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Review:

From #1 bestseller David Baldacci comes a new thriller
reminiscent of his phenomenal bestselling debut, Absolute
Power. It was only a split second—but that’s all it took for Secret
Service agent Sean King’s attention to wander and his
“protectee,” third-party presidential candidate Clyde Ritter, to
die. King retired from the Service in disgrace, and now, eight
years later, balances careers as a lawyer and a part-time
deputy sheriff in a small Virginia town. Then he hears the news:
Once again, a third-party candidate has been taken out of the
presidential race—abducted right under the nose of Secret
Service agent Michelle Maxwell. King and Maxwell form an
uneasy alliance, and their search for answers becomes a bid
for redemption as they delve into the government’s Witness
Protection Program and the mysterious past of Clyde Ritter’s
dead assassin. But the truth is never quite what it seems, and
these two agents have learned that even one moment looking in
the wrong direction can be deadly. Full of shocking twists and



turns, and introducing a villain to rival Jackson in Baldacci’s The
Winner, SPLIT SECOND is pure, mind-numbing adrenaline to
the last page.

Prologue

SEPTEMBER 1996

It only took a split second, although to Secret Service agent
Sean King it seemed like the longest split second ever.

They were on the campaign trail at a nondescript hotel
meet-and-greet in a place so far out you almost had to use a
satellite phone to reach the boonies. Standing behind his
protectee, King scanned the crowd while his ear mike buzzed
sporadically with unremarkable information. It was muggy in the
large room filled with excited people waving “Elect Clyde Ritter”
pennants. There were more than a few infants being thrust
toward the smiling candidate. King hated this because the
babies could so easily shield a gun until it was too late. Yet the
little ones just kept coming and Clyde kissed them all, and
ulcers seemed to form in King’s belly as he observed this
potentially dangerous spectacle.

The crowd drew closer, right up to the velvet rope stanchions
that had been placed as a line in the sand. In response, King
moved closer to Ritter. The palm of his outstretched hand
rested lightly on the candidate’s sweaty, coatless back, so that



he could pull him down in an instant if something happened. He
couldn’t very well stand in front of the man, for the candidate
belonged to the people. Ritter’s routine never varied: shake
hands, wave, smile, nail a sound bite in time for the six o’clock
news, then pucker upand kiss a fat baby. And all the time King
silently watched the crowd, keeping his hand on Ritter’s soaked
shirt and looking for threats.

Someone called out from the rear of the space. Ritter
answered the jibe back with his own bit of humor, and the crowd
laughed good-naturedly, or at least most did. There were
people here who hated Ritter and all he stood for. Faces didn’t
lie, not for those trained to read them, and King could read a
face as well as he could shoot a gun. That’s what he spent all
his working life doing: reading the hearts and souls of men and
women through their eyes, their physical tics.

He keyed on two men in particular, ten feet away, on the
right. They looked like potential trouble, although each wore a
short-sleeved shirt and tight pants with no place to conceal a
weapon, which dropped them several pegs on the danger
meter. Assassins tended to favor bulky clothing and small
handguns. Still, he mumbled a few words into his mic, telling
others of his concern. Then his gaze flitted to the clock on the
back of the wall. It was 10:32 in the morning. A few more
minutes and they’d be on to the next town, where the
handshakes, sound bites, baby kisses and face reading would
continue.



King’s gaze had turned in the direction of the new sound,
and then the new sight, something totally unexpected. Standing
facing the crowd and behind the hard-politicking Ritter, he was
the only one in the room who could see it. His attention stayed
there for one beat, two beats, three beats, far too long. Yet who
could blame him for not being able to pull his gaze away from
that ? Everyone, as it turned out, including himself.

King heard the bang, like the sound of a dropped book. He
could feel the moisture on his hand where it had touched
Ritter’s back. And now the moisture wasn’t just sweat. His hand
stung where the slug had come out the body and taken a chunk
off his middlefinger before hitting the wall behind him. As Ritter
dropped, King felt like a comet flying hell-bent and still taking a
billion light-years to get where it’s actually going.

Shrieks from the crowd poured out and then seemed to
dissolve into one long, soulless moan. Faces stretched into
images one only saw in carnival fun houses. Then the blur hit
him like the force of an exploding grenade as feet moved and
bodies gyrated and the screams came at him from all
directions. People pushed, pulled and ducked to get out of the
way. He remembered thinking: there’s no greater chaos than
when swift, violent death knocks on the door of an unsuspecting
crowd.

And now presidential candidate Clyde Ritter was lying by



his feet on the hardwood floor shot right through the heart.
King’s gaze left the newly deceased and turned toward the
shooter, a tall, handsome man in a tweed jacket and wearing
glasses. The killer’s Smith & Wesson.44 was still pointing at
the spot where Ritter had been standing, as though waiting for
the target to get back up so he could be shot all over again. The
mass of panicked people held back the guards who were
fighting to get through, so that King and the killer were the only
ones at the party.

King pointed his pistol at the chest of the assassin. He gave
no warning, called out not one constitutional right accorded the
assassin under American jurisprudence. His duty now clear, he
fired once, and then again, though the first time was enough. It
dropped the man right where he stood. The assassin never
said a word, as though he’d expected to die for what he’d done,
and accepted the terms stoically like a good martyr should. And
all martyrs left behind people like King, the ones who were
blamed for letting it happen in the first place. Three men had
actually died that day, and King had been one of them.

Sean Ignatius King, born August 1, 1960, died September
26, 1996, in a place he’d never even heard of until the final day
of hislife. And yet he had it far worse than the others who had
fallen. They went tidily into their coffins and were forever
mourned by those who loved them—or at least loved what they
stood for. The soon-to-be-ex–Secret Service agent King had no
such luck. After his death his unlikely burden was to keep right



on living.
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EIGHT YEARS LATER

The motorcade streamed into the tree-shaded parking lot,
where it disgorged numerous people who looked hot, tired and
genuinely unhappy. The miniature army marched toward the
ugly white brick building. The structure had been many things in
its time and currently housed a decrepit funeral home that was
thriving solely because there was no other such facility within
thirty miles and the dead, of course, had to go somewhere.
Appropriately somber gentlemen in black suits stood next to
hearses of the same color. A few bereaved trickled out the door,
sobbing quietly into handkerchiefs. An old man in a tattered suit
that was too large for him and wearing a battered, oily Stetson
sat on a bench outside the front entrance, whittling. It was just
that sort of a place, rural to the hilt, stock car racing and
bluegrass ballads forever.

The old fellow looked up curiously as the procession passed
by with a tall, distinguished-looking man ceremoniously in the
middle. The elderly gent just shook his head and grinned at this
spectacle, showing the few tobacco-stained teeth he had left.
Then he took a nip of refreshment from a flask pulled from his
pocket and returned to his artful wood carving.



The woman, in her early thirties and dressed in a black
pantsuit, was in step behind the tall man. In the past her heavy
pistol in thebelt holster had scraped uncomfortably against her
side, causing a scab. As a solution she’d sewn an extra layer of
cloth into her blouses at that spot and learned to live with any
lingering irritation. She’d overheard some of her men joke that
all female agents should wear double shoulder holsters
because it gave them a buxom look without expensive breast
enhancement. Yes, testosterone was alive and well in her world.

Secret Service agent Michelle Maxwell was on the extreme
fast track. She was not yet at the White House detail, guarding
the president of the United States, but she was close. Barely
nine years in the Service, and she was already a protection
detail leader. Most agents spent a decade in the field doing
investigative work before even graduating to protection detail
as shift agents, yet Michelle Maxwell was used to getting to
places before other folks.

This was her big preview before almost certain
reassignment to the White House, and she was worried. This
was an unscheduled stop, and that meant no advance team and
limited backup. Yet because it was a last-minute change in plan,
the plus side was no one could know they were going to be
there.

They reached the entrance, and Michelle put a firm hand on
the tall man’s arm and told him to wait while they scoped things



out.

The place was quiet, smelled of death and despair in quiet
pockets of misery centered on coffins in each of the viewing
rooms. She posted agents at various key points along the
man’s path: “giving feet” as it was called in Service parlance.
Properly done, the simple act of having a professional with a
gun and communication capability standing in a doorway could
work wonders.

She spoke into her walkie-talkie, and the tall man, John
Bruno, was brought in. She led him down the hallway as gazes
from the viewing rooms wandered to them. A politician and his
entourage on the campaign trail were like a herd of elephants:
they could travel nowhere lightly. They stomped the earth until it
hurt with the weight of the guards, chiefs of staff,
spokespersons, speechwriters,publicity folks, gofers and
others. It was a spectacle that if it didn’t make you laugh would
at least cause you considerable worry about the future of the
country.

John Bruno was running for the office of president of the
United States, and he had absolutely no chance of winning.
Looking far younger than his fifty-six years, he was an
independent candidate who’d used the support of a small but
strident percentage of the electorate fed up with just about
everything mainstream to qualify for each state’s national ballot.
Thus, he’d been given Secret Service protection, though not at



the staffing level of a bona fide contender. It was Michelle
Maxwell’s job to keep him alive until the election. She was
counting the days.

Bruno was a former iron-balls prosecutor, and he’d made a
great number of enemies, only some of whom were currently
behind bars. His political planks were fairly simple. He’d tell you
he wanted government off the backs of the people and free
enterprise to rule. As for the poor and weak, those not up to the
task of unfettered competition, well, in all other species the
weak died and the strong prevailed, and why should it be any
different for us? Largely because of that position, the man had
no chance of winning. Although America loved its tough guys,
they weren’t ready to vote for leaders who exhibited no
compassion for the downtrodden and miserable, for on any
given day they might constitute a majority.

The trouble started when Bruno entered the room trailed by
his chief of staff, two aides, Michelle and three of her men. The
widow sitting in front of her husband’s coffin looked up sharply.
Michelle couldn’t see her expression through the veil the woman
was wearing but assumed her look was one of surprise at
seeing this herd of interlopers invading hallowed ground. The
old woman got up and retreated to a corner, visibly shaking.

The candidate whirled on Michelle. “He was a dear friend of
mine,” Bruno snapped, “and I am not going to parade in with an
army. Get out,” he added tersely.



“I’ll stay,” she fired back. “Just me.”

He shook his head. They’d had many such standoffs. He
knew that his candidacy was a hopeless long shot, and that just
made him try even harder. The pace had been brutal, the
protection logistics a nightmare.

“No, this is private!” he growled. Bruno looked over at the
quivering woman in the corner. “My God, you’re scaring her to
death. This is repugnant.”

Michelle went back one more time to the well. He refused
yet again, leading them all out of the room, berating them as he
did. What the hell could happen to him in a funeral home? Was
the eighty-year-old widow going to jump him? Was the dead
man going to come back to life? Michelle sensed that her
protectee was really upset because she was costing him
valuable campaign time. Yet it wasn’t her idea to come here.
However, Bruno was in no mood to hear that.

No chance to win, and the man acted like he was king of the
hill. Of course, on election day the voters, including Michelle,
would kick his butt right out the door.

As a compromise Michelle asked for two minutes to sweep
the room. This was granted, and her men moved quickly to do
so while she silently fumed, telling herself that she had to save
her ammo for the really important battles.



Her men came out 120 seconds later and reported
everything okay. Only one door in and out. No windows. Old lady
and dead guy the only occupants. It was cool. Not perfect, but
okay. Michelle nodded at her candidate. Bruno could have his
private face time, and then they could get out of here.

Inside the viewing room, Bruno closed the door behind him
and walked over to the open coffin. There was another coffin
against the far wall; it was also open, but empty. The
deceased’s coffin was resting on a raised platform with a white
skirting that was surrounded waist-high with an assortment of
beautiful flowers. Bruno paid hisrespects to the body lying there,
murmuring, “So long, Bill,” as he turned to the widow, who’d
returned to her chair. He knelt in front of her, gently held one of
her hands.

“I’m so sorry, Mildred, so very sorry. He was a good man.”

The bereaved looked up at him from behind the veil, smiled
and then looked down again. Bruno’s expression changed and
he looked around, though the only other occupant of the room
was in no condition to eavesdrop. “Now, you mentioned
something else you wanted to talk about. In private.”

“Yes,” the widow said in a very low voice.

“I’m afraid I don’t have much time, Mildred. What is it?”



In answer she placed a hand on his cheek, and then her
fingers touched his neck. Bruno grimaced as he felt the sharp
prick against his skin, and then he slipped to the floor
unconscious.

2

Michelle paced in the hallway, checking her watch and
listening to the somber music wafting over the sound system. If
you weren’t sad, depressed or perhaps even suicidal before
coming in here, you would be after five minutes of listening to
this brain-numbing tripe, she concluded. She was livid that
Bruno had closed the door, but she had let it go. You weren’t
supposed to let a protectee out of your sight, but the realities of
life sometimes trumped the rule book. Still, she looked at one of
her men and asked for the fifth time, “You’re absolutely sure it’s
clean?” He nodded.

After waiting a bit more she went over to the door and
knocked. “Mr. Bruno? We need to get going, sir.” There was no
answer, and Michelle let out an inaudible sigh. She knew that
the other agents in her detail, all of them her senior in years with
the Service, were watching her intently to see how she’d handle
herself. Only seven percent of the approximately 2,400 field
agents were women, with very few in positions of authority. Yes,
it was not easy.

She knocked again. “Sir?” Another few moments passed,



and Michelle felt her stomach muscles start to tighten. She tried
the doorknob and looked up in disbelief. “It’s locked.”

Another agent stared at her, equally perplexed. “Well, he
must have locked it, then.”

“Mr. Bruno, are you all right?” She paused. “Sir, either
acknowledge me or we are coming in.”

“Just a minute!” That was Bruno’s voice; it was
unmistakable.

“Okay, sir, but we need to get going.”

Two more minutes went by, and she shook her head and
knocked on the door again. No response. “Sir, we’re already
late.” She glanced at Bruno’s chief of staff, Fred Dickers. “Fred,
you care to try?”

Dickers and she had long ago reached a mutual
understanding. Basically living together twenty hours a day, the
detail leader and chief of staff had to get along, at least mostly,
for things to work. They still didn’t see eye-to-eye on everything,
nor would they ever, but on this issue they were in agreement.

Dickers nodded and called out, “John, it’s Fred. We really
need to get going. We’re way off schedule.” He knocked on the
door. “John? Do you hear me?”



Again Michelle’s stomach muscles tightened. Something
wasn’t right here. She motioned Dickers away from the door
and knocked again. “Mr. Bruno, why did you lock the door, sir?”
No answer. A bead of sweat broke on Michelle’s forehead. She
hesitated for an instant, thinking rapidly, and then suddenly
yelled though the door, “Sir, your wife is on the phone. There’s
been a serious accident involving one of your kids.”

The response was chilling.

“Just a minute!”

She barked at the other agents with her, “Take it down. Take
it down!”

They put their shoulders to the door, once and then twice,
and then it gave way and they swarmed into the room.

A room that was empty except for a dead man.
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Afuneral procession had started off. There were only about
a dozen cars in the column as it headed out along the tree-lined
drive. Before the last car disappeared down the road, Michelle
and her team had burst out the front door of the funeral home
and spread out in all directions.

“Lock this whole area down,” she shouted at the agents



stationed by Bruno’s motorcade. They raced to carry out her
orders. She spoke into her walkie-talkie. “I need
reinforcements. From where I don’t care, just get them. Now!
And get the FBI on the horn.” Her gaze fixed on the rear end of
the last car in the funeral procession. Heads would roll over this.
Her head would roll. Right now, though, all she wanted was to
get John Bruno back, preferably living.

She saw reporters and photographers pouring out of the
media trucks. Despite the nice photo op it would have made
and Fred Dickers’s entreaties that he should allow it, Bruno had
shown some backbone and refused their request to come
inside the funeral home. They hadn’t taken the news well. Now
they were erupting with full journalistic force as they sensed a
story of far greater magnitude than a candidate’s visit to pay his
last respects to an old friend.

Before they could get to her, Michelle grabbed the arm of a
uniformed officer who had come running up, apparently
awaiting instructions.

“Are you security here?” she asked.

He nodded, his eyes wide, his face pale; he looked like he
might either faint or wet his trousers.

She pointed down the road. “Whose funeral procession is
that?”



“Harvey Killebrew’s; they’re taking him to Memorial
Gardens.”

“I want you to stop it.”

The man looked dumbly at her. “Stop it?”

“Somebody has been kidnapped. And that”—she pointed at
the procession—“would be a great way to get him out of the
area, don’t you think?”

“Okay,” he said slowly. “Yeah.”

“Then I want you to search every vehicle, in particular the
hearse. Got it?”

“The hearse? But, ma’am, Harvey’s in there.”

Michelle looked at his uniform. He was a rent-a-cop, but she
didn’t have the luxury of being picky. She eyed his name tag
and said in a very quiet tone, “Officer Simmons? Officer
Simmons, how long have you been... uh, in the security
business?”

“About a month, ma’am. But I’m weapon-certified. Been
hunting since I was eight years old. Shoot the wings off a
mosquito.”

“That’s great.” A month. He actually looked greener than



that. “Okay, Simmons, listen carefully. My thinking is that the
person is probably unconscious. And a hearse would be a great
way to transport an unconscious person, don’t you agree?” He
nodded, apparently finally getting her point. Her face turned to a
scowl and her voice to the crack of a pistol. “Now move your
ass and stop that procession and search those vehicles.”

Simmons went off at a dead run. Michelle ordered several of
her men to follow him to oversee and help with the operation
and instructed other agents to begin a thorough search of the
funeral home. It was just possible that Bruno was hidden
somewhere inside. She then pushed her way through the
reporters and photographers and set up her command center
inside the funeral home. From there she got back on the horn,
consulted local maps and coordinatedmore efforts, establishing
a one-mile perimeter with the funeral home as its center. Then
she made the call she didn’t want to make but had to. She
phoned her superiors and said the words that would forever
remain attached to her name and wrecked career at the Secret
Service.

“This is Agent Michelle Maxwell, detail leader for John
Bruno. I’m reporting that we—that I've lost the protectee.
Apparently John Bruno has been kidnapped. The search is
ongoing, and local law enforcement and the FBI have been
contacted.” She could feel the ax already descending upon her
neck.



She joined her team of men who were tearing the funeral
home apart from top to bottom looking for Bruno. Doing all of
this without disturbing the crime scene was problematic at best.
They couldn’t interfere with the investigation to follow, but they
had to search for the missing candidate.

Inside the viewing room where Bruno had disappeared,
Michelle looked at one of the agents who’d scoped the room
out before the candidate entered it. “How the hell could this
have happened?” she demanded.

He was a veteran with the Service, a good agent. He shook
his head in disbelief. “The place was clean, Mick. Clean.”

Michelle often went by “Mick” at work. It made her seem
more like one of the boys, which she’d grudgingly conceded
was not such a bad thing.

“Did you check out the widow, question her?”

He looked at her skeptically. “What, give an old woman the
third degree with her husband lying in a coffin five feet away?
We looked in her purse, but I didn’t think a body cavity search
was really appropriate.” He added, “We had two minutes to do
it. You tell me anyone who could have done a proper job in two
minutes.”

Michelle stiffened as the meaning of the man’s words



became clear. Everyone would be looking to cover his butt and
federal pension over this one. Stupid now when you looked at it:
giving themonly two minutes. She checked the doorknob. It had
been rigged to lock when closed.

A coffin five feetaway? She looked over at the copper-
colored box. The funeral director was called for. He was paler
now than even a mortician should be. Michelle asked him if the
body was indeed that of Bill Martin. Yes, the man said.

