was bad. I sent her to her death. It’s all my fault. Her own mother.” More crying.
Brooke hated to persist. “Please, Mrs. Bishop, don’t blame yourself. Everything I hear about your daughter is spectacular - she was obviously an intelligent, strong woman. What happened was an accident, a tragic accident completely out of your control.” Another pause. “Now please, help me through this. I need to know exactly what you saw that day at the morgue that made you sure.”
“You and your stupid questions, your nagging calls. Why don’t you just leave me alone!”
Brooke sensed the woman may hang up, so she was forced to apply more weight. “I know the calls and interviews make the pain even greater. But the fact is, Mrs. Bishop, you have to answer these questions. You either do it now over the phone, nice and quick, or I send a team of people to your home who will sit in your living room and ask them to your face. I know this is bad, Ma’am, but please, it’s better to just answer. Then I’ll be gone.”
The lady gathered composure. “It was awful.... I see it in my nightmares. All burned, only a few pieces of her clothes stuck to her back where she sat on them in the car. Her arm reaching out.”
Brook persisted. “And what exactly was it that made you so sure it was your daughter?”
“Her whole body, her shape. Especially her arm.”
“What about her arm? A marking?”
“Yes.”
“What mark? There was a lot of burn...”
“I know. I know. It was her arm, my daughter’s arm.”
“You’ll have to be more specific. What about the arm identified her?”
“Her watch.”
“Her watch? You identified her by ... “ Brooke cut herself off, and rephrased the question. “Were their any markings on her skin that you noticed?”
“She never took off that watch. Even all smashed, I knew it. It was her real father’s. She’s adopted, you know. That watch was her most precious possession. I would have recognized it anywhere, the old face, the band, a man’s style. It was definitely her.” The lady returned to sobbing.
Brooke waited a few moments wondering whether to pursue. She decided to clarify, “So, the only item that positively identified the body was the watch, is that correct? No other markings?”
Sniffing, clearing of throat sounds. “Well, it was her figure, her size and all. I could tell.”
“Were there any other specific items?”
“No. I guess not. I don’t really remember. It was awful. I don’t want to talk anymore. Please let me alone.”
“I do have one last easy question.” No sign of acknowledgment came from the line. “Mrs. Bishop, did you authorize all your daughter’s Doctoral papers to be taken from the school?”
After a long pause, she answered in a trembling voice, “Someone came to my house with a paper to sign. They said it was a formality. I just signed.”
“Do you have the papers?”
“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I have boxes of things. Maybe there are papers in there. Why do you care? Why do you ask such annoying questions?”
Brooke let it drop. “That’s it. You’ve been great. I know this must be the worst time for you, and I deeply ....” Mrs. Bishop hung up the phone, leaving Brooke very alone in the small office. Bryce owed her for this one.
- Chapter Thirteen -
Bryce stowed the specimen bags, and soon they were on the road again. Approaching eight in the morning, the sun now sparkled through the spindly tree cover. “Too early to visit her apartment?” Bryce asked.
“I think it will be fine. People get up early around here.” The rear wheel drive BMW spun out on the ice. Bryce rearranged the contents of his leather attaché. Noticing a few unusual items in the corner of his eye, Warren made conversation. “So what else does an FBI man carry around? Any James Bond gadgets?”
“No Hollywood stuff. I can’t even check out a gun unless the assignment meets certain criteria, which this didn’t.” Bryce held up a few items from the bag. “There’s a lot of evidence gathering items - tags, razor blades, tweezers, nothing too sexy. Oh, there is my pen pager here.” He put down the attaché and removed a thick Parker ball-point pen from his pocket. He unclipped the top to reveal a small display able to show a fifteen digit number. Tiny buttons marked 0 to 9 with some other switches lined up underneath. “I can receive digital messages with it. You have to have sharp fingernails to push these numbers, but it can also send a numeric message back - it’s a two way pager. The agency has it hooked in with a global positioning satellite. If I send my ID number and a message number, within seconds they’ll know exactly where I am anywhere in the world within a few feet. There’s a five digit message for instance that triggers emergency extraction. They get the number along with my password and they’ll deploy a helicopter from the nearest base to pick me up. The bird will be in the air before I get the pen back in my pocket.”
Warren enjoyed the casual talk to lighten the air. “Pretty nice. But don’t the numbers ever get garbled on the way up and back to space? I imagine a guy on the beach of some island waving off a flotilla of Navy ships, shouting, ‘Noooo! I said 12345! Not 12346!’ ”
Bryce chuckled. “Hey, I was a Marine remember. Worse has happened. Screw ups so big, they’d even scare Republicans from voting in military budgets.”
“And you can’t tell me about them, right?”
“No. Depends on how pissed off I get at the government.”
They pulled into the driveway of Etty’s apartment. Bryce knocked on the door, and was greeted by a retirement age woman in a flannel nightgown. Warren stayed in the car, but followed along as the lady retreated into the house, and then returned to hand Bryce a key. She passed on some instructions while gesturing, and then closed the door. Bryce flicked a finger toward Warren as a sign to follow. Warren left the engine running to keep the interior warm, and met him near the back stairs which led to her studio apartment.
As they rounded the garage, Bryce stopped short of the stairs, and pointed to the ground below the first step. “Look - fresh prints.” Blowing snow covered most marks within an hour or so, but these shoe prints still showed the fine lettering from the bottom of a woman’s heels. “The landlord couldn’t have done these, she’s still in her slippers.”
“They only go up. Whoever it is, she’s still in there,” Warren looked around the grounds, down the road, and strained to see through the trees. “There’s her car.” He pointed toward the bumper of a small car barely visible, poking out from a side road.
“Go back and get the plate numbers. I’m going up.”
Warren headed for the car. Bryce climbed the thin stairs, never taking his eyes off the door at the top. A loud crash sounded from within. Bryce sprinted the last few steps, and pushed open the unlocked door. At the far end of the messy livingroom, another door stood open, exposing what must have been the landlord’s bedroom on the other side. A bureau lay on the floor, obviously pushed over by the intruder as she exited a door not supposed to be used. More crashing sounds from the house, an older woman’s scream, and “Please! No! Don’t Shoot!”
Bryce jumped across the room while yelling, “Warren! Keep alert! She may be coming your way!” He dodged the mess on the floor, hurdled over the bureau, and leaped down the stairway. The couple stood in the livingroom, the man holding his shaking wife to his chest.
Warren heard Bryce’s shouting and braced himself in front of the intruder’s car. The woman burst through the front door, grabbing the wrought iron railing to pivot around the icy stoop. Gaining speed, she dashed straight at Warren. An obviously heavy purse filled with papers flopped at her side. She clutched a small hand gun. When Warren saw the glint of shiny steel, he backed away, abandoning any plans of tackling her. She veered, and ran toward his BMW. She yanked open the door, dropped in, and spun out of the small driveway before closing the door. Warren had to jump back up on the hood of her car to avoid being sideswiped. She sped off, fish tailing down the road.
Bryce stepped out of the house to see her disappear around a corner. Warren slipped off the hood, and stood disparagingly in the snow. “Did you see that?”
“That was awfully considerate of you to keep it warm for her.” Bryce ducked back into the house to call 911.
“This is Bryce Applegate, FBI officer. I registered my visit with Chief Gordon. I have an emergency, a report of a stolen car on route. A red BMW 525i license plate 153-BDD, heading east on Trescott Ridge Road, probably toward Hanover. Driver a twenty five year old brunette female, five foot four, 120 pounds. Intercept!” After providing more details, he joined Warren in the driveway.
“I suppose she wasn’t kind enough to leave us any keys.”
Warren still stood in shock. “No. I mean I don’t know.” He ran around to the driver window, and stared in. “Nope. Locked, no keys.” He kicked the side of the economy rental car. “Damn! She stole my car!”
The landlords stepped out to the threshold, looking odd in their frumpy pajamas against the snowy yard. “I have some hot coffee on, you boys want a cup?” the lady asked.
“We might as well. Com’on. No sense in standing around in the snow. I want to look around the apartment. I’ll call for a cab.”
From a worn sofa chair, next to a little table packed with small china figures of cherubs in the snow, Bryce called his office. “Brooke? It’s Bryce.”
“Bryce! It’s you. Lange’s on the war path, you’ve got to call him. Didn’t you get his page?” Bryce pulled the pen out of his pocket and noticed it was turned off. It vibrated and displayed ‘Five Pages’ when he switched it on.
“What’s his problem?”
“Civil War in Brazil, that’s all,” she said sarcastically.
“What? Did you call Mrs. Bishop?”
“Yes. Got through this morning. You won’t believe it, Bryce - she identified the body by the watch she was wearing!”
Bryce nodded to himself. “Could have been anyone. One more reason to question this whole affair. I have some evidence I want you to analyze right away, a glass and a human tissue sample. I’ll have a taxi drop it off at the airport. Can you rush it through?”
“If I can. But Bryce, I’m telling you, you’ve got to call Lange. I’ve never seen him so tied up in his jock strap.” Bryce heard loud voices behind Brooke’s. Abruptly, Lange jerked the phone from her hand and spoke.
“Is this Bryce? Speak to me!”
“Yes Sir, this is Bryce.”
“You get your ass back to Washington. I don’t want another finger lifted on this Global Growers case. Something big’s going down.”
“What?”
“Don’t ask questions, do it. Get back.”
“Mike, this case is bigger than you think. I have new evidence, I think Harriet Bishop is alive.”
“Drop it. That’s an order!”
“I can’t do that. I just had a car stolen by an intruder in the Bishop woman’s apartment. I have questions about the positive ID of the body...”
“Listen good, Bryce. The country of Brazil is in some kind of near revolution. The army has split ranks, some supporting the President and some looking like coup potential. If this breaks into war, it could affect a number of our interests, big interests. The President of the United States has supported the Brazilian government in a televised message this morning on CNN...”
