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Prologue
The shadows of late afternoon fell across the White House with long slender fingers. The advent of fall cast a yellowish tinge over the immaculately landscaped grounds, bathing the scarlet oaks, Japanese maples and white birches in a feverish autumn glow.
Inside the darkened Oval Office, National Security Advisor Desmond Hubbard II met with the President and Press Secretary George Granada over tea sandwiches and coffee. The butler deposited the silver tray on the round mahogany table in front of two freshly upholstered lemon print sofas. He filled their cups from a polished silver urn before leaving.
"We could take him down if he tries anything," Hubbard said, lifting a cup to his wrinkled lips after the door closed.
"Assassinate him? One of our own?" Granada's hand rattled against the saucer and his dark eyes widened with horror. "I shouldn't be here." He slammed the cup down and leaned forward. "We're talking impeachment if this gets out."
Hubbard stuck out a bony hand. "Don't," he said with a wry smile. "Stay right where you are."
"Damn it, Des, let me leave." He pounded the table. "I don't need to hear this."
"You need to know, George." Hubbard stood up and paced in front of one of the large paned windows overlooking the Rose Garden, his pencil-thin body trailing a narrow shadow across the polished floor. "If something happens, you've got to convince the goddamn news media. They'll present the case to the public, based on what you tell them." He whirled around and flattened Granada with an icy stare. "Your job's more important than ours."
The President steepled his fingers in front of his leathery face and nodded.
"He's been warned," Hubbard rationalized, waving his arms. "That limits our options."
"We don't know what he'll say or do. The asshole will start World War III if we let him. He's a loose cannon." The President reached for a sandwich oozing with chicken salad and snapped it up in one bite. "Trouble is, the public likes his style. Thinks he's got balls," he murmured in disgust, his horsy features showing his age.
"Shit! That's all we need." Hubbard returned to his chair and warmed his arthritic hands around the cup. "But we do have a hole card to play. He doesn't know we know."
"For Christ's sake, the man has a family!" Granada hissed through clenched teeth and every muscle in his slight body tensed.
"Only an ex-wife, several mistresses and two grown sons he's been estranged from for years," Hubbard snapped.
"We're agreed, then, on the objective, if not the means," the President interrupted and eyed Hubbard for confirmation.
"We're agreed on both, if the need should present itself," Hubbard replied with a twitch of his head and neck.
"Fine!" the President said, snatching another sandwich and gulping it down. "Make sure this tape is erased from the bunch, Edie." He motioned to the plump secretary sitting in the corner scrawling notes and stood up. "This conversation never happened. Remember that." He turned on his heel and left.
Chapter One
A horseshoe of humanity began forming around the main entrance to Chicago's famed Blake-Warren hotel. The double doors were still closed, the soft yellow carpeted lobby barely visible through the rain-spotted glass. Metal posts with thick purple ropes stretched in front of Stephanie, where she stood waiting with the rest of the media. Some reporters had TV cameras sitting atop shoulders, others had microphones, muffled from the rain, and pocket tape recorders at the ready, should they catch sight of the controversial Secretary of State, Henry Wadsworth Landis. Electrical cables curled everywhere under her feet, like black snakes on the wet concrete, heavy insulation tape shielding them from the moisture.
She didn't want to be here, but events beyond her control had dictated otherwise. It wasn't the Secretary of State she dreaded interviewing. It was the Deputy Secretary, her father, Jennings Bosworth. Things hadn't been right between them for years, ever since her mother Lois had died. Stephanie blamed him for her suicide and he knew it.
Anticipation assumed a heavy presence of its own, adding to the damp autumn smell and sharp chill hanging in the air. Feverish whispers flew through the crowd like wildfire, in response to Landis' latest bombshell, his questionable call for a worldwide U.S. defense policy. Klieg lights forged a strange daylight glow flashing on and off and the buzzing of the voices around her intensified. Rain dappled the oversized glasses Stephanie wore as she squeezed next to her ex-fiancée and former editor, Nicholas Orlan, and the GLOBAL magazine photographer, Earl Taber.
"Well Radar, what are you going to ask?" Nick asked, huddled inside his customary rumpled khaki raincoat, stained at the cuffs and spotted with rain.
Stephanie flinched at the sound of the familiar nickname he’d given her. Radar. Because she’d always been able to read his mind. She didn’t know if she could do that anymore. "Why is he so confident the President's response will be favorable--"
"And?"
"And does he feel it's the function of the Secretary of State to make policy without consulting the President?"
"Won't Jennings Bosworth be surprised when he sees who's asking the questions!" Nick teased, but Stephanie ignored him.
She twisted her head to study the twenty floors of the white concrete and smoked glass façade of the newly remodeled hotel, wondering when her father would emerge. Her heart skipped a beat as her gaze returned to street level. The doors swung open and Secret Service agents dressed in bland gray and blue suits wrapped themselves around Landis and her father like a blanket so that only the tops of their heads were visible. She caught a glimpse of Nick's brother, Peter, one of the hotel's security guards, bringing up the rear. Agents continued shielding them when suddenly a mass of bodies surged behind Stephanie, threatening to squeeze her out of position. Flashbulbs popped like lightning and the TV cameras rolled, bathing the scene in a surreal yellow glow.
"Secretary Landis, " Stephanie shouted, holding up her tape recorder, and elbowed her way to the front of the pack with a vicious shove. He glared at her and suddenly her father's face emerged over Landis' shoulder. A split second later, a dozen others drowned out her voice. Her father's eyes widened, registering shock, but raised arms soon blocked her view. Across the street, hordes of spectators booed and applauded, hoisting protest placards and chanting peace slogans. Reporters' questions were lost in the madness of what Stephanie feared might soon turn into an ugly and dangerous mob scene. On an impulse, Stephanie threw her tape recorder in her purse and reached in her pocket for a digital camera, thinking she might have a better angle than Earl Taber.
Landis was smiling and looking down when it happened, the right arm raised, acknowledging the crowd, the other clutching a leather portfolio. Three gunshots exploded like cheap firecrackers, slamming into his body, hurling him backward. Landis' arm dropped to his side, his portfolio flew out of his hand and splashed down into a puddle. Blood spurted from his stomach and head.
Still instinctively snapping pictures, Stephanie zeroed in on Landis until Nick yanked her to the ground and her legs flipped out from underneath her. She landed painfully on her tailbone, but kept a tight grip on her camera, her fingers depressing the shutter repeatedly. A blonde woman on her left tumbled across her lap, screaming. Stephanie strained her eyes for another view of her father amid more screams and piles of shuffling, scrambling bodies, her mind numb with shock, her body paralyzed with fear.
"Over here, over here, over here!" someone yelled, sharp and staccato.
Stephanie scrabbled up on one knee, pushing the woman aside, and watched a mound of struggling police restraining someone. Nick grasped her arm again and flung her backward on top of him. However, the image of the bloodstained suit of Landis and two other crumpled figures lying around him near the street still blazed in her brain. Nausea welled up in her throat, preventing her from screaming.
"Someone get an ambulance! Please help--someone--is there a doctor around? Is anyone a doctor?"
She fought to stand again and managed to peer above the crowd. A distraught Secret Service man shielded the body of one of the other victims, who lay twitching beneath him, blood dribbling from his mouth. She struggled to her feet for a closer look, her stockings bloodied, wet and torn from scraping the sidewalk. A wall of bodies still blocked her path and she began shouting her father's name. A reporter was standing over Landis snapping pictures. Stephanie pocketed her camera, unwilling to capture any more of the gruesome scene. Another Secret Service agent placed a towel beneath Landis’ head, applying pressure to the gaping wound on his left temple. A dazed group of strangers circled the other victim curled at his feet.
Her father.
Stephanie screamed and lunged into the crowd, struggling to reach her father's side, but bounced back, bony elbows and knees roughly jostling her, poking her ribs and jabbing her kidneys. When she recovered, she glimpsed Bosworth’s spread-eagled legs moving slightly while shaky fingers touched the pool of blood spreading across his chest.
Her father, feebly motioning to one of the agents.
She searched for Nick, but he'd already disappeared into the crowd. Her hysteria rose. Twenty feet away, ten policemen restrained their lone suspect.
"Get a car! Get a car!" One of them motioned across the street. "Bring it over here!"
The desperate scuffle continued, the alleged assassin still wrestling and straining to escape the police, and Earl Taber got it all on film. Nearly two minutes elapsed before the passage to the street cleared. Red flashing lights screeched to a halt in front of the hotel, accompanied by a siren's haunting wail. The rear door of the police squad car swung open. The circle of ten men guarding their quarry shuffled their feet, moving as one. Before the door slammed shut, Stephanie memorized the suspect's description: black thatch of hair, hollow cheeks, a yellow shirt, slight build. Then the car sped away, siren squealing.
She stood on tiptoe, straining to see over the mash of bodies still blocking her view. The she caught the face of the last victim. Oh God, she thought. No!
Peter Orlan, Nick's brother.
Men in dark suits tended to Landis' motionless body. Stephanie's eyes desperately sought Nick's. Struggling at the edge of the crowd, she began screaming in his direction, but he couldn't hear her over the pandemonium and was only driven back further. Stephanie attacked the bodies in front of her again, shoving them away with her elbow. A siren shrieked, an ambulance rumbled up onto the sidewalk and, after a cursory examination of Landis’ wounds, white-coated paramedics loaded him onto a gurney and rolled him inside. From force of habit, she mentally recorded her fleeting impressions: standing on blood, left eye blown away, Secret Service agent's hand dripping, his sleeve bright red.
She crouched down, her reporter's instinct operating on automatic pilot, palming the ground for her purse and a notebook and pen. Once the crowd thinned, with dozens of reporters chasing after the speeding ambulance carrying Landis, she sprinted over to her father, his face chalk-white against the wet cement. Other reporters shouldered her for position, but she had the best view. Hands brushed and pawed her on their way to hotel telephones. Others sent furious text messages on their Blackberries and iPhones.
"How is he?" Stephanie shouted.
The agent fell silent. "Christ," he said to himself. "Good Christ."
"What?"
"Good Christ!" he screamed. "Do you want that for publication?"
"I'm his daughter!" she yelled and knelt in the bloody puddle next to him.
"You'll be fine, Dad. Just hang on," she said. Where the hell were the paramedics, she thought, craning her neck. "Be still." Her stomach dipped and rolled, watching him struggling to breathe. "Who did this?" she whispered, bending over his face.
"Pearson," her father mumbled in a raspy voice and took her hand. "Pearson found out. Get him!"
She recoiled in horror. The President? Her left hand shook, unable to spell out what her mind dictated, as she wrote down his exact words. Her stomach lurched and she felt hot, couldn't swallow, couldn't breathe. When she looked back, her father's eyes had glazed over and his fingers had fallen limp against her palm, the red stain spreading slowly across his stomach. One vicious security guard catapulted her backward into a batch of TV cameraman when she tried to stand.
"What hospital is he being taken to?" someone screamed as Stephanie fought to regain her balance and her senses after a sharp blow to the head from a heavy camera lens. Another ambulance siren wailed in the distance, growing louder, its tires screeching.