“And you’re sure the woman in here was Martin’s widow.”

“What woman would that be?” he asked.

“There was a woman dressed all in black, with a veil, sitting
in this room.”

“I don’t know if it was Mrs. Martin or not. I didn’t see her
come in.”

“I’ll need Mrs. Martin’s phone number. And nobody who
works here can leave—not until the FBI has arrived and
completed its investigation. Understood?”

If possible, the man grew even paler. “The FBI?”

Michelle dismissed him, and then her gaze fell on the coffin
and the floor in front of it. She bent down to pick up some rose
petals that had fallen there. As she did so, she was eye level



with the skirting that ran around the coffin. She reached over the
flowers and carefully drew aside the fabric, exposing wood
paneling. Michelle tapped on the wood. It was hollow. Using
gloves, she and another agent lifted out one of the wood
sections, revealing a space that could easily have concealed
someone. Michelle could only shake her head. She’d blown this
all around.

One of her men came up to her with a device in a plastic
bag. “Some sort of digital recorder,” he reported.

“That’s how they generated Bruno’s voice?” she said.

“Must have gotten a snippet of him from somewhere and
used it to keep us at bay while they made their getaway. They
must have thought the phrase ‘Just a minute’ would handle most
queries from us. You tripped them up with your remark about
Bruno’s kids. There must be a wireless bug around here
somewhere too.”

Michelle read his thoughts. “Because they’d have to be able
to hear us to make the recorded voice answer when I called out.
”

“Right.” He pointed at the far wall where a section of the
upholstered wall covering had been pulled back. “There’s a
door there. A passageway runs behind that wall.”



“So there’s their exit.” She handed him the plastic bag. “Put
it back exactly where you got it. I don’t need a lesson from the
FBI on maintaining the integrity of a crime scene.”

“There must have been a struggle. I’m surprised we didn’t
hear anything,” said the agent.

“How could we, with that death music bellowing
everywhere?” she snapped.

She and the agent went down the passageway. The empty
coffin on a rolling table had been left at a doorway here that
opened onto the back of the building. They returned to the
viewing room, and the funeral home director was called back in
and shown the hidden doorway.

He looked perplexed. “I didn’t even know that was there.”

“What?” Michelle said incredulously.

“We’ve only been operating this business for a couple of
years. That’s when the only funeral home in the area went out of
business. We couldn’t use that building because it had been
condemned. This place was a lot of things before it was a
funeral home. The current owners did minimal improvements. In
fact, these viewing rooms went fairly unchanged. I had no idea
there was a door or passageway there.”

“Well, somebody certainly did,” she said bluntly. “There’s a



door at the end of that hall that opens to the rear of the building.
Are you telling me you didn’t know about that either?”

He said, “That part of the facility is used for storage and is
accessed by entrances inside the building.”

“Did you see any vehicle parked out there earlier?”

“No, but then I don’t go around there.”

“Anybody else see anything?”

“I’ll have to check.”

“No, I’ll check.”

“I can assure you this is a very respectable establishment.”

“You have secret hallways and exit doors you know nothing
about. Aren’t you worried about security?”

He looked at her blankly and then shook his head. “This isn’t
some big city. There’s never any serious crime.”

“Well, that streak was just broken. Do you have Mrs. Martin’s
phone number?”

He handed it over and she was called. There was no
answer.



Alone for now, Michelle stood in the middle of the room. All
those years of work, all that time proving she could do the job
—it was all down the drain. She didn’t even have the
consolation of having hurled her body in front of a would-be
assassin’s bullet. Michelle Maxwell was now part of history. And
she knew she was also history with the Secret Service. Her
career was over.
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The funeral procession was stopped and each car was
searched, as was the hearse. It was Harvey Killebrew, devoted
father, grandfather and husband, lying in there when they
opened the casket. Virtually all the mourners were elderly and
obviously frightened by all the men with guns, and there didn’t
seem to be a kidnapper within the bunch, but still the agents
directed all the cars and the hearse back to the funeral home.

Rent-a-Cop Simmons approached a Secret Service agent
who was climbing into his sedan to lead the caravan back to the
funeral home. “What next, sir?”

“Okay, what I need is this road watched. Anyone trying to
come out, you stop. Anyone coming in, you stop and check for
appropriate credentials. We’ll get you some relief as soon as
we can. Until then, here is where you’ll be. Got it?”

Simmons looked very nervous. “This is really big, isn’t it?”



“Sonny, this is the biggest thing you’ll ever have happen in
your entire life. Let’s just hope it turns out okay. But I kind of
doubt that.”

Another agent, Neal Richards, ran up and said, “I’ll stay,
Charlie. Probably not a good idea to leave him here all by
himself.”

Charlie glanced at his colleague and said, “Sure you don’t
want to come back and join the party, Neal?”

Richards smiled grimly and said, “I don’t want to be within a
mile of Michelle Maxwell right now. I’ll stay with the kid.”

Richards climbed into the vehicle next to Simmons, who
maneuvered his van so that it blocked the road. They watched
as the caravan of agents and mourners passed out of sight, and
scanned the countryside in all directions. There was no sign of
anyone. Simmons kept his hand firmly on the butt of his gun, his
black leather glove crinkling as he squeezed the pistol grip. He
reached over and turned up the volume on his police scanner
and then looked nervously at the veteran agent.

He said in a loud voice, “I know you probably can’t tell me,
but what the hell happened back there?”

Richards didn’t bother to look at him. “You’re right, I can’t tell
you.”



Simmons said, “I grew up here, know every inch of the
place. If I was trying to get somebody outta here, there’s a dirt
lane about a half mile down the road. You cut through there and
go out the other side, you’re five miles away before you even
know it.”

Richards now glanced at him and said slowly, “Is that right?”
He leaned toward Simmons and reached inside his coat
pocket. The next moment Secret Service agent Neal Richards
was lying face-down on the seat, a small red hole in the center
of his back, the stick of gum he had pulled from his pocket still
clenched in his hand. Simmons looked in the back of the van,
where the woman was taking the suppressor off her small-
caliber pistol. She had been secreted in a small area under the
van floor’s false bottom. The chatter from the police scanner
had covered the slight noise she made coming out. She said,
“Low-caliber dumdum, wanted to keep it in the body. Less
mess.”

Simmons smiled. “Like the man said, this is really big.” He
pulled out the dead agent’s wireless mic and power pack and
threw them deep into the woods. He drove off in the opposite
direction of the funeral home. Eight hundred yards down the
road he turned onto a weed-covered dirt lane. They pushed
Agent Richards’s body out there in an overgrown ravine
adjacent to the road. Simmons hadbeen telling the agent the
truth: this road was the perfect escape route. Another hundred



yards and two bends in the road brought them to an abandoned
barn, its roof starting to fall in, its doors open. He drove directly
into the space, got out and shut the barn doors. Parked inside
was a white pickup truck.

The woman emerged from the back of the van. She looked
nothing like an elderly widow now. She was young, blond-
haired, slender yet muscular and agile, dressed in jeans and a
white tank shirt. She had used many names over her brief life
and currently went by “Tasha.” As dangerous as Simmons was,
Tasha was even more lethal. She had that essential trait of a
polished killer: she possessed no conscience.

Simmons took off his uniform, revealing jeans and a T-shirt.
Next he pulled out a makeup kit from the rear of the van and
removed the wig, matching sideburns and eyebrows and other
parts of his facial disguise. He had been hidden in the hollow
platform under Bill Martin’s casket; after helping to carry John
Bruno out, he assumed the role of “Officer Simmons.”

From the van they lifted a large box containing Bruno. The
box was marked as containing communication equipment in
case anyone had bothered to look. A large tool case was
situated against the back of the white pickup’s rear window.
They took Bruno and placed him inside the tool case and
locked it. There were vents in the sides and top of the case, and
its interior had been padded.



Next they loaded bales of hay that were stacked in a corner
of the barn into the bed of the truck; that mostly concealed the
tool case. They jumped into the cab of the truck, donned John
Deere caps and pulled out of the barn, taking another weed-
infested dirt road back to the main drag about two miles farther
down.

They passed a stream of police cars, black sedans and
SUVs heading, no doubt, to the crime scene. One young cop
even smiled at the pretty woman in the passenger side of the
truck cab as he sped by.Tasha gave him a flirty look and waved
back. The pair drove on with their kidnapped presidential
candidate safely unconscious in the back.

Two miles ahead of them was the elderly man who’d sat by
the entrance to the funeral home when John Bruno and his
entourage passed by. His whittling done, he’d escaped
Maxwell’s lockdown by a few minutes. He drove alone in his
ancient, muffler-rattling Buick Impala. He’d just received the
news from his colleagues. Bruno was safely tucked away, and
the only casualty had been one Secret Service agent unlucky
enough to pair up with a man he undoubtedly believed was
harmless.

After all this time and work, it had finally begun. He could
only smile.

5



The red Ford Explorer pulled to a stop near a large cedar
log structure shrouded in deep woods. The place was intricately
constructed and far closer to a lodge in scale than a single-
family cabin, though only one person lived there. The man got
out and stretched his limbs. It was still early, and the sun had just
begun its ascent.

Sean King went up the wide hand-hewn timber steps and
unlocked the door to his home. He stopped in the spacious
kitchen to make coffee. As it percolated, he looked around the
interior, appraising each mitered corner, the placement of each
log, the proportion of window space to wall. He’d pretty much
built the place himself over a four-year period while he lived in a
small trailer on the perimeter of the fifteen-acre spread about
thirty-five miles west of Charlottesville in the Blue Ridge
Mountains.

The interior was furnished with leather chairs and
overstuffed couches, wooden tables, Oriental rugs, copper
lighting fixtures, plain bookshelves filled with an eclectic
assortment of volumes, oil and pastel paintings, mostly done by
local artists, and other items one collects or inherits in the
course of a lifetime. And at forty-four years old King had lived at
least two lives thus far. He had no desire to reinvent himself yet
again.

He went upstairs, made his way along the catwalk that ran
the length of the house, and entered his bedroom. Like the rest



of theplace, it was very organized, things neatly arranged and
not an inch of wasted space.

He stripped off his police deputy’s uniform and climbed into
the shower and let the sweat of a night’s work wash away. He
shaved, washed his hair and let the hot water loosen up the
surgical scar on his middle finger. He had long ago learned to
live with this small souvenir of his days as a Secret Service
agent.

If he were with the Service now, instead of living in a
beautiful log house in the middle of lovely central Virginia, he’d
probably be packed into a town house in some stultifying
cookie-cutter bedroom community outside the Washington
Beltway and still married to his ex-wife. He also wouldn’t be
getting ready to go to his thriving law practice. He certainly
wouldn’t be a volunteer deputy police officer one night a week
for his rural community. He’d be about to hop on another plane,
watch politicians smile, kiss babies and lie, waiting patiently for
the moment when someone tried to kill his guy. What a gig that
was, and it included all the frequent flier miles and Tums he
wanted!

He changed into a suit and tie, combed his hair, drank his
coffee in the sunroom off the kitchen and read the newspaper.
The front page was dominated by reports of the kidnapping of
John Bruno and the subsequent FBI investigation. King read the
main story and related articles carefully, absorbing all relevant



details. He clicked on the TV, found the all-news channel and
watched as the newsperson reported on the death of Neal
Richards, veteran Secret Service agent. He’d left behind a wife
and four kids.

It was undeniably tragic, sad, all of that, but at least the
Service took care of the survivors. Neal Richards’s family would
have their full support. That couldn’t take away the loss, but it
was something.

The reporter then said that the FBI had no comment. “Of
course not,” King said to himself; they never commented on
anything, and yet eventually somebody would let slip to
somebody who would run to a friend at the Post or the Times
and then everybody would know.Yet what they knew was usually
wrong! However, the media beast had an insatiable appetite,
and no organization could afford to totally starve it, not even the
FBI.

He sat up and stared at the image of the woman on the TV
standing near a group of folks at a podium. This was the Secret
Service part of the story, King instantly sensed. He knew the
breed well. The woman looked professional, calm, with a
relaxed alertness so familiar to King. And something else was
in her expression that he couldn’t quite read. There was belly
fire, for all of them had some measure of that. Yet there was
something more: subtle defiance perhaps?



The Service was assisting the FBI in every way, one of the
men said, and they were, of course, also conducting their own
internal investigation. The Service’s Inspection Division would
be handling this investigation, King knew, because they had
been all over his butt after the Ritter assassination. Reading the
bureaucratic doublespeak, King knew this meant that blame
had already been assessed and would be made public as soon
as the relevant parties had signed off on the appropriate spin to
put on the awful news. Then the press conference was over, and
the woman was walking away and getting into a black sedan.
She was not speaking to reporters on orders from the Service,
the voiceover said, and the narrator also helpfully identified her
as Michelle Maxwell, head of the security detail that had lost
John Bruno.

So why parade her in front of the press? wondered King.
Why wave red meat in front of a caged beast? He almost
immediately answered his own question: to give a face to the
coming blame. The Service was often very good about
protecting its own, and agents had screwed up before, been
given administrative leave and then reassigned. However, there
might be some political pressure on this one that was
screaming out for a head to fall. “Here she is, folks,” they might
have said. “Go get her, although we still have to do our official
investigation, but don’t let that stop you.” And now
Kingunderstood the look of subtle defiance in the woman’s
features. She knew exactly what was going on. The lady was
attending her own hanging and not liking it.



King sipped his coffee, munched on a piece of toast and
said to her and the TV, “Well, you can be as pissed off as you
want, but you can also just kiss your ass good-bye, Michelle.”

Next a picture of Michelle Maxwell appeared on the screen
while some more background information on the woman was
given. A high school all-American in basketball and track and a
heavyweight academic as well, she’d gone on to graduate from
Georgetown in three years, with criminal justice as her major. If
that wasn’t high-octane enough, during college she’d turned her
considerable athletic talents to another sport and had won a
silver medal at the Olympics in women’s rowing: a scholar
athlete, what could be more inspiring? After a year as a police
officer in her native Tennessee she’d joined the Service,
ferociously worked her way up the ladder at double-quick time
and was currently enjoying the wonderful status of a scapegoat.

And a handsome scapegoat she was, King thought, and
then caught himself. Handsome? And yet there were masculine
qualities about her, the forceful, almost swaggering way in
which she walked, the impressive spread of shoulders—no
doubt all that rowing—the jawline that seemed to promise
extreme obstinacy at frequent intervals. And yet the feminine
side was certainly there. She was over five-nine and, despite
the broad shoulders, slender, but she had nice, subtle curves
too. The hair was black, straight and shoulder-length, regulation
enough for the Service but still stylish. The cheekbones were



high and firm, the eyes green, luminous and intelligent—clearly
those eyes missed very little. In the Secret Service such X-ray
vision was a necessity.

The overall look was not that of a classic beauty, but
Michelle was probably the girl who was always faster and
smarter than all the boys. In high school she likely had every
male gunning to bethe first to steal her virginity. From the look of
the woman, though, he doubted any had succeeded on anything
other than Maxwell’s terms.

Well, he said silently to the TV screen, there is life after the
Service. You can start over and re-create yourself. You can be
reasonably happy against all the odds . But you never do forget.
Sorry, Michelle Maxwell, I speak from experience on that one
too.

He checked his watch. Time to go to his real job drafting
wills and leases and charging by the hour. Not nearly as exciting
as his old occupation, yet at this stage of his life Sean King was
very much into boring routine. He’d had enough excitement to
last him several lifetimes.

6

King backed his Lexus convertible, top down, out of the
garage and headed off to work for the second time in eight
hours. The drive took him through winding roads, fabulous



views, the occasional wildlife sighting and not much traffic, at
least until he hit the road into town, where the automobile
volume picked up some. His law office was located on the
appropriately named Main Street, the only avenue of
consequence in the downtown area of Wrightsburg, a small and
relatively new township halfway between the far larger
municipalities of Charlottesville and Lynchburg.

He parked in the lot behind the two-story white brick town
home that housed King & Baxter, Attorneys and Counselors-at-
Law, as the shingle hanging outside proudly proclaimed. He’d
gone to law school thirty minutes away at the University of
Virginia before dropping out after two years and opting for a
career in the Secret Service. At the time, he wanted more
adventure than a stack of law books and the Socratic method
could provide. Well, he’d had his share of adventure.

After the dust settled from the Clyde Ritter killing, he’d left
the Secret Service, finished his degree and opened a solo
practice in Wrightsburg. It had now expanded to a two-lawyer
firm, and King’s life was finally clicking on all cylinders. He was
a respected counselor and friend to many of the most
prominent in the area. He gave back to the community as a
volunteer deputy police officer and inother ways as well. One of
the most eligible bachelors in the area, he dated when he
wanted and didn’t when he didn’t. He had a wide assortment of
friends, though few who were intimates. He liked his work,
enjoyed his free time and didn’t let much rattle him. His life was



marching itself off in carefully constructed and unspectacular
measure. He was perfectly fine with that.

As he got out of the Lexus, he saw the woman and
contemplated ducking back inside, but she’d already spotted
him and rushed over.

“Hello, Susan,” he said as he pulled his briefcase out of the
passenger seat.

“You look tired,” she said. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“Do what?”

“Busy lawyer by day, police officer by night.”

“Volunteer deputy police officer, Susan, and only one night a
week. In fact, the most exhilarating thing to happen last night
was swerving my truck to miss hitting a possum.”

“I bet when you were with the Secret Service, you went days
without sleep. How exciting, if exhausting.”

“Not exactly,” he said, and started to head to his office. She
followed.

Susan Whitehead was in her early forties, divorced,
attractive, rich and apparently dead set on making him her
fourth husband. King had handled her last divorce, knew



firsthand the number of impossibly annoying quirks the woman
had, how vindictive she could be, and his sympathies lay
entirely with poor husband number three. He was a timid,
reclusive man so smashed under the iron fist of his wife that
he’d finally gone off on a four-day drinking, gambling and sex
spree in Las Vegas that had been the beginning of the end. He
was now a poorer but no doubt happier soul. King had no
interest at all in replacing him.

“I’m having a small dinner party on Saturday and was hoping
you could come.”

He mentally checked his calendar, found Saturday night free
andsaid, without missing a beat, “I’m sorry, I’ve got plans,
thanks anyway. Maybe another time.”

“You have a lot of plans, Sean,” she said coyly. “I’m really
hoping that I fit into them at some point.”

“Susan, it’s not good for an attorney and client to become
personally involved.”

“But I’m not your client anymore.”

“Still, a bad idea. Trust me on that one.” He reached the front
door and unlocked it before adding, “And you have a great day.”
He went inside, hoping she wouldn’t follow. He waited a few
seconds in the foyer of the building, breathed a sigh of relief



when she didn’t charge in, and headed up the stairs to his
office. He was almost always the first in. His partner, Phil
Baxter, was the litigation arm of the two-person firm, while King
handled all the other areas: wills, trusts, real estate, business
deals, the steady moneymakers. There was a lot of wealth
secreted in the quiet nooks and crannies around Wrightsburg.
Movie stars, business tycoons, writers and other enriched souls
called this area home. They loved it for its beauty, solitude,
privacy and local amenities in the form of good restaurants,
shopping, a thriving cultural community and a world-class
university down the road in Charlottesville.

Phil was not an early riser—court did not open until ten—but
he worked very late, the opposite of King. By five o’clock King
was usually back home, puttering in his workshop or fishing or
boating on the lake that his house backed up to, while Baxter
labored on. The two consequently made a nice match.

He opened the door and went in. The receptionist/secretary
wouldn’t be there yet. It was not quite eight.