“What’s this have to do with Harriet Bishop?”
Lange uttered an exasperated sigh. “Your little escapade happens to involve Global Growers, a related company to Clorice Coffee, located in Recife, Brazil. Our intelligence tells us that the President of Brazil is hiding out at the Clorice Coffee Plantation - maybe the only safe place left in the country. The implication of your Harriet Bishop affair is that Global Growers is somehow involved in a crime. John Clorice himself caught wind of this after you guys kept calling Global for information. Clorice called the Brazilian Ambassador and asked that we not create false accusations at this volatile time. Well, shit has hit the fan now. Even Enders, the head of the Securities and Exchange Commission is involved. He is saying that there was no wrong doing in the coffee commodity markets, nothing out of the ordinary, nothing illegal. That comes from the very top. You dig up a non existent story casting dirt at Global Growers, and any gets on Clorice, it could jeopardize his very important position in this whole thing. The President has made it quite clear - drop this case. Drop it now. Bryce?”
“But Mike, I have new information.”
“Like what? I heard about Brooke’s little call to the girl’s mother. The watch? You think that proves anything? I also heard Global’s explanation of the phone call to Knut Olafson’s answering machine. Makes perfect sense to me. It’s done, Bryce. Come home, now. I’m not kidding on this.”
“I’ve got about ten people who have heard the tape, and ...”
“Bryce, I don’t care if you have a person holding a knife that is sticking in someone’s back. If it relates to Global Growers, then consider it a Presidential pardon. Leave it alone. This is a matter of much more importance to the country than the one woman. As for the stolen car, that’s a matter for the local police. And by the way, you were supposed to be just looking in a safe at the College. Who gave you permission to investigate her apartment, and how the hell did an intruder manage to steal your car? ... Don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. What a rookie.”
Lange hung up, leaving Bryce alone under Warren’s suspicious glare. “What was that?” Warren asked bluntly.
Bryce headed for the door. “Call a cab and get us out of here,” he said on the way out.
The woman called a taxi. Warren nodded a thank you and followed out the door into the now bright winter day. Bryce was under a tree watching two squirrels. Warren stepped behind him. “I’m not sure what bullshit the head office is giving you, but I’m not giving up. Not a chance. Not after all this.”
Without averting his eyes from the squirrels, “I’ll do what I can from Washington. There’s a political storm brewing in Brazil, and Clorice Coffee, your friends the coffee buyers, are apparently helping out to keep things stable. We have to back off. National security. No questions. It comes direct from the President.”
Warren watched the back of Bryce’s sinewy neck and the pulsing in his temples as he clenched his jaw. “Then I’m going myself. That was her voice on the phone. You said it came from Global - then I’ll stake my career she’s in Dallas. Global is up to something, if nothing else, at least some market deception. I’ll move down there right away, get an apartment. I’ll apply for a job, work my way into the Investment Corp. If Etty’s there, I’ll find her. There’s time - if they were going to kill her, they would have done it right here.“
Bryce picked up an acorn. “That big squirrel is trying to get that other one’s nut. You’d think it would be no contest, but that little one keeps out pacing him. She’s earned her nut, wouldn’t you say?” Without waiting for an answer, he whipped the acorn up into the branches and pegged the larger squirrel in the side, throwing him off balance so he slipped to a branch below. The little squirrel dashed to a safe spot to nibble.
“Nice shot.”
“You be careful, Warren. Either Global Growers is completely innocent, and the unfortunate subject of a series of strange coincidental events, or they’re dangerous. You’d either be wasting your time or risking your life. I don’t want you making any decisions without my consent.” Bryce jerked around to look up into to Warren’s blue eyes. “You understand?”
Warren shook his head, and stepped closer so the steam from his breath curled around both of their heads. “Once again, our wonderful government, always the one to talk of protection and welfare, can’t do shit when we really need them. All evidence leads to kidnapping, an unidentified murder victim, and odd circumstances behind Knut’s death - and you’re telling me you can’t help because some country on the other side of the world is having political problems? You do what you have to. But I see it as nothing more than a pathetic cop out. ... I want your help, Bryce. I don’t know the best way to approach these guys. But if you’re not coming along, then you’re not dictating my actions. Do you understand?” Instead of walking away with the last word, he stayed in place, up close to Bryce’s face. The cab’s tires crunching on the snowy driveway finally ended the stand off.
Warren returned to the house to say good-bye to the old couple, and left his name and phone number to call if they had any other information on his car or the intruder. Bryce quickly ran through the apartment to scan the scene a last time. They climbed into the back of the cab, and sat back to stare out their side windows. Bryce followed the skidding car tracks of the BMW, and at the first intersection, noticed she turned north instead of heading toward Hanover. “The cops probably missed her, she headed out of town.”
Warren grunted. “Chalk up another one for the government.”
“You’ll get your car back. That was no common car thief. The last thing she’ll want to do is draw attention to herself by driving around in a bright red expensive stolen car. She’ll ditch it, and they’ll find it in a few hours.”
“Anything in the apartment?”
“Her desk was clean, and the computer on. Someone’s looking for something.”
Sonya swerved frantically down the thin snowy road in Warren’s car. ‘Calm down. Be cool. Let’s see. Avoid attention. Take public transportation.’ She turned north on Lyme Road, and following her map, drove five miles north to the small town of Lyme. She parked in the back of a hardware store, and walked casually to the nearest bus stop. The next bus would leave for Concord in 45 minutes.
She found a ski shop a few doors down and purchased a thick hooded parka, some winter boots, and a pair of stirrup bottom ski pants. She ditched her old clothes in a dumpster, returned to the bus station’s dingy lobby, and bought a cup of coffee. She proudly leafed through her satchel, casually inspecting the various papers she had collected, anything she could find that mentioned Global Growers or Bishop’s dissertation. She even used her secretarial skills to delete the files on the woman’s computer. Not bad, she thought, two days of work and she earned more than she had in the last year. She couldn’t be happier with her new job at Global.
Bryce and Warren sat in silence for the remainder of the cab trip back to campus. Warren jumped out at his office, and went in to spend a few hours planning his next move. The taxi dropped Bryce off at his rental car, which he promptly drove to the police station in town. Through mid-afternoon, Bryce helped out in finding Warren’s car, figuring this was the least he could do before leaving. A group fanned out to the north, searching smaller towns, and eventually found it unharmed, with keys on the passenger seat.
Bryce also revisited Etty’s landlord’s house with the Police, and found the mess neatly picked up. The couple did not want to press charges, passing it off as a bereaved friend acting uncharacteristically. They also visited Warren’s office where he was busily making arrangements for a trip to Texas. He too declined to open a case against the car thief, once he learned of the false ID she used to rent her car, and the lack of evidence. Bryce returned a final time to Warren’s office alone for an awkward good-bye. They shook hands across the desk, and exchanged only superficial words.
- Chapter Fourteen -
Even with her splitting headache, Etty remained at her cubicle post at the library until past midnight Sunday. She had both library assistants scrambling up and down the stacks, downloading data, bringing refreshments. McKinsey had greased the way, giving her near complete access, even to confidential company files. By Monday night, she had a preliminary outline of the final report, and over thirty pages of notes. Tuesday morning she spent analyzing data, reviewing world production and sales statistics, finding trends of both producers and growers, looking for strategic advantages that Clorice Coffee could use to improve profits. She studied weather patterns, looking for productive growing region characteristics. She compared world labor costs, construction expertise, infrastructure. She studied the life cycle of the coffee plant, from initial planting, through the annual growing cycle, to the labor intensive harvesting techniques. Tuesday afternoon, she delved into every aspect of Clorice Coffee itself - their history, their people, and their extensive network of growers throughout Brazil.
By late Tuesday night, she finalized her recommendation - a five step approach, costing approximately twenty million U.S. dollars in capital. She forecasted Clorice’s market share in the specialty coffee arena to grow a minimum of seven percent in three years. Revenues would soar, as some production would be re-directed out of the mass market low margin business to the higher profit exotic coffee buyers. Etty used every moment efficiently, moving systematically through her plan in a fraction of the time most analysts would take. She stayed all night on Tuesday, writing, editing, formalizing. At dawn, the report was ready for final printing. Etty was good, and she knew it.
Wednesday morning, she called McKinsey and asked to make a formal presentation as soon as possible. He agreed, and set up a meeting in his office for 1:30pm. While a secretary copied and bound her report, Etty took her first break since starting the project. She wandered through the Rotunda stores, followed eagerly by her two security chaperones. She picked up a sharp looking dark blue suit with skirt, some heels, a silk blouse, and more hose. She even bought some mascara and new lipstick. She left on the dress after trying it on, and had her guards carry a bag with her old clothes. Her only way to beat Global was from a position of strength, so nothing would be overlooked that might build her credibility.
She had special ordered some particular coffees at the Rotunda Espresso Bar earlier in the week, and remembered a phone message from them that morning reminding her to stop by. They obviously had some fun with the unusual request, and had set up a taste testing table at the front of the store. Those passing by stopped to sample from the line of tall thermos dispensers, trying imported coffees such as Kenyan AA, Sumatran, Colombian Supremo, Mexican Altura, and of course, the Clorice Coffee grown Brazilian Serra Negra. The store manager monitored taste responses, and kept a running total on a white board set up on an easel.
Etty tried not to look at the stats as she followed down the line with her small paper cup, and even avoided reading the name tags on each thermos. Two stood out with smooth, rich bodied flavor, and one clearly won her favor as the best. Pleasantly surprised, she found it to be the Brazilian first, Colombian second. The other three had interesting pungent tastes, good but bitter. The Brazilian excelled with its mature depth and rounded, buttery palate. The straw poll concurred, Brazilian had double the number of chits of any competitor on the board. Even her unemotional security guards agreed. Etty and the manager wondered together why the Brazilian had so much less name recognition than the Colombian, or why so few specialty shops carried this delightful brew.