Seconds later, paramedics crouched over her father, pulling instruments out of a long silver case, administering injections and pressure dressings until a rolling cot arrived. When they lifted him, his extremities bobbed in every direction, rubbery and uncontrollable. After they wheeled away the stretcher, dark stains marked the sidewalk.
She stumbled after the paramedics. "Let me go along. I'm his daughter!" Secret Service agents pushed her away, their faces grim and skeptical. One reached for his gun and she quickly backed off. Other paramedics tended to Peter, who remained motionless, then loaded him onto another gurney.
"We're taking him to Warren University Hospital, that's the closest," one of the paramedics shouted.
Stephanie whirled around.
Nick stood on the outer fringe of the crowd and motioned to her to follow them to the hospital.
Stephanie shook her head and pointed to the departing ambulance containing her father and Nick's brother. "My father's been hit! Peter too!" she yelled. "Peter!"
The sirens and idling motors drowned out her screams. The crowd closed in again, jostling her arms and legs, knocking her glasses off and she crouched down quickly, snatching them up from the sidewalk. The noise intensified. Voices slashed through her eardrums. Nick mouthed the words "Cook County Building” before vanishing into the crowd. He hadn't understood. She doubled over, shoulders heaving, and vomited on the sidewalk.
Her mind reeled at the sickening possibilities. Guilt overwhelmed her. If only she had paid more attention earlier, if only she had taken the time, maybe she could have prevented this. She blamed herself. Maybe she hadn't taken the proper precautions because down deep, she really wanted her father to die, as punishment for what he had done to her beloved mother so long ago.
Had it only been this afternoon when the phone rang? It seemed like she had been a different person then…
Chapter Two
The screeching phone in the empty office startled Stephanie. She made no move to answer it, her fingers continuing their frenzied pace across the computer keyboard. Her head darted impatiently towards the receiver as it rang again and again, demanding her immediate attention. Saturday afternoon on Labor Day weekend. Damn it, why had she bothered to come in to work today anyway? The entire day had been filled with nothing but one distraction after another.
“Hello?” she said.
No response.
Unnerved, she repeated herself.
A deep muffled voice filtered through the receiver.
“Who’s there?” she shouted, her breath coming faster.
“I’ve got to talk to Orlan. Nick Orlan. It’s an emergency.”
The mention of her ex-fiancée and former editor chilled her. She had already spent the last six months doing everything she could to avoid him. She had arranged a transfer from the editorial department to the public relations department within GLOBAL magazine’s operational structure, taken a cut in pay, and even resigned herself to writing fluffy pieces about charity benefits and snooty society notables just to escape. Anything to escape. Yet she didn’t know how much longer she could hold out, her feelings for him still burned inside of her as strongly as ever.
“What kind of emergency?” she said slowly.
“Orlan,” the muffled voice continued. “I have to talk to him.”
“I don’t know where he is at the moment,” Stephanie said. “Everyone’s gone home.”
The man paused.
Stephanie glanced up at the ceiling tiles, the fluorescent lights blinding her, and expelled a slow breath. Nervously, she walked over to the rain-streaked second floor window and looked down at the deserted street below.
“Secretary Landis,” the man said suddenly. “There’ll be a hit on him tonight.”
“Hit!” she said, shocked at the mention of her father’s boss, the Secretary of State. “You mean murder?”
“That’s exactly what I mean. You tell Henry Landis to watch out or he’s a dead man. Some really big business is going down tonight.”
“Who is this?”
No answer.
“Who’s calling? I won’t tell anyone anything unless you give me your name first.” Her eyes squinted through the haze on the glass. She rubbed the surface with her palm, then kept rubbing on a hunch, remembering the phone booth located directly below.
“Barrette. Bernie Barrette.”
“Where did you get your information about Henry Landis?” she asked.
He didn’t answer.
“And how do you know Nick?”
The light remained on in the phone booth below her and beneath it stood a hunched man in a dark overcoat. Her heart leapt, then skipped a beat.
“We’ve crossed paths before.” The snicker sounded dirty, disdainful. “Not now. Can’t talk any more. Tell Orlan to meet me at the Carnival Room in the Ross Hotel. Tonight at seven-thirty. Tell him not to be late.”
“Wait—”
The receiver clicked.
Stephanie glanced at her watch. It was almost four-thirty. What should she do? Call the FBI? Alert the Secret Service? Her father? Or Nick? In spite of her differences with Jennings Bosworth, she still dreaded calling Nick the most. She had to avoid him at all costs, avoiding her father ranked a close second.
Damn! This crank caller was going to ruin her whole day, not to mention her entire holiday weekend, or what was left of it. Yet she’d have to check it out, even though threats like this often didn’t pan out and she knew it. But as a former reporter, she also knew dozens of lives might be at stake, besides her father’s. Discretion was vital. She didn’t want to spread any unnecessary alarm.
The man was still standing inside the booth, then a few seconds later, the overhead light clicked off. She made up her mind. Her reporter’s instinct kicked into overdrive.
Stephanie threw on her raincoat over her grey corduroy skirt and sweater and raced down the stairs, realizing the sluggish elevator would only slow her down. Outside, the air felt chilly and damp. Fog steamed in tiny swirls around her feet. She poked her nose inside the vacant phone booth. The receiver looked greasy where he’d touched it, leaving visible prints, but nothing else of any value remained. No notes or clues of any kind. Stephanie scowled, her gaze fixed on the rapidly shrinking figure, already sprinting two blocks ahead.
She dashed down the street, her low heels slipping on the wet concrete and yelled at him to stop. The late afternoon murk obscured her vision and she charged ahead blindly, just catching a faint glimpse of him as he sped up, then disappeared around a corner.
Gusty breezes pummeled her body and robbed her of breath. Her feet pounded on the damp pavement over and over, then abruptly stopped when she reached the corner. He was gone. The dark red historic brick buildings had swallowed him up like they had jaws. Jesus, where was he?
Swearing, she waited ten seconds, then turned to leave. Heels clicked lightly against the pavement and she spun around. The dark-haired man darted out of a doorway and headed towards the next stoplight, his coat flapping open, dragging on the sidewalk.
Stephanie chased after him like a halfback, barreling into traffic against the light, dodging a car and a bus to keep him in sight. A light mist began falling, further hampering her vision. Heavy fog rolling in clouded rooftops and shone in the headlights of approaching cars, blinding her. The man raced down a side street and she remained close, only a block behind, as he clambered onto a railroad crossing. The Chicago River and a rusty bridge spanning its width lay on the other side.
The man sprinted over the tangled rails, then suddenly fell face down in the middle of the tracks. He was on his knees, struggling, but the corner of his overcoat had caught underneath one of the rails and she quickened her pace watching him fight to free it.
A whistle blew, the black and white semaphore dropped down, blocking the tracks, its red beacons flashing, trapping the man between them. The locomotive’s headlight lanced through the mist. Heavy wheels rumbled over the iron rails, accelerating, growing louder.
Horrified, she slowed down. He continued struggling, his back to her, desperately tugging at the fabric, violently gyrating. The man kept jerking his body upward until the bulky overcoat finally came free. He scampered under the semaphore, pausing a second to catch his breath, then resumed his frantic dash toward the bridge.
Stephanie’s eyes shot down the tracks at the speeding train bearing down on her. Determined not to lose him, she made a split-second decision and dashed around the semaphore, quickly threading her way through the maze of twisted rails as the train zoomed closer. She sped up, trying not to lose concentration and catch her foot. The light bore down, the engine squealed. The deafening noise tore into her eardrums.
Stephanie staggered, then flung her body clear just as the train barreled past. She lay there panting, blasted by the wake of the onrushing locomotive. Her clothes were wet, her raincoat torn, her knees scraped raw. But she crawled to her feet and kept running until she finally crossed over the metal grates of the rusty iron footbridge. But Barrette had disappeared again.
Despondent, she peered over the side. A catwalk led down to the water, where a light fog huddled over the dark surface. Factory lights burned and the mournful drone of a foghorn blew in the distance.
A shadow fell across her path, followed by a clattering noise, like someone rapidly descending a flight of metal steps. She hurried across the empty street and stared down into the water from the opposite side of the bridge. The rickety catwalk led down to a grassy path that wound its way along the shoreline and she spotted a man running, but his dark silhouette was soon lost among feathery wisps of steam and shadows.
She shouted after the mysterious fleeing figure, her voice muffled by the roar of the fierce wind. One harsh gust pitched her forward and her arm instinctively clutched the rough iron rail until the blustery gale had passed.
Now she’d have to do what she’d dreaded doing for so long. What she’d put off and foolishly avoided out of both pride, fear and shame. Only he would know how to protect her father and handle this latest threat. She’d have to call Nick.
Chapter Three
Nick had told her the Conquistador Lounge at five-thirty. Stephanie’s stomach churned as she hurried down the quiet suburban Chicago street. Today had been a bad day. Tonight sounded like it would turn out to be even worse.
The breeze was light but chilling, and graying dark clouds coasted across the drab late afternoon sky. Fog swept between the towering office buildings, drifting upward like lazy curls of smoke. A few of the high-end boutiques were still open, their colorful green and red Neon’s ablaze. Apprehension made her hesitate as she neared the entrance, but she finally yanked open the heavy walnut door leading into the warm red interior of the restaurant, determined to cope with whatever challenges would confront her inside.
Nick sat at the empty bar, his angular profile backlit by tiny strands of twinkling white lights strung overhead. She felt the warmth from the flames snapping in the fireplace as she approached the horseshoe bar, padded in tufted black vinyl. Matching black booths set with red tablecloths and flickering candles decorated the half-empty restaurant while amber globes fluttered on the bar and a low buzz of conversation filled the air.
The place was vintage retro chic, straight out of the seventies, but she and Nick had both loved it. She remembered how he had always enjoyed a few preparatory “belts” as he used to refer to them, before enjoying a satisfying dinner of cheesy lasagna and buttery garlic bread, paired with a soothing bottle of Chianti. And then she remembered him taking her home and making love to her all night. She loved the way he had slowly undressed her in front of the fire, kissed her from head to toe, using his tongue, his fingers, rubbing his hard body against hers. Every part of her responded to his touch. She became alive, on fire. Just from the way he nuzzled the cleft between her breasts and worked his way down, resting his head between her thighs, until, weak from hunger and desire, the fire finally consumed her. How effortlessly the memories came flooding back, Stephanie thought, her heart sinking, as she smoothed her frazzled hair and straightened the purple velvet suit she wore underneath her damp, torn raincoat. In the dark, she hoped he wouldn’t notice.
She felt her cheeks, cold and still moist from the fog. He face didn’t look thirty or at least she hoped it didn’t. It was round and small boned, with green eyes shadowed in smoky brown, a petite nose, full lips, and strawberry blonde hair cut to the shoulder.
Nick had once told her she was perfect, even though she’d always been thin. At five foot seven, one hundred-fifteen pounds, and cursed with more curves on the bottom than on top, she knew he was lying, but she didn’t care. The flattery charmed her anyway and did wonders for her flailing self-esteem.