The chair lying on its side was the first thing that caught his
eye, and after that the items that were supposed to be on the
receptionist’s desktop but were now strewn across the floor. His
hand went instinctively to his holstered gun, only he had no
holster or gun. All he had was a really kick-ass codicil to a will
he’d drafted that wouldintimidate only the future heirs. He
picked up a heavy paperweight from the floor and peered



around. The next sight froze him.

There was blood on the floor by the door leading into
Baxter’s office. He moved forward, holding the paperweight
ready; with his other hand he pulled out his cell phone, dialed
911 and spoke quietly and clearly to the dispatcher. He reached
out his hand to the doorknob, thought better of it and pulled a
handkerchief out of his pocket so no prints would be smeared.
He slowly eased the door open, his muscles tensed, ready for
an attack, yet his instincts told him that the place was empty. He
looked into the darkened space and used his elbow to flick on
the light.

The body was lying on its side directly in front of King; a
single gunshot wound to the center of the chest, exiting out the
back. It wasn’t Phil Baxter. It was another man—very well known
to him, though. And this person’s violent death was about to
shatter Sean King’s peaceful existence.

He let out the breath he’d been holding in, and it all hit him in
a blinding instant. “Here we go again,” he muttered.

7

The man was sitting in his Buick and watched as the police
cars pulled up in front of King’s law building and the uniformed
officers raced inside. His appearance had changed much since
he’d sat playing the role of an old man whittling in front of the



funeral home while John Bruno was being carried away. The
suit he’d worn that day was two sizes too large, to make him
look small and emaciated; the dirty teeth, whiskered face,
moonshine flask, whittling and a wad of chew in the mouth were
all carefully designed to draw the eye to him. And the observer
would come away with an indelible impression of who and what
he was. And that conclusion would be absolutely incorrect,
which was the whole point really.

He was younger now, perhaps by more than thirty years.
Like King, he had re-created himself. He munched on a
buttered bagel, sipped his black coffee and quietly pondered
King’s reaction to the discovery of the body in his office.
Shocked at first and then perhaps angry, but not surprised—no,
not really surprised when one thought about it.

As he considered this, he turned on the radio, which was
always set to the local news channel, and he got the eight
o’clock report, which started off with the abduction of John
Bruno, the lead story for just about every news service
worldwide. It had even chased the Middle East and
professional football from the minds of many Americans, at
least temporarily.

The man licked his fingers clean of butter and sesame
seeds as he listened. The story had to do with Michelle
Maxwell, the Secret Service detail leader. She’d been officially
placed on administrative leave, which, he knew, meant she was



one foot from the professional grave.

So the woman was out of the game, at least officially. Yet
unofficially? That was why he’d memorized Maxwell’s every
feature as she passed by him that day. It wasn’t out of the
question that he’d confront her again at some point. He already
knew her complete background, but the more information, the
more intelligence, the better. She was a woman who might sit
home and grow bitter, or one who’d charge forward and take
risks. From the little he’d seen of her, he thought the latter more
likely.

He refocused on the scene unfolding in front of him now.
Some of the townsfolk, just showing up for work or opening their
shops, were wandering toward the lawyer’s office as yet
another police car and then a crime scene van pulled into the
small parking lot. This was clearly something new for the
respectable little metropolis of Wrightsburg. The men in uniform
hardly seemed to know what to do. It was all so heartening to
the man as he munched on his bagel. He’d waited so long for
all of this; he intended to enjoy it. And there was much more to
come.

He noted once again the woman standing outside the office.
He’d seen Susan Whitehead when she approached King in the
parking lot. A girlfriend? A would-be lover was probably more
accurate, the man deduced from the encounter he’d witnessed.
He raised his camera and took a couple of shots of her. He



waited for King to come out for air, but that was probably not
going to happen. King had covered much ground in his rounds
as a deputy. So many back roads to traverse, lonely roads they
were too. Anything could be out there, in the thick woods,
waiting for you. And yet where was one really safe these days?

Inside a zippered bag in his trunk was a very special item
thathad to go to a special place. In fact, now was the perfect
opportunity to do so.

After tossing the remains of his breakfast in a garbage can
on the sidewalk he put the rusted Buick in gear and drove off,
muffler rattling. He pulled down the street, glancing once in the
direction of King’s office and flippantly gave a thumbs-up sign.
As he passed by Susan Whitehead, who was staring at King’s
office, he thought, Maybe I’ll be seeing you. Sooner rather than
later.

The Buick disappeared down the road, leaving a stricken
Wrightsburg in its wake.

Round one was now officially over. He could hardly wait for
round two.

8

Walter Bishop, a man very high up in the Secret Service,
paced in front of Michelle Maxwell, who sat at a small table and



watched. They were in a small conference room deep inside a
government building in Washington filled with people reeling
from recent events.

Over his shoulder he said, “You should feel relieved you’re
only being placed on admin leave, Maxwell.”

“Oh, yes, I’m thrilled you’ve taken my gun and badge. I’m not
stupid, Walter. Judgment has already been passed. I’m gone.”

“The investigation is ongoing—in fact, it’s just beginning.”

“Right. All those years of my life, down the toilet.”

He whirled and snapped, “A presidential candidate was
kidnapped right under your nose—a first in the agency’s history.
Congratulations. You’re lucky you’re not in front of a firing squad.
In some other countries you would be.”

“Walter, don’t you think I feel that too? It’s killing me.”

“Interesting choice of words. Neal Richards was a fine
agent.”

“I know that too,” she snapped back. “Do you think I knew
that this rent-a-cop was in on it? There is no one in the Service
who feels worse than I do about Neal.”

“You never should have allowed Bruno in that room alone. If



you’d simply followed standard procedures, this never would
have happened. At the very least that door should have been
open farenough for you to see your man. You never, ever take
your eyeballs off your protectee; you know that. That’s
Protection Detail 101.”

Michelle shook her head. “Sometimes, on the job, in the
middle of all the things we have to put up with, you strike
compromises, to keep everybody happy.”

“It’s not our job to keep people happy. It’s our job to keep
them safe!”

“Are you telling me this is the first time a judgment call was
made in the field to let a protectee in a room without an agent?”

“No, I’m saying this is the first time that call was made and
something like this happened. It’s strict liability, Michelle. No
excuses will avail. Bruno’s political party is up in arms. Some
nuts are actually saying the Service was paid off to knock Bruno
out of the race.”

“That’s absurd.”

“I know it is and you know it is, but you get enough people
saying it, well, then the public starts believing it.”

Michelle had perched on the edge of her seat during this
exchange. Now she sat back and looked calmly at the man.



“Just so we’re clear, I accept full responsibility for what
happened, and none of my men should be affected. They were
following orders. It was my call and I blew it.”

“Good of you to say. I’ll see what I can do about that.” He
paused and added, “I suppose you wouldn’t consider resigning.
”

“No, Walter, I really wouldn’t. And just so you know, I’m hiring
an attorney.”

“Of course, you are. This is America. Here any screwup can
hire a lawyer and actually get money for being incompetent. You
must be so proud.”

Michelle suddenly had to blink back tears at this stinging
rebuke, yet part of her thought she deserved it. “I’m just
protecting myself, Walter, just like you would if you were in my
position.”

“Right. Of course.” The man put his hands in his pockets and
glanced toward the door in a show of dismissing her.

Michelle rose. “Can I ask one favor?”

“Certainly you can ask. Although you have unbelievable balls
to do so.”



“You’re not the first person to notice that,” she said coolly. He
waited expectantly, without replying. “I want to know how the
investigation is going.”

“The FBI is handling all of that.”

“I know, but they must be keeping the Service informed.”

“They are, and that information is for Service personnel only.
”

“Meaning I’m not?”

“You know, Michelle, I had my doubts when the Service
started actively recruiting women. I mean you spend money to
train an agent, and then, poof, she gets married, has babies
and retires. All that training, money, time, down the drain.”

Michelle couldn’t believe she was listening to this, but she
remained silent.

“But when you came on board, I thought, now this gal has
what it takes. You were the poster woman for the Service. The
best and the brightest.”

“And with it came high expectations.”

“Every agent here has high expectations thrust upon them,
nothing less than perfection.” He paused and added, “I know



that your record was spotless before this. I know that you were
moving up rapidly. I know that you’re a good agent, but you
messed up, we lost a protectee and an agent lost his life. It’s
not necessarily fair but there you are. It wasn’t really fair for them
either.” He paused again, and his eyes took on a faraway look.
“You may stay with the Service in some capacity. But you’ll
never, ever forget what happened. It’ll be with you every minute
of every day for the rest of your life. And that will hurt you far
worse than anything the Service could do to you. Trust me.”

“You sound pretty sure about that.”

“I was with Bobby Kennedy at the Ambassador Hotel. I was
arookie cop in L.A. assigned to do local backup for the Secret
Service when RFK came through. I just stood there and
watched a man who should have gone on to be president bleed
to death on the floor. Every day since then I’ve wondered what I
could have done differently that would have prevented it from
happening. It was one of the major reasons I joined the Service
years later. I guess I wanted to make up for it somehow.” His
gaze caught hers. “I never did make up for it. And, no, you never
forget.”

9

With the press staking out her townhouse in suburban
Virginia, Michelle checked into a hotel in D.C. She used the
breathing space to snatch a quick, informative lunch with a



girlfriend who happened to be an FBI agent. The Secret
Service and the Bureau didn’t always see eye-to-eye. Indeed, in
federal law enforcement circles the Bureau was the eight-
hundred-pound gorilla in relation to all the other agencies.
However, Michelle liked to remind her FBI buddies that their
agency had been founded with seven former Secret Service
agents.

Both women were also members of WIFLE, or Women in
Federal Law Enforcement. It was a support network with
conventions and annual meetings, and though her male
colleagues loved to rib her about it, WIFLE had been a great
tool for Michelle as she confronted issues at work related to her
gender. Her friend was clearly nervous about meeting with
Michelle, but Michelle had helped her earn an Olympic silver
medal, thereby securing a bond that almost nothing could
break.

Over Caesar salads and iced tea Michelle was given the
results of the investigation thus far. Simmons was a member of
the security service that had guarded the funeral home, although
he wasn’t supposed to be on duty that day. In fact, the funeral
home was only patrolled at night. Simmons—of course, that
wasn’t his real name—had disappeared. The paper trail at the
company was useless. Noneof Simmons’s information checked
out: stolen Social Security number, fake driver’s license and
references, the works, all expertly done. He’d been employed
there less than a month. Thus far, Simmons was a major dead



end.

“When he came running up, I thought he was just some
green rent-a-cop, so I commandeered him and put him into
action. We didn’t even search his van. Bruno was obviously
hidden in the back somewhere. I played right into his hands.
Gave him a perfect opportunity to kill one of my men.” In her
misery Michelle put her face in her hands. With an effort she
recovered, pushed a forkful of lettuce in her mouth and chewed
so hard her teeth hurt.

“Before they pulled the plug on me, I found out that they got
the slug out of Neal Richards. It was a dumdum. Probably never
get a ballistic match, even if we lay our hands on the probable
weapon that fired it.”

Her friend agreed and then told Michelle that the van had
been discovered in an abandoned barn. It was being run for
prints and other microscopic indicators, but nothing had turned
up thus far.

Mildred Martin, wife of the deceased, had been found at her
home, working quietly in her garden. She had been planning to
go and see her husband later that night with friends and family.
She hadn’t called John Bruno and asked him to come to the
funeral home. Her husband had been Bruno’s law supervisor,
and they’d been close. If the candidate wanted to come and
see her dead husband, he could have; it was simple as that,



she told investigators.

“Yet why did Bruno scramble his schedule and go to see
Martin at the funeral home at the last minute?” asked Michelle.
“It was just dropped on us out of the blue.”

“According to his staff, he received a call from Mildred
Martin that morning asking him to come and see her husband at
the funeral home. And according to Dickers, Bruno’s chief of
staff, Bruno was agitated after getting the call.”

“Well, a close friend of his had died.”

“But Dickers also says Bruno already knew that Martin was
dead.”

“So you think there’s more to it?”

“Well, she picked a time when there weren’t that many
people at the funeral home. And a few things Bruno said after
the call led Dickers to believe there was more to the meeting
than simply paying last respects.”

“So that may be why he pushed me so hard to leave them
alone in there?”

Her friend nodded. “Well, depending on what the widow had
to say, I suppose Bruno would want it to be private.”



“But Mildred Martin said she didn’t call.”

“Somebody impersonated her, Michelle.”

“And if Bruno hadn’t come?” She answered her own
question. “Then they would have just left. And if I’d gone in with
him, they wouldn’t have tried it, and Neal Richards...” Her voice
trailed off. “What else do you have?”

“Our thinking is that this had been planned for some time. I
mean, they had to coordinate a lot of different things, and they
executed it to perfection.”

“They must have had inside sources on Bruno’s campaign.
How else would they know his schedule?”

“Well, one way was his campaign’s official Web site. The
event he was going to when he took a detour to the funeral
home had been scheduled for quite some time.”

“Damn it, I told them not to post his schedule on the Web.
Do you know that a waitress at one of the hotels where we
stayed knew more about Bruno’s itinerary than we did, because
she’d overheard Bruno and his staff talking about it? They don’t
bother to tell us until the last minute.”

“Frankly, with all that, I don’t know how you do your job.”

Michelle looked at her sharply. “And having Bruno’s mentor



conveniently die? I mean, that started the whole chain of events.
”

The woman was already nodding. “Bill Martin was elderly,
hadterminal cancer in its late stages and died in bed during the
night. Under those circumstances no report was filed with the
medical examiner, and no autopsy was conducted. The
attending physician signed the death certificate. However, after
what happened, his body was posted, and toxicology tests
were run on the postmortem samples.”

“And they found what?”

“Large amounts of Roxanol, liquid morphine, which he was
taking for pain, and over a liter of embalming fluid, among other
things. No gastric contents because those had been drained
during the embalming. No smoking gun really.”

Michelle eyed her friend closely. “And yet you don’t look
convinced.”

Her friend finally shrugged. “Embalming fluid gets into all
major vessels, cavities, solid organs, so it’s tough to be
accurate. But under the circumstances the medical examiner
took a sampling of the middle brain, where typically the
embalming fluid doesn’t penetrate, and she found a spike of
methanol.”



“Methanol! But that’s a compound of embalming fluid, isn’t
it? What if the embalming fluid did get in there?”

“That’s a concern. And in case you didn’t know, there are
differences in embalming fluids. High-budget embalming fluids
have less methanol but more formaldehyde. Low-budget ones,
like Martin’s, have higher levels of pure methanol. Added to that
is that methanol is found in lots of things, like wine and liquor.
Martin was reportedly a heavy drinker. That might account for
the spike, the M.E. couldn’t be sure. Bottom line, though, for a
man as terminally ill as Bill Martin it wouldn’t have taken a large
dose of methanol to kill him.”

She took out a file and flipped through it. “The autopsy also
found organ damage, shrunken mucous membranes, stomach
lining torn, all markers for methanol poisoning. And yet he had
cancer throughout his body and had undergone radiation and
chemotherapy. All inall the M.E. had a mess on her hands. The
probable cause of death was circulatory failure, but there are
lots of reasons a very elderly man with a terminal illness would
have died from circulatory failure.”

“Yet killing someone with methanol, knowing he’d probably
be embalmed without an autopsy, that’s pretty ingenious,” said
Michelle.

“Actually that’s pretty damn scary.”



“But he must have been murdered,” said Michelle. “They
couldn’t just wait around hoping Martin would die on his own
and then have his body at the funeral home precisely when
Bruno was passing through.” She paused. “List of suspects?”

“I really can’t say. It’s an ongoing investigation, and I’ve
already told you more than I should have. I might have to pass a
polygraph on this, you know.”

When the check came, Michelle was quick to grab it. As
they walked out together, her friend said, “So what are you
going to do? Lie low? Look for another position?”

“The ‘lying low’ part, yes; the ‘looking for another job,’ not
yet.”

“So what, then?”

“I’m not ready to give up my career at the Service without a
fight.”

Her friend eyed her warily. “I know that look. What are you
thinking?”

“I’m thinking you’re FBI, and it’s better that you don’t know.
Like you said, you might have to pass a polygraph.”
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The worst day of Sean King’s life had been September 26,
1996, the day Clyde Ritter died while then Secret Service agent
King was focusing on something else. Unfortunately the second
worst day of his life happened to be right now. His office had
been filled with police, federal agents and technical crews
asking lots of questions and not getting lots of answers. Amid
all this forensic foraging they’d taken fingerprint samples from
King, Phil Baxter and their secretary; for elimination purposes,
they said. That could cut both ways, King well knew.

The local press had arrived too. Fortunately he knew them
personally and gave vague answers that they accepted with
little comment. The national press would be coming very soon,
because there was something extremely newsworthy about the
murdered man. King had suspected it, and those suspicions
were confirmed when a contingent of folks from the U.S.
Marshals Service showed up on his doorstep.

The dead man, Howard Jennings, had been employed at
King’s law practice as a title searcher, proofreader, overseer of
trust account records and a gofer, sort of a jack-of-all-trades.
His office was on the lower level of the law building. He was
quiet, hardworking, and kept to himself. There was nothing
whatsoever remarkable about what the man did for a living.
However, he was very special in one respect.

Jennings was a member of WITSEC, the program more
popularlyknown as witness protection. Forty-eight years old with



a degree in accounting, Jennings (that, of course, wasn’t his
real name) had once been gainfully employed as a bean
counter for a criminal organization operating in the Midwest.
These folks specialized in racketeering, extortion and money
laundering and used arson, beatings, disfigurements and the
occasional homicide to get their point across. The matter had
attracted great national attention because of the lethality of the
organization’s methods and the complexities of the case.

Jennings had quickly seen the light and helped send a slew
of very dangerous folks to penitentiaries. Yet some of the most
deadly had escaped the federal net; hence his enrollment in
WITSEC.

Now he was a corpse and King’s headache was just
beginning. As a former federal agent with high-level clearances,
King had dealt with WITSEC in some joint efforts between the
Secret Service and the U.S. Marshals. When Jennings
interviewed with him, his background check and other due
diligence made King suspect that Jennings was in the program.
He didn’t know for certain, of course; it wasn’t like the Marshals
Service would confide in him about the identity of one of its
people, but he had his suspicions, suspicions that he’d never
shared with anyone. It had to do with Jennings’s paucity of
references and work background, something that would occur
when one has wiped out his former life.

King was not a suspect in Jennings’s murder, he was told,



which, of course, meant that he was probably near the top of the
list. If he informed the investigators that he believed Jennings
was WITSEC, he might very well find himself in front of a grand
jury. He decided to play dumb for now.

He spent the rest of the day calming down his partner.
Baxter was a big, burly former UVA football player who’d spent
a couple of years in the NFL riding the bench before going on to
become an aggressive and highly competent trial lawyer.
However, the ex-jock was not used to corpses in his office. That
was a form of “sudden death” he wasn’t very comfortable with.
King, on the other hand, had spentyears at the Secret Service
working counterfeiting and fraud involving very dangerous
gangs. And he’d killed men as well. Thus he was better
equipped to deal with a murder than his partner was.

King had sent his receptionist, Mona Hall, home for the day.
Mona was a frail, nervous type, so the sight of blood and body
would not have set well with her. However, she was also a
confirmed and accomplished gossip, and King had no doubt
that the local phone exchange was being burned up with wild
speculation about the homicidal goings-on at the offices of King
& Baxter. In a quiet community such as Wrightsburg, that could
lead the topics of conversation for months if not years to come.