Next she picked up a newspaper and found a comfortable booth at the Cafe to relax before her early afternoon performance. She found a number of articles on the chaotic Brazilian political situation, a somewhat disappointing discovery since she used the country's stability as a plus in her paper. But one surprising article talked of impeachment, and a growing interest in electing a business leader to take the incumbent’s place. John Clorice's name appeared on a short list of suggested replacements!
When she noticed 1:00pm on the restaurant wall clock, adrenaline surged through her system. 30 minutes left. She'd beat these pretentious thugs at their own game before - time to do it again. She hopped up from the table so quickly, the guard sitting across from her lurched to stand and tipped over his water goblet with a loud splash. She rushed to the Finance Library, and found five neatly stacked copies of her handsome report, bound in a navy blue cloth cover, embossed in gold lettering:
Clorice Coffee
Recommended Strategic Plan
Harriet Von Enes Bishop, PhD Pending
She nodded confidently to 'co-workers' on the sixth floor as she strode through the plush reception area. She knocked loudly on the President’s heavy door.
Bart Maslow opened it. "Miss Bishop, how nice to see you again."
"What are you doing here? Where's McKinsey?," she said disappointedly as she walked in.
Bart looked over Etty’s shoulder to the guard. "I'll take over, thanks." Bart closed the door, revealing that they stood alone in McKinsey's office. "He's in the small board room making some calls. He’ll be out in a second to get us, so we can hear your magnificent presentation."
"You? What do you have to do with this?"
"Security. I wouldn't want you getting out of control with the boss, or anything."
"Who else is attending?"
"Just us."
"What? Just you and McKinsey? You're kidding!"
"What did you expect? Who do you think you are? You're just an analyst. Did you expect a contingent from Clorice Coffee! Ha!"
Etty blushed with anger and embarrassment. How humiliating to bring her masterpiece, the keystone to her plan, only to deliver it to Bart Maslow! She stood, clutching the stack of reports without speaking.
"In fact, young lady, let me show you something." Bart walked to the short hallway which lead to the board room. A complex console of keyboards and screens filled the wall. Among them, a 10 key pad. Bart stepped up and turned on a amplifier-like box. He held his chunky finger on one of the number keys on the unit, and looked back at Etty.
With boyish enthusiasm, he announced, “Here’s our backup security console and brain center. All I do is push 5358 ENTER, and you, my lady, die. How important does that make you feel?”
Etty had been ignoring him but she couldn’t help looking over with alarm.
“This baby is the satellite communicator. We enter numbers here to trigger our fertilizer release, anywhere in the world. You’re on here too. I enter your magic number, and bingo, dead.”
Etty stared with a mix of disgust and terror, not only since her life could be terminated by such a simple task, but also to see this worthless excuse for a man, giddy as he hovered his fingers over the keys. “See? Watch. Five .... Three ... Five ... “ He turned back to look at her again. “Don’t push me, here it is, I’m right over the eight! You like me, don’t you Miss Bishop? Right?”
Etty tried desperately to contain herself. She squeezed the books so hard, she felt their corners cutting into her palm. “Go ahead, Bart. Push it. Be a man. Show the world how powerful you are, how you can conquer your adversaries with a mere touch of a button. The only reason this gives you pleasure is because I’ve won. You realize that, don’t you? I’m the winner, I’m the one who has earned more respect from your boss in the last four days than you have ever done or ever will. I’m the one who has made millions of dollars off your company’s folly. I’m the one who is so good, they risked their business on me, using kidnapping and even murder to bring me here. Why? Because I’m worth something. I have value. You push that button, they lose millions, maybe billions in future profit potential. McKinsey knows it. You know he knows it. If they kill you? What do they lose? A couple of strong upper arms and a guy who can use a walkie talkie. The line of people who could do your job just as well would reach from here to Brazil. You’re nothing, you’re just a tiny wheel in a huge machine. Go ahead, Mr. Maslow, push it.”
Bart twisted his face trying to find a good comeback, but was spared the agony by the door opening into the small adjacent board room. It was McKinsey.
“Sorry, damn phone never stops. Look at you, Miss Bishop! Don’t you look great. Come on in.” He opened the door wide, and gestured toward a beautiful glass table surrounded by plush upholstered chairs. The corner room had windows on two sides, from floor to ceiling, providing a wide angle at the bright blue day. On the walls hung two large Matisse paintings, brilliant in primary colors. A bronze statue stood in the corner - by Magritte of a man sitting on a park bench with a bird cage for a chest.
McKinsey looked at Bart, “You can wait in my office if you want. I think we’ll be just fine in here.”
Bart tried to muster a professional expression above the thick neck bulging through an open shirt. “I would enjoy listening in, Sir, if I may.”
McKinsey raised his eyebrows, “You do? I didn’t think this kind of thing was your cup of tea, Maslow, but sure, you’re welcome.”
Etty caught eyes with Bart and cracked a ridiculing smile, which Bart returned with a scowl. Etty handed out a copy of the report to McKinsey, but not to Bart, and started in. “Thank you Mr. McKinsey for this opportunity. I must say, I expected a slightly bigger audience.”
“Oh yes, Miss Bishop, your report will get a lot of exposure. But remember, we are operating under extreme confidence. I’m afraid only I will be able to discuss this with the client.”
Now Bart threw a smirk toward Etty in their little war, and then stood to help himself to a copy off the top of Etty’s pile of reports.
Etty stood, feeling more comfortable looking down at the two men. “This is only a summary recommendation, you realize, one which should be expanded with more specific steps. I do hope I can play a role.”
McKinsey crossed his legs, and spoke in his most fatherly Texan voice. “First of all, Miss Bishop, I can tell you I am already very impressed. I have never in my career seen such a quick turn around on an analysis like this. Without reading a word, I can see it is professional, just the way I like it here at Global. Our top consultants could learn a thing or two from you on turn around and style. I’d like you to take me through it step by step, presenting it as you would to John Clorice himself. Some time over the next week, I will communicate with Clorice Coffee and we will set up a visit here or there. They’re having a little unrest down there, so more than likely his people will come here. Either way, we may ask you a few more questions, but you’re nearly out of the water on this one.”
“What happens to me next?”
“You’ll get another assignment, of course! You work for us now. In fact, I have one back on my desk just waiting for you.”
“That’s it? I just do more assignments?”
“Yes, of course. I told you, you will be a valuable member of our company, doing special, even the most highly sensitive work for us.”
Etty wasn’t sure exactly what to expect, but somehow in her fantasy, she imagined them opening the doors, giving her access to the outside, travel, something to offer a better chance to escape. “What will happen to my security status?”
“Security status? Oh, you mean the escorts?” Etty nodded. “We’ll have to see, but only a few more months of that I suppose. Bart here will make the decision on that one - you understand, don’t you? You earn our respect, and we must earn yours.”
‘Respect?’ she thought! What a joke. She suddenly noticed the plastic transmitter bracelet still on her wrist. She couldn’t shake the image of Bart’s tedious face hanging over the deadly key pad. She had done exactly as they hoped. Like the circus bear, she calmly wore her muzzle and danced for the crowd, all the while a shooter somewhere in the dark recesses kept his gun sights trained on her skull.
“Are you ready to take us through?”
The absurdity was beyond comprehension. Did they really expect her to do this slave work forever? Churning out reports? She wanted to spit into McKinsey’s ridiculous gaping smile.
She re-focused, time to get through this. She instructed McKinsey to turn to the Executive Summary, and outlined her findings that a two year marketing and organizational plan could lead to 200 million of additional profit over five years, for an investment of 20 million. McKinsey showed sincere interest, and followed intently along. Etty made no gestures toward Bart, centering all her attention on McKinsey as if he were the only one there.
The report contained a primary theme, that a new trend in world coffee consumption was changing the venue for the highest profits. For centuries, a small group of merchants controlled the coffee and tea trades. Ironically, John Clorice’s Dutch ancestors had started the first organized coffee producing area east of Europe, and they remained one of the largest. A few others emerged, but the large producer mentality prevailed, that is until the last decade.
Etty claimed the Seattle coffee drinking market had a lot to do with the shift. Starbucks Coffee opened up a series of Espresso and specialty coffee outlets all over the eastern part of Washington State. They were now opening up a store a week someplace in the world - an extremely successful franchise. Other competitors caught on, and Etty sighted astounding statistics on the booming growth in Espresso-type coffee shops per capita. The European market, long known for its obsession with deep rich coffee, also was showing high growth. For the first few years, specialty outfits were still dwarfed in volume next to the bulk buyers such as General Mills and Nestle, but the tides were shifting fast. This was a new market worth exploring.
She noted that Brazilian coffee had not progressed as other coffees had. Recognition of the Colombian ‘Mountain Grown’ coffee skyrocketed with intensive brand advertising, absorbing much of the world’s growing appetite, leaving Brazil behind.
Among her recommendations were three main points:
First, they needed to find new distributors, those experienced with specialty coffee buyers. She included a list of the world’s largest. Free trials, relaxed payment terms, other inducements, all added to a multi-million dollar investment, but with great return.
Second, they needed to join an advertising cooperative, a group that would mutually benefit from a world wide campaign to increase the consumer awareness of Brazilian Coffee. She even offered a slogan which would capture the flavor’s smooth, not too harsh, yet bold, taste: “Brazilian, the World’s Perfect Coffee.”