He’d said that two years ago after her arrival at the magazine from a northern Illinois daily and Nick’s transfer from the New York bureau of GLOBAL, an international news magazine, headquartered in Chicago, with circulation teetering near the one million mark. She had a Master’s degree in journalism then and eight years experience with the PALATINE PRESS, but he still had her beat with another Master’s degree in business and an additional five years experience.
Tonight, his dark blond hair fell upon his forehead in light wisps. His eyes were hard, the full mouth a line of tension, and his lean six foot-one inch frame was hunched stiffly over the bar, tightening the rumpled gray raincoat across his shoulder blades.
When he turned his head, she held out a clammy hand, managing a sickly embarrassed grin.
“Stephanie,” he said, rising, his lips arching into a warm smile. “How are you, Radar?” He took her hand in his, his warm fingers pressing hers, and his soft touch soon ignited other passionate yet bittersweet memories she quickly buried. “Sit down.” He pulled out the leather tub chair beside him. “What do you want to drink? Your usual Manhattan?”
Stephanie nodded and sat down. “Brandy Manhattan. Straight up.”
“Right,” he said, laughing, then reached for his wallet, pulled out a twenty dollar bill and smacked it on the bar. “I almost forgot. None of that second-rate Kentucky whiskey for you.”
“You know how I like my brandy.” She wriggled out of her beige raincoat, smiling, and Nick helped her extricate her arms from the tangled material. “My Wisconsin roots are showing.”
The low lounge chair at the bar relaxed the tension in her aching back, and Stephanie hoped the stiff drink would soothe it even more. She crossed and re-crossed her legs and rubbed her damp palms together.
Nick eyed the lopsided stack of cocktail plates sitting at one end of the bar. “Thinking about stocking up?” she teased, remembering his penchant for filching restaurant plates and flatware.
“It’s a challenge, foraging around, living off the land,” he said, grinning.
“Or out of a car.”
“If necessary.”
“Nick,” she warned playfully.
“Hey, I was brought up poor. Waste not, want not.”
“But you’re not poor anymore.”
“I might be, the way things are going. Gotta stock up. So how are things in the lowly P.R. department?” he asked between sips of his Beefeater martini on the rocks. “Haven’t seen you in months. You been avoiding me, Radar?” He twirled the cocktail straw between his lips and his impish smirk made her squirm.
“Is there any reason why I should?” she baited him.
When he didn’t answer, she turned her attention to the snacks the bartender placed in front of them. The hors d’oeuvres consisted of a creamy, onion-doused concoction that blended deliciously with small doughy pretzels. She and Nick did not speak again until both of them had consumed their respective halves of the cream cheese mountain in the silver dish.
“I’ve been very busy lately,” she said finally, her tone firm, after swallowing the last mouthful. “So I like a little bit of peace and quiet now and then.” She reached for the drink the bartender had just placed in front of her and took two large gulps from the long-stemmed glass. Warmth flooded through her body and calmed her drumming pulses. She avoided his face, ashamed of the heat also racing through her belly and slamming into her groin. Why did she always find him so damn sexy?
“Sounds like quiet isn’t exactly what you ran into this afternoon.” Nick flagged down the bartender and ordered himself another martini. “Guess you can’t stay away from the action,” he teased, then ate another pretzel. “What’s this about someone predicting trouble with Landis tonight? Is the guy serious?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you first. I thought you could tell the difference between a crazy and a real threat. After all, he originally wanted to talk to you. Bernie Barrette. You know him?”
His eyes narrowed. “In another life. A long time ago.” He reached for the fresh martini. “He’s a would-be comedian.”
Stephanie inspected his craggy profile in the firelight, no longer surprised at finding a few stray lines etched into his thirty-three year old face. However, a gentle smile or an idle glance often revealed the hidden warmth behind the strong blue eyes, round and deep as pale aquamarines in the dim light.
“And you don’t want to say any more,” she said, finishing his thought.
“No.” He scowled, then took the napkin beneath his drink and crushed it between his palm. “I’d better report this threat to the authorities.” His tone suddenly became gruff, demanding. “And I’d better do it fast.” He pounded the bar lightly with his fist. “I was planning on covering Landis’ speech tonight for the magazine anyway. My brother Peter’s on security duty over at the hotel.” He fidgeted uncomfortably in his chair, glancing at the water-stained ceiling tiles, his eyes avoiding hers. “If I do, then you’ve got to give me something back in return.”
Her stomach sank and her chest felt heavy, like it was paralyzed. All she wanted to do was leave. “What?” Her hands gripped the stem of the glass so tightly she thought it might shatter. A cold shudder ripped through her.
“I’ll alert the FBI and the Secret Service,” he promised, staring into his drink. I’ll tell my brother, I’ll tell everyone else’s brother, but you’ve got to help me.”
“How?” she asked and took another shaky sip of brandy.
He twisted in his chair and faced her squarely, clutching her arm. “Go see Barrette tonight in my place. If there’s a story there, find it.”
She jerked her body free of his grasp, her skin still burning from his touch. “I don’t work for you anymore.” She guzzled the last of her drink, then set the glass down with any angry thump.
He shook his head in denial. “That was your choice, not mine.”
“I felt it was impossible to maintain a business relationship after—” She refused to meet his eyes.
“After I dumped you?”
“Nick, that stinks,” she said, angrily shoving her chair away from the bar.
“That’s what you think, isn’t it?” He swung her around and gripped her shoulders, then jerked her back down into her seat.
“Isn’t that what happened?” In the background, a CD played a soft Sinatra ballad.
“Stephanie,” he said, grabbing her arm again and she wished he’d just stop touching her. She couldn’t stand the sexual tension. “That isn’t what happened and you know it. I called off our engagement because things were moving too fast, too soon. I felt trapped, felt we were getting ahead of ourselves. I didn’t want to have another failure on my hands. I’ve already gone through one divorce. I didn’t want to go through another. Besides, I couldn’t afford it.” He dropped her arm and hung his head like a child. “I got scared. So sue me.” The fireplace exploded with a sharp crack and she flinched. His eyes met hers again, narrow and blazing. “And then you go and quit on me and vanish into the bowels of this magazine like some goddamned hermit crab. You made me feel like a pariah just for voicing an opinion.”
“And how do you think I felt?” Stephanie’s lips tightened and she felt tears burning as she raised her voice and the bartender stopped washing glasses and stared at her, wide-eyed. “You didn’t come crawling back to me with any explanations or phone calls either.”
“You made your point,” he said, clutching his glass and his knuckles glowed white. Once again, his eyes sought the ceiling. “I didn’t want to make a bad situation worse. I thought it would be better if we just cooled it for a while.”
Stephanie hailed the bartender and ordered another drink. If she agreed to do what Nick asked, she was going to need it. “So we’ve cooled it. Now what?”
“What’s the matter?” he cocked his head and let the cocktail straw dangle from his lips, another sexy habit of his that sent fire flaming to her groin again. She imagined that tongue of his working his magic on her again, running up her thighs, heading toward that sweet spot that made her squeal and pulsate with delight. “Are you afraid of working for me again, Radar? Too bad I can’t read your mind the way you can read mine.” He plucked the uneaten cherry from the bottom of her glass and popped it into his mouth.
She exhaled and turned away, startled by three well-dressed men seating themselves at the other end of the bar eyeing them suspiciously. Sadly, she realized she’d lost contact with him, couldn’t figure him out anymore.
“I can do anything I want,” she mumbled.
“Of course you can,” Nick said, his glance softening. He scooted closer to her so she could feel his warm breath and the heat radiating from his body. “You were one of the best, you know.”
“Best.” Her lips tightened. “At what?”
“Senior writer,” he answered, still chewing on the cherry stem. “Look Radar, I need your help,” he pleaded, his face still close to hers. “GLOBAL’S big bosses, Jan Osgood and Dale Larimer, are worried about the falling circulation and the loss of their magazine’s stellar news reputation. “I had a talk with them today.” His voice was almost a whisper. “They’ve given me thirty days to clean up my act and come up with some new ideas for repairing GLOBAL’s image or else I’m fired. I understand they’ve got some young hotshot waiting in the wings to replace me as managing editor if I don’t shape up. GLOBAL isn’t what it used to be. No more blockbusters, they say. Always a day late and a dollar short.” He shook his head and swore under his breath. “You know what that makes me look like.” He fingered the napkin underneath the fresh cocktail the bartender set in front of her. “I need a big story.” His eyes beseeched hers. “I need to beat the competition just this once. You’ve got to help me.”
“I don’t have to do anything.”
“Of course you don’t. But if you can see your way clear to tossing a few crumbs in this old dog’s direction,” he teased, with a twinkle in his eye, removing the cherry stem from his mouth that he’d tied into a knot with his tongue.
Her eyelids fluttered and she suppressed a smile.
“You always enjoyed that little trick of mine, didn’t you?”
Her heart hammered and she fought hard to erase the steamy memory of his hot, wet tongue from her mind as waves of heat shot through her body.
“Why can’t you go see Barrette?”
“I’ve been working on a big story of my own. A rash of mysterious deaths, bankers, reporters…Strictly hush-hush, can’t talk about it.”
Embarrassed by the longing surging through her heart, reigniting all of the strong feelings she had buried, she turned away, tears stinging her eyes. She didn’t want him to see how much she still cared. That was paramount.
“You’ve told me everything Barrette said?” Nick said.
“That’s all he’d admit to,” she said. “I’m not sure I can get him to say anything else. Besides, he really wanted to talk to you.” Her fingers shook as she took another sip from her drink.
“That’s your job. To get beyond the inevitable,” he snapped and slipped half a dozen restaurant matchbooks into his pocket.
He’d seen her discomfort, noticed the shaking, the trembling, maybe even felt the strong desire for him still coursing through her body. Yet he was anxious to keep his distance and maintain a stiff, impersonal demeanor.
She swallowed and the brandy burned like fire. It gave her the courage to face him and when she did her green eyes were firm and determined. She didn’t want him to think she was an incompetent, cowardly fool. “Nick, what do you want me to do, pull a gun, twist his arm—”
He met her gaze so they were nose to nose. “I want you to surprise me. I don’t care about the methods.”
Stephanie smoothed her skirt nervously, the purple velvet glowing in the dim light. “Why aren’t you ever satisfied?” she said, bristling again, unable to help herself and wished she’d never come into work today.
“I’m never satisfied with me. Why should I let you off easy?”
His glance was still hard. “Did Maureen give you a rough time again?”
He ignored the mention of his nettlesome ex-wife and changed the subject.
“Landis’ speech tonight should be a barn burner,” Nick said. “It starts at eight-thirty at the Blake-Warren Hotel. Get over there as soon as you can and report back to me about Barrette. I’ll call your boss and clear it with her. Don’t worry about that.”
“Why do I have to attend the Landis speech? This is a holiday weekend. I may have had plans.”