With the building now shut down by the feds and under
around-the-clock security, King & Baxter had to move its legal
operations temporarily to its partners’ homes. That evening the



two lawyers carried out boxes, files and other work to their cars.
As beefy Phil Baxter drove off in his equally large SUV, King
leaned against the hood of his car and stared up at his office.
With lights ablaze, the investigators were still going hard and
heavy in there, scrutinizing the place for any clue as to who had
put a bullet into the chest of Howard Jennings. King took in the
mountain vistas behind the building. Up there was his home, a
place he’d built out of the ruin of one life. It had been good
therapy for him. Now?

He drove home, wondering what the next morning would
bring. He ate a bowl of soup in the kitchen while he watched the
local news. There were pictures of him on the screen,
references to his career at the Secret Service, including his
disgraced exit, his law career in Wrightsburg and assorted
speculation about the dead Howard Jennings. He switched off
the television and tried to focus on some work he’d brought
home. However, his attention kept wandering, and he finally just
sat in his den surrounded by his world of law books and boring
documents and stared into space. With a jolt he came out of his
musings.

He changed into shorts and a sweater, grabbed a bottle of
redwine and a plastic glass and went down to the covered dock
behind his house. There he boarded the twenty-foot jet boat he
kept there along with a fourteen-foot sailboat and a Sea-Doo
personal watercraft or PWC, which was akin to a motorcycle on
water, plus a kayak and a canoe. About a half mile across at its



widest point, and perhaps eight miles long with numerous
coves and inlets, the lake was very popular with recreational
boaters and fishermen; stripers, bluegill and catfish filled the
deep, clear waters. The summer was over now, the renters and
seasonal residents gone.

His vessels were on power lifts, and he lowered the jet boat
into the water, fired it up and turned on the running lights. He hit
the throttle and went out about two miles, breathing in the brisk
air, letting it wash over him. He entered an uninhabited cove, cut
the engine, dropped anchor, poured a glass of wine and
contemplated his now grim-looking future.

When news spread that a person in the WITSEC program
had been murdered in his law office, King would once more be
in the national spotlight, something he was dreading. The last
time, one tabloid went off the deep end, running a story actually
claiming he’d been bribed by a violent, radical political group to
look the other way while Clyde Ritter was gunned down. Well,
the libel laws were still alive and well in the United States, and
he’d sued and won a large settlement. He’d used this “windfall”
to build his house and start life anew. Yet the cash hadn’t come
close to erasing what had happened. How could it?

He sat up on the boat’s gunwale, kicked off his shoes,
stripped off his clothes and dove into the dark water, stayed
under for a bit and then came up sucking oxygen. The lake was
actually warmer than the outside air.



His career as a Secret Service agent really came crashing
down when a video of the assassination, taken by a local TV
news crew covering the Ritter event, was released to the public.
It clearly showed him looking away from Ritter far longer than he
shouldhave. It showed the assassin drawing his gun, pointing it,
firing, killing Ritter, and all the while King had been staring off,
as though in a trance. The clip even showed children in the
crowd reacting to the gun before King realized what was going
on.

The media had chosen to excoriate King, no doubt fueled by
the outcry of Ritter’s people and not wanting to appear biased
against an unpopular candidate.

He could recall most of the headlines: “Agent Lets Eyes
Wander While Candidate Dies”; “Veteran Agent Blows It”;
“Asleep at His Post.” Or the one that read, “So That’s Why They
Wear the Shades,” which under different circumstances might
have actually made him chuckle. Worst of all, though, he’d been
largely shunned by his fellow agents.

His marriage had fallen apart under the strain. Actually it had
started to fall apart long before that. King had been gone far
more than he was home, sometimes leaving on an hour’s
notice, with no fixed return date. Under those pressing
circumstances he’d forgiven his wife’s first affair and even the
second. The third time, however, they separated. And when she



quickly agreed to a divorce after his world fell in, well, he
couldn’t say he’d spent a lot of time crying about it.

And yet he’d survived it all and rebuilt his life. And now?

He slowly climbed back on board the jet boat, wrapped a
towel he kept in the boat around his middle and drove back.
Instead of going to his dock, he cut the engine and running
lights and pulled into a small cove a few hundred yards down
from his place. King quietly dropped the small mushroom
anchor in the water to keep his boat from drifting into the muddy
bank. Up near the rear of his house a beam of light was arcing
back and forth. He had visitors. Perhaps it was the media
sniffing around. Or perhaps, he thought, Howard Jennings’s
killer had come looking for another score.
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King quietly waded to shore, put his clothes back on and
was now squatting in the darkness behind some bushes. The
light still swung back and forth as someone moved through the
area that ringed the eastern perimeter of his property. King
made his way toward the front of his house shielded by a wall of
trees. There was a blue BMW convertible parked in the
driveway that he didn’t recognize. He was about to go over to it
when he decided the best course of action was to get some
hardware. With a nice big pistol in hand, he’d feel a lot better
about things.



He slipped inside the dark house, got the gun and went
back out a side door. The arc of light had disappeared now,
and that had him worried. He knelt down and listened. The
sharp crack of a fallen branch reached his ears. It had come
from his right, barely ten feet away; then came a footstep and
then another. He braced himself, his pistol ready, safety off.

He launched himself, hitting the person low and hard and
landing on top of him, King’s pistol right in his face.

Only it wasn’t a him. It was a her! And she had a pistol out
too. It was pointed at him, the barrels of the two guns almost
touching.

“What in the hell are you doing here?” he said angrily when
he saw who it was.

“If you’d get off me, I might have the breath to tell you,” she
snapped.

He took his time climbing off, and when she reached a hand
out for him to assist her, he ignored it.

She was wearing a skirt, blouse and short jacket. The skirt
had slid up to nearly her crotch during the collision. As she
struggled to regain her feet, she tugged it back down.

“Are you in the habit of mugging all your visitors?” she said



testily as she put her gun back in the waist clip and brushed
herself off.

“Most of my visitors don’t go sneaking around my property.”

“Nobody answered the front door.”

“Then you go away and call another time. Or didn’t your
mother teach you?”

She folded her arms across her chest. “It’s been a long time,
Sean.”

“Has it? I hadn’t noticed. I’ve been kind of busy with my new
life.”

She looked around. “I can see that. Nice place.”

“What are you doing here, Joan?”

“Came to see an old friend who’s in trouble.”

“Really? Who’s that?”

She smiled demurely. “Murder in your office. That’s trouble,
isn’t it?”

“Sure it is. I was talking about the ‘old friend’ part.”



She nodded toward the house. “I’ve driven a long way. I’ve
heard about the southern hospitality around here. Care to show
me some?”

Instead, he contemplated firing a round over her head. Yet
the only way he would find out what Joan Dillinger was up to
was to play along. “What sort of hospitality?”

“Well, it’s almost nine o’clock and I haven’t had dinner. Let’s
start with that and then go from there,” she said.

“You show up unannounced after all these years and expect
me to cook you dinner? You’ve got some guts.”

“That shouldn’t surprise you by now, should it?”

As he fixed the meal, Joan explored the main level of his
home, carrying the gin and tonic he’d given her. She perched on
the counter in the kitchen while he worked away. “How’s the
finger?” she asked.

“It only hurts when I’m seriously ticked off. Sort of like a
mood ring. And just so you know, it’s throbbing like hell right
now.”

She ignored the barb. “This place is spectacular. I heard that
you built it yourself.”

“Gave me something to do.”



“I didn’t know you were a carpenter.”

“I worked my way through school building things for people
who could afford it. Then I decided what the hell, I’d do it for
myself.”

They ate at the table off the kitchen that had a commanding
view of the lake. With the meal they drank a bottle of merlot he’d
fetched from his wine cellar. Under different circumstances it
would have been a very romantic setting.

After dinner they carried their wineglasses into the family
room, with its cathedral ceiling and walls of window. When he
saw she was shivering some, King turned on the gas fireplace
and tossed her a throw blanket. They sat across from each
other on leather couches. Joan kicked off her heels and curled
her legs up under her and then placed the blanket over them.
She raised her glass to him. “Dinner was fabulous.” She
breathed in the wine’s bouquet. “And I see you’ve added
sommelier to your list of credentials.”

“Okay, your belly’s full, you’re suitably buzzed. Why are you
here?”

“When something extraordinary entailing a major criminal
investigation happens to a former agent, everybody’s
interested.”



“And they sent you to see me?”

“I’m at a level where I can send myself.”

“So this is unofficial on your part? Or are you just here to spy
for the Service?”

“I’d characterize it as unofficial. I’d like to hear your side of
things.”

King cradled his glass, fighting an urge to throw it at her. “I
don’thave a side of things. The man worked for me for a short
time. He was killed. Today I found out he was in witness
protection. I don’t know who killed him. End of story.”

She didn’t respond but just stared into the fire. She finally
rose, padded over to the fireplace and knelt in front of it, running
her hand along the stone facade.

“Carpenter andstonemason?”

“I subbed that out. I know my limitations.”

“That’s refreshing. Most men I know won’t admit to having
any.”

“Thanks. But I still want to know why you’re here.”

“It has nothing to do with the Service and everything to do



with you and me.”

“There is no ‘you and me.’”

“Well, there was. We worked together at the Service for
years. We slept together. Given different circumstances we
might have moved on to a more permanent arrangement. And I
would like to think that if you heard that a man who happened to
be in witness protection had been murdered at a place where I
worked and my past was being dredged up again, you might
come and see how I was coping.”

“I think you’d be wrong about that.”

“Well, that’s why I’m here. I wanted to make sure you were all
right.”

“I’m glad my miserable situation afforded you this wonderful
opportunity to exhibit your compassionate nature.”

“Sarcasm really doesn’t suit you, Sean.”

“It’s late, and it’s a long drive back to D.C.”

“You’re right. It’s too long a drive actually.” She added,
“Looks like you have lots of room.” She rose and sat down next
to him, uncomfortably close.

“You look fit enough to qualify for the FBI’s Hostage



Rescue,” she said, running an admiring eye over his trim six-
foot-one-inch frame.

He shook his head. “I’m an old man for that stuff. Bad knees,
bum shoulder and all.”

She sighed and looked away, tucking some stray hairs
behind her ear. “I just turned forty.”

“Consider the alternative. It’s not the end of the world.”

“Not for a man. Forty and unmarried for a woman, it’s not so
pleasant.”

“You look great. Great for thirty, great for forty. And you’ve got
your career.”

“Didn’t think I’d last that long.”

“You lasted longer than me.”

She put her wineglass down and turned to him. “But I
shouldn’t have.” There followed an uncomfortable silence.

“It was years ago,” he finally said. “Water under the bridge.”

“Obviously not. I see the way you’re looking at me.”

“What did you expect?”



She picked up her wine again and finished it in one long sip.
“You actually have no idea how hard this was for me to come
here. I changed my mind about ten times. Took an hour to
decide what to wear. It was more nerve-racking than securing a
presidential inauguration.”

He had never known her to talk this way. She was always the
ultraconfident one. Bantering with the boys like she was not only
one of them but the ringleader to boot.

“I’m sorry, Sean. I’m not sure I ever said that I was sorry.”

“Bottom line, it was my fault. Case closed.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“I just don’t have the time or energy to hold a grudge. It’s not
that important to me.”

Slipping into her heels, she rose and put on her jacket.
“You’re right, it is late and I should be going. I’m sorry if I
interrupted your wonderfullife. And I apologize for being so
concerned about you that I came here to see how you were
doing.”

King started to speak, hesitated, and then as she headed
toward the door, he let out a sigh and said, “You’ve had too
much to drink to drive these back roads at night. The guest



room’s at the top of the stairs, on the right. There are pajamas
in the bureau, and your own bath, and whoever gets up first
makes the coffee.”

She turned back. “Are you sure? You don’t have to do this.”

“Trust me, I know that. I shouldn’t be doing this. I’ll see you in
the morning.”

She looked at him with an expression that said, “Are you
absolutely sure you won’t come see me before the morning?”

He turned and headed away. “Where are you going?” she
asked.

“I’ve got some work to do. Sleep tight.”

Joan went outside and got her overnight bag out of the car.
When she came back in, he was nowhere around. The master
bedroom looked to be at the far end of the hall. She slipped
across and peeked inside. It was dark. And empty. She slowly
went to her room and closed the door.
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Michelle Maxwell’s arms and legs moved with maximum
efficiency, at least as she judged herself by the far lower
standards of these post-Olympic days. Her scull cut through the
waters of the Potomac as the sun rose and the already heavy



air held the promise of a less chilly day. It was here at
Georgetown that she’d begun her rowing career. Her muscular
thighs and shoulders were burning with the effort she was
expending. She’d passed every other scull, kayak, canoe and
comparable vessel on the water, including one that had a five-
horsepower engine.

She pulled her scull up to one of the boathouses that sat on
the banks in Georgetown, bent over and took deep, long
breaths, the endorphins coursing through her blood providing a
pleasant high. A half hour later she was in her Land Cruiser
heading back to the hotel she’d moved to near Tysons Corner,
Virginia. It was still early and traffic was light—relatively light,
that is, for a region that routinely saw clogged highways as early
as 5:00A.M. She showered and put on a T-shirt and boxers.
With no uncomfortable shoes or stockings, and no holster
chafing her, it felt great. She stretched, rubbed her tired limbs
down and then ordered room service and threw on a robe
before her breakfast was delivered. While having pancakes,
orange juice and coffee, she channel-surfed the TV, looking for
more news on the Bruno disappearance. Ironic that she was the
lead agent in the field that day and was now getting her news on
the investigationfrom CNN. She stopped surfing when she saw
a man on TV who looked familiar. He was in Wrightsburg,
Virginia, surrounded by news crews and obviously not enjoying
it.

It took her a few moments to place him, and then she got it.



The man was Sean King. She’d joined the Service a year or so
before the Ritter assassination. Michelle had never known what
became of Sean King, and had no reason to want to know. But
now, as she listened to the details of Howard Jennings’s
murder, she began to want to know more. Part of it was purely
physical. King was a very good-looking man: tall and well built
with close-cropped black hair now heavily graying at the
temples. He must be in his mid-forties now, she calculated. He
had the sort of face that looked better with lines; it gave him an
attraction that he probably never had in his twenties or thirties,
when he was probably too pretty-boy-looking. Yet it wasn’t his
handsome features that intrigued her the most. As she listened
to the sketchy details leading to Jennings’s death, there was
something about the murder, something she couldn’t quite put
her finger on.

She opened the copy of the Washington Post that had been
delivered to her room and, scanning the pages, found a short
but informative article about the slaying. The account also
contained facts about King’s past, the Ritter fiasco and its
aftermath. As she read the account and then looked at the man
on the screen, she felt a sudden, visceral connection to him.
They’d both made mistakes on the job, and it had cost them
greatly. It appeared King had rebuilt his life pretty dramatically.
Michelle wondered if she’d be anywhere near as triumphant in
reconstructing her world.

She had a sudden inspiration and phoned a confidant of



hers at the Service. The young man wasn’t an agent. He was in
administrative support. Every field agent needed to cultivate
strong ties to the admin staff, for those were the folks who really
knew how to cut through the red tape that plagued most
government agencies. He was a huge admirer of Michelle’s
and would have somersaulted downthe hall if she had
condescended to have coffee with him. Well, she did so
condescend. The price was, he had to bring her copies of
certain records and other materials. He waffled at first—he
didn’t want to get in trouble, he said—but she soon persuaded
him otherwise. She also got him to agree to slow-walk her
admin leave papers such that she would have access to the
Secret Service database using her name and password for at
least another week or so.

They met at a small café downtown where she got the
records from him. She gave the young man a hug that she let
linger just long enough for her to be quite certain that he would
continue to do her bidding. When she joined the Service, she
had not handed in her membership in the female ranks. At one
level it was just another tool. In fact, used judiciously, it was far
more powerful even than her.357.

As she was getting back into her truck, a voice called out.
She turned to see an agent she had leapfrogged over in
climbing the career ladder. The look on his face was clear. He
was here to gloat.



“Who would have thought?” he began innocently. “Your star
was shooting straight up. I still can’t understand how you let it
happen, Mick. I mean, leaving the guy alone in a room you
hadn’t really swept. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I guess I wasn’t thinking, Steve.”

He slapped her on the arm, a little harder than he needed to.
“Hey, don’t worry, they’re not going to let their superstar woman
fall. You’ll get reassigned, maybe guarding Lady Bird down in
Texas. Or maybe the Fords. That way you get six months in
Palm Springs and six in Vail and a sweet per diem. Of course,
if it were one of us poor slobs, they’d cut our heads off and
forget about us. But who said life was fair?”

“You might be surprised. I might not be with the Service
when this is all over.”

He smiled broadly. “Well, maybe life is fair after all. Hey, you
take care.” He turned to leave.

“Oh, Steve?” He turned back. “I trust you got the memo that
they’re doing a computer sweep on everybody’s laptop next
week. You might want to get that porno stuff off—you know, from
that site you keep checking from the office? That might blow
your clearances. And who knows, maybe even your wife might
find out. And while we’re on the subject, are big boobs and a
tight ass really worth the risk? I mean isn’t that, like, so sixteen-



year-old?”

Steve’s smile disappeared; he extended his middle finger
to her and stalked off.

Michelle couldn’t stop smiling all the way back to the hotel.
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Michelle spread out the documents on her bed, going over
them meticulously and making notes along the way. It became
apparent that King had had a spotless record and a long list of
commendations in his career at the Service—at least until that
fateful day when his attention wandered and Clyde Ritter paid
the ultimate price.

During his stint working counterfeiting early on in his career,
King had even been wounded when a bust went down badly. He
killed two men after taking a round in his shoulder. And years
later he killed Ritter’s assassin, albeit a few seconds too late.
That made a total of three men he’d gunned down in the line of
duty. Michelle had fired thousands of rounds in training, but even
in her brief stint as a police officer in Tennessee she’d never
shot anyone for real. She often wondered what that would feel
like, whether it would change you, making you either too
reckless or too careful to do your job properly.

Clyde Ritter’s assassin was a professor at Atticus College.



Professor Arnold Ramsey was not a prior known threat and had
no ties to any radical political organization, although it was later
learned he was an outspoken critic of Ritter. He left behind a
wife and daughter. Some legacy to leave behind for the kid,
Michelle thought. What was she supposed to do when talking
about her family ? Hi, my dad was a political assassin, like John
Wilkes Booth and Lee HarveyOswald. He was shot to death by
the Secret Service. So what does your dad do?No one else
had been arrested in connection with the assassination. The
official conclusion was that Ramsey acted alone.

Finished for now with the paper trail, she picked up the
video that was part of the official record. She popped it into the
VCR underneath the TV and turned it on. She sat back and
watched as the scene from the hotel meet-and-greet during the
Ritter campaign materialized on the TV. This video had been
taken by a local television crew filming the Ritter event. It had
put the final nail in King’s coffin. Despite taking great pains to
make sure such a mistake was never repeated, the Service
had chosen not to show this video to its recruits. Perhaps out of
embarrassment, Michelle thought.

She stiffened when she saw the confident-looking Clyde
Ritter and his entourage enter the packed room. She knew little
about Ritter other than that he had started life as a TV minister
and made a considerable fortune. Thousands of people from
across the country had sent him money, in amounts large and
small. There’d been claims that numerous wealthy older



women, mostly widows, had given him their life savings in
exchange for his promise they’d go to heaven. Yet there was no
hard evidence of that, and the furor died down. After leaving the
quasi-religious life he ran for and was elected to Congress from
a southern state, though she didn’t know which one. He had a
dubious voting record on racial and other issues of civil
liberties, and his brand of religion was over the top. Yet he was
beloved in his state, and there were enough voters in the
country dissatisfied with the direction of the major party
platforms that Ritter had run for president, as an independent.
That grand ambition had ended with a bullet in his heart.