Finally, she suggested something McKinsey could never claim as his own, exactly the kind of hard look which motivated him to get independent review - she recommended John Clorice step away from the Presidency of Clorice Coffee. As Chairman of the Board, he could influence major resolutions, but new blood at the daily chief operating position was needed to bring on this new era of growth. Clorice was not giving enough autonomy to plantation foremen, causing inefficiency.
Etty kept a confident eye on McKinsey as she breezed through her material. Even her hand movements appeared smooth and well practiced. All the while, she gave lingering effort to devise a new plan. Her future looked bleak. The ‘play along’ strategy now appeared too lengthy. Also, with Bart’s fingers on that hair trigger, she might not last with all the best efforts. She recalled the lighter security at the Public Hospital. An idea struck on how to get there.
After her concluding comments, she asked for questions, and started in on her ruse. In her whole life, she’d never seen a woman faint, but society and Hollywood had taught men that fatigued women often just pass out. She also remembered how her parents once told her a part in the school play would have no value to her career. How wrong they were.
At first, she wavered just slightly, and reached back to the wall to steady herself. Then she quickly pulled out a chair, and nearly fell into it. She took deep breaths to gather composure, and then apologized. “Excuse me, I think I better go eat some food after this.”
McKinsey leaned forward. “You’re not feeling well, Miss Bishop?”
“No, I’m fine, just a little hungry. Do you have a glass of water?”
“Bart, I have a pitcher of ice water on the desk in my office. Go get it, along with a clean glass.”
While they waited, McKinsey took the conversation as a courtesy to Etty. “That was really spectacular. We have a courier leaving tonight for Brazil, and I’ve decided to send a copy to John Clorice right away. I want to get it into his hands as soon as possible. It’s that good.”
“Thank you.” Etty swooned a little, but kept a forced smile.
McKinsey showed sincere concern. “Not enough food? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I have never seen such a piece completed in this short a time. I am overwhelmed, Miss Bishop - you easily live up to your fine reputation.”
Etty spoke in a weaker voice, and avoided direct eye contact. “Ever since Saturday night ... .”
Bart overheard as he walked in holding the pitcher and glass. “She’s just looking for sympathy. Don’t listen ...”
McKinsey intercepted. “What about Saturday night? You mean the hit to your head?”
Etty looked down. “If you must know, well, I’ve had a little female trouble since that night, some cramping and other problems. I think its wearing me down.”
McKinsey earned a reputation to be feared at Global Growers. He made decisions that affected the lives of hundreds of people like he was playing a comfortable game of checkers. Yet like many eccentric billionaires, McKinsey had certain quirks of behavior - and demanding gentlemanly behavior to women was one. “Mr. Maslow,” McKinsey boomed. “I’d be honored to have a full report on the events of Saturday night. In my office after this session.”
The moment couldn’t have been better had Etty planned it for weeks. While the two men stood locked in a face-off, Etty let her head fall off her shoulders toward the table. She tried not to control any muscle, and imagined herself tumbling down a white water current. Her head banged loudly on the heavy glass table, and then kicked back. The chair slipped out from under her, sending its legs hard into the wall behind. She let her arms and legs go where they may, and flopped face down on the dark cherry wood floor. Her arms and legs landed crooked and awkward. The unnaturalness of it all created an alarming scene.
McKinsey rushed around to her side of the table while Bart watched in a daze. McKinsey yelled, “What are you doing, get over here! Help me get this chair off her!” They lifted it up, exposing her limp body. Her skirt had hiked up to an embarrassing level, which McKinsey immediately covered with his jacket. “Get me a pillow, two pillows!” Bart grabbed some from seats in McKinsey’s main office, and jogged back in. They placed them under her feet. “She needs blood to her head. I’ll stay with her, go call the hospital. Have them wheel over a gurney. I want her checked out. Completely. Tell them she needs a Gynecologist.
Etty lay there, amused at the surprisingly effective reaction. But she worried that she wasn’t acting like an unconscious person. Her breathing, her heart beat, her eye movements under the lids. She decided she better ‘wake up’ before any professionals entered the room, but concluded that a few more minutes might be useful. McKinsey pulled off her heels and unbuttoned the collar of her blouse. He then joined Bart in his office, leaving the door to the conference room slightly ajar. Etty listened in.
“Are they on their way?” McKinsey asked.
“Yes Sir, should be here in a few minutes.”
“What’s this about female problems? Your report described catching her and taking her back to her apartment, just as I ordered. Was there more?”
Etty heard nothing for a moment, and then, “She spent some time naked in the sub-zero freezer, Sir - that could have messed up her system. That’s how I found her.”
McKinsey crumpled some papers, and shuffled around before starting again. “Found her naked. She’d been knocked out, right? You took her back to the apartment that way?”
“I wheeled her on a gurney, covered.”
“Then?”
“Put her back in her bed.”
“Still naked?”
“Well, yes.”
“So, you and Miss Bishop were alone in her bedroom, and she was naked and unconscious.”
“Yes.”
“And nothing else happened? Look at me and answer, Maslow.” A painful silence followed. And finally, “I see.” Footsteps, more sounds of movement. ”You’re job is to keep her here, that’s it. The happier she is, the harder she’ll work and the less you’ll have to run after her. Simple for me, but maybe too complicated for your idiot brain. You keep to what you are told, and leave your pants on, Mr. Maslow. I will not tolerate any further indiscretions. I’ll come down harder than you can even imagine.”
“Yes Sir.”
With her eyes shut and body still, Etty afforded herself a broad smile upon hearing Bart’s meek voice. Soon a commotion started in McKinsey’s office. More voices and metal clinking sounds from the stretcher. When the door banged open, Etty used the opportunity to be shaken awake, and quickly sat up, feigning complete confusion. “What? ...”
McKinsey’s face peered around the corner. “Hi there! You had a little fainting spell. How are you?”
“I fainted? How humiliating!” She stood up quickly and straightened the creases in her skirt and blouse. She handed McKinsey his jacket and smiled girlishly in a sign of admiration for the man who came to her rescue. McKinsey bought it, and puffed up slightly.
“Don’t be embarrassed, really. Your presentation was the best I’ve heard in years. But, to be safe, we’re getting you over to the hospital for a checkup.”
“Oh no, please, I’m fine. I just need to eat.”
“Not a chance. You just sit yourself back down and let these men carry you over to the hospital. And then we’ll make sure you get a hearty meal.”
Bart appeared in the doorway. “I’m going along.” Addressing McKinsey, “They might need some help getting you through the hallways.” He looked down suspiciously at Etty, trying to get her to reveal a clue - darting eyes or a misplaced twitch. But Etty held strong, even surprising herself at her well acted woman-in-distress demeanor. Through her protests, the orderlies helped her onto the wheeled stretcher, and pushed her head down to the hard pillow. They hurried out the door. Bart stayed alongside, and radioed ahead some orders to the security gate personnel.
McKinsey caught Bart just before he pulled the office door behind him. “I’m dead serious.”
Bart left with no response.
They brought Etty through the hallways beneath the Rotunda and finally to a freight elevator which delivered them to the center of the hospital facility. After a few more hallways, they entered an examination room and placed her on the table. A doctor stood waiting, a mid forties woman in a white lab coat wearing a stethoscope over her shoulders. Etty noticed the name, Joyce Jenkins, MD, Gynecologist.
Bart became immediately uneasy. “Wait a minute, where’s Dr. Frederickson?”
The Doctor approached Etty, ignoring Bart. “You had a little faint, did you?” She bent down and pulled Etty’s eyelids up high, and with her penlight almost touching her cornea, she peered through Etty’s pupils. She stood and walked toward Bart to show him out the door. “I’m doing his rounds today. He’s not available.”
“I’m sorry, she has to see Frederickson. We’ll come back. Com’on Etty...”
Dr. Jenkins blocked his route back to Etty. “I will do the examination. I would appreciate you leaving so we can get to it.”
“Look lady, I’m from Global Security. You know damn well Global employees see only certain doctors, and in this case it’s essential. Move out of my way.”
Dr. Jenkins remained. “If you are worried about the fee, I am working under the Global employee program. It will be covered the same as always. Now please, let us alone.”
“You don’t understand. She is to see a specific doctor, no one else. Now move out of the way.”
Two male nurses emerged from the hall. “Dr. Jenkins, you having a problem here?”
“This man was just leaving.”
Bart looked back at the two, not intimidated. “We’re fine, we don’t need your help.” Then turning to the Doctor. “All right then, I’m staying for the examination.“
Jenkins asked Etty knowing well the answer, “Do you want him here during the exam?”
“Heavens no.”
“That’s not an option,” Bart said with authority, “This employee has been classified as a security risk. I can’t explain further, but you will have to allow me to stay.”
Jenkins pulled her stethoscope from around her neck and hung it on a wall hook. Without turning around, she spoke firmly to Bart. “This is a public hospital. I am this patient’s doctor. If you are concerned about security, you are welcome to wait outside, but I have to ask you to leave this room immediately, or I will be forced to have you removed.” The two nurses remained at the door.
Bart’s voice increased in tone. “I don’t really give a flying fuck what you think. I am head of security, and if you recall, we own you. We pay you. We can do anything we want with you. Now get on with your little examination here, or I am going to call it all off and take this faking little woman back to where she belongs.”
She faced him. “I see no reason to talk to me like that, no matter who you are. And yes, I do recall our relationship. We are open to the public, and independent. I have the authority to use local police to remove anyone I feel is threatening our operation. And if you think I’ll hesitate, you’re wrong. Now, step out of this examination room!” She pointed to the door with a slender finger. With the other hand, she picked up the phone, ready to call.
Bart huffed. He lingered while fingering his radio. “Ok, but I’ll be right on the other side of this door.” He tugged Etty close to him by the wrist. “If I hear any strange comments, I’ll be right in.” He threw down her hand, and pushed aside the nurses to exit.