“Landis has been under the gun for backing militarist, right-wing dictatorships ever since his confirmation. I want you there in case something big happens. What Barrette told you only convinces me that he may be right.”
Stephanie knew that Landis’ verbal offers of U.S. support of renegade third world governments in the event of attack, usually given without the President’s prior consent, had often been frequent front-page fodder. He was, in essence, making foreign policy on his own, a political death sentence and one that boded ill for his future career aspirations.
Her father, Jennings Bosworth, had opposed Landis’ proposed controversial policies, constantly pitting them against one another, and rumors were flying that Bosworth was about to be replaced by Arnold Lichtenstein, the undersecretary. At least he had shown some backbone and for that she was grateful.
“You’re forgetting my father was instrumental in getting me reassigned,” she said. “No more foreign policy stories. Nothing that smacks of conflict of interest. I don’t know how effective I can be.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, Radar. Maybe he’ll cut you some slack. You can shout questions from the crowd outside the hotel. By the time Landis realizes who it is, we’ll have our quote.”
She raised her glass and shook her head. ‘I doubt it.” She downed half the drink in one gulp.
“Still carrying that grudge?”
Her lips tightened. “It’s more than that.” She took another sip. “I’ve never forgiven my father.”
“Not even a little? After all this time?”
My mother drank herself to death because of him. Even though she remarried, her happiness was so short-lived. She never forgot all those women he had on the side. How he lied to her. He was her first love and she never got over it. You never do, you know.” She glared at him.
He popped the pretzel in his mouth, ignoring the reference. “You’ve got another last name now. I thought you’d moved on.”
“I was happy to take my stepfather’s name. Dave Thornton was more of a father to me than he ever was,” she said, gesturing angrily with an upturned hand. “My mother wanted to ruin him when his political career took off. But she was too much of a lady to go through with that. Instead, she buried herself in alcohol, then added barbiturates and pain-killers and eventually overdosed, breaking everyone’s heart—even Dave’s when she accused him of cheating, which was a total lie. She forgot how to trust. Jennings Bosworth took her life away. And I hardly ever see Dave Thornton any more since he remarried and moved to Seattle. So I lost him too.” She slapped the bar with her palm until it stung. “I don’t care if he lives or dies.” She took another drink and wiped away a tear. “Oh God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I got carried away.”
“You still see your father, don’t you?”
“Only on holidays and we talk on the phone occasionally. I make my visits short.”
“You should patch it up with him.” He kept popping the pretzel nuggets into his mouth like candy. “After all, he’s still your father and life is short. Damn short.”
“Maybe some day.” She crushed a pretzel in her hand. “Right now, I don’t know.” She scattered the crumbs on the bar.
“Think about it.” He nudged ed her elbow. “Now, have I convinced you to help me?”
She remained silent for a moment, her resistance fading. “All right,” she said. When she swiveled in her chair, their knees touched and an electric shock rippled through her. She quickly jerked her leg away. “I’ll help you get your story. If there is one. There may not be, you know.”
He realized and leaned back in the chair, stretching his long, muscular legs. She imagined those powerful thighs wrapped around hers, then blotted out the image. “Great! We may have something no one else has with this Bernie Barrette thing,” he said, becoming excited, his full lips parted, once again evoking sensual memories better forgotten.
She turned away. “Big business,” she repeated, recalling Barrette’s ominous words. “What the hell is he planning to say?”
“Maybe Landis doesn’t have anything to do with this,” Nick said, and Stephanie feared he’d had too many martinis before she got there. “Maybe Barrette is only a crank.”
“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing.” His answer was flat, lacking emotion. “Remember, the Blake-Warren Hotel at eight-thirty.” He plucked an ice cube from his glass, then began sucking on it, tempting her again, when she imagined other things those lips could do. “You can meet Mandy, one of our new researchers.”
Her stomach plummeted, like a falling elevator. “Mandy?”
“Mandy Sheridan. She’s a real bird dog.”
Sharp pains shot through her. “You used to call me that,” she said. “How long has she been working for you?”
“Three months.” He drained his drink, then ordered another. “She can do anything. Layout, design, photography, research, a real Jane of all trades.”
“What do you need me for then?”
He handed the bartender another twenty and told him to keep the change. “She’s not a writer, Stephanie. She’s really not a reporter, either. Especially one with connections like yours. She doesn’t have your experience. After all, she’s only twenty-two. Still green.”
“Twenty-two.”
While she relished the praise, she still wished Nick had kept her out of it and didn’t appreciate him using her because of her father. But now that she’d given her word, there was no turning back.
“We’ll see how much talking Barrette does. Be your most persuasive, Radar.” He smiled, but his eyes did not. “You know what he may be trying to say…”
“I’m not sure.”
“Sometimes, clairvoyants show up, but no one listens. No one heard in nineteen sixty-three or sixty-eight. No one heard before September eleventh. We’ve got to hear tonight.” He grew silent, lost in his own private turmoil.
“Assassination.” Stephanie put the drink down, the tips of her fingers wet with moisture. The smell of steaks and chicken frying mingled with the acrid tang of spaghetti sauce and garlic bread, sickening her, especially when she remembered their earlier dinners here together.
She asked no further questions, aware she had to find the answers before Landis delivered his speech later tonight. She attributed Nick’s cold indifference to his brewing troubles and left him to finish his drink alone.
Chapter Four
Stephanie didn’t like dives. She didn’t like reporting assignments that took her to dives. And there was little doubt in her mind that this sleazy building on the corner, looming before her like a crumbling ruin, met all of the criteria for one. Broken windows twinkled at the upper floors and ragged lace curtains fluttered at the lower ones, just above the shattered marquee reading “Ross Hotel.” Underneath it, the words “Carnival Room. Entertainment Nightly,” were spelled out in crooked, partially broken letters.
Her arrival was badly timed. The show had already started. In the dim light, Stephanie commandeered an empty table near the stage, ordering soda from a buxom waitress attired in black tights and clingy spandex.
Spotlights focused on the empty parquet dance floor. Wisps of smoke drizzled lazily upward. The place reeked of musky body odor, stale beer and cigarettes. A waitress dragged a microphone into the center of the raised platform where it stood alone until a fat man dressed in a plaid sport coat and open-necked tan sport shirt stepped up and shouted into it.
“Our entertainment tonight comes straight out of the best night spots in Las Vegas. He’s played the lounges with some of the biggest names in the business. He’s appeared on all the late night TV shows. You’ve seen him, you know him, now let’s give him a big warm welcome—Bernie Barrette!” The man clapped loudly into the microphone, deafening her.
There was no music and only scanty applause. Barrette came out jauntily, ten feet away from her, like a major star dressed in a shiny black tuxedo, oblivious to the poor reception in the room.
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, thanks a lot,” he began, gripping the microphone, then stepping away as screeching feedback sliced into her ears.. “It’s great to be here in Chicago at the Carnival Room, but I had a rough flight. The flight was so rough that…”
A table full of people erupted into raucous laughter, enjoying their own private jokes instead of Barrette’s. Now his timing was off, and he had to begin again with another story. He ignored the commotion and turned away, his head bobbing nervously.
“I just got back from Vegas and I’ve got a good gambling joke for ya, told to me by a little old lady at the crap tables.” His shoulders jerked like a puppet’s and his body jiggled like Jell-O. “The woman just lost forty thousand dollars and was on the verge of suicide. Ya see, she promised her brother she was only going to bet the ten dollars he gave her. So she walks up to the bartender and says…”
Again the laughter, louder and longer this time. Barrette’s head shot toward the table, his upper lip and dark brush moustache twitching.
“Look,” he snarled and his veins bulged. “Do you think you could hold it down until I finish one goddamn joke?”
A man wearing a Cubs baseball cap stood up and held his beer glass high. “Forget it, jerk, we didn’t come here to see you.”
“Neither did I, buddy.” He chuckled and whipped the microphone in the man’s direction. “Jeez, what we got here, a jury?” He straightened his black satin tie with trembling fingers. “Okay folks, I know what you want, a little spice. I want to tell you—”
“We don’t give a damn about you, asshole,” the same man interrupted, stabbing an angry finger. “Go back to Vegas, Mr. Big Shot! Get lost!”
Bernie leaned into the audience. “Now look fella, c’mon, you’re ruining everybody else’s good time.”
“I doubt that,” someone else called out. “The fun’s just beginning.”
Bernie shot the heckler an angry sneer. The composure faltered. First fear, then anger settled in. “Aw hell, who wants to get through to any of you?” His black eyes flashed. “You make me sick. So smart out there, all of you, so smart!” He waved an impatient arm and shoved the mike away, leaving it rocking in place. Then he grabbed it again. “Why don’t you just take those drinks and ram ‘em down your stinking throats!”
Barrette turned and stomped towards an exit sign, shaking his head.
Stephanie made no move for the next thirty seconds, drinking her soda, then scraped her chair back and followed him. She passed a jukebox just as the music began again—blues, hard and loud, drowning out the jeers of the unruly crowd.
Behind the door, a short flight of steps led downward. Beyond them, a series of smoke-filled hallways ran left and right, then straight ahead. She followed Bernie Barrette, engaged in furious conversation with someone unseen, unheard.
“Oh, what a night. What a night! I’m backing out of this engagement, man. Out of this business, period. Vultures out there, squawkin’, waitin’ for me to die. Who am I kidding? I’m already dead. I haven’t been on TV for three years. They won’t let me on anymore. My agent couldn’t pay them to—”
Stephanie poked her head inside the half-open doorway. A rumpled couch sat next to a mirrored dressing table. Pinups from nudie magazines dotted the dirty discolored walls.
“Mr. Barrette—”
“I can’t believe them tonight.” He thumped his chest, then pummeled a nearby throw pillow. “I can’t believe them, a boy and a dog, Lassie even, they would have killed. Christ!” He sent the pillow sailing into the air.
“Mr. Barrette,” she began again, leaning further inside the room.
He faced her, a stout man with black shiny bangs and a furry brush moustache. He was alone and bore a strong resemblance to the man she’d chased on the railroad tracks earlier.
“I’m Stephanie Thornton, a reporter from GLOBAL magazine.” She put out her hand.
Barrette paled and his angry bravado diminished. Then it returned, phony and no longer sincere. He reached for a half-empty bottle of whisky standing on the dressing table behind him. “I’m not talking to any goddamn reporters, unless they want to put me on the front page of the New York Times.” He swigged the liquor straight from the bottle, then wiped his mouth and his whiskers were damp and dripping.
Stephanie’s hand fell to her side. “I know you’ve had a hard night, but you called our office. I talked to you. I even followed you. Remember me? The train…the bridge?”
A flicker of fear crossed his face.
“You had some information.” Stephanie stepped inside the dressing room and approached him, clutching her purse like a life preserver.
“Yeah, I’ve got information.” He held the bottle in his right hand and pointed a finger with his left. “I’m quitting the business. That oughta guarantee me a spot on page forty,” he said, smirking. “What do you think?”
“Listen, just tell me what you know. I’ll keep it confidential. Honest.”
“I never called.” His tone was flat, his eyes resting on the bottle. “I have nothing for you.”