Next to Ritter was his campaign manager. Michelle had
looked him up in the file too. He was Sidney Morse. The son of
a prominent California attorney and an heiress mother, Sidney
Morse had been, strangely enough, a playwright and stage
director before turning his considerable artistic talents to the
political arena. He earneda national reputation managing large
political campaigns, turning them into media-driven
extravaganzas with emphasis on sound bites and perception
over any kind of substance, and his win rate was astonishingly
high. That probably said more for the gullibility of the modern
voter than the high standards of the modern candidate, Michelle
thought.

Morse became a troubleshooter for hire, crossing the
political aisle when the money and situation were right. He
joined the cause when Ritter’s campaign really started to take



off and the candidate needed a more seasoned helmsman.
Morse had the reputation for being brilliant, crafty and, when
called for, ruthless. All sides agreed that he helped Ritter run a
damn near perfect campaign. And from all accounts he enjoyed
the hell out of rocking the establishment with his third-party
juggernaut. However, Morse had been a political outcast after
Ritter’s assassination, and his life had been in a downward
spiral. Over a year ago Morse, his mind gone, had been
committed to a state mental institution where he’d probably live
out the rest of his life.

Michelle stiffened again when she saw Sean King directly
behind the candidate. She mentally counted off the agents in
the room. There weren’t that many, she realized. She’d had
three times that number on her Bruno detail. King was the only
agent anywhere near Ritter. She wondered who’d come up with
that lousy plan.

As an avid student of her agency’s history, Michelle knew
that the Secret Service’s mission had evolved over time. It had
taken the tragic deaths of three presidents, Lincoln, Garfield
and McKinley, for Congress to act substantively on the issue of
presidential security. Teddy Roosevelt received the first real
dose of Secret Service protection after McKinley was gunned
down, although things were far less sophisticated back then. As
late as the 1940s Harry Truman, Franklin Roosevelt’s newly
elected vice president, didn’t even have a Secret Service agent
assigned to him until one of Truman’s aides argued



convincingly that a person who was a single heartbeat
awayfrom becoming the most powerful man in the world was
damn well entitled to at least one professional lawman with a
gun watching over him.

As the meet-and-greet went on, she watched Agent King do
all the right things, his gaze constantly moving. The Secret
Service drilled that practice into you. Once, the Service had
competed with other federal law enforcement agencies to see
which of them was best at telling when someone was lying. The
Service had won hands-down. To Michelle the reason was
obvious. An agent on protection detail spent most of his or her
time trying to divine the innermost thoughts and motives of
people solely from their exteriors.

And then the moment came. King seemed riveted by
something to his right. So enthralled was Michelle at
speculating on what he could have been looking at that she
didn’t see Ramsey pull his weapon and fire. She jumped when
the sound came and realized that, like King, her attention had
also wandered. She rewound the tape and watched Ramsey
slip his hand into his coat pocket, partially hiding the movement
behind a Ritter sign he was holding with his other hand. You
couldn’t see the gun clearly until Ramsey pointed it at the
candidate and fired. King recoiled, presumably as the bullet
exited Ritter and hit him in the hand. As Ritter collapsed, the
crowd burst into complete hysteria. The cameraman filming the
video had apparently dropped to his knees, and Michelle saw



torsos and legs running helter-skelter. Other agents and security
personnel were pushed back against the sides of the room by
the mad rush of frightened people. It only took seconds and
seemed like forever to her. And then the cameraman must have
stood again, because Sean King returned to the screen.

Blood streaming down his hand, King had his gun out,
pointed directly at Ramsey, who still held his own weapon. It is a
normal human reaction to flinch, panic and fall to the ground,
immobile, when a shot is fired. Training at the Service was
designed to override this instinct. When an unknown fired a
shot, you moved! Yougrabbed the protectee and got the hell out
of there as fast as you could, often physically carrying the
person in the process. King did not do that, principally because,
Michelle assumed, he had a man in front of him holding a gun.

King fired once, twice, calmly it seemed; he didn’t say a
word that Michelle could tell. And then as Ramsey fell, King
simply stood there, looking down at the dead candidate as
other agents finally dashed forward and grabbed Ritter and,
their training still working, rushed off with him, leaving King
behind to face the music.

Michelle would have given anything to know what the man
was thinking right at that moment.

She rewound the tape and watched it again. The bang
came as Ramsey fired. But there had been a sound before that.



She rewound the tape again and listened intently. There it was,
like a beep or a clang , or a ding. That was it. A ding! It was
coming from the direction where King was staring. And she
seemed to hear a slight hush or whooshing sound.

She thought rapidly. A ding in a hotel almost always meant
that an elevator car had arrived. And the whooshing sound
could have been the elevator doors opening. The diagram of
the room where Ritter was shot showed a bank of elevators. If
an elevator door had opened, had it revealed anything to Sean
King? And if so, why hadn’t he said? And why hadn’t anyone
else seen something? Lastly, why hadn’t anyone picked up on
what she had just noted after having watched the tape a couple
of times? But why was she so interested in Sean King and his
plight from eight years ago? And yet she was interested. After
days of tedium she wanted to do something. She needed
action. Impulsively Michelle packed her bag and checked out of
the hotel.
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Like Michelle Maxwell, King had also risen early and was
also out on the water. He was, however, in a kayak, not a scull,
and was going considerably slower than Michelle. The lake was
ripple-free at this hour, and the quietest it would be all day. This
was the perfect place to think, and he needed to do a lot of that.
Yet it wasn’t to be.



He heard his name being called and looked up. She was
standing on the rear deck of his house, calling out to him and
holding up a cup of what he assumed was coffee. Joan was
wearing the pajamas he kept in the guest bedroom. He took his
time paddling back in and then walked slowly up to the house
where she met him at the back door.

She smiled. “Apparently you were the first up, but no coffee
was on. That’s okay, I live to provide suitable backup.”

He accepted the coffee from her and sat at the table after
she insisted on making him breakfast. He watched her prancing
barefoot around his kitchen in the pajamas, apparently playing
the role of the happy vixen housewife with aplomb. He
remembered that Joan, though one of the toughest agents the
Service had ever produced, could be as feminine as any
woman, and in private moments she could be downright
sexually explosive.

“Still prefer scrambled?”

“That’s fine,” he answered.

“Bagel, no butter?”

“Yep.”

“God, you’re so predictable.”



I guess so, he thought. He ventured a question of his own.
“Any news on Jennings’s death, or am I not cleared for it?”

She stopped cracking eggs. “That’s FBI territory, you know
that.”

“Agencies talk to each other.”

“Not any more than they used to, really, and that was never a
lot.”

“So you know nothing.” He said this in an accusatory
manner.

She didn’t answer, and instead scrambled the eggs, toasted
the bagel and presented the meal complete with silverware,
napkin and more coffee. She sat across from him and sipped
orange juice while he ate.

“Not having anything?” he asked.

“I’m watching my figure. Apparently I’m the only one here
doing that.”

Was it his imagination, or did her foot graze his leg
underneath the table?

“What did you expect? After eight years we just jump back
into the sack?”



She tipped her head back and laughed. “In an occasional
fantasy, yes.”

“You’re crazy, you know that? I mean certifiable.” He was not
joking.

“And I had such a normal childhood. Maybe I’m just a sucker
for a man in shades packing heat.”

Okay, that time it was clear. Her foot had touched his leg. He
was sure of that because it was still there and currently heading
toward certain private areas of his person.

She leaned forward. Her gaze was not soulful; it was
predatory. Clearly she wanted him, here, now, on the kitchen
table in the middle of his “predictable scrambled eggs.” She
stood and slid off the pajama bottoms, revealing flimsy white
panties. Next she slowly anddeliberately undid the pajama top
as though challenging him to stop her at each button. He didn’t.
He just watched as the pajama top opened. She wore no bra.
Joan dropped the pajama top in his lap and with one hand
swept the dishes off the table and onto the floor.

“It’s been way too long, Sean. So let’s just do something
about it.” She climbed up on the table in front of him and lay on
her back, her thighs spread. Joan smiled as he stood, towering
over her in her glorious, pandering near-nakedness.



“You going mainstream on me?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

He glanced at the light fixture on the ceiling. “You didn’t go
for the three-pointer with your underwear.”

“Oh, but the day’s still young, Mr. King.”

Her smile disappeared as King picked up the pajama top
and laid it delicately over her private parts.

“I’m going to get dressed. I’d appreciate if you’d clean up
this mess.”

As he walked away, he heard her laughing. By the time he
got to the top of the stairs, she called out, “You’ve finally grown
up, Sean, I’m so impressed.” He shook his head and wondered
what insane asylum she had escaped from.

“Thanks for breakfast,” he called back.

As King was coming back downstairs after showering and
dressing, there was a knock at the door. He glanced out the
window and was surprised to see a police car, a U.S. Marshals
van and a black SUV. He answered the door.

He knew Todd Williams, the police chief, since Sean was
one of Todd’s volunteer deputies. Todd looked distraught as



one of two FBI agents stepped forward and flashed his
credentials like he was brandishing a switchblade.

“Sean King? We understand that you have a pistol
registered to you.”

King nodded. “I’m a volunteer deputy. The public likes to see
us armed in case we have to shoot any bad guys. So?”

“So we’d like to see it. In fact, we’d like to take it.”

King glanced sharply at Williams, who looked at him and
shrugged and then took a huge, symbolic step backward.

“You have a warrant?” King asked.

“You’re a former federal agent. We hoped you’d cooperate.”

“I’m also a lawyer, and we’re not a real cooperative breed.”

“It’s up to you. I’ve got the paper right here.”

King had pulled that same trick before as a fed. His “search
warrant” was often a photocopy of a New York Times crossword
puzzle neatly folded. “Show it to me,” he demanded.

The warrant was produced and it was for real. They wanted
his service revolver.



“Can I ask why?”

“You can ask,” said the agent.

Now the deputy U.S. marshal stepped forward. He was
about fifty, stood about six-five and was built like a professional
boxer, with broad shoulders, long arms and huge hands.

“Let’s just cut the cute shit, okay?” he said to the agent
before looking at King. “They want to match it against the slug
taken out of Jennings. I’m assuming you don’t have a problem
with that.”

“You think I shot Howard Jennings in my office and used my
own service revolver to do it? What, as a matter of
convenience, or because I’m too cheap to spring for another
gun?”

“Just eliminating possibilities,” said the man pleasantly. “You
know the drill. Being a Secret Service agent and all.”

“Was. Was a Secret Service agent.” He turned. “I’ll get the
gun.”

The big man put a hand on King’s shoulder. “No. Just show
them where it is.”

“So let them in my house and they can go merrily along
picking up evidence to build a case against me?”



“An innocent man has nothing to hide,” the deputy marshal
shot back. “Besides, they won’t peek, Scout’s honor.”

An FBI agent followed King inside. As they walked down the
hall, the agent looked in surprise at the mess in the kitchen.

“My dog is kind of wild,” explained King.

The man nodded. “I got a black Lab named Trigger. What’s
yours?”

“Pit bull bitch named Joan.”

They went to his den, where King opened the lockbox and
then motioned the agent to inspect the contents. The man
bagged the pistol, handed him a receipt for the weapon and
followed King back outside.

“Sorry about this, Sean,” said Todd. “I know it’s all a crock.”
The good police chief didn’t sound like he meant it, King noted.

As the men pulled off in their vehicles, Joan came down the
stairs, fully dressed.

“What did they want?”

“Collecting for the policemen’s ball.”



“Uh-huh. Are you a suspect or what?”

“They took my gun.”

“You have an alibi, right?”

“I was on patrol. I saw nobody and nobody saw me.”

“Too bad I wasn’t here earlier. I could have given you a hell of
an alibi if you had just played your cards right.” She raised her
right hand and placed her other on an imaginary Bible. “Your
Honor, Mr. King is innocent because at the time of said murder,
yours truly was getting seriously banged on the kitchen table by
the said Mr. King.”

“Maybe in your dreams.”

“It has been in my dreams. But now I think I’m too late.”

“Joan, do me a great favor: get out of my house.”

She stepped back, her eyes searching his. “You’re not
honestly worried about it, are you? The ballistics won’t match
and that’ll be it.”

“You think so?”

“I’m assuming you had your gun with you while you were on
patrol.”



“Of course, I did. My slingshot’s broken.”

“Jokes. You always made stupid jokes when you were the
most nervous.”

“A guy is dead, Joan, in my office, dead. None of this is
really funny.”

“Unless you murdered the man, I don’t see how your gun
could have done it.” He didn’t answer and she said, “Is there
something you haven’t told the police?”

“I didn’t kill Jennings, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t thinking it. I know you too well.”

“Well, people change, they really do.”

She picked up her bag. “Would it be all right if I came to visit
you again?” She added quickly, “If I swear not to do that.” She
glanced over at the trashed kitchen table.

“Why did you do it?” he asked.

“Eight years ago I lost something important to me. This
morning I tried to get it all back, using a method that turned out
to be embarrassingly stupid.”

“What’s the point of our seeing each other again?”



“I actually have something I want to ask you.”

“So ask.”

“Not now. Another time. I’ll be in touch.”

After she left, he started to pick up the kitchen. In a few
minutes everything was clean and back in order. If only he could
do the same thing to his life. However, he had a feeling that a lot
more things were going to be broken before this was over.

15

Michelle took a short puddle-jumper flight to North Carolina.
Because she didn’t have her credentials and badge anymore
but did have her weapon’s permit, she had had to check her
gun and a small knife she always carried into the cargo hold,
retrieving them only after the plane landed. The blanket policy of
confiscating all weapons that had been enacted after 9/11 had
been relaxed somewhat, although without her badge it was not
that easy. Michelle rented a car and drove about an hour to the
small town of Bowlington, fifty miles east of the Tennessee
border and in the shadow of the Great Smoky Mountains.
However, there wasn’t much of a town left anymore, she soon
discovered. Textile manufacturing had driven the area in its
heyday, she was told by an old-timer at the gas station where
she stopped.



“They make all that stuff in China or Taiwan for peanuts now,
not the good old U.S. of A.,” lamented the man. “What we got
left here, not much.” He punctuated the comment by spitting
some tobacco chew into a mason jar, rang up her soda and
handed back her change. He asked her what she’d come here
for, but she was noncommittal. “Just passing through.”

“Well, ma’am, just so you know, there ain’t much to pass
through to.”

She got in her car and drove through the mostly deserted
and impoverished town. She saw lots of old people either
sitting on theirsagging front porches or creeping across their
small, ragged yards. As she pulled up to the place, Michelle
wondered why eight years ago Clyde Ritter had seen fit to stop
here on his campaign trail. He probably could have scrounged
up more votes in a cemetery.

Situated a few miles outside of the town proper, the
Fairmount Hotel had not only seen better days, it seemed about
one wavering support beam from tumbling down. The structure
was eight stories high and encircled by a six-foot-high chain-link
fence. The architecture of the place was a very mixed bag. The
building was over a hundred years old and seemed to be
Gothic in some parts with fake turrets and balustrades and
towers, and Mediterranean in other respects with stucco walls
and a red tile roof. Its ugliness could not be overexaggerated,
Michelle decided. Even the term “white elephant” hardly



seemed to do it justice.

There were No Trespassing signs on the fence, but she
didn’t see any security guard hut or any security guard making
rounds. Off to the side of the hotel she found a gap in the fence.
However, before slipping through here, she decided to
reconnoiter the area, her Secret Service training kicking in.

The land was fairly flat all around except near the rear of the
building where it sloped down to the fence. Michelle eyeballed
the angle of the slope to the fence and smiled. She had won
state championships in the high and long jumps two years in a
row. With a little juice in her veins and a decent tailwind and
using that slope, she might be able to jump the damn fence. Ten
years ago she probably would have tried, just for fun. She
continued her walk and then decided to move a little ways into
the woods. When she heard rushing water, she moved farther
into the dense trees.

In a few minutes she located the source of the sound. She
went to the edge of the cliff and peered down. It was about a
thirty-foot drop to the water. The river was not very wide, but it
moved fast and looked fairly deep. There were a couple of thin
ledges jutting out from the cliff, and small boulders clung to the
sides there as well. Asshe watched, one broke loose and
plummeted down, smacking the surface of the water, and then
was quickly carried away by the rush of the river. She had a
sudden chill watching this spectacle; she’d never liked heights



very much and turned and walked back into the fading sunlight.

After slipping through the gap in the fence, Michelle made
her way to the massive front entrance; however, it was locked
and chained. Moving on, she found a large window farther down
the left side that had been broken out, and she stepped through
there. She had assumed the electricity was shut off, and so she
had brought a flashlight. She clicked on her beam and started
looking around. She walked through rooms that were filled with
dust, dampness, mold and also vermin, from the sounds of
scurrying feet. She also saw overturned tables, cigarette butts,
empty liquor bottles and discarded condoms. The abandoned
hotel apparently now served as a nightclub of sorts for the slim
under-seventy crowd left in Bowlington.

She’d brought with her a copy of the Fairmount’s floor plan,
which was included in the files her friend had given her. Using
this document, she made her way to the lobby and from there to
the interior room where Clyde Ritter had been shot to death. It
was paneled in mahogany now, with gaudy chandeliers and
burgundy carpeting. When she shut the door behind her, it
became so quiet and still that Michelle was glad to feel her
pistol riding on her belt clip. The.357 she’d turned in had been
replaced by a sleek SIG nine-millimeter. Every federal agent
had a personal backup.

Her reason for being here was not simply to satisfy her own
morbid curiosity. There were some interesting parallels that



intrigued her. Bruno’s kidnapping had also occurred in an
obscure rural town, not too far from here. It had taken place in
an old building, albeit a funeral home as opposed to a hotel.
There had to have been some inside source relating to the plot
against Bruno, she was sure of that. And with what she had
discovered so far about the Ritter killing, she was becoming
convinced that an insider hadplayed a role there as well. Maybe
what she learned here could help with her own dilemma; at least
she hoped so. It beat sitting in a hotel room moping.

Michelle perched on a small table in the corner and
consulted her file, which had a detailed diagram of the location
of all the players on that fateful day. She walked over and
placed herself in the spot where Sean King had stood, Clyde
Ritter just in front of him. Her gaze moved around the room, and
she noted where one Secret Service agent had been stationed,
and then another and yet another. The crowd had been behind a
rope, and Ritter had been leaning over it exchanging greetings.
Various members of Ritter’s campaign team had been strewn
around the space. Sidney Morse had been on the other side of
the rope across from Ritter. She’d also seen Morse on the
video. He had run screaming like everyone else. Doug Denby,
Ritter’s chief of staff, had been over by the door. The assassin,
Arnold Ramsey, had been in the back of the room but had
slowly made his way forward until he was standing in front of his
victim. He’d been carrying an FOC, “Friend of Clyde,” sign and,
to Michelle’s trained eye when she watched the video, he hadn’t
appeared to be dangerous.



Michelle glanced to the right and saw a bank of elevators.
She imagined herself to be Sean King for a moment more, and
she gazed right and left, sweeping the room in precise grids,
pretending to speak into her throat mic, one hand out, as though
touching the back of Ritter’s sweaty shirt. Then she glanced, as
King had, to the right and kept her gaze there for as long as he
had; she counted the seconds off in her head. The only thing of
note in that direction was the bank of elevators. The ding she’d
heard had to have come from there.