Dr. Jenkins shook her head. Etty rubbed her wrist.
“What’s this all about? Are you in a special security situation?”
“Can he hear us?”
“Not if we talk softly. Go on.”
“Yes, I am.” Etty threw her legs over the table and sat up. “You’re not one of the Global designated Doctors? What does that mean?”
Jenkins showed impatience. “I usually only see the outside public visitors, not Global employees. I’m asking the questions right now, ok?”
Etty had little choice but to trust her, and she hoped her non-Global status meant she was safe. “Dr. Jenkins, I don’t have much time. You have to believe me when I tell you I’m in serious trouble. My life is in danger.”
Dr. Jenkins stood back, noticing a change in composure. “You’re not sick, are you.”
“No. I know this looks bad, but it’s true, I faked it. I had to. I needed to talk to someone on the outside, and this was my only chance. Listen carefully.” Etty leaned across to the counter and pulled a pad of paper and a pen to her lap. While she explained, she wrote words on the paper in bold capital letters. Writing and speaking at the same time, she continued. “My name is Harriet Bishop. I’m from New Hampshire, a Dartmouth doctoral student. It’s a long story I can’t begin to explain, but they drugged me and forced me down here. They even staged a bogus accident at the college to make it look like I died. Check for yourself. These guys are professional and serious.”
The Doctor continued to back off, and avoided eye contact. “I can’t help you. I’m a Doctor. You need to call the police. Don’t get me involved.”
“I’ve been raped, and injected with deadly diseases. They’ve threatened to kill me, and they’ll probably succeed if I don’t get out of here.”
“You’ve been raped? When?”
“Last Saturday night.”
“Why didn’t you come earlier? We could have taken a semen specimen, and easily filed... .”
“I can’t explain. Believe it or not, right now the rape is the least of my problems. I was unconscious, and I highly doubt I’m pregnant. I’ll get all the tests as soon as I get out of here. But now I need you to send this note.” She kept writing.
“You have to understand, Miss, in the last five minutes I’ve been told you are a security risk by a member of our sponsor’s guards, that you’ve faked a medical problem, and that you’ve been raped. It’s a bit hard to fathom.”
Etty put the pen aside and pulled up her blouse. “Here, look at these bumps on my back. There are more on my legs. They’ve injected me with some kind of dormant deadly bacteria, which they can unleash at will. I know it’s a lot to fathom, but they’ve used their fertilizer release technology, so they can set if off through radio waves.” The Doctor’s disbelieving face increased Etty’s concern. “He’ll be coming back any minute! Please try to believe me. All I ask are two simple requests. Send this message by fax to the name on the top, at Dartmouth College. And I need you to set up another appointment for me early tomorrow morning.”
The Doctor took the page and read the hastily written note. “You want me to send this to people who will come and get you out of here? An escape?”
“Exactly. They’ll get help, lots of it. Official help. Don’t worry, they’ll be Police involved. In fact, call the Police in Hanover if you don’t believe me. They’ll tell you I died in a car accident.”
“I can’t set up a Doctor’s appointment under false pretenses. That’s very improper, and a risk to me.”
Etty imagined Bart trying to hear through the door. “Then check me. Maybe there are signs of the rape. You can have me back for more tests. Please!” She pulled the panty hose off her legs in a quick flowing movement.
Bart pounded loudly on the door. His voice carried through the thick wood. “What’s going on in there?”
A twinge of compassion passed over the Doctor’s face. “Ohh. That man!” She handed Etty a robe. “I’ll inspect you, but Harriet, sending the note would violate everything I stand for, and most likely get me fired. I am a single mother myself, I can’t risk my career on this. You’ll have to call the police yourself.”
The door burst open. Etty had already unbuttoned the top of her skirt and unzipped down to her hips. She yanked up the robe to cover herself. The shock made the Doctor drop the note, which landed face up on the floor at her feet. Bart spoke with new aggressiveness. “I see. Still chatting. That’s it, let’s go girl.” Bart grabbed Etty’s forearm and pulled her to him. “Go ahead Doctor, call who you want. I’m not losing this one again, not ever.” He jerked Etty to the ground. She lost hold of the robe and with her free hand, fumbled with the loose skirt to keep it from falling. Bart wrenched her callously toward the door. Then he noticed the paper on the floor. “What’s this? You writing secret notes?”
It all happened so fast, it took Dr. Jenkins a moment to react. The indignity of rudely entering a gynecological exam boiled her blood. Bart leaned down, but the Doctor intervened. “Those are my notes!” she yelled. “You can’t barge in here like this!” She pushed his shoulders, knocking Bart momentarily off balance. While he regained his footing, she crumpled the note into a ball and stuffed it in her pocket.
Jenkins made a split decision. “She can go, but I want this woman back here tomorrow, promptly at 6:30am. The pelvic exam, which you almost interrupted, showed the potential of an ovarian tumor. We need a better look with ultra-sound. Is that clear? I am calling your President, William McKinsey right now to update him on her condition, and believe me, I’ll give him the full story of how you treated her, and me, today. And let go of her!” Jenkins lurched forward and wrestled Bart’s hand from Etty.
The two male nurses again heard a ruckus and returned to block the doorway.
“Still a problem here, Doctor?” one asked.
“Yes. My patient was just leaving, but I believe she could use some help getting back to her apartment. What was your apartment number again, Miss Bishop?” the Doctor asked, making it clear with her tone of voice that she appreciated the intervention by the two nurses.
Etty re-clasped her skirt. “424, thank you. I’d love some help.”
“Be glad to.” The nurses and Dr. Jenkins exchanged wide eyeballs, and the four marched off. Bart looked back at the Doctor for a final frown.
Dr. Jenkins stood in the doorway and watched them round the corner out of sight. She pulled the balled up note out of her pocket and flattened it on her knee.
TO KNUT OLAFSON,
DARTMOUTH COLLEGE, HANOVER NH
FROM HARRIET BISHOP
GET HELP! I’M AT THE GLOBAL GROWERS HOSPITAL IN DALLAS. COME AT THE TIME AND PLACE BELOW. CALL THE POLICE, ARMY, WHATEVER - ALL THE HELP YOU CAN GET. HAVE THEM PREPARE FOR TROUBLE.
I GET OUT OF HERE AND I’LL BE YOUR DATE TO THE SOUTH PACIFIC.
ETTY.
She stared at the block letters. To help would not only jeopardize her job, it would embrace the horrible story as truth - a woman raped and held hostage at Global. She penciled in 6:30am, a room number, and the Hospital’s address at the bottom of the page.
She found Dartmouth through information, and called for a fax number. She prepared the person on the other end to receive a fax from a friend of hers, Harriet Bishop, to be delivered to Knut Olafson. After a brief silence, the answerer relayed her concern with a quivering voice. “That’s very odd, Ma’am, because both of them are dead.”
- Chapter Fifteen -
Bryce left Warren’s office to drive to the airport, but sat in the parking lot without turning on the car. The farewell encounter with Warren left him feeling empty. Wednesday’s winter sun already hung low in the west, casting red hues on the snow speckled pines. He adjusted the rear view mirror, and saw his own reflection. Eye to eye he stared.
Like an epiphany, his next move suddenly became clear. He jerked open the car door, jumped out, and marched back toward the Dartmouth office building. With every step, his gait widened. A smile slowly stretched across his face.
He decided to stay.
As he reached out to one of the long metal handles of the double entrance doors, it exploded open in front of him. Warren’s bulky figure nearly rolled him over. They grabbed each other’s shoulders to prevent falling.
“Whoa there big boy, slow down!” Bryce shouted.
Warren clutched a fax. “Bryce, read this. It’s Etty. We gotta get to Texas!” He jammed it into Bryce’s hands. Before Bryce could even twist it around to read it, Warren had already turned back toward the door. “How are you going to ignore this one?” he said as he re-entered, leaving Bryce alone on the front step.
The two men shifted into high gear. No more questions, no more hesitation. The fax told them they had until 6:30am the next morning to fly to Dallas and somehow get Etty out of Global.
Warren paid respects at Knut’s memorial. On display in the funeral home, his parents had displayed photos of Knut as a child. One showed him running around a pool with other boys and one as he aimed a bow and arrow, obviously before he lost his sight. Knut’s published papers lay in stacks on a counter. Warren shook the Olafson’s hands and felt the weight of their grief in their soft words. Warren imagined how painful it must have been to rear a diseased, handicapped child. But Knut rose above all obstacles to become a respected academic, surpassing even the grandest parental hopes. But now all was shattered. Warren felt more anger than pity. He swore to discover the truth, and exact justice.
Bryce faxed Mike Lange that he felt sick and decided to lay low through the weekend. Mentioning that he might have picked up Knut’s flu added credibility. Then he drove into town to pick up a few items at a sports outfitters and a hardware store. Warren made travel arrangements, packed, and dropped Charlie at a friend’s.
By 8pm they were in the air on route to Boston for a layover, and by 12:50am Thursday morning, they arrived at Dallas/Fort Worth airport. They rented a car and drove to Las Colinas, a few miles north of Dallas.
“Air feels nice,” announced Warren with his arm fully extended out the window. Las Colinas consisted primarily of hotels and expensive Spanish style homes packed into curvy-road developments. Broad leaf shrubs and palm trees lined every street and filled each median.
The Global Growers complex sent a dome of light into the night sky, visible from miles away. Heavy steel fence prickling with razor wire surrounded most of it. Every twenty feet, two high intensity halogen lamps shined - one in and one out, creating a wide band of area bathed in bright light. Bryce pulled over a safe distance away. He lowered the window for a better look. “Doesn’t exactly send a message of hospitality.”
Warren nodded. “Can’t get in, can’t get out.” They stared in silence.
“So, what’s the plan, FBI man?”