“But Mr. Barrette—”
“I have nothing for you,” he repeated loudly, holding the bottle like a weapon. “Do you understand me?” His eyes blazed.
He took a few threatening steps toward her and Stephanie took two steps back, the doorknob poking her spine. He pushed her into it and the door slammed behind her.
“If you’re having trouble hearing me, say so,” he barked, grabbing her arm roughly. “Did you hear me?” He shook her arm again, pinching the skin, twisting it, and her teeth chattered.
She nodded silently, one hand tightening around the doorknob, while the jukebox belted out a sensual blues riff in the background.
He continued shaking her. “I don’t want any of you to come back again, not you, not your editor, not anyone. You got that?”
She nodded again, embarrassed at the fear welling up inside her.
“This was all a mistake,” he said. His fingernails dug into her arm like spikes and the room spun, the overhead lights strobed. Her knees buckled and she felt faint. “I never called,” he hissed. “And I don’t want to be harassed. I know how you reporters are. You get your fingers into something and you just squeeze it and milk it, whether there’s a story there or not.” The nails dug deeper. “I may not be much, but I do have a little reputation to preserve and you’re not going to spoil that, do you hear?” He bounced her head roughly against the door for emphasis, then pulled her back towards him with a jerk. Her skirt caught on a nail, tearing it. Struggling with him only made it worse. “Get out of here and don’t come back!” he yelled.
Stephanie wrenched herself out of his grip and her skirt suddenly shook itself free from the rusty nail it had caught on. Barrette ran over to the dressing table and yanked open a drawer, then pulled out a gun.
“Get out!” he shrieked, swinging the gun over his head like a cowboy twirling a rope. He marched over to her while she was still fumbling with the knob. “If I ever see your face around here again, I’ll kill you, you understand?” The gun poked her ribs and on an impulse, she shoved it away and threw open the door.
The hallways shot by in a blur as she retraced her steps and raced through the dimly lit Carnival room, still populated with the same bunch of unruly patrons. Out on the street, she gulped in great lungfuls of fresh air, her knees quaking. Then she remembered her promise to Nick. She hadn’t gotten the story. She hadn’t gotten any story. And Nick would never let her forget it. Next time, he’d probably send Mandy in her place.
She tried calling her father, but there was no answer on either his cell phone or in his room at the Blake-Warren hotel. So she left voice mails on both phones, warning him of the assassination threat, hoping it wasn’t too late.
Chapter Five
Stephanie caught Nick’s eye at the far end of the circular press table in the Blake-Warren Hotel’s legendary Octagon Ballroom, its slanting sides cloaked in shiny red satin. He had just finished the last bite of a multiple-course dinner. She had eaten nothing. He placed the fine silver steak knife across the matching fork and slid a chair from a table beside him for her to sit on, his sharply tailored black tuxedo setting off his thick blonde hair in a charming contrast underneath the glare of the bright spotlights.
“What did you get, Radar?” he asked anxiously, pushing his dessert plate away. A few uneaten bites of a rich chocolate torte remained. “I alerted the Secret Service and had someone call the FBI. They’re waiting to close in on Barrette if he’s on the level, but not too fast to scare him off.”
She’d made up her mind. She’d done her part, done more than enough to help Nick and her father—even risked her life twice out of respect for both of them. But was the end of it. Nick was on his own—job or no job—and her father and Landis had plenty of Secret Service protection, so much, in fact, she wondered why she had spent so much time worrying about them. She had her life now and Nick had his.
Stephanie plopped into the chair, exhausted and sick from not eating. “Barrette clammed up, denied calling. Look at this.” She opened up her raincoat so the rip in her velvet skirt showed. “He just about assaulted me, can’t you tell? And he even threatened me with a gun! It’s obvious he’s scared, but then so am I.” Her hands trembled and she asked him for a drink to soothe her parched and aching throat.
He handed her his half-empty glass of white wine, his eyes still glued to her exposed white thigh. The glass was totally empty when she came up for air. A sickening wave of nausea shot through her and Stephanie grabbed his arm until it passed.
“How hard did you press him, Stephanie? You knew how important this was.”
“I did the best I could, under the circumstances,” she snapped. “It’s obvious you don’t care what happens to me.”
“Look, this isn’t personal anymore. It’s just business.”
“But you asked me to do this for you as a favor, I’m sure, because of our past.”
“Because of our past working relationship.”
She glared at him but a rustling over her left shoulder made Stephanie whirl around. A doe-eyed beauty with flowing dark hair as lustrous as black mink hovered behind Nick.
His face lit up. “Mandy!”
Her rosy cheekbones glowed under the bright chandeliers in the ballroom. She was dressed in a short black satin dress, delicate rhinestone jewelry dangling at her ears and throat.
Stephanie’s jaw tightened.
“Sit down,” Nick said with a big smile and cleared some papers from the empty chair on the other side of him.
“Mandy Sheridan, meet Stephanie Thornton, a former senior writer with GLOBAL and a very good one,” he said over the clatter of the dishes. “I used to call her Radar when she was working for me. She seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to reading my mind.”
But can you read my mind now, Nick? Can’t you see how much I still want you?
Stephanie smiled politely, smoothed her shoulder-length blond hair and hoped her eyeliner and mascara weren’t smudged from the rain.
Mandy nodded smugly. “Quite a crowd gathering outside,” she said, her hand covering Nick’s, her brown eyes sparkling and full of animation.
Stephanie’s heart sank and she tried keeping her emotions in check.
“Word’s spreading that Landis is going to drop a bomb tonight.” Mandy dug in her pocket and pulled out two folded sheets of paper. “I got the dates and locations of Landis’ last ten speeches and key quotes from each one. Also,” she took a sip of water, “I’ve got the Secret Service and FBI on alert and double-checked with everyone else on the security detail, including Peter.” She eyed the corner of the room and nodded to a short, stocky blonde man in his late twenties, standing with his hands folded behind his back.
Stephanie recognized Nick’s younger brother, Peter. Even at this distance, his short cropped blonde hair and blue eyes made him a standout, a handsome hunk two inches shorter than Nick and five years his junior. Other than the difference in height, someone could easily have mistaken one brother for the other.
Nick waved, then got up to have a final word with him before Landis began speaking. Stephanie glanced over at Mandy, certain her eyes were firing poison daggers at her, then forced herself to look away. But whatever happened, she couldn’t tell Nick her plans now, not with this stupid girl present. She hated her already. Nick’s hot new squeeze. It was painfully obvious.
Mandy leaned forward, her long red fingernails clacking against the back of Nick’s chair. “You used to work with Nick,” she asked sweetly and Stephanie grinned, glad to see a crooked bicuspid marring an otherwise perfect smile.
Stephanie nodded and her stomach growled in reply.
“Where do you work now?”
“I’m still at GLOBAL,” Stephanie said, hugging her stomach to keep it quiet. “In public relations.”
“Why would you ever leave him?” she purred and her dark eyes twinkled with mischief. “He’s quite the guy. Best boss I ever had. I’ve learned so much.”
Stephanie grimaced. I’ll bet, she thought. Just then, Nick returned.
The house lights dimmed in the ballroom, klieg lights whirred in anticipation, and the standing room only crowd watched the Wisconsin-born Secretary of State and future presidential contender, Henry Wadsworth Landis, entering the room with other members of his entourage following close behind.
The orchestra began a rousing chorus of “On Wisconsin” while Landis walked the perimeter of the ballroom, dressed in an expensive navy blue suit. He paused to shake a hand as enthusiastic supporters rose to their feet at the white linen covered tables bordering his path and showered him with applause. Secret Servicemen crowded around him, creating a tight cordon.
Stephanie’s stomach lurched at the sight of her father marching in lockstep behind him, ascending the podium, then taking a seat at the head table along with a number of local VIP’s, including the mayor and several Illinois state senators. She squirmed in her chair and vowed to tell Nick she wanted to quit working for him the minute the speech ended.
Landis’ portly silhouette climbed the steps to the speaker’s platform, a wobbly hand reaching up to smooth his thinning gray hair. He smiled and waved in her direction, acknowledging the gratitude of the conservative big-business crowd, the highlight of the Tolexx Corporation’s annual meeting, one of the nation’s largest producers of military hardware. His thin lips were pursed in a simpering smirk and heavy black glasses obscured his dark eyes from view.
How perfect a target he made, standing there, highlighted against the red and gold of the heavy draperies falling in neat folds behind him on the stage. The speaker’s platform had not been equipped with any bulletproof barrier and the only off-stage exit was guarded by a scanty detail of two Secret Service agents.
Landis raised both arms, smiling broadly. “Thank you, thank you.” He acknowledged his hosts, while the crowd intermittently applauded the Midwest’s favorite son. Then he proceeded to share a rambling, folksy account of his Wisconsin boyhood growing up on a dairy farm.
Stephanie strained an ear for something quotable while she looked for an aspirin among the miscellany crammed in her purse. A throbbing headache had replaced the nausea. She finally found the bottle, downed two aspirin and washed them down with several gulps of water.
“What I am proposing, gentlemen…and ladies,” he added with a smirk, as a sop to the few wives and well-clad female executives I attendance, “is an alliance of small Third World, if you will, disinherited countries, something akin to the NATO or SEATO examples of the past.” His bird-like eyes narrowed. “An economic, political, and military alliance to serve as a fortress against the dangerous forces of darkness, forces marshaling their arsenals of chemical, biological and nuclear destruction, leveling them right at the hearts of these vulnerable global unfortunates.”
He returned to the next page of his remarks and adjusted the podium light. “We in the United States must stand firm in the face of such terrorism.” His voice rose and his fingers clenched the edges of the podium as he rocked back and forth on his heels. “The remaining nations, free and struggling to remain so, must be protected from unwelcome interferences. Countries in such disparate location as Central America and South America, already protected by the Monroe Doctrine, will join with others in Africa, the Middle East, Asia and anywhere else in the world where terror could triumph—all of them must be united by a global umbilical cord whose home base will be the United States.”
The stunned audience found its collective voice and exploded with tumultuous applause. Stephanie watched Mandy scribbling notes in shorthand.
“Defending regimes whose only redeeming grace centers on the fact that they’re willing to take U.S. handouts,” Nick whispered, shaking his head in dismay. “Fascist and brutally repressive regimes—guilty of shielding terrorists from justice and stomping on human rights— I can’t believe it.” He folded his arms across his chest. “And above all, very receptive to the presence of U.S. industries and intelligence bases within its borders. I bet Landis get to pick who gets into this little club and who doesn’t.”
Stephanie fell into her old role of sparring partner so easily, almost without thinking. “He can’t be serious,” she whispered back and their mouths were close, nearly touching. He smelled of wine and bittersweet chocolate and his cologne made her dizzy.
“He wants the next presidential nomination. This is his way of building his nucleus of financial supporters, aiming at the heads of all the multi-national conglomerates. You can see the dollar signs in his eyes already. But he’s going one step too far. There’s no way the President is going to support this.”