The banging noise startled her so badly that she drew her
pistol and pointed it at all corners of the room. She was
breathing so hard and shaking so badly that she sat down on
the floor suddenly sick to her stomach. She realized quickly that
a banging sound was not to beunexpected in an abandoned
hotel: It could have been a falling ceiling tile, or perhaps a
squirrel had gotten inside and run into something. Still, the
timing was abysmal. She had to marvel at King’s ability to
endure the same surprise and, while wounded, retain enough
presence of mind to pull his weapon and gun down an armed
man. Would she have been able to ignore the pain in her hand,
the chaos all around, and fire? Now that she’d partially
experienced the situation for herself, her respect for him rose
several notches.

She pulled herself together, looked at the elevator bank and
then at her file. She had read more of the official record on the



flight down, and had learned that this set of elevators had been
turned off, secured by the Secret Service during Ritter’s event.
Presumably there would have been no ding to be heard. And
yet she’d heard one. And King’s attention had been riveted on
this spot, or at least in this direction. Although he later claimed it
was just a matter of his focus wandering, she wondered if it was
more than that. She looked at a photo of the room at the time of
the assassination. The carpeting had been put in afterward. The
floor back then was wood. She rose, pulled out her knife and,
eyeballing the spot, cut up the carpet. After she pulled back the
rug and exposed a four-by-four square, she shone her light at
the exposed spot.

The dark stains were still there. Blood was almost
impossible to get out of wood; obviously the hotel had opted to
just carpet over it. King’s and Clyde Ritter’s blood, she thought
to herself; it was mixed together for all time. She next went over
to the wall beyond where King had stood. The bullet that killed
Clyde Ritter and wounded King had lodged here, although it
had long since been dug out. The upholstered walls that were
present at the time of the Ritter assassination had been
replaced with the thick mahogany paneling. Again, this was a
cover-up of sorts, as though the hotel owners could wipe away
what had occurred. It hadn’t worked, since the hotel closed
down soon after Ritter’s death.

She entered the enclosed office area through a doorway
behindthe front desk. Large file cabinets were stacked against



one wall, and there were still papers, pens and other office
items on the desks, as though the place had been abandoned
in the middle of the day. She went to the file cabinets and was
surprised to see that they were filled. She started sifting through
them. Although the hotel undoubtedly had computers at the time
of Ritter’s assassination, they also apparently kept backup
records on paper. That made things a little easier. Using her
flashlight, she found the materials for 1996 and then those for
the day Ritter had been there. In fact, the only records here were
for 1996 and early 1997. Michelle surmised that the hotel had
shut down shortly after the assassination and no one had
bothered to clear anything out. If the hotel records had been
confiscated during the subsequent investigation, they had been
returned.

The Ritter party had stayed over one night at the Fairmount.
King had checked into the hotel along with Ritter’s entourage.
The records showed King had occupied room 304.

She made her way up the main staircase to the third floor.
She didn’t have a passkey, but she did have her lockpick kit
and the door quickly yielded. The things a trained federal agent
could do. She went inside, looked around and found nothing
except what one would expect to find in such a place: a mess.
She saw that there was a connecting door into the next room,
302. She went through and saw a room exactly like the one
she’d just left.



Downstairs she was about to leave when a thought struck
her. She went back to the office area and looked for the
employee files. Unfortunately here she struck out. Thinking for a
bit, she then checked her floor plan of the hotel, located the
main housekeeping supply section and headed there. This
room was large and filled with shelves, empty counters and a
desk. Michelle looked through the desk and then checked a
large file cabinet back against one wall. Here she found what
she wanted: a clipboard with names and addresses of
housekeeping employees on moldy, curled paper. Shetook the
list with her and went back to the office to look for a phone
book, but the only one she found was far out-of-date and
therefore probably useless. Emerging into the darkness
outside, she was surprised to realize she’d spent over two
hours inside the hotel.

She checked into a motel and used the phone book in her
room to check the names and addresses of the maids on the
employee list against the phone book. She found three that still
lived in the area—at the same addresses they had back then.
She began calling. There was no answer at the first, and she left
a message. At the other two the phone was picked up by the
former maids. Michelle identified herself as a documentary
filmmaker working on a project about political assassinations
and conducting interviews with people familiar with the Ritter
murder. Both women, surprisingly enough, said they’d be very
happy to be part of such a film. Perhaps not so surprising, she
reflected, for what else was there to do here? Michelle made



appointments with both for the following day. Then she grabbed
a quick dinner at a country-western roadside diner where three
cowboy-hat-wearing dudes hit on her in the span of ten minutes.
Vastly fed up by the time the third fellow made his pitch, she
munched her cheeseburger with one hand, showed her gun with
the other and watched as the would-be suitor fled. Oh, to be so
popular. After dinner she spent a couple of hours in her room
going over the questions she’d ask the women the next day. As
she was doing so, the other former maid called back and also
agreed to speak with her. As Michelle drifted off to sleep, she
wondered where she was really heading with all this.

Outside Michelle’s motel room, the old Buick, its muffler still
rattling and its exhaust still noxious, pulled to a stop. The driver
cut off the engine and sat there, his gaze fixed on the door to
Michelle’s room. So intense was his concentration that it
appeared the man could see right through the walls, perhaps
right into the mind of the young Secret Service agent.

Tomorrow promised to be an interesting day. He hadn’t
anticipated that Michelle Maxwell would come here to perform
her own sort of investigation. Yet now that she had, it would have
to be dealt with, delicately. He’d carefully constructed his list of
targets and had no desire to add to that number injudiciously.
However, plans did change as situations developed; whether
Maxwell became a target remained to be seen.

There was a lot left to do, and a young inquisitive Secret



Service agent could become a serious source of trouble. He
debated whether to kill her right now, actually reaching down to
the floorboard for his favored weapon of murder. As his fingers
curled around the hard metal, he brooded on the matter further,
and then his grip relaxed.

Too little preparation and too many potential complications
would flow from her death right now. That was just not his way.
So Michelle Maxwell would get to live another day. He put the
Buick in gear and drove off.
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The first two former Fairmont Hotel maids whom Michelle
interviewed were not helpful. The assassination was the biggest
thing that had ever happened in the town and in their lives, and
in their discussions with “filmmaker” Michelle both women were
prone to conjure all sorts of outlandish theories without being
able to offer anything in the way of solid facts. Michelle listened
politely and then left.

The third home she went to was a modest structure but neat,
set back from the road. Loretta Baldwin was waiting for
Michelle on the wide porch. Baldwin was a slender African
American of sixty-plus years with high, pointed cheekbones, an
expressive mouth and steel-rimmed spectacles that magnified
her darting and energetic brown eyes. She sat ramrod straight
in her chair and had a way of looking one over without seeming



to that any Secret Service agent would be proud of, Michelle
observed. Her hands were long and heavily veined. When the
two women shook hands, there was such strength in the older
woman’s grip that it took the athletic Michelle by surprise.
Michelle sat in the rocker next to Loretta’s and accepted the
glass of iced tea the woman offered.

“This film you doing, sweetie, we talking big or small?”

“It’s a documentary, so small.”

“So I guess no juicy part for me.”

“Well, if your interview makes the cut, then yes, you’ll be in
it.We’ll come back and film you at that point. I’m just doing
preliminary research now.”

“No, honey, I mean is this a paid engagement?”

“Oh, no, no it’s not. Limited budget.”

“Too bad. Not too many jobs ’round here, you see.”

“I expect not.”

“Not used to be that way.”

“Like when the hotel was open?”



Baldwin nodded and rocked slowly in the gathering breeze.
The weather had turned chilly, and Michelle wished more for a
hot cup of coffee than a glass of iced tea.

“Who you talked to so far?” When Michelle told her, Baldwin
smiled and then chuckled. “Them gals have no clue, you
understand me, no clue about nothing. Did little Miss Julie tell
you she was there when Martin Luther King Jr. was shot?”

“Yes, she mentioned that. She actually looked a little young
for that.”

“I’ll say. She knows Martin Luther King like I know the pope.”

“So what can you tell me about that day at the hotel?”

“A day like any other. Except we knew he was coming, of
course. I mean Clyde Ritter. I knew about him, from the TV and
all, and I read my newspaper, every day I do. The man’s thinking
was more in line with George Wallace before he found the light,
but he seemed to be doing okay, which tells you all you need to
know about this country.” Then she stared at Michelle, a look of
mirth in her eye. “Is your memory that good? Or maybe I ain’t
saying nothing you think is important enough to write down.”

Michelle started and then pulled out a notepad and began
scribbling. She also set a small recorder down on the table next
to the woman. “Do you mind?”



“Hell no. Anybody sues me I ain’t got no money. See, that’s
the poor person’s best insurance policy: no assets.”

“What were you doing that day?”

“Just like any other day, cleaning rooms.”

“Which floor did you have?”

“ Floors. Always had people calling in sick. Most time I had
two floors all by myself. Had it that day, second and third. By the
time I finished, seemed like it was time to start over again.”

Michelle tensed at this. King had stayed on the third floor.
“So you weren’t on the main floor when the shooting occurred?”

“Now, did I say that?”

Michelle looked confused. “But you said you were cleaning.”

“Is there a law against coming down and seeing what all the
hoopla was about?”

“Were you in the room where the shooting happened?”

“I was right outside the door. There was a supply closet
down that hall, and I had to get some things, you understand.”
Michelle nodded. “Management didn’t like us maids to show
ourselves in the main area, you see. Like they don’t want the



guests to know we’re even there. Now, how do they think the
place stays clean, you see my point?” Yes, Michelle said, she
did. “Well, the room where Ritter was shot was called the
Stonewall Jackson Room. It’s not like down here we have us
any Abraham Lincoln or Ulysses S. Grant Rooms.”

“I can understand that.”

“Well, I poked my head in and I saw that man shaking hands
and talking real slick and smooth and his eyes would hold
anybody’s he was talking to. I read where he was a TV
preacher too. I could see how that man could get dollars and
votes, yes indeed. He just had that way. But from a person of
color’s perspective I think Clyde Ritter was right at home in the
Stonewall Jackson Room and was probably sleeping in the
Jefferson Davis Penthouse Suite and loving that too, and damn
if he was going to get my vote.”

“I can understand that too. Besides Ritter, did you notice
anyone else?”

“I remember a police officer blocking the doorway. I had to
kindof look around him. I could see Ritter like I said, and there
was the man behind him, real close.”

“Secret Service. Agent Sean King.”

Baldwin stared hard at her. “That’s right. You say that like



you know the man.”

“Never met him. But I’ve been doing a lot of research.”

Baldwin ran her gaze up and down Michelle, a scrutiny that
made the younger woman finally blush. “You got no ring on your
finger. What, are you telling me there ain’t any eligible men that
would appreciate a beautiful young thing like you?”

Michelle smiled. “I keep really crazy hours. Guys don’t like
that.”

“Hell, honey, men don’t like nothing but a meal and their beer
in front of them when they want it, nobody questioning the stupid
things they do, all the free time in the world and a warm body to
do the sex thing when they feel like it, and no talking after.”

“I see you have them pretty well figured out.”

“Like it takes a lot of deep thinking?” She fell silent for a
moment. “Yep, a real nice-looking man. When he fired that gun,
though, he wasn’t real nice-looking.”

Michelle tensed again. “You saw that?”

“Yep. All hell broke loose when Ritter got shot. You wouldn’t
believe it. The policeman in front of me, he turned to see what
was going on, but he got knocked down and people tripped
over him. I just froze. I’ve heard guns go off, fired ’em myself



growing up, to scare off critters and trespassers and such. But
this was different. Then I saw King shoot Ramsey. Next I seen
them run off with Ritter, but that man was dead, anybody could
see that. And I watched that King fellow stand there just looking
down, like, like...”

“Like he’d just seen his life end too,” Michelle suggested.

“Just like that. How’d you know?”

“I know someone who had a similar experience. Did you by
chance hear a sound before Ritter was shot, something that
might have distracted Agent King?” Michelle didn’t want to
mention thatthat sound could have been the ding of an elevator
car because she didn’t want to influence Baldwin’s recollection.

The old woman thought about this and then shook her head.
“No, I can’t say that I did. There was lots of noise. I tell you what I
did do. I ran down the hallway and hid in the supply closet. I was
so scared I didn’t come out for an hour.”

“But before all that you maybe cleaned the third floor?”

Baldwin looked over at her. “Why don’t you ask me what you
want to ask me and save us both a lot of time?”

“Okay, did you clean Agent King’s room?”

She nodded. “They had all checked out before the event.



But I got people’s names down on my list. Yes, I cleaned his
room before all the shooting started, and let me tell you it
needed cleaning.” She looked pointedly at Michelle.

“Why, was he a real slob?”

“No, but there was just a lot of activity in that room the night
before, I guess.” She raised an eyebrow as she said this.

“Activity?” asked Michelle.

“Activity.”

Michelle had been perched on the edge of her rocker. Now
she sat back. “I see.”

“Looked like a couple of wild animals had gone through that
room. Even found a pair of black lace panties on top of the
ceiling light fixture. Don’t know how they got there, and I don’t
want to know.”

“Any idea who the other animal was?”

“No, but it seems to me you don’t look too far away, you see
my point?”

Michelle’s eyes narrowed as she thought about this. “Yes, I
think I do,” she said. “So you didn’t notice anyone getting off the
elevator when all this happened?”



Baldwin looked at her strangely. “Trust me, honey, I wasn’t
paying attention to no elevators.”

She looked at her notes. “So I see the hotel is closed now.”

“Shut down not all that long after Ritter was shot. Bad
publicity and all. Bad for me, ain’t had a steady job like that
since.”

“I see they have a fence up.”

Baldwin shrugged. “Folks who want to take a piece of the
place, boys doing drugs and dragging their girlfriends in there
for you know what.”

“So any plans to reopen it?”

Baldwin snorted loudly. “Knock it down more than likely.”

“Any idea who owns it now?”

“Nope. It’s just some big old empty pile of nothing. Sort of
like this town.”

Michelle asked her a few more questions and then thanked
her and took her leave, but not before giving Loretta Baldwin
some money for helping.

“Let me know when it’s going to air. I’ll watch it on the TV.”



“Let me know when it’s going to air. I’ll watch it on the TV.”

“When and if it does, you’ll be the first to know,” Michelle
replied.

Michelle got back in her car and drove off. She now had
another stop to make.

As she pulled off, she heard the rattle of a muffler about to
fall off and looked up in time to see an ancient, rust-eaten Buick
slowly pull down the street past her, the driver barely visible. Her
only thought about it was that the car certainly symbolized this
town, in that they were both falling apart.

The Buick driver looked over at Michelle without seeming to.
As soon as Michelle pulled off, the man glanced over at a
smiling Loretta Baldwin counting her money and rocking in her
chair. He’d captured their entire conversation using a sound
amplifier recorder hidden in the antenna of his car, and he’d
also taken pictures of the two women using his long-range
camera lens. Their discussion had been very interesting, so
very enlightening on a personal level. SoLoretta the maid had
been in the supply closet on that day. Who would have thought
it, after all these years? And yet he had to put that aside for now.
He slowly turned the car around and followed Michelle. He felt
certain she was going back to the hotel. And after hearing her
conversation with Loretta Baldwin, he understood why.

17



King was at his office desk going over a file when there
were footsteps outside his door. Neither his partner nor his
secretary was coming in today, so he rose and, armed with a
letter opener, went swiftly over to the door and opened it.

The men staring back at him looked grim. There was Todd
Williams, the Wrightsburg chief of police, the same big
uniformed U.S. marshal and two gents who flashed FBI
credentials. King brought them all into the small conference
room adjacent to his office.

The marshal leaned forward in his chair. His name was
Jefferson Parks, he said, and he did not go by “Jeff,” he told
King firmly, but by “Jefferson,” although he preferred simply “
DeputyMarshal Parks.” “U.S. marshalsare political appointees.
The deputies do the real work,” he said.

He held up a pistol in a plastic evidence bag. “This is the
pistol that was taken from your home,” he said in a flat, low
voice.

“If you say so.”

“It isyour pistol. Chain of custody intact.”

King glanced at Williams, who nodded his head.

“Okay,” said King. “And you want to give it back to me



because...?”

“Oh, we’re not giving it back,” said one of the FBI agents.

Parks continued, “We dug the bullet that killed Jennings out
ofthe wall of your partner’s office. It was jacketed, so there was
little projectile deformity. We also found the shell casing. The
shot that killed Howard Jennings was fired from your gun.
Pinprick, land, groove and even shell ejector mark. A perfect
match.”

“And I’m telling you that’s impossible!”

“Why?”

“Let me ask you a question. What was the time of
Jennings’s death?”

“Medical examiner says between 1:00 and 2:00A.M. the
night before you found him in your office,” replied Parks.

“At that time I was making my patrol rounds. And that pistol
was in my holster.”

One of the FBI agents perked up. “Do we take that as a
confession?”

King’s look made it clear what he thought of that comment.



Parks considered this and said, “We’ve been checking your
movements that night. Your vehicle was seen on Main Street
around the time Jennings was killed.”

“I probably was there. My rounds include the town area, so it
would be logical that someone saw my truck then. But you don’t
have a witness that saw me at my office, because I wasn’t
there.”

One of the FBI agents was about to respond until Parks put
a big hand on his arm.

“That’s not something we have to discuss with you at the
moment,” said Parks. “But we do have a positive on the
ballistics, and with your background you know that’s as good as
a fingerprint.”

“No, not quite as good as a print. It doesn’t place me at the
crime scene.”

“On the contrary, we have your gun at the scene, and we
have you nearby the scene. That’s pretty strong evidence.”

“Circumstantial evidence,” countered King.

“And there have been convictions on a lot less,” shot back
Parks.

“We should have done a trace metal test when they took the



gun from you,” said one of the FBI agents.

“Wouldn’t have done any good,” said King. “I handled my
gun the night before you came, so there would have been
microscopic traces in my skin from the metal.”

“Convenient,” said the agent.

Parks’s gaze was on King. “May I ask why you were
handling your gun? You weren’t on duty.”

“I thought there was a prowler around my house.”

“Was there?”

“No. Just an old acquaintance.”

Parks looked at him strangely, but apparently decided
against pursuing the matter.

“Care to tell me my motive?” asked King.

“The man works for you. Maybe he was stealing, or maybe
he found out you were stealing from clients and tried to
blackmail you. You arrange to meet him and kill him.”

“Nice theory, only he wasn’t stealing from me, and I wasn’t
stealing from my clients because I don’t have direct access to
any of their funds. Check it out.”



“Oh, we will but that’s just two possibilities. Another might be
that you somehow found out Jennings was WITSEC, and you let
that slip to the wrong people.”

“And they killed him with my gun that was in my holster?”

“Or you did it to pocket the fee.”

“So now I’m a hit man.”

“Did you know Jennings was WITSEC?”

King hesitated an instant too long, at least to his thinking.
“No.”

“Care to take a polygraph on that?”

“I don’t have to answer that.”

“Just trying to help you out,” said Parks. “I mean you’ve
already admitted having the murder weapon on you at the time
Jennings was killed.”

“Just so you know, you haven’t advised me of my rights, so I
doubt anything I’ve said to you is admissible anyway.”

“You’re not under arrest. You haven’t been charged,” pointed
out one of the FBI agents. “So we’re under no obligation to read
you anything.”



Parks said, “And if called to testify, we can merely repeat
what you said in our presence.”

“Hearsay,” said King. “And I don’t really think you can get it
in under an exception, because it’s prejudicial. I’d get a mistrial
in a heartbeat.”