Bryce looked at his watch. “1:45am. We have less than five hours. I need to get in and look around.” He pulled out the crinkled fax from Etty and read the room address. “Says here she’ll be in room 310 - probably the third floor.” He looked up. “That’s the hospital.” He pointed at the north gate where the fence line changed to allow for a parking lot. A neon Emergency sign marked the ambulance entrance.
“Why don’t we just walk into the hospital?” Warren offered.
“Under what pretense?”
“It’s a public hospital, hell anything. Stomach ache, what’s it matter?”
“That’ll just get you into the ER. You’d have to be pretty sick to be pulled into the main part of the hospital. Given this fence, I’m sure their security on the inside is every bit as impressive. No, I have a better idea. Let’s take a spin around.”
Bryce circled the complex with the car, and studied each wing. Once back to the east side, he recapped. “Hospital wing, two office wings, and this one here must be a residential facility. Look at the stuff in the windows - house items.”
“I wonder if Etty is in a prison cell, or in there,” Warren asked.
“That’s one of the things I need to find out before I decide how to get her out.”
“Don’t forget to tune in your assistant.”
“Don’t worry, you’ll be right in the middle of the action. How’s your driving record?”
“Not bad, why?” Warren said, puzzled.
“Violations in the last few years?”
“A speeding ticket or two.”
Bryce peeled out and headed away toward a nearby strip mall. “Actually, able bodied assistant, you’re going to get me in there.” As he offered no details, Warren just shrugged and shook his head. Bryce pulled into the parking lot, stopping in front of a tavern and quickly stepped out. “Wait here.”
“Wait here? Where are you going?” Warren kept talking after Bryce disappeared into the dimly lit bar. “Do I have a driving record? And now he decides to have a drink. This is helpful.”
In a few minutes, Bryce came out holding a full bottle of Scotch. He returned to the driver’s seat, handed it to Warren, then quickly drove out. He parked in a nearly empty lot to the west of the complex, and turned off the lights. “It’s not the best money can buy, but better than sludge. I hope you like Scotch.” He leaned back on his car door, turned toward Warren, and relaxed. “Drink up, my friend.”
Warren looked back and forth between the bottle and Bryce’s strange grin. “You want me to drink this?”
“Bottom’s up.”
“What, we go in as intoxicated bums and see if they let us into the complex? Now there’s a brilliant plan.”
“Close. You go in that way, I go in straight. You’ll see. I’d rather surprise you, it will work better. We don’t have much time, so start gulping.”
“I don’t see how I’m going to be much help if I can’t walk, and start singing Beatle’s songs while we sneak in.” Warren twisted off the cap and took a long guzzle. He choked and twisted his face. “More like sludge.”
“Just drink it. Not all of it, maybe four or five stiff cocktails worth. I will tell you this. Whatever happens, don’t try to be a hero. I might not see you in there, so I can’t convey how I decide to free her. If you get out before me, lay low in the bushes some place and watch for us. Preferably outside the walls. If nothing happens by noon tomorrow, fly back to New Hampshire. I’ll contact you there. Who knows, I may be there with Etty waiting for you.”
“That’s it? I get drunk and then wait for you to come out?”
“You’re part of this, believe me. Just do what I say. You’re an important part.”
While Warren sipped, Bryce pulled out the things he had purchased that afternoon in Hanover. A black nylon carry-on bag held it all. He rummaged through looking for something, but then decided to take the whole bag. He left the car and walked behind some bushes.
Warren could see a corner of the imposing fence looming formidably over the trees from where he sat. The stainless steel glistened in the bright artificial light. At least the liquor helped calm his nerves. He had pleaded with Bryce earlier to call in more support, but the power of Presidential orders was too much to disregard. They had to try alone. But Bryce promised to use the FBI - with his pager if needed - if the situation became too dangerous. Coming out with Etty alive would give immunity to any of their tactics. Warren kept drinking, wondering what Bryce was up to, but soon turned his attention to the radio. He found a Hank Williams Jr. tune, and played with the dash board knobs to pass the time.
Bryce changed into a black turtleneck, black stretch pants, black army type boots, and pulled a black ski mask over his face. He stuffed his regular clothes into the pack, and stepped to the sidewalk alongside the car. The back of Warren’s head bobbed up and down to the music, and Bryce heard some muffled out-of-tune singing. He crouched down and slinked along the side of the car, and then slowly raised his mask covered head to Warren’s window. With a free hand, he tapped lightly right as Warren placed the bottle to his lips for another drink. Suddenly seeing eyes peering through black holes, Warren spit a mouthful of Scotch on himself and the car. “You Asshole!” he shouted.
Bryce removed the mask and sat back in the car. “Perfect reaction. It adds to the effect, the smell of liquor and all. You’re starting to look the part - all in the plan.”
“Bullshit. You’re just screwing around with me.” He wiped his front. “You could have told me to dribble it instead of nearly giving me a heart attack. I’m nervous enough as it is.”
Looking at Bryce’s black outfit and beaming face, Warren sensed a different person in his partner. Alert, confident, powerful - no longer the FBI rookie out to research an off the wall lead. Here was a military commando, watching the seconds tick away before the offensive began. Enhanced by the swirling effect of alcohol, Warren felt excitement mixed with deep admiration for his new friend. But he wasn’t going to let Bryce’s growing ego get out of hand. “Cute tights.”
“Is that why you’re drooling?”
Warren wiped the droplets of liquor from his chin. “Not that cute.”
“Keep drinking. You’re all too coherent.”
Warren swigged again. “I’ll be blotto for days at this rate. Lot of help I’m going to be. Give me a reason to trust you on this.” He realized his head was wavering slightly, beyond his control.
“Knowing little is good - and the drunker you are, the less they’ll look into your background. If they figure out you’re connected to Etty, that’s bad. There are people who know your name in there, but hopefully not your face. That reminds me, give me your wallet.”
Warren pulled the overstuffed billfold from his pocket. “You mean they can torture me for days and you’ll be safe.”
Bryce grinned. “Fast learner. My God, how much money is in here?” He eyed the wad of new bills.
“Lots. Etty earned that money, it’s the least I can do. That way we don’t use credit.” Warren grinned, looking somewhat detached from the severity of their situation.
“I have to hide this in the shrubs - if someone finds it, they’ll be pleasantly surprised.”
“Hide it?”
“You can’t have ID on you, I told you. You have anything with your name on it in your bag?”
“I don’t know,” he shrugged. “Hey, take my wallet, but gimme the money.”
Bryce leafed through the bills. “This much cash will raise questions. Here, take a ... these are all hundreds!”
“I told you, I’m prepared.” Warren took a messy hit from the bottle.
Bryce handed him a small stack. “This ought to be enough.”
“Thanks, Dad.”
Bryce put the wallet and rental contract, also in Warren’s name, in Warren’s bag. “Hopefully, we’ll be long gone before they can call through to the Rental company tomorrow morning. There. I’ll be right back.” Bryce took the bag down the sidewalk while Warren took another sip. On returning, “That guy hasn’t cleaned out his shrubs for years. Your bag’s as good as buried.”
Warren fiddled clumsily with Bryce’s pack, easily switching topics. “So what else is in here?” He fished through the clothes and uncovered a stash of rope, glass cutter, binoculars, heavy clippers, and some climbing gear. He pulled out an aluminum oval clip ring. “These are called ‘Caribbeaners’, right?”
“Yea-up.”
“You’re going climbing?”
“Funny thing about the Marines. We have armament for every conceivable situation that can blow away the enemy from hundreds of miles away, but they still drill you on climbing like we were going to storm every enemy on foot up the side of a cliff. We practice on wood, rope net, brick, hell I bet I could scale a sheer wall of ice in bare feet. It might help me get to Etty.”
“I tried climbing once. I got half way up the ridge, and one leg started doing this strange up and down shaking.”
“Sewing-machine-leg. Happens to a lot of people. Is Etty athletic?” Bryce asked.
Warren was still visualizing ‘sewing machine leg’. “Yea, yea, my leg did that. Athletic? Don’t really know. She’s short, but thin and moves quickly. I can tell you she plays a mean game of darts. Why?”
“I’ll have to decide when I see inside. So she’s not an overweight clutz with a bad leg - that’s good.”
“Oh no. Oh no. Not a chance. She’s a peach!” His spit splattered Bryce’s face.
More signs of intoxication showed on Warren’s big face. The reddening eyes, rosy cheeks, and the now permanent grin. By 2:15am, his condition deteriorated considerably. He words bubbled out through wet lips. “Ha! Brin’ on the scums ‘n thugs. I’ll pound their fuckin’ beady eyes through their heads.”
“Well put. You’re ready, now you drive.”
Warren tried to focus through half closed eyes to see if Bryce was serious. “Me drive? This is int’restin’. It’s yur f’n’ral. Get out ‘a da way, I’m movin’ over.”
Warren’s thick leg bounded over the center hump, pushing Bryce out onto the street. He squeezed his big body behind the wheel. Bryce buckled him in and patted him on the back. “There you go big boy, now don’t take off until I get in the other side.”
Warren had the engine started and revved before Bryce opened his door. As he jumped in, Warren floored it, spinning dirt and rubber behind. “Yee haaa!”
Bryce pointed through the windshield to make it easier for Warren. “Out here ... Turn right ... Right again alongside that fence.” The tires bumped over the curve and nearly swiped the stop sign as he turned. They passed by the front of the hospital, and continued circling the complex, turning right again heading south. “Keep following the fence around, I want the south side. ... Turn right again. ... Now gun it.”
“Gun it?” A lingering glimmer of sensibility urged him to glance at Bryce for assurance. Determination covered Bryce’s face like it was etched in stone. “You’re one crazy m’ther-fucker.” He pounded the accelerator to the floor.