The reporters with daily deadlines rushed past them, heading for the door and the hotel press room, well stocked with telephones, computers, and other electronic devices. The ‘umbilical cord’ speech was history now.
“No one wants war,” Landis resumed pontifically and tapped the podium lightly with the palm of his hand. He paused for a sip of water. “But we must proceed rationally in our relationships with other nations. And the natural evolution of our relations with these have-not nations must be defense and mutual support.
“The time for this next step is now.” He slapped the podium again. “Otherwise, vast sections of the world will have surrendered to forces detrimental to our welfare.”
He paused for enthusiastic applause, then continued. His eyes sought the crowd and for a moment, the hot spotlights blinded him and made him squint. “It is my intention to ask the President to devote his immediate attention to this problem. I am quite certain the response will be positive. I ask for your support. Your corporation and its many subsidiaries can be an active, positive lobby for change, a mutually beneficial force upon this government’s foreign and economic policy.” Landis pounded the podium with his fist. “Together, I have no doubt that our efforts will be successful. Thank you and good night.”
The applause drowned out his voice. The President of the Tolexx Corporation, Harper Franklin III, shouted a hurried “No questions please” to the assembled press corps and rushed from the podium with Landis, closely followed by her father.
Nick glanced at his watch. “Nine thirty-five. Give him a few minutes for his aides to double-check security arrangements and we should start looking for him outside in another ten minutes or so.”
“He’ll lose his job over this, you know it,” Stephanie said, following her father’s brisk escape from the ballroom with her eyes. His head bobbed in excitement as admirers approached.
“Maybe not.” Nick took a final bite of cake sitting on his dessert plate and wiped his mouth with a linen napkin. “Stranger things have happened. Either way, we’ve got ourselves a story. I’d like to suggest a cover story, but it’s damn near too late for that.” He began dictating crisp sentences to Mandy. “Think you can have that ready in ten minutes?” he asked her. “Fill it in with the quotes you’ve copied from Landis’ speech. I’d like to save an insert for the President’s reaction, if we can get anything out of him before ten o’clock tomorrow.”
“No problem,” Mandy said.
Stephanie watched Mandy’s racing pen add a few fragmented phrases in her notebook, a sharp pang of regret hitting her gut. Someone had taken her place.
Mandy finished and brushed past Stephanie, banging her shoulder, in her rush to get to the pressroom and file the story.
“She’s learning,” Nick said, beaming, brushing the crumbs off his tuxedo. “Isn’t she great, Radar?”
“Nick,” Stephanie began slowly, clutching her purse. “I want to talk to you.”
He jumped up, watching the crush of people enveloping the exit, hot on Landis’ heels.
“C’mon,” he grabbed her hand and headed for the door. “Let’s go!”
“No!” she yelled. “Wait!” She yanked her hand away.
A mass of black suits, dappled with a few swatches of hot pink and electric blue gowns breaking the monotony, scurried to the red double doors like mindless animals, each one huddled on the back of the other.
He fidgeted, eyeing the door nervously. “We won’t get a spot outside when Landis leaves.” He reached for her cold hand again. “If you’ve got something to say, tell me later.”
His profile was as simple and boyishly handsome as Robert Redford’s—the straight Roman nose, full mouth, the evenly-cut sideburn stopping just at his left earlobe, the shaggy wisps of blonde hair hanging over his ears whenever he avoided the barber. She had a nervous wild impulse to throw her arms around his neck and kiss him. Again.
Someone jostled her from behind. He jabbed her ribs and she was about to hit him back until she spun around and realized he was an older man, in his seventies, with white hair, at least fifty pounds overweight.
“Pardon me,” he said.
Stephanie remained locked in place.
“What’s wrong?” Nick dropped her hand.
She tightened the belt of her raincoat around her waist and slung her purse strap over her shoulder. Waiters busily stacked dishes while hotel set-up men broke down the circular tables and began rolling them across the floor.
Stephanie sidestepped a waiter. “I don’t think we should be working together,” she said a moment later. She felt hot, her blood pressure rose and hot salty tears stung her eyes. “That’s what I wanted to tell you earlier. I’m out of this now. Barrette was the last straw.”
He glanced at his watch again. “You don’t mean that.”
“I got involved in this accidentally. I’ve done my part. You’ve no right to ask me to do any more.”
“Damn it, you are serious.”
“Of course I am. Don’t tell me I can’t change my mind.”
“With all this at stake?” he grabbed her elbow, scowling, and waved his other arm impatiently.
“For who?” she expelled a shaky breath. “For you? Certainly not for me. Besides, you’ve got Mandy now. You don’t need me.”
“I’m just training her. She can’t fill your shoes, Radar.”
“What a compliment.” She rolled her eyes, her voice cracking. “Mandy Sheridan can’t fill my shoes.”
“Grow up, Stephanie.” The lights flashed overhead as the Musak droned. “You’ve given your word. Stick it out through tonight. Let’s corner Landis when he leaves. Ask him the tough questions. What this all means to him. What this does to the President.” His grip tightened. “You’re still a professional.” His blue eyes softened and he released her. “I’ve always respected you for that.”
He appealed to her sense of decency, what little of it remained. “All right,” she said, smoothing her raincoat. “Just through tonight. Only the Landis story. No more.”
An impish grin crossed his lips. “That’s better.” He pecked her on the cheek and pulled her towards the open door. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”
Chapter Six
Shock waves still pulsed through Stephanie five minutes after the last ambulance left, carrying her critically wounded father inside. The wailing siren pierced her eardrums and threatened to split her brain in half. She staggered to her feet, weak and dizzy from nausea and reached in her purse for a tissue, then wiped her mouth. Her throat felt raw and sour with bile, as dry heaves racked her chest.
Reporters and meeting attendees scattered into cabs and limousines, but Nick had already gone. She reached for her cell phone and left a message telling him to call her back immediately. Stephanie ran for over a block before bolting into an empty cab. After telling the driver about the emergency, he sped through the narrow side streets jammed with cars, only stopping once at a light, and screeched to a halt at the Warren University Hospital less than five minutes later.
She hurried through the sliding glass doors at the emergency entrance. The brightly-lit lobby was swarming with Secret Service agents and local police. She tensed at the sight of the official contingent from the White House. The President. Was he the one really responsible? Had he hired some anonymous assassin to pull the trigger just because Landis had disobeyed the President’s wishes and mouthed off once too often? Whatever the reason, she was sitting on a bombshell, a blockbuster of unprecedented proportions and she was afraid. Suddenly she needed Nick again. More than ever. Not only to lean on, but also to take advantage of his wise counsel. Should she tell the police? How could she? If the President were guilty, wouldn’t he try to kill her next?
Stephanie ran toward the set of swinging doors leading to the emergency suites. A cordon of two Secret Service agents and three policemen blocked her path.
“Jennings Bosworth. He’s my father,” she said, reaching for her press pass, then changed her mind when she realized the Thornton name wouldn’t help her here.
“No one is allowed inside until we sort out what really happened,” one burly behemoth barked at her.
“How is he? Will he survive?”
The guard’s eyes registered little emotion as he pushed her outstretched arms away.
“A press conference is scheduled downstairs. You’ll get all the information you need there.”
Stephanie backed up, waited until the cop had turned away, then made a beeline for the emergency room door, dodging several pairs of flailing arms before the other guards closed in on her. Inside the emergency room, she stopped cold, met by a slight, dark-haired man dressed in a business suit, whose face looked familiar. He grabbed both her arms and held them fast until three Secret Service agents and two Chicago police officers surrounded her and drew their guns.
“I’m Stephanie Thornton from GLOBAL magazine,” she babbled. “I mean, Stephanie Bosworth Thornton. Jennings Bosworth’s daughter.”
He shoved her into the mass of guards. “Sure you are. And you’d just like a big story, wouldn’t you?”
“What should we do with her, Mr. Granada?” one tall agent barked in her ear.
“Please, I’m telling you the truth.” She struggled, recognizing the man standing in front of her as George Granada, Press Secretary to the President. Another agent spoke into his earpiece, then reached for a pair of handcuffs.
“Look, young lady,” Granada said. “A press conference is taking place downstairs. I’ll give you ten seconds to leave or you can spend the rest of the night in jail. Make up your mind.”
Over Granada’s shoulder, Stephanie glimpsed fresh sheets covering a motionless body. Thin gray hair spilled out onto the pillow and bony fingers hung limply from the gurney, a splash of blood clearly visible on one knuckle. Stephanie froze, still in the vise-like grip of the two agents, her stomach clenching, and left the room without being asked again. It was obvious Henry Landis was dead.
Outside, she searched for her press pass again, grateful she had brought it along, and raced down three flights of steps on her way to the basement.
Stephanie glanced at her watch for the fifth time. Ten-thirty. She had been waiting fifteen minutes for an official announcement from either senior hospital personnel or Landis staff members. Her father’s life hung in the balance. She didn’t even know if he was alive or dead. She’d tried calling the jail several times to contact Nick, but the lines were still jammed.
The basement classroom where they had assembled was tiled in baby blue, lit by glaring florescent strips of light with all the characteristics of a college lecture hall—folding seats rising in tiers in a half-circle, the last row nearly touching the ceiling. The antiseptic odor permeated the room, floating upwards, dizzying and pungent, further sickening an already weak and upset stomach. Stephanie fidgeted in her seat and doodled nervously on her notebook, swirling a series of zeroes in ever widening concentric circles. Her stomach felt like it had been run through a meat grinder.
The swinging door parted to her right and an entourage of seven men entered. Four were physicians, dressed in white smocks, the others political acolytes of Landis. Granada brought up the rear. They filed before her, side by side, as digital cameras clicked and TV cameras whirred, each face devoid of expression. Stephanie put on her glasses, pulled out her tape recorder, and held her breath.
Granada approached the wooden lectern and stiffly began. He spoke without notes or microphone.
Stephanie studied him more closely than she had a minute before and noted his eyes were brown and shiny with tears. His black hair was cut short and he wore an expensive olive green gabardine suit, with a yellow paisley tie and brown wing tips muddied from the rain.
“Members of the press.” A pause. “It is not a pleasant occasion that has brought us together this evening.” Her stomach felt like the floor was dropping out from underneath her and she clung to the desk for support.
“Is he dead?” a voice shouted from over her shoulder and she jumped.
Impatience registered on Granada’s face. The other media in attendance registered their disapproval at such an irreverent outburst with catcalls and boos, yet its bluntness struck the mark like no other could. Granada continued in a soft monotone, hands at his side, his tall, thin body swaying back and forth. “Secretary of State Henry Landis died en route to the hospital at approximately nine fifty-four p.m. The cause of death was massive hemorrhaging due to multiple gunshot wounds fired to the abdomen and left side of the brain. Deputy Secretary Jennings Bosworth has been critically wounded and is currently in a coma. We’ll have more information on his condition tomorrow.”
Stephanie put her head down on the desk and sobbed. Hearing the words had finally made it real for her. Someone handed her a tissue and a cup and she sat up, dabbing her eyes, and downed her parched throat with ice water. Shame and guilt flooded her brain. If only she had prodded Barrette more, the way Nick had asked her to, if only she had caught up with him at the river and turned him over to the police. If only.