“You don’t practice criminal law, do you?” said Parks.

“No, why?”

“Because what you just said was a crock of shit.”

King didn’t look as confident now. Parks pressed on.

“So are you retracting your statement that the gun was with
you at that time?”

“Am I under arrest?”

“It might depend on how you answer my question.”

King rose. “From now on, all discussions will be with my
criminal defense attorney present.”

Parks rose too, and for a moment King had the feeling that
the big man was going to come across the table and throttle
him. Yet he just smiled and handed the bagged gun to one of



the FBI agents.

“I’m sure we’ll be seeing you,” he said pleasantly. “Just don’t
make any travel plans for outside the area; that won’t make me
happy.”

As they were leaving, King pulled Williams aside.

“Todd, why is Parks running the show? The FBI takes a
backseat to no one.”

“The dead guy was in witness protection. Parks is really
high up at the Marshals Service. I think he was actually the one
who placed Jennings in this area. And he’s ticked off that he’s
dead. I guess he pulled some strings in D.C.” Todd looked
uncomfortable and hisvoice dropped. “Look, not for one instant
do I believe you’re mixed up in this...”

“And you were about to say but ?”

Todd looked even more uncomfortable. “But I think it would
be best...”

“If I suspend my duties as a deputy pending the outcome of
all this?”

“I appreciate your understanding.”

After Todd left, King sat at his desk. What was bothering him



was that he hadn’t been arrested on the spot. In truth, they had
enough to charge him. And how had the gun he’d been
holstering on that night been used to kill Jennings? King could
think of two scenarios, and when the other thought struck him he
almost put his fist through the wall. How could he have been so
stupid? Joan Dillinger.

He picked up the phone and called an old friend in
Washington. The man was still employed by the Secret Service
and had remained on King’s side throughout the Ritter ordeal.
After some personal and professional chitchat King asked him
how Joan Dillinger was doing.

“Don’t really know.”

“Oh, I thought you two worked closely together.”

“Well, we did until she left.”

“Left? Left the Washington field office?”

“No, the Service.”

King almost dropped the phone. “Joan is no longer with the
Secret Service?”

“She left about a year ago. Went into private security
consulting. And she’s making a boatload of cash, from what I’ve
heard. And probably needs every penny. You know Joan likes to



live well.”

“You got a number for her up there?” King wrote the
information down.

His friend continued, “I guess you’ve heard about our
troubles. It’s really too bad. Maxwell was good, a real
supercharged model.”

“I saw her on TV. I’m reading scapegoat, am I right? I’m sort
of an expert.”

“Comparing what she did to your situation is apples and
oranges. Maxwell made a huge error in judgment. She was
detail leader, you were just one of the grunts.”

“Come on, how many bedrooms have we stood outside of
while the guy was in there having serious carnal knowledge with
a woman who wasn’t his wife? And it’s not like we ever
searched those ladies for weapons. And I don’t remember us
going to the mat to stand next to the damn bed.”

“But nothing bad happened.”

“No thanks to us.”

“Okay, I’m not going to get into it any further, because I have
to watch my blood pressure. So you gonna hook up with Joan?”



“Oh, I have a feeling I’m going to see her real soon.”
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Michelle slipped back inside the Fairmount and went
directly to the hotel office again. King had occupied room 304.
Loretta Baldwin had hinted that she should not look too far from
there, so she checked the occupant for room 302. Michelle
remembered there was a connecting door.

“Damn,” she said when she saw the name on the
registration card. J. Dillinger had been in room 302. Could that
be Joan Dillinger? She’d met Dillinger briefly a couple of times.
The woman had moved higher in the agency than almost any of
her gender had previously and then abruptly quit. Michelle
remembered being intimidated by the lady, something she was
definitely not used to. Joan Dillinger had a reputation for being
more cool under pressure, more tenacious, more ballsy than
anyone else, man or woman. Ambitious as hell, she’d left the
Service to grab the brass ring of private-sector consulting. But
while she was at the Service she was someone Michelle had
looked up to.

And yet was Joan Dillinger the other half of the wild animal
act Loretta Baldwin had described? Was the iron lady whom
Michelle admired the same woman whose black lace panties
ended up on the overhead light? Was King’s mental lapse in
guarding Clyde Ritter due to sheer physical exhaustion from a



night of sex with Joan that was so explosive it had sent her
flimsy underwear skyward? She felt certain it was Joan
because on the index card used for registration,her address,
like King’s, was the Secret Service headquarters in
Washington.

Michelle put both index cards in her bag and went to the
Stonewall Jackson Room. There she looked at the doorway
from where Loretta Baldwin witnessed the first assassination of
a politician campaigning for the U.S. presidency in almost thirty
years. She stood where Loretta had and closed the door. It was
again so quiet in here that she could hear her own pounding
heartbeat.

As soon as she left the room and went back into the lobby,
this sensation stopped. Normal sounds returned, and she could
no longer hear the jarring thumps of her heart. She was
beginning to wonder if the Stonewall Jackson Room was
haunted, perhaps by a very upset Clyde Ritter. She went down
the hallway and found the supply closet where Loretta said
she’d hidden. It was fairly large and had shelves lining three of
the walls.

Michelle went up the stairs to the third floor, shining her light
around in wide arcs. She reached room 302 and went in. She
tried to envision Joan Dillinger knocking softly on the door to
King’s room and being admitted. Maybe after a few drinks and
some Secret Service gossip, Joan’s panties had hit the



overhead light, and they’d created their own personal highlight
reel.

She went out into the hall and walked back toward the
stairwell. She stopped and looked at the large garbage chute
that was set up at one window. Obviously somebody had
started doing some work here and then just as obviously
stopped. She leaned out the window, her eyes adjusting to the
daylight. Down below, the chute ended in a Dumpster. It was
filled with debris, mostly old mattresses, curtains and carpeting,
all of which looked thoroughly rotted.

She walked back to the lobby level and then paused. The
stairs kept going down to the basement level. There couldn’t be
anything down there of interest, and as those low-budget horror
films teach, you never, ever venture into the basement. Well,
unless you were an armed Secret Service agent. She took out
her pistol and made herway down. Here the hallway carpet was
torn up and the air filled with mildew and rot. She passed a spot
and came back. She pushed open the small door and shone
her light in. It was a dumbwaiter, a large one. She couldn’t tell if
it connected to all eight floors or not. The Fairmount, she’d
learned, was a very old hotel, and this might have been the way
laundry or other bulky items were moved up and down. There
were buttons on the wall next to the dumbwaiter to turn it on and
off, so it had been powered by electricity, and a rope on pulleys
inside the shaft was doubtless used as a backup in case the
power supply was interrupted.



She kept going down the hall until it stopped at a wall of
debris that had collapsed from the floor above. The place was
literally falling apart. They better hurry up with the wrecking ball,
or else they wouldn’t need it.

Michelle needed fresh air and sunlight. She jogged up the
stairs. The light hit her right in the eyes. The voice barked in her
ear.

“Freeze. Hotel security. I’m armed and prepared to use my
weapon.”

Michelle held up her gun and flashlight. “I’m a Secret Service
agent.” She said this so automatically that she forgot she didn’t
have the badge or creds anymore.

“Secret Service? Right, and I’m Marshal Matt Dillon.”

“Can you take the flashlight out of my eyes?” she asked.

“Put your gun on the floor,” said the voice. “Nice and easy.”

“I’m doing it,” said Michelle. “Just don’t accidentally pull the
trigger and shoot me in the process.”

As she straightened back up, the light moved away from her
eyes.



“What are you doing here? This is private property.”

“It is?” she said innocently.

“There’s a fence and signs up, lady.”

“Well, I guess I came in another way.”

“What’s the Secret Service doing down here? You got
something to show that to be true, by the way?”

“Can we go outside in the light? I feel like I’ve been
spelunking on dry land for about six hours.”

“Okay, but don’t pick up your gun. I’ll get it.”

They walked outside, where Michelle got a better look at the
man. He was middle-aged with short grayish hair, medium
height and trim, and wearing a rent-a-cop uniform.

He stared at her while he held his pistol in his left hand and
slid her pistol into his waistband with his other. “Okay, you were
going to show me your badge. But even if you are Secret
Service, you still got no business here.”

“Do you remember about eight years ago a politician
named Clyde Ritter was killed at this hotel?”

“Remember? Lady, I’ve lived here my whole life. It’s the only



exciting thing that’s ever happened in this damn place.”

“Well, I came down to check it out. I’m relatively new to the
Service, and this is one of the scenarios we study at the training
center—things to avoid, of course. I guess I was just curious,
wanted to see for myself. I came all the way from Washington,
and I saw that it was closed up, but I didn’t think a quick peek
would hurt.”

“I guess I can see that. Now, your badge?”

Michelle thought for a moment. As her hand reached up to
touch her chin, it nudged a tiny bit of metal on the way. She took
off her lapel pin with the Secret Service insignia and held it out.
The lapel pins were worn to allow agents to be identifiable to
each other. The colors were constantly changed to prevent
successful forging. It was such a routine for her that even on
suspension she rose each morning and put one on.

The guard took the lapel pin and studied it before handing it
back.

“I left my badge and creds back at the motel where I’m
staying,” she explained.

“Okay, I suppose it’s all right. You sure don’t look like the
riffraff who break into boarded-up hotels.” He started to
handback her gun and then stopped. “But first, how’s about you



open your bag?”

“Why?”

“So I can see what’s in it, that’s why.”

She very reluctantly handed her bag over. As he looked
through it, Michelle said, “So who owns the place?”

“They don’t tell folks like me that. I just walk the walk and
keep people out.”

“Is there somebody here twenty-four seven?”

“Hell if I know, I just pull my shift.”

“So what are they going to do with this place, knock it
down?”

“Beats me. They wait much longer, it’ll fall down.” He pulled
the hotel index cards out of her bag and looked at them. “You
mind telling me what you’re doing with these?”

She tried to look as innocent as possible. “Oh, those? Well, I
happen to know both of those people. They were here when the
shooting happened. I... I just thought they might like to have
them, sort of as souvenirs,” she added lamely.

He just stared at her and then said, “Souvenirs? Damn, you



federal people are weird.” He dropped the cards back into the
bag and handed it and her gun back.

As Michelle returned to her car, the security guard watched
her go. He waited a few more minutes and then went into the
hotel. When he came out ten minutes later, his appearance had
drastically changed. Michelle Maxwell was very quick on her
feet, he judged. She might very well make his list if she kept up
this sort of activity. That’s why he’d come here and dressed as
a security guard, to see what she’d found. Certainly those
names on the cards had been interesting but hardly surprising:
Sean King and J. Dillinger. What a delightful pair. Buick Man
climbed into his car and drove off.
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Deputy Marshal Parks, what can I do for you today? How
about I cop to a couple of misdemeanors, do community
service, and let’s call it a day?” King was sitting on his front
porch watching the lawman climb out of his car and then head
up the steps. The big man was dressed in jeans and a blue
windbreaker that, ironically, read “FBI” and a baseball cap with
the initials “DEA.”

In response to King’s look, Parks said, “I started doing this
when I was a D.C. cop way back in the seventies. I get this stuff
from every agency there is. One of the few perks we in law
enforcement have. For my money, DEA has the nicest stuff.” He



sat down in a rocking chair next to King and rubbed his knees.

“When I was young, it was pretty cool being so big, a star
football and basketball player in high school with the pleasant
duty of nailing all the cheerleaders. I even carried the pigskin to
pay for college.”

“Where was that?”

“Notre Dame. I never started, but I played in pretty much
every game. Tight end. Better blocker than receiver. Only had
one career touchdown but it was sweet.”

“That’s impressive.”

Parks shrugged. “Now that I’m not so young, it’s not so cool
anymore. It’s just a big pain in the ass. Or the knees or the hips
or the shoulders—take your anatomical pick.”

“So how’d you like being a cop in our nation’s capital?”

“I like being a marshal a lot better. Those were weird times.
Lots of shit going on.”

King held up his bottle of beer. “You off duty enough to have
one?”

“No, but I’ll enjoy a smoke. Got to combat this fresh, bracing
mountain air somehow. Nasty stuff. Don’t know how you folks



stand it.”

Parks pulled a cigarillo from his shirt pocket and coaxed it
to life with a mother-of-pearl lighter, then snapped the lid shut.
“You got a nice place here.”

“Thanks.” King watched him carefully. If Parks was heading
up the investigation of Howard Jennings’s death along with his
other duties, he was a busy person, and his being here had to
have a purpose.

“Nice law practice, nice home, nice little town. Nice guy who
works hard and gives back to his community.”

“Please, I’ll start blushing.”

Parks nodded. “Of course, nice successful people kill other
people all the time in this country, so that doesn’t mean shit to
me. Personally I don’t like nice guys all that much. Mark ’em as
pantywaists.”

“I wasn’t always so nice. And it wouldn’t take too much of an
effort for me to revert to my old asshole ways. In fact, I feel an
explosion coming on.”

“That’s encouraging, but don’t try and get on my good side.”

“And how nice can I really be? My gun was the murder
weapon.”



“Yes, it was.”

“Would you care to hear my theory on that?”

Parks eyed his watch. “Sure, if you can spare a second and
fetch me one of those brews. Funny thing, I just went off duty.”

King did and handed the bottle to him. The marshal sat back
in his chair and propped his size fourteens up on the railing and
took a swig in between cigar puffs.

“Your theory on the gun?” he prompted as he watched the
sun setting.

“I had it with me at the time Jennings was killed. According
to you, that same gun killed Jennings.”

“Seems pretty straightforward so far,” Parks said. “In fact, I
can handcuff you right now if you want.”

“Well, since I didn’t kill Jennings, it seems pretty clear that I
didn’t really have my gun with me.”

Parks shot him a glance. “You changing your story?”

“No. On the six days I don’t use it I keep my gun in a lockbox.
I live alone, so I don’t always lock the box up.”



“Pretty stupid.”

“Trust me, after this it goes in an underground vault.”

“Go on.”

“Theory number one, someone takes my gun and leaves a
substitute in its place, which I take with me that night. This same
person uses my gun to kill Jennings, then puts it back in my box,
retrieving the substitute. Theory number two, a substitute gun is
used to kill Jennings, and that substitute is placed in my lockbox
and becomes the one the ballistics test was run on.”

“The serial numbers on the gun we ran matched the one
registered to you.”

“Then it’s my first scenario.”

“So you’re saying somebody took your gun way back when,
because they would have had to do that to make an exact
replica, and then did this substitution to make it look like your
gun killed Jennings?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“Are you telling me a former lawman doesn’t know his own
weapon?”

“It’s a mass-produced nine-millimeter, Marshal. It’s not some



fancy-ass museum piece with diamond studs. I got the gun
when I became a deputy. I wear it once a week, never take it out
of its holster and then forget about it. Whoever copied it knew
what they were doing, though, because it seemed just like mine,
weight distribution and feel of the grip.”

“And why go to all this trouble to pin it on you?”

“Well, murderers often try to pin it on someone else, don’t
they? I mean that’s sort of the point. Jennings worked for me.
Maybe they thought folks would think what you said earlier, that I
killed Jennings because I caught him stealing or he caught me
stealing. Motive, gun match, no alibi. Lethal injection here I
come.”

Parks put his feet on the floor and sat forward. “Very
interesting. Now, let me give you a theory in return. Jennings
had lots of guys looking to kill him. That’s why he was in the
program. So maybe you knew he was WITSEC and ratted him
out for a chunk of cash. Then whoever hired you paid you back
by using your gun and stiffing you in the form of a frame. How’s
that?” Parks eyed him steadily.

“Actually that one works too,” conceded King.

“Uh-huh.” Parks drained his beer, stubbed out his cigarillo
and stood. “How are the media hounds?”



“Not as bad as I would have thought. Most haven’t
discovered my house yet. When they do, I’ll just chain off the
road at the bottom of the hill, post signs and start shooting
trespassers.”

“Now, there’s my kind of asshole.”

“I told you I had it in me.”

Parks headed down the stairs to his car.

King called to him. “So how come I’m not under arrest?”

Parks opened the car door. “Well, primarily because I think
your theory number one has some validity. Maybe you were
carrying a substitution weapon while your gun was used to kill
Jennings.”

“I actually didn’t think you’d accept my theory that easily.”

“Oh, I’m not saying you didn’t have Jennings killed and did
the gun substitution yourself. Although my favorite scenario still
has you ratting him out and the actual triggerman framing you
for it.” He looked down at the ground for a second. “No witness
in the history of WITSEC who stayed in the program and
followed the rules has ever been killed. That was a great sales
point to potential witnesses. Now we can’t claim that anymore.
And it happened onmy watch. I placed Jennings here, and I feel
responsible for his death. So just so you know, if you did set him



up, I’ll personally select the prison you’ll be going to, and it’ll be
one where you’ll scream for the death penalty about three hours
after you check in, asshole or not.” Parks opened his car door
and touched the brim of his DEA baseball cap. “Now, you have
a real nice evening.”

20

The next day King left Wrightsburg early, fought northern
Virginia morning rush hour traffic and arrived in Reston,
Virginia, around ten. The ten-story office building was relatively
new and now about half-leased. A dot-com company had rented
the entire space several years ago and despite having no
products or profits, decorated it lavishly and then, astonishingly,
ran out of money. The area was very nice with shops and
restaurants at the nearby Reston Town Center. Well-dressed
consumers slipped in and out of pricey stores. People
struggled to get where they needed to go on the congested
roads. It all had a high-energy, upscale feel to it. Yet King simply
wanted to accomplish what he’d come to do, then retreat to the
bucolic environs of the Blue Ridge.

The top floor of the building was now occupied by a firm
known simply as the Agency, a name it had actually
trademarked for commercial use, probably much to the chagrin
of the CIA. The Agency was one of the premier investigative
and security firms in the country. King rode up in the private
elevator, waving to a surveillance camera that was eyeballing



him, and was met in a small waiting room off the main lobby by
someone who looked armed and ready to use his weapon.
King was searched and had to step through a metal detector
before he was allowed to proceed to the lobby. It was tastefully
appointed and had no one in it other than a watchful woman at
the front desk who took his name and dialed her phone.

He was escorted back by a stylishly dressed young man
with broad shoulders and curly dark hair, wearing a headset
and displaying an arrogant manner. He opened the door and
motioned King through and then left, closing the door behind
him. King looked around the office. It was a four-window corner
unit, the glass all heavily tinted and reflecting from the outside,
though on the top floor the only things capable of peeping in
would be birds, or folks in dangerously low-flying planes. The
whole feel of the place was quiet, understated yet undeniably
prosperous.

When a side door opened and she walked in, King didn’t
know whether to say hello or knock the woman over her desk
and strangle her.

“I’m very touched that you’d brave the traffic to come and
see me,” said Joan. She was dressed in a dark pantsuit that
was flattering to her figure, not that many clothing choices
wouldn’t be. Yet the sleek cut of the suit and her three-inch
spikes gave her the impression of height she really didn’t have.



“Thanks for seeing me.”

“Only fair considering how much of me you’ve seen recently.
But I really was very surprised to hear from you.”

“Well, now we’re even. Because I can’t tell you what a shock
it was to find out you weren’t with the Service anymore.”

“I didn’t tell you that when I came to your house?”

“No, Joan, that one you somehow forgot to mention.”

She sat down on a small leather sofa set against one wall
and motioned for him to join her. On the table in front of her was
a coffee service. While King sat, she poured.

“You can hold the eggs, toasted bagel. And lace panties,” he
added. He was very surprised when the woman reddened at his
remark.