Bryce tightened his seat belt, and bent over so his head wasn’t visible above the dash board. He slipped on the ski mask. By half way down the southern fence, their speed reached fifty. “Hold on to your lugnuts!” Bryce yelled as he grabbed the wheel from Warren and jerked it to the right. The front tires crashed into the cement curb, sending the nose of the car leaping into the air. When the rear tires hit, the car arched up, listed to the right, and smashed violently into the fence nearly two feet off the ground.
Their momentum prevented a dangerous impact. Instead, the car easily took out a section of fence between two heavy metal support towers. The car bounced along the grass like a bronco while Warren leaned on the brakes. Eventually, it skidded right, tearing a deep furrow into the recently watered sod, and stopped.
Beyond the hissing of the engine, Warren heard sirens. Through his closed eyes, he sensed the flashing of bright lights. Warm salty liquid entered his lips, which he realized came from a gash along his hairline. “How was that chief?” He opened his blood filled eyes to try and focus on Bryce, but saw the seat was empty.
A wave of nausea curled through his gut. He found the driver’s door handle, but it burst open in his hand. Intense light shined in his eyes. He couldn’t make out the words in the shouting voices. He felt a strong arm grab his elbow. An involuntary surge boiled up from his stomach. With a security guard standing directly in front of him, he vomited a powerful hot stream of stomach acid, cheap Scotch, and airplane food into his uniform.
- Chapter Sixteen -
Bart lectured as he pulled Etty by the elbow across the floor of the Rotunda on the way back from the doctor’s appointment. After dismissing the male nurse escorts with a growl, he leveled with her. “Fainting. Female trouble. I think you’re faking all of it. I don’t like you, Bishop, and the minute I catch you doing one more bullshit thing, you’re out. You’ve caused me more trouble than it’s worth, and I’ve had it. I don't care what McKinsey says.”
Etty hardly heard him. Now that they’d know she was still alive, and some poor woman died in her place, hopefully they’ll call in heavy artillery. She imagined a circle of flashing police cars, hundreds of swat team members pointing assault rifles, helicopters above. She looked over at Bart with less veiled disdain. “By the way, I’ll be sure to tell McKinsey all about your circus performance back there. I’m going to have fun watching you go down.”
Bart squeezed even harder on her arm. “You’re holding a shotgun to your nose while tinkering with the trigger. To be honest, I don’t get it, a smart girl like you.”
“Ow!” She jerked away. Rubbing her arm, “I’m playing with the trigger all right, but guess where the barrel’s pointing!”
Etty went directly to the Finance Library. She picked up a handful of junk food from a vending machine and sneaked it into her study booth. She settled in for the night, with one objective - find out everything she could about Global Growers.
The staff still allowed her free access to most materials. Etty took advantage, and accumulated stacks of papers, memos, financial reports, research analyses, and patent applications. While she unobtrusively munched on her stash of goodies, she read feverishly.
She found a complete description of the mechanism for satellite fertilizer release. First, Global studied the glue that certain crustaceans, primarily barnacles, use to adhere to rocks. Considered the strongest natural glue on earth, the potency of this substance is clear to anyone watching the constant crashing of surf on a barnacle covered shore. They noted how the barnacles’ arch enemy, mollusks such as the sea snail, seem to so easily break through this incredible glue. The secret lay in the snail’s ability to secrete a substance, an organic solvent similar to stomach acid, which softened the glue.
Global Growers scientists found a way to produce an organic material close in composition and strength to the natural glue and the acid. They also discovered a way to lock the acid into microscopic “containers”, created using Nanotechnology - a burgeoning physics allowing construction of objects and circuits molecule by molecule. She only skimmed the complex details, but understood that these containers, or ‘Fullerines’, were made to break down under specific radio frequencies and release acid. Glue, these microscopic acid containers, iron, and fertilizer, were mixed and hardened into little globs. These were planted with the seeds in the fields. Since the acid discharged when subject to specific radio frequencies, Global had the ability to selectively release whatever they mixed with their globs, wherever and whenever they wanted. The iron not only created an antennae field, it provided an additional nutrient to the soil.
Obviously, they had found other uses for these globs. She searched for background on the killer bacteria Bart had described. She found papers from a Division of ARC dealing with recombinant DNA research. Their charter described efforts to engineer plant-friendly organisms that would be reprogrammed to produce certain plant growth hormones. She saw nothing fiendish in this. But when she cross referenced the lead scientist’s work before Global, she discovered a history of bio-engineering related to human disease research.
She found a frightening paper on his creation of a hyper virulent exotoxin through gene splicing in bacteria. They had looked for medical applications, but abandoned the research after realizing the substance was simply too dangerous. A later paper by the same individual discussed an antitoxin, able to counter the deadly exotoxin. He also worked to engineer a humanized monoclonal antibody, which could be built up in a host to counter the bacteria’s deadly chemicals.
The pieces fit with Bart’s description. Global must have hired this Doctor to apply his killer staphylococci to destructive human uses. She rubbed her arm where she had seen a needle bruise on her first morning, trying to feel a bump. Although not detectable, she could now imagine tiny crusted balls embedded in her muscle, waiting for the signal to break down and release their deadly cargo.
“As long as it’s there, I’m not free,” she said to the little booth. There was only one way to remove this Sword of Damocles, and it wasn’t surgery - a knife could never find them all. Not even destroying Global Growers would suffice, since anyone could find a way to re-create the frequency at a later date. She stashed printouts of the articles in her purse. Only one way, she realized fearfully - set off the frequency herself!
Bryce rolled out of the car as it spun on the grass. He quickly ran along the building line, staying clear of the bright fence lights and out of view of the cameras that scanned the area. He saw Warren’s head whip rather hard into the steering wheel, but he hoped his drunkenness would make his body more limber and less likely to cause serious damage.
He found a safe vantage point, and waited anxiously for the busy activity to diminish. Two men dragged Warren away from the scene, his legs clumsily in tow. They hauled the car beyond the main gate, and pushed it into a parking spot alongside the main road. Additional guards stood at the gaping hole in the gate, until a team of electricians arrived in a van to build a makeshift monitoring line. They adjusted the cameras for better coverage of the grass inside and outside the site.
With people coming and going, it took nearly three hours before he felt comfortable leaving his post - a bad break as it used almost all his planned surveillance time. The night finally quieted. Only mumbling voices on a pool patio, and cars on the street, broke the early morning calm. Carrying his black bag, he darted from shadow to shadow to the living quarters wing, and stopped next to the window of a first floor apartment.
He had only an hour to find Etty and get her out of the facility. Daylight would break about the same time. He decided to intercept her before she went to the hospital, a period when he could more effectively control the situation. So he must find her apartment.
He peered into the first window. Dark. The sliding windows only opened a few inches, blocked by a permanent metal wedge. And this one was latched completely shut by the occupant. The frosty grass under his feet confirmed the chilly temperatures, and Bryce feared everyone would be locked up tight.
He shifted down to the next apartment, and the next, working his way along the southern wall of the building. In each case - curtains shut, lights off, windows locked. He rounded the corner, to try the west side. One budged. He opened until it clicked into the maximum position.
He crouched to peep through the small opening. Warm apartment air gushed out, faintly reminiscent of last night’s dinner. No lights, owner asleep. He reached his hand in up to his shoulder and felt around. A chair, a small table with magazines - a telephone! He moved to the magazines, and slowly drew a stack of them through the gap. He squinted in the minimum light. ‘Newsweek, Playboy, what’s this?’ He lowered his face to within inches of a highly glossed magazine-booklet with a large photograph on the cover. He couldn’t stop a quiet chuckle - a porno piece called ‘Buns and Roses.’ A naked buxom girl straddled in ecstasy a man’s monstrous erect penis. It gave him an idea. ‘What’s your name, you pervert,’ he thought as he strained to read the address label on the bottom of the Newsweek. ‘Robert George, room 121. Well Bob, welcome to the exhilarating world of sexual harassment.’
Bart Maslow followed the commotion on the Complex lawn from his apartment. His night manager took charge of events on the ground, but Bart turned on his radio for occasional progress reports. Once the driver had been transferred to the Emergency room, he called over to talk to a Doctor on duty. “This is Maslow, head of Security. Let me speak to the Doctor who treated the driver who crashed the gates.”
“This is he.”
“How’s he look?”
“He’s asleep right now. He took twelve stitches on the forehead, nothing too serious. He had .018 alcohol in his system - real sloppy. The bump gave him a pretty good concussion.”
“Did you get his name?”
“Yes. He came out of unconsciousness long enough to sign a few papers. Some security guys threatened bringing in Police if he didn’t cooperate. He didn’t have any ID, but he said he had lots of money to pay for damages and scribbled what looks like Warren Sherman. He could hardly hold the pen.”
Warren Sherman! The bond trader from Dartmouth College. “I’ll be damned! Don’t let him out of your sight.”
“Don’t worry, he’s not going anywhere.”
“Give me a physical description.” The Doctor offered some general features.
Bart immediately called Norris at home, the man who ran the Human Biology Research area. Few individuals knew the details of his work on human disease and immunity, and only Maslow and McKinsey were cleared for access to ‘Special Projects.’
“Norris. Maslow. I need quick turn around on this, listen up.”
“It’s the middle of the night.”
“There’s someone in the Complex.”
“Sorry, you’ll have to wait,” Norris said groggily.
“Not possible. I need help now. Emergency. Some people may have infiltrated our security. I’ll wake up McKinsey if I have to.”
“Shit, Maslow!” He heaved a lung full of air. “So what’s all the fuss?”
“I want your best girl, someone who can stay with the target for long enough to find out some things - how many people are involved, the nature of their plan, like that. She has to follow them around, get close, and then communicate back to us. I need an 8+ in case it gets rough and she needs to terminate him, but I want a girl who can evaluate the situation and not act stupid.”