The barrage of questions erupted next, like a hail of bullets whizzing from a dozen different directions. Fifteen reporters holding notebooks, iPads and iPhones, Androids and Blackberries, jumped to their feet and began shouting, gesturing with pencils and upraised arms.
“Has the President been informed?”
“Give us your name and title.”
“What about the suspect?”
“How many shots were fired?”
“Were all the bullets accounted for?”
“What about the condition of the deputy secretary?”
Granada turned towards the doctors for confirmation, then spoke, after running his hands through his rain slicked hair. “A security guard employed by the hotel, Peter Orlan, also died from his wounds. His death was instantaneous.”
Stephanie’s purse dropped to the floor and fell on her foot. She let it lie there, oblivious to the pain. The peppering of questions continued. She gripped the pencil so tightly it broke in half in her hand and left tiny splinters behind.
“What is the President’s reaction?”
Stephanie held her breath as cameras flashed and the men standing around the podium flinched. “President Pearson has not issued a comment at this time.” Granada shielded his eyes with his right hand. “However, he has been informed and is aware of the circumstances surrounding the Secretary’s…death.” He dropped his arm and began pacing along the raised platform separating him from the reporters. Behind him, the doctors mumbled to one other, creating a buzzing undertone.
“Can you speculate on the motive?” a blonde woman in red shouted. “What government is behind this, if any?”
Granada returned to the center of the room. “We have no information on that.”
After plucking the splinters from her hand, Stephanie picked up her purse and fumbled for a pen. Water sloshed inside her shoes and her knees throbbed with pain. Her stockings were in shreds.
“Does the President feel a threat to himself or to others in the Executive Branch?” Stephanie yelled, without standing up.
“Again, he does not have enough information to make a judgment at this time.”
“What information do you have on the suspect?” she prodded, her mouth dry.
He scratched his scalp. “Very little at this time.” His hands tightened around the lectern. “A drifter by the name of Evan Marshack, spelled M-A-R-S-H-A-C-K, first name, E-V-A-N, has been apprehended, and is now in police custody.”
Stephanie scribbled the name on her pad.
“How old is he? Does he have a previous record?” Another voice shouted over her. Sitting in the second row, the man was bald, overweight, and feverishly typing on a laptop computer.
“We have no knowledge of his record at this time. He is a very young man.”
“Give us your name for attribution,” a stranger to the press corps inquired as a cell phone rang in the front row.
“George Granada, Press Secretary to the President.” He spelled his name.
“What about this man’s background?” the bald man asked. “Do we have any political bias on record, anything that would lead you to believe Landis’ beliefs influenced the suspect’s behavior?”
Granada eyed his wet shoes and the puddle forming beneath them. “It appears he has a mixture of allegiances in his background.”
“Could you be more specific?”
“I could not.” Granada’s brown eyes flickered, panicking under siege. “Please allow us to continue as planned,” he appealed, his voice rising. Silence cut off the uproar. “The details of the Secretary’s death will be provided in more detail by Dr. Alva Holtenberg, Chief of Neurosurgery at Joshua Warren University Hospital.” Granada stepped back, searched his pockets for a handkerchief and blew his nose.
“Spell it, please!” a chorus of voices shouted.
The task completed, Holtenberg, a short, squat man with glasses, a receding hairline, and a moustache, approached the rostrum. Behind him, another doctor wearing blue operating scrubs underneath his lab coat, pulled down a diagram of the human body from the wall. He was blond with a muscular body, about thirty-five.
Holtenberg’s fat fingers reached for a pointer from the wooden table behind him and approached the diagram.
“Multiple wounds were apparent in the Secretary’s body at the following points: abdomen, left side, wound of entrance, left temple, wound of entrance, and right hip, extensive damage, apparent wound of entrance.” He tapped each of the three locations several times, then returned to the podium.
Stephanie shuddered, but wrote the information down as fast as she could.
“Which one killed him?’
“It’s a simple matter of a bullet right through the head.” The doctor pointed to his left temple.
“All entry wounds drove fibers and skin inward and were relatively round and free of jagged edges. Exit wounds lined up exactly with the trajectory through the body. No bullets were recovered.” Holtenberg clutched the pointer to his chest.
“Isn’t that unusual?” the blonde woman in red asked. “Will that present a problem for prosecution of the suspect in custody?”
Holtenberg shot an exasperated glance towards Granada, who rushed to the microphone.
“The doctor can’t comment on the percentages of whole bullets being uncovered in these types of circumstances, nor can he comment on the strength of the government’s case.”
The persistent woman stood up, notebook in hand. “Were any fragments recovered?”
“Yes,” Holtenberg admitted, adjusting his glasses, then leaned on the pointer, “but not sufficiently large enough to lend themselves to any type of scientific investigation.”
“Not even by neutron bombardment or any other type of advanced technology?” The blonde continued taking copious notes.
“No,” Holtenberg answered.
His forehead was slick from the hot fluorescent lights and television cameras and he put down the pointer to mop his brow with a tissue from the box sitting on the table.
“Where were the fragments found?”
He straightened his bow tie and picked up the pointer again. “In the brain, the right cerebellum.”
“Were they exploding bullets?”
“The damage, though extensive, does not indicate that.”
“Had the Secretary received any specific threats of late that could have served as a warning?” A bearded man aimed a micro cassette recorder in the speaker’s direction.
Stephanie held her breath. She certainly knew of one.
Now it was Granada’s turn. “None from the suspect in question.”
“Who were they from, then?”
Granada shrugged and exhaled. He looked tired, his face drawn, tight with tension. “I don’t recall the specific names or groups.”
“He has received threats from radical political groups?”
“Yes,” Granada reluctantly acknowledged and reached for a pitcher of water on the table standing next to a stack of paper cups. “Certain left-wing groups have been displeased with the Secretary’s views.”
“What about Bosworth, where was he hit?”
Holtenberg stepped in to field that one. “The bullet perforated the chest cavity, nearly severed the aorta, and emerged beneath the right shoulder blade.”
Stephanie’s heart sank; tears rolled down her face.
Holtenberg tapped the floor with the pointer. “We have no bullets in our possession at this time. Therefore, I wouldn’t speculate as to the type utilized, if that’s your next question.”
The strong antiseptic odor made Stephanie cough.
“Three wounds were found on Landis, two on Orlan, one on Bosworth.”
“How many shots were fired?”
Someone passed her another cupful of water, which she gratefully downed in three gulps.
Granada answered. “Eyewitnesses started three shots were fired, two at Landis and one at Bosworth, all from the left front or frontal area.”
“Don’t you have more wounds than bullets?” Stephanie shouted, but Granada ignored her.
“To sum up, Secretary of State Henry Landis was fatally wounded by assassin’s bullets as he emerged from a dinner speech at the Blake-Warren Hotel in downtown Chicago. He had just appeared before approximately four hundred and twelve people at the annual meeting of the Tolexx Corporation, delivering a major foreign policy address.”
“What was the President’s reaction to the ‘umbilical cord’ speech?” the blond woman in red asked. “Would he have supported the Secretary?”
“No, the President would not have supported the Secretary under any circumstances,” Granada admitted with a nervous quake in his voice. “Every indication demonstrates the President is opposed to the Secretary’s proposal. He received a phone call shortly before his departure from the hotel stating as much.”
“The President phoned Landis?” Stephanie asked.
“Yes.” Other aides nodded in unison.
“Why did the Secretary pursue such a course?”
Granada’s eyes darted left and right, his long fingers splayed out and visibly shaking. “He…he had been led to believe that certain conditions prevailing in these countries also indicated a change in leadership was imminent which should prompt a reaction by the U.S. at this time. The Secretary was led to believe the President…” Granada paused again. “Would support such a favorable course.”
“The President misled him?” Stephanie fired back.
“I can’t comment for the President at this time.” He took a sip of water.
“Doesn’t this embarrass the President and severely damage his own foreign policy initiatives?” she asked.
“No comment,” Granada barked.
“Wouldn’t the President have fired him or disciplined him in some manner?” she continued.
“Let me state for the record,” he whined, begging for silence with upraised arms. “Secretary of State Henry Landis died at nine fifty-four p.m. en route to the Joshua Warren University Hospital. All emergency resuscitative measures performed by the three paramedics and four surgeons in attendance were ineffective. I can supply all names later when we conclude in a moment. In the meantime, Arnold Lichtenstein, will temporarily assume all State Department affairs.”
“George, you said two bullets, but we’ve got three wounds on Landis alone. What’s the explanation?” A long-haired man in a ponytail shouted.
Granada turned to Holtenberg. “That hasn’t been determined. Possibly the result of a ricochet.”
“Wouldn’t that create a wound of exit, rather than entry?” the man in the ponytail asked.
“Is an autopsy planned?”
“When is the next press briefing?”
“How does the government plan to proceed?”
Like volleyballs bouncing off one another, the voices persisted.
“An autopsy is planned for later tonight.” He wiped his forehead again. “No more reports will be issued until tomorrow morning. Other than titles and names for attribution, this press conference is over.” The men filed off the stage and reporters swarmed around them like bees.
Stephanie tried to follow Granada, but an onslaught of sweat-stained bodies mashed her up against the wall. Security personnel blocked all entrances to the emergency room.
Had Nick already heard about Peter’s death? If not, she hated to be the one to tell him. With her father in a coma, Landis dead, and her life in danger because of what she knew, she didn’t know what to do next, or who she could trust. She’d have to join the press conclave and meet Nick at the Cook County Building, sickening her further, adding to her own sense of isolation and helplessness.
Chapter Seven
Chicago was completely inundated with the Landis story by eleven-forty five p.m. But Stephanie experienced no traffic tie-ups on her way over to the Cook County Building on Clark St., only the usual amount of blinding headlights hanging on bumpers in the drizzling dark.
After climbing the steps in rapid succession, she passed underneath the famous façade of the great Corinthian columns, then hurried through the security checkpoint posted at the main entrance, and trudged down two flights of stairs, following the crude handmade signs labeled “Press Only” in red. Stephanie had to pass another security test when she reached the bottom, jostled by a zealous county sheriff who didn’t immediately accept her press card as genuine. After she convinced him of her identity, she rushed past a gauntlet of stone-faced county sheriffs and shotgun-toting Illinois State troopers.
Stephanie and the rest of the press in attendance were herded into a musty rectangular room filled with rows of well-worn oak benches and slat-back chairs, one of the only places in the building where smoking was permitted. She dubbed the style early WPA—murals in drab shades of brown and green covering the walls, furry cobwebs dangling from the corners of the ceiling, a thick cloud of cigarette smoke hanging in the air. She marched past a wooden podium and two more slat-back chairs positioned behind it, chunks of loose plaster crunching underneath her shoes.