“How soon?”
“Before day break. One of them’s asleep in our hospital right now, and I’ll bet there’re more. I need someone there before he makes his next move. This is big, Norris. Don’t make me force this.”
Norris grumbled as he finally straightened up in bed. “If you want the best, that’s Jennie. She lives right here on campus. She’ll cost you. It’s fifty for a kill, twenty five guaranteed either way.”
Bart grimaced. “Fifty? Sonya was only thirty five thousand, and she had to go all the way to the mountains for three days!”
“You said you want the best. You have to pay for it.”
“Christ, Norris! How much of that goes into your pocket?”
“You’re pissing me off. Take it or leave it. I’m going back to bed.”
“Ok ok, it’s Global’s money.” He told him where to find Warren, and passed on the second hand description. “He’s got to be planning something around one of our employees, Harriet Bishop, and may even think he can get her out. I have to know if he’s alone and what is going on. We’ll bring him down on breaking and entering through legal channels if possible, but if anything goes wrong, have her give him the bug.”
- Chapter Seventeen -
Bryce was barely able to pull the phone through the window opening. He closed it down on the cord to block out the sound. After a last check around, he dialed zero and listened.
A thick Texan accented woman answered. “Operator, how may I help you, please?”
Bryce talked as loudly as he dared. “Can you connect me to Harriet Bishop’s apartment?”
The woman paused. Bryce risked that Etty was somewhere in these apartments, a plausible assumption since she’d found her way to a fax machine to call Knut.
“Harriet Bishop? Ahh, who is this, please?”
“Bob George - you know, room 121.” He knew damn well the lady could tell where the call came from.
“Not to be nosy or anything, but is this an emergency? It is, after all, very early in the morning.”
“Oh, she’s awake all right. I saw her a few minutes ago through the window. I gotta personal question for her. Com’on, put me through.”
“Could you please hold?” It clicked and switched to Muzak. The operator dialed the guards. “Security? There’s an internal call request to Bishop’s apartment. She’s marked as a ‘Watch’, so I called right away.”
“Who’s calling?”
“Room 121. He’s a creep, I’ve heard about him. He’s slimy, always bugging women. I think he’s been looking in her windows. Can I tell him to screw off?”
The two guards talked off line and then came back. “No, go ahead. Let him through. She could use a little harassment. Record it, too - Bart will love this.”
The operator came back to Bryce. “I’ll put you through, sir.”
‘Yes!’ Bryce cheered. Ringing. Fumbling sounds. “Hello?”
“Hi Miss Bishop,” he said in a poorly delivered sexy sounding voice. “I wanted to thank you for hanging your underwear in the window like that.”
“Who is this!”
“You know, the guy from the lobby. I hang out with that friend of yours, the one who keeps telling me how well you play darts.”
Etty perked up. They’re here! She played along. “You can see my underwear in the window?”
“Sure can, nice bra. Big. I’d like to see what they carry around.”
“You pervert! Buzz off! I’m drying it, OK! I can hang my stuff anywhere I want. It’s none of your business! I’m reporting you for peeping!” She slammed down the phone. Bryce carefully opened the window and replaced the phone. Before leaving, he took the pornographic magazine and put it in his pack, thinking it might come in handy as a diversion.
Etty sat up in bed and quickly reviewed the call. “Underwear in the window. He must be trying to find out which room I’m in. Not exactly the grand entrance I expected, but at least it’s something.” She quickly threw on some clothes, and fished a bra out of her drawer. She taped it in the middle of the picture window in the living room. She left a light on so he could see it. She opened the window as far as it would go, only a few inches, and pushed a chair nearby so she could hear any noises coming from the lawn below.
Bryce continued to circle around to the north side, dashing among obstacles to remain out of sight, reviewing the windows. He doubled back to the south, and immediately spotted her room - three stories up, one of the few lights on, and a brassiere hanging in full view. Bryce tightened his boots, pocketed the glass cutter, and swung the coiled rope over his shoulder. The black ribbed aluminum exterior of the building, and wide sills on top and below each window, offered ample foot holds for a trained climber. Within seconds he ascended the wall and reached hers. Not wanting to hoist himself into the light, he hung just below. “Psssst!”
“Where are you?” she whispered back.
“Down here. Take this rope and secure it someplace where it will hold my weight.” He extended an end through the opening. While holding it, she walked into one end of the kitchen and out the other, making a huge loop.
“There, that ought to do it,” she said as she tied a bowline. Bryce pulled back the slack, careful not to let the excess dangle into the window below. He coiled the remaining line, and fashioned a small swing so he could sit a little more comfortably. Etty craned her neck to see out the window and down but could only see the back of his shirt. “Who are you?”
“Bryce Applegate, FBI. Harriet Bishop, I presume?”
“Yup. Where’s everyone else?”
“We have to move fast, okay? I’ll tell you all about it in time, but right now I’m worried about the sun coming up with me swinging on a rope out your window. First turn off all the lights. Turn on some music with a distinct beat - not loud enough to wake up the place, but close. Then get pillows, quilts, anything soft you can find and pile them up under your window.” Etty didn’t question, and quickly attended to her tasks. She sprinted around the apartment hitting every light switch. She put on a CD of the Mambo Kings. She stripped the bed of everything in a single armful, and laid them out under the window.
“Ready,” she said alertly on returning.
“I need to get in. We have to cut a big enough hole for me to get through without slicing my head off. Unfortunately, this is double pane thermal glass, so that means you go first on your side, then I’ll do this side.” Bryce handed a simple glass cutter through the crack.
“I’ve never used one of these before, give me a few pointers.” Etty knew she and the man hanging from the rope were taking life threatening risks. But the possibility of freedom made it easy to accept. She willingly let the FBI man call the shots through this delicate procedure.
Bryce’s soft voice floated up through the cool dark air. “The art of cutting glass is in a smooth, firm cut. Make an arching sweep, from the sill, up about three feet, and curve back to the sill again, making a cave-like opening with no sharp corners. You will have to cut along the sill line as well. I’ll do the same on my side, a little smaller, and I’ll push through from here.”
“Smooth and firm. I can do that.”
“All you are doing with the cutter is scoring the surface of the glass. The other end of the cutter has a heavy metal ball on it.”
“Yes, I see it.”
“You use that to break the glass along your score line with tapping. You don’t have to tap hard, you’ll see the little crack follow along. Go to the music.”
“Got it.” Etty made a mental line on the window where she would cut. Then she walked to another window and tried a few test cuts to get the feel.
While Etty worked, Bryce’s voice returned. “It’s 6:00. How were you planning on getting to the hospital?”
“Guard escort.”
“I was afraid of that. When do you expect him?”
“Him or her, or maybe them. I said be here at 6:15. I thought you guys were going to meet me there.”
“This is safer. Hurry!”
“Hey Betty, did you get a recording of the call?” asked the guard just before he pushed the second half of a cupcake into his mouth.
“Yea, what a loser. He was looking at her bra hanging in the window and got hot. You boys ought to give him a little shake up, you know what I mean?”
“What did the girl say?” he said, muffled by a full mouth of food.
“Told him to fuck off, said she would report him.”
“Oh man, will Bart get a rise out of this. Put it on a cassette, will you Betty? We’ll pick it up in a few minutes.”
“Whatever.”
“You’re the greatest. I get a woody just thinking about you.”
Betty disconnected quickly, mumbling into her headset, “Men are pigs.”
The guards exchanged a few words about Betty’s bust, and then the chubby one stood. “Hey, we gotta do rounds soon anyway. Get Henry in here to start his shift, and let’s take a quick look at her bra in the window, wanna?”
“Yea, get your binoculars, I’ll get the big flashlight.”
A few minutes later, they stood on the south side of the Living Quarters. One casually pissed in the grass while the other counted the windows on the fourth floor with his fat fingers in the air. “She’s in 424, that would be over from the left, one, two, three...” The other finished up and turned on the flood-light beam flashlight.
Bryce heard the voices below. On a reflex, he cut the line with a pocket knife and scampered down the wall. “Get back! Trouble!” he whispered loudly, and then disappeared. Etty fell on her knees, just as the bright light searched above her head. She flipped over on her back onto the pillows, and watched the wide circle move from window to window. Then it stopped, aimed squarely through one. Etty tried to guess what they were seeing - thankfully it wasn’t the window she’d been cutting. Then she noticed the shadow of her bra clearly centered in the middle of the beam on the far wall. “Amazing,” she said, shaking her head.
Bryce dropped to the ground, and realized he had open space on either side of him for 40 feet. No shrubs, no tall grass. If they shined their lights down, there he’d be with his bag, big as life, like a beached whale. His only chance was to sprint. He gripped the ground ready to leap. But, to his amazement, the flashlight clicked off. Bryce dropped face down alongside the building. Loud laughter slowly faded as the two guards walked away. Bryce waited for a few moments, and returned to her window with his bag.
“Harriet!”
“I’m here.” She stood again at the window and started tapping along the cut in the same tempo as the music.
“What do you think?”
She chuckled. “The bra. They came all the way out here to look at the damn bra.”
“They must have heard about it from my call. Could have been worse, it means they don’t suspect anything.”
“Perversion is a job requirement for the guards - doesn’t surprise me.”
Bryce smiled, anxious to finally meet this woman. “How’s it coming?”
“It’s hard to see the crack in the dark, but I feel good about the cut.”
“Keep going. 6:10 - Geez, only five minutes. Tap harder. Forget the rope, I’m just going to hang on out here. I’ve got a small ledge to stand on.”
Etty quickly tapped all the way around, and then made the bottom cut. She tapped again.
“That’s enough. Hand me the cutter.”
“But it’s not done, nothing fell through.”
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