Stephanie removed her glasses, wiped away the moisture from the rain, and stuffed them in her pocket. She dug deeper, then checked her other pocket, wondering what had happened to her camera. She checked her purse again and searched her pockets, even turning the lining inside out. While Earl Taber had been designated the official GLOBAL photographer, she thought her pictures could have been even more spectacular. She was standing closer and had a better angle. If Nick ever found out she had lost invaluable historical footage, especially in light of the brewing controversy, she’d have another black mark chalked up against her. She decided not to tell him.
Nick sat at the bank of phones and computers set up at the back of the room, shaking his head and gesturing excitedly, his trench coat thrown over a chair behind him. His tuxedo looked rumpled, the bow tie no longer neatly tied, and the butterscotch hair was flattened and darkened by the rain. He still looked like a hunk she wanted to devour with a tablespoon, one mouthful at a time.
As she walked over to him, pain shot through her spine from the spot where she had fallen. She kept her torn raincoat buttoned and the belt tied, to hide her ruined suit and stockings.
Nick grabbed her arm and hugged her. “Stephanie, I’m so sorry. I heard about your father. I know things weren’t great between you two, but…”
Stephanie shouted to make herself heard above the din of ringing phones and tramping feet as the room began filling up with reporters, many still in evening clothes, and rifle-toting deputy sheriffs sporting full dress uniforms.
‘Let’s get some coffee.” Stephanie took his arm and they threaded their way to the door.
Outside, the pandemonium was just as wild, with panicked reporters and stunned members of Landis’ entourage mobbing the narrow corridor. Nick shouldered his way out, pulling Stephanie along behind him. It was almost midnight. They traipsed down two long hallways, saying little, before they finally managed to elude prying eyes at a secluded coffee machine tucked into a corner. Nick dragged two folding chairs in front of it.
Two dollars later, Stephanie sipped the hot liquid slowly, uncertain how to begin, still fearful someone would hear her.
“Are they bringing Marshack in at quarter after twelve?” Nick asked.
Stephanie nodded, nervously gripping the warm plastic cup. “I’m sure you haven’t heard.”
His head shot up. “Heard what?”
“I tried flagging you down outside the hotel,” she whispered. “You didn’t hear me. I also tried calling you.”
“What?”
“Peter was hit.”
He put the coffee down on the floor and grabbed her elbow. Her foot brushed against the cup and spilled on her coat and splashed her ankles.
“How bad?”
“He’s dead. Killed instantly.”
He stood and began pacing back and forth.
“You can go to the hospital. I’ll stay here,” she said.
“No. I’ll stay here. Now you can’t leave me,” he said, his voice husky with emotion. “You’ve got to help me go after this guy. Or maybe I’ll just blow his brains out at the press conference and save everybody the trouble!”
Stephanie put the cup down and rose from her chair. “Stop it!” She put her hands on his shoulders and physically restrained him. His arms encircled her waist. He was breathing fast and sobbing.
“I’m gonna kill that son of a bitch!”
“Stop it.”
“You’ll help me get this guy, won’t you?” He held her at arm’s length. “He’s hurt you as much as he’s hurt me.”
“Of course I will. You have my word. Besides, I have my own soul to save now. If only I’d done more. I…” She stifled a sob.
He wiped his eyes. “You did everything you could.”
Stephanie pulled away and bought two more coffees from the machine. “I don’t know about that.” She handed him the cup.
“Give me what you’ve got.” He waved his arms impatiently while she put her own cup down and thumbed through her notebook.
“What’s the matter?”
He shook his head. “The big bosses are going crazy. They think we’re going to miss the next issue. Lucky, it’s a holiday weekend. They want more.”
“But this is all they’ve released,” she said, handing him her notes.
He eyed the copy. “Good, that’s good.”
“Good enough?”
He slapped the notebook on his thigh. “Nothing’s ever good enough. Too bad we can’t give them the details they want to hear. Maybe we could sneak in a few.”
“Nick, we may not have to.” She was afraid to broach the subject, afraid to verbalize her deepest fear. "That’s not all. Before he lost consciousness, my father told me something.” She kept her voice low, barely above a whisper. “I asked him who was responsible.” She leaned closer. “And he said ‘Pearson. Pearson found out. Get him!.’”
“What?” He dropped the notebook and grabbed her arms with such force her teeth rattled. “The President?”
She nodded.
“What a story!” He let her go and paced like a madman.
“Nick, no! We have no proof!”
“Then go get some, Radar. See if you can talk to the people around the President at Landis’ funeral. Or some of your father’s aides. You were planning on attending, weren’t you?” He returned to her side, his blue eyes desperate. “They’d have to see you, if only out of common courtesy.”
“I’m afraid.” She began shaking. “If I’m right, who knows what they’ll do to me? I’ll never be heard from again.”
“If you won’t do it, then I will. Promise me, please. It’s for your sake as well as mine.”
“I’ve made enough promises for one night. You’re doing it again,” she warned.
“Doing what? Taking chances?”
“It’ll be the death of you.” She bent down and retrieved her coffee.
“We’ll worry about my coronary another time,” he said, his voice icy.
She shook her head and sipped the coffee, already lukewarm and bitter.
He handed her the notebook. “We won’t add any references to the President’s alleged involvement or the CIA’s, Russia, Cuba, you name it…even though it might be there. But I will add some speculation about a possible conspiracy from unnamed sources close to the investigation. After all, your father is about as close as it gets. His word has to count for something.”
Stephanie put her cup down again. “Right now, we only know Landis is dead. We don’t know why.” She stored the notebook in her purse and eyed the spreading puddle on the floor with disdain.
“All right.” He gulped his coffee. “We don’t know from shit.”
The fluorescent lights flickered, dead flies and spider webs glowing dark beneath the frosted glass.
“We’ve given them all we could,” he said. “What the hell does it matter now anyway? Nothing can bring my brother back. And your father might not pull through either.” His head was bowed, his elbows on his knees.
“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice breaking, and touched his shoulder.
He shook it off, then continued slurping the rest of his coffee, finally draining his cup. “I’m sorry for you too.” He crushed and tossed it, basketball style, into the metal wastebasket beside the coffee machine. He steered her back to the press area, sprinting ahead while she rushed behind him double-time, trying to catch up.
He was doing what he usually did, masking his fears with gruff indifference, prohibiting anyone from getting too close. The barrier he put up was too high, too impenetrable. She’d tried before, but her kindness had only been met with scorn and she did not want to be rebuffed again. She left him to wallow in his grief alone.
The melee had only intensified since their absence. Nick cleared a path, but the narrow opening closed immediately, hemming her in on all sides with arms jabbing at her face and poking her ribs. Eager reporters surged forward in one giant mass while armed police and security guards attempted to restrain the growing mob.
Her arms were pinned to her sides, heightening the claustrophobic effect. Suddenly, a heavy-set man shoved Stephanie into the back of a tall blonde woman and she couldn’t breathe. Voices yelled and grunted, the cries muffled and unintelligible.
“No more! Cut them off there!” a voice thundered and the bedlam instantly subsided.
A line of sheriff’s deputies formed, barging into the crowd’s outermost ring, driving charging bodies backward into the hallway with riot sticks raised and arms outstretched. The pressure eased and she thrust herself forward into the press conference room, where early arrivals had already snatched the best places for themselves.
Nick feverishly scanned press releases and late editions for further information. He’d found a seat in the seventh row and piled his coat along with Taber’s camera on another chair beside him. Stephanie sidestepped other occupants of the row until she arrived at an empty seat. Nick looked up and impatiently asked her where she’d been. She sat down without answering, searched for her glasses inside her purse and quickly donned them.
Evan Marshack emerged, shackled and subdued, U.S. marshals shielding him from the front and rear. He ignored the cries of the riotous crowd clamoring for his attention, then mounted the two steps to the raised platform, like a celebrity facing the public, with dozens of TV cameras rolling. Nearly six feet tall, his oily, coal black hair fell in stringy sections across his forehead. Dressed in charcoal work pants and a wrinkled yellow sports shirt stained with sweat, his punkish face appeared gaunt and pale. Bushy dark brows framed his eyes, gleaming black as buckshot in the garish light as he mugged for the cameras.
Two presiding officers strolled past her chair. They introduced themselves as Detective Tim Lavelli, a gray-eyed earnest young man, wearing a dark pin striped business suit, and Avery Quinn, the Chief of Police, a heavyset behemoth, who could have devoured half of the media present for a light midnight snack.
Quinn began, hands on hips, busily directing traffic, while Lavelli fidgeted uncomfortably behind him. “We’re gonna give you fifteen minutes with this man. Ask your questions, one at a time and mind your manners. Any breach of these rules, ladies and gentlemen, and we call the conference.” His right hand fingered the nasty-looking pistol resting on his hip.
Quinn could have saved his breath. The second he finished, World War III erupted, with reporters firing salvos and volleys from every direction. Quinn flailed his arms. “Maintain order or we’re folding this thing up!” His intense glare matched the glint of his badge reflecting against the dark navy blue of his uniform. He glowered and scanned the crowd with a practiced eye, searching for telltale signs of impending violence.
Stephanie glanced at Nick. His eyes were burning with hatred and she took a deep breath to steady her nerves.
“I wanna say this again!” Quinn bellowed in his gravelly voice. “You people get this straight, once and for all! One at a time, or we fold!”
Marshack hung his head, his body motionless. Beads of sweat dotted his forehead.
The first audible question came from a tall, florid-faced man on her left, with heavily sprayed and teased hair. He poked her arm with his pencil when he stood up and she recognized him as the pompous anchorman from the six o’clock news.
“Did you shoot the Secretary of State?”
Marshack faced his audience squarely. “I did not.”
“How old are you?” the news anchor prodded.
“Twenty-two.”
“What are your politics?”
He took a step forward and police yanked him back roughly, the heavy shackles jangling around his wrists and ankles. “I don’t understand your question.”
“Did you back the Secretary’s controversial policies?” Nick shouted.
“I’m not familiar with the man’s views.”
Nick sprang to his feet. “Were there any others involved in the shooting?”
Marshack hesitated, mumbled under his breath, then said nothing.
The reporter repeated the question. Marshack resumed his staring match with the floor.
“Did anyone give you instructions?” Nick shouted.
“Who paid you?” another yelled.
“Let’s keep it moving. Quinn broke in, motioning with his hands. His tiny blue eyes were red and blood shot, wrinkles hanging in pouches beneath them. “Keep it moving, keep it moving.”
“Did you have any help?”
“Mr. Marshack does not care to answer that!” Quinn shouted, his voice hoarse from the thick veil of smoke in the room.
“Hey Quinn, you his lawyer?” another voice from the back wisecracked.
“We have no solid evidence on a second assassin,” Quinn said, squinting.
“What do you have that’s not solid?” Stephanie asked, swallowing a lungful of smoke coming from the anchorman seated next to her.
Quinn glowered, instantly suspicious, glanced over at Marshack, then stiffened his shoulders. “We have nothing for publication on a second assassin.”
Quinn’s glassy blue eyes were tucked into a paunchy fifty-five year-old face, lined with age and crinkled from the sun. His gaze darted anxiously from face to face. The haze of smoke obstructed his view, but he knew what kind of information they were angling for anyway.
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