“I’m really trying very hard to block that out of my mind,” she
said quietly.

He took a sip of coffee and looked around. “Wow, look at
this place. At the Service did we even have desks?”

“No, because we didn’t need them. We were either driving
really fast in cars...”



“Or pushing till our feet gave out,” he finished for her.
“Pushing” was Secret Service shorthand for being on duty,
usually standing at a post to secure it.

She sat back and looked around her office. “It is nice, but
I’m not really here that much. I’m usually on a plane somewhere.
”

“At least you get to fly commercial or private. Military
transport is hard on the back, butt and stomach. We flew
enough of those.”

“You remember going on Air Force One ?” she asked.

“Anyone who has never forgets.”

“I miss that part.”

“But you make a lot more money.”

“I guess you do too.”

He shifted his weight and balanced his cup in the palm of
his hand. “I know you’re busy, so I’ll get down to it. A U.S. deputy
marshal named Jefferson Parks came to see me. He’s heading
up the investigation on Howard Jennings, the murdered
WITSEC. He was the one who came for my gun while you were
there.”



Joan looked interested. “Jefferson Parks?”

“You know him?”

“Name sounds very familiar. So they took your gun. And
ballistics cleared you?”

“Actually no. It was a match. My gun killed Howard Jennings.
”

King had thought over this phrasing very carefully on the
drive up, because he wanted to test the woman’s response to it.
She almost spilled her coffee. Either she had really boned up
on her acting skills or it was a sincere reaction.

“That can’t be right,” she said.

“That’s what I said. But fortunately the marshal and I saw
eye-to-eye on the method that someone could have used to
make my gun the murder weapon while I thought I had it on me.”

“How?”

King briefly explained his substitution theory. He’d thought
about withholding it from her but decided it didn’t really matter,
and he wanted her reaction to this as well, mostly for the follow-
up statement he was going to make.

Joan thought about this, longer than King felt was really



necessary.

“That would take a lot of planning and skill,” she finally said.

“And access to my house. They would have had to get the
gun back in my box before the posse showed up to take it, you
know, the morning that you were there.”

He finished his coffee and poured himself another cup while
she stewed on this. He offered to freshen hers but she declined.

“So you came here to tell me that, what, you think I framed
you?” said Joan stiffly.

“I’m just telling you that someone did, and I just told you how I
think they did it.”

“You could have told me that over the phone.”

“Yes, I could, but you paid me a visit, and I wanted to return
the honor. At least I called first.”

“I didn’t set you up, Sean.”

“Then all my troubles are over. I’ll call Parks and tell him the
good news.”

“You know, you can be a real smart-ass.”



He put down his coffee cup and drew very close to her. “Let
me just lay it out for you. I’ve got a dead man in my office, and
my gun killed him. I’ve got no alibi and a pretty damn sharp
marshal who, while maybe he buys my theory on a frame, is by
no means convinced of my innocence. And this man would shed
no tears if I’m locked up for the rest of my life or given some
toxic bug juice to transport me to the hereafter. And then you
come to visit me out of the blue and somehow forget to tell me
that you’re no longer with the Secret Service. You make a big
deal of apologizing, acting all nice, with the result that I let you
stay overnight. You try your bestto seduce me on my kitchen
table for a reason I still can’t fathom, but I can’t believe only has
to do with you wanting to scratch an eight-year-old itch. You’re
alone in my house while I’m out on the lake, and my gun
mysteriously turns out to be the murder weapon after it’s picked
up on that very same morning. Now, Joan, maybe I am more
suspicious than my neighbor, but I’d have to be on life support
and breathing through a frigging tube not to be a little paranoid
about that sequence of events.”

She eyed him with maddening calm. “I didn’t take your gun. I
know nothing about anyone who might have. I have no proof of
that. You just have my word.”

“Again, that’s such a relief.”

“I never told you that I was still with the Service. You just
assumed.”



“You never said you weren’t!” he snapped.

“You never asked!” She added, “And that wasn’t my best.”

King looked confused. “What?”

“You said I did my best to seduce you. Just for the record,
that wasn’t my best.”

Both sat back now, seemingly out of words or breath or
both.

“Okay,” he said, “whatever game you’re playing with me, you
just go ahead and play it. I’m not going down for Jennings’s
murder, because I didn’t do it.”

“Neither did I, and I’m not trying to frame you. What motive
would I have?”

King said, “Well, if I knew that, I wouldn’t be here, would I?”
He rose. “Thanks for the coffee. Next time hold the cyanide, it
gives me gas.”

“As I told you before, I came to see you for a very particular
purpose.” He stared at her. “But I didn’t get around to it. I guess
seeing you after all those years made more of an impact than I
thought it would.”



“So what was the purpose?”

“To make you a proposition.” She quickly added, “A
businessproposition.”

“Like what?”

“Like John Bruno,” she replied.

His eyes narrowed. “What do you have to do with a missing
presidential candidate?”

“Thanks to me, the firm was hired by Bruno’s party to find
out what happened to him. In lieu of our standard rate I
negotiated another arrangement. Our out-of-pocket expenses
are covered, but we accepted a much lower daily rate.
However, it comes with a potentially lucrative bonus.”

“What, like a finder’s fee, no pun intended.”

“A multimillion-dollar one to be exact. And since I brought in
the account, under the firm’s policy of getting to eat what you
kill, I personally get sixty percent.”

“How exactly did you manage that?”

“Well, as you know I had a pretty good career at the Service.
And in the time I’ve been here I’ve brought several very high-
profile cases to a successful conclusion, including the return of



a Fortune 500 executive who was kidnapped.”

“Congratulations. Funny I never heard about it.”

“Well, we like to keep a low profile to the public. To those
who are in the know, however, we’re a major player.”

“Millions, huh? I didn’t think third-party candidates had that
kind of war chest.”

“A large part of it is special liability insurance, and Bruno’s
wife has family money. His campaign was also very well funded.
And since they have no candidate to expend money on, they
want to pay me, and I have no problem with that.”

“But Bruno’s case is an ongoing federal investigation.”

“So what? The FBI doesn’t have a monopoly on solving
crimes.And Bruno’s people flatly don’t trust the government. In
case you haven’t been reading your newspaper, some of them
think their candidate was set up by the Service.”

“They said the same thing about me and Ritter, and it’s as
crazy now as it was then,” said King.

“But it presents a wonderful opportunity for us.”

“Us? And what exactly is my part in all this?”



“If you help me find Bruno, I’ll pay you forty percent of what I
get; it’ll be seven figures to you.”

“I’m not rich, but I really don’t need the money, Joan.”

“But I do. I left the Service before I did my twenty-five years,
so I’m sort of screwed on the pension. I’ve been here a year,
making a lot more money, and I’ve socked most of it away, but
I’m not enjoying myself. In my years at the Service I worked the
equivalent of a forty-year career. I see in my future white
beaches, a catamaran and exotic cocktails, and this score will
allow me to do that. And maybe you don’t need the money, but
what you do need is something good to happen to you. Where
the newspapers tout you as a hero instead of the fall guy.”

“So you’re now my P.R. person?”

“I think you need one, Sean.”

“Why me? You’ve got all the resources of this place.”

“Most of the experienced people are pissed that I landed the
deal, and they won’t work on it with me. The ones who are left
are young, overeducated and street-stupid. Your fourth year in
the Service you broke the largest counterfeit ring in the Northern
Hemisphere working solo from the field office in Louisville,
Kentucky, of all places. That’s the sort of investigative talent I
need. And it also helps matters that you live two hours from



where Bruno was snatched.”

He looked around. “I don’t even work at this place.”

“I can use anyone I want in the investigation.”

He shook his head. “I haven’t done this stuff in years.”

“Like riding a bike.” She sat forward and stared at him
intently.“Like riding a bike, Sean. And I don’t think I’d be making
this proposition to you if I’d set you up to take a murder rap. I
need you with me if I want the payoff. And I want the payoff.”

“I have my law practice.”

“Take a sabbatical. If we’re going to find Bruno, it’ll be
sooner rather than later. Look at it this way. It’s exciting. It’s
different. It might not be like old times. But maybe it’ll be like
new times.” Her hand lightly touched his. Somehow it was a far
more seductive gesture than the tacky stunt she’d pulled on his
kitchen table.

“And maybe you can show me how to sail the catamaran,
because I don’t have a clue,” said Joan quietly.

21

Loretta Baldwin lay in the bath and let the hot water take the
chill off her bones. The bathroom was dark; she liked it that way,



like a mother’s womb, comforting. She chuckled; she had to,
every time she thought of it. About that girl that had come by
asking all those questions pretending to be making a film about
Clyde Ritter, as if anyone would bother. The girl was probably
some sort of police officer or private investigator, though why
anyone would be digging up the Clyde Ritter mess was beyond
her. Yet Loretta would take the money, every cent of it. Just like
she had all these years. She’d told the truth, at least to the
questions the girl had asked; she just hadn’t asked the right
ones. Like what Loretta had seen when she was hiding in the
supply closet. What a nervous wreck she’d been getting it out of
the hotel, yet no one really noticed her in the chaos. She was
just one of the maids, invisible really. And she knew ways out of
the hotel that not even the Secret Service had been aware of.

At first she thought to go to the police with what she’d found
and seen, but then decided not to. Why get messed up in
something like that? And she’d tired of spending her life
cleaning up other people’s messes. And what did she care
about Clyde Ritter? A man like that was far better off in the
grave, where he couldn’t spread his poison.

So she had done it. Sent the note and photo to the person
tellingwhat she’d seen and what she now possessed, and
arranging for money to come to her. And it had come and she
hadn’t broken her silence and the person she was blackmailing
never knew her identity, right up to the end. She’d been real
tricky, using a series of P.O. boxes, fake names and one close



friend, now dead, to help her cover her tracks. She hadn’t been
greedy. It wasn’t a whole lot of money, but with no steady work
all these years the cash had come in real handy, let her keep
her home, pay her bills, buy some nice things, help her family.
Yes, it was all right.

And that girl had never thought to ask; yet how could she
have known? And even if she had, Loretta would have lied, just
like the girl had lied to her, because if she was a documentary
filmmaker, Loretta was Lena Horne. That thought made her
laugh so hard she started to choke.

After she settled back down, her thoughts grew more
somber. The money was no longer coming, but there was
nothing she could do about that now. All things had to end. But
she hadn’t been a spendthrift. She’d put some of the money
away, knowing that her golden goose would not last forever.
She could get by a while longer, and maybe by then another
goose would present itself. That girl had given her money. That
was a start. Loretta Baldwin was nothing if not optimistic.

The phone rang, startling her. Her bones thoroughly warmed,
she opened her eyes and started to climb out of the bathtub.
Maybe this was another golden goose calling right now.

She never made it to the phone.

“Remember me, Loretta?”



The man stood over her, a metal pole with a flattened end in
his hands.

She would have screamed, but he pushed her under the
water with the pole and held her there. For an elderly woman
Loretta was fairly strong, but not nearly strong enough. Her eyes
kept widening, her body jerking. She grabbed the pole, and
water splashed allover the floor. Finally she had to take a breath
and her lungs filled with water and it was over quickly after that.

He lifted the pole off and studied her features. Her shriveled
body stayed at the bottom of the tub, her dead eyes staring at
him. The phone had stopped ringing; the house was silent. He
left the room for a minute, located Loretta’s pocketbook and
returned to the bathroom. He pulled out the money Michelle had
given the woman, five twenties neatly tucked away in an inside
compartment.

He hooked Loretta’s body with the pole and lifted her out of
the water. He opened her mouth with his gloved hand and then
crammed the money inside. He clamped her jaw shut and let
go. She settled back to the bottom, the ends of the twenty-dollar
bills sticking out of her mouth. It wasn’t a very attractive look, but
it was so very fitting an end for a blackmailer, he thought.

He spent time going through her possessions, searching for
the item of his she’d taken all those years ago, but it wasn’t
here. To still be denied after all this time? Perhaps Loretta had



had the last laugh. And yet she was lying quite dead in the
bottom of a tub of water with money stuffed in her mouth. So
who was really laughing?

He took his pole and left the way he’d come.

The Buick started up and rattled off. That chapter of his life,
that loose end, was finally over. He’d have to drop Michelle
Maxwell a thank-you note, perhaps among other things. He
would never have known the woman’s identity if the Secret
Service agent hadn’t come around asking questions. Loretta
Baldwin had not been part of the original plan, only an
opportunity that had fallen into his hands and was far too good
to pass up.

He was finished with the little province of Bowlington for
now. He wished Loretta Baldwin a nice eternity in hell for her
crimes. He’d doubtlessly be joining her at some point, and who
knew, maybe he’d kill her all over again.

Now, there was a thought!

22

King listlessly cast his line into the water and slowly reeled it
back in. He was standing on his dock, the sun up barely an
hour. The fish weren’t biting, yet he didn’t care. The spread of
mountains seemed to be watching his uninspired efforts with a



brooding focus.

Joan undoubtedly had several complex motives in making
her offer. Which ones favored him to any degree other than the
financial compensation? Probably none. Joan’s schemes
tended to only advance her interests. At least he knew where he
stood with the woman.

With Jefferson Parks, King was less certain. The marshal
seemed sincere, but that could simply be a facade; it often was
with lawmen, King knew. He’d played that game in his
investigative career at the Service. King didn’t doubt that
whoever had killed Howard Jennings would feel the full wrath of
the big man. King just wanted to make certain that he didn’t
become that target.

The ripple of water gently touched one of the pilings on his
dock, and he looked up to see its source. The scull slid across
the lake’s surface, the woman pulling hard on her paddles. She
was close enough that King could see the muscled definition of
her shoulders and arms revealed by her tank top shirt. As she
slowed and coasted toward him, something about her looked
very familiar.

She glanced around in surprise, as though unaware she
was close to shore.

“Hello,” she said, and waved.



He didn’t wave back, only nodded. He cast his line again,
purposely close to her.

“I hope I’m not interfering with your fishing,” she said.

“That depends on how long you’re going to stay.”

She drew her knees up. She was wearing black Lycra
shorts, and the thigh muscles were long and looked like cable
under skin. She pulled her hair out of its ponytail and wiped her
face with a towel.

She looked around. “Boy, it’s beautiful here.”

“That’s why people come,” he said warily. “And where
exactly did you come from?” He was trying hard to place her.

She pointed south. “I drove over to the state park and put in
there.”

“That’s seven miles by water!” he exclaimed. The woman
wasn’t even winded.

“I do this a lot.”

Her scull drifted closer. And King finally recognized her. He
could barely contain his astonishment.

“Would you like a cup of coffee, Agent Maxwell?”



She looked surprised for a moment and then seemed to
sense that such a pretense was both unnecessary and even
silly under the circumstances.

“If it’s not too much trouble.”

“One fallen agent to another, no trouble at all.”

He helped her dock the scull. She eyed the covered boat
slips and the storage sheds attached to each. King’s jet boat,
kayak, Sea-Doo and other vessels were sparkling clean. Tools,
ropes, gear and other items were neatly stacked, hung or
otherwise arranged.

“A place for everything and everything in its place?” she
said.

“I like it that way,” replied King.

“I’m sort of a slob in my personal life.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that.”

They walked up to the house.

Inside he poured the coffee, and they sat at the kitchen
table. Michelle had put on a Harvard sweatshirt over her tank
top and slipped on a pair of matching sweatpants.



“I thought you went to Georgetown?” said King.

“I got this sweat suit when we did some rowing on the
Charles River in Boston while we were training for the
Olympics.”

“That’s right. The Olympics. Busy woman.”

“ Ilike it that way.”

“Not so busy now, though. I mean you have time for early
morning water sports and paying visits to ex–Secret Service
agents.”

She smiled. “So you won’t accept my being here as just a
coincidence?”

“The real tip-off was the sweat suit. Sort of tells me you
hoped to get out of your boat at some point before you got back
to your car. On top of that, I doubt you would have rowed seven
miles, Olympian or not, unless you knew I was home. I had
several phone hang-ups this morning about thirty minutes apart.
Let me guess, you have a cell phone in your scull.”

“Once an investigator, always an investigator, I guess.”

“I’m just glad I was home to greet you. I wouldn’t have
wanted you to wander around. I’ve had people doing that here
lately, and I don’t really care for it.”



She lowered her cup. “I’ve been doing some wandering
lately.”

“Really? Good for you.”

“Went down to North Carolina, a little place called
Bowlington. I believe you’ve heard of it.” He put down his cup
too. “The Fairmount’s still standing but it’s closed up.”

He said, “In my opinion they should just shoot it and put it out
of its misery.”

“I’ve always wondered about something. Maybe you can
enlighten me?”

“I’ll sure do what I can,” King said sarcastically. “I mean I
don’thave much else to occupy my time, so by all means, let me
help youout.”

She ignored his tone. “The agent configuration with Ritter.
You had low manpower, which I guess I understand. But the way
you guys were laid out was a disaster. You were the only agent
within ten feet of the man.”

King took a sip of coffee and studied his hands.

“I know this is a huge imposition,” Michelle said
apologetically. “I just show up and start asking questions. Just



tell me to leave and I will.”

Finally King shrugged. “What the hell. You’re getting a taste
of what it’s like with the Bruno kidnapping. That sort of makes
us blood brothers, in a way.”

“In a way.”

“Meaning what?” he said testily. “That I screwed up more
than you and you don’t want to be lumped with me?”

“Actually I think I messed up a lot more than you did. I was
detail leader. I let a protectee out of my sight. I didn’t have
anyone shooting. I didn’t have to kill anyone while
pandemonium was breaking out all around me. You lost your
focus for a few seconds. Unforgivable in a Secret Service
agent, probably, but I blew it all along the way. I think you
shouldn’t want to be lumped with me .”

King’s expression softened and his voice grew calmer. “We
had barely half the usual complement of agents. That was partly
Ritter’s choice and partly the government. He was not well liked,
and everyone knew he had no chance to win.”

“But wouldn’t Ritter want as much security as possible?”

“He didn’t trust us,” said King simply. “We were
representatives of the administration, insiders. Even though he
was a member of Congress, he was an outsider. Way outside



with a screwball platform and radical supporters. He even
thought we were spying on him, I swear to God. Consequently
they kept us in the dark oneverything. Changing schedules at
the last minute without consulting us, it drove the detail leader,
Bob Scott, crazy.”

“I actually can relate. But that wasn’t really reflected in the
official record.”

“Why would it be? They had their responsible parties. End of
story.”

“But that doesn’t fully explain why the security layout was so
poor that day.”

“Ritter seemed to get along with me. Why, I don’t know. Our
politics were certainly not the same. But I was respectful, we
joked some and I think to the degree he trusted any of us, he
trusted me the most. Consequently, when I was on duty, I always
covered his back. Other than that, he didn’t like agents around
him. He was convinced that the people loved him. That no one
would want to hurt him. That false sense of security probably
came from his days as a preacher. His campaign manager, guy
named Sidney Morse—now, he was supersharp, and he didn’t
like that setup very much. He was a lot more realistic about
things. He knew that there were people out there who might
take a pop at his guy. Morse always wanted at least one agent
right next to Ritter. But the rest of the guys were always strewn



around the perimeter, way in the background.”

“And pretty much useless when the shot was fired and the
crowd panicked.”

“You’ve seen the tape, I take it.”

“Yes. Now, the layout of the agents wasn’t your fault. I would
have thought the detail leader would have pushed harder on
that.”

“Bob Scott was ex-army, fought in Vietnam, even was a
POW. He was a good guy, but for my money he tended to pick
the wrong battles to fight. He had a lot going on in his personal
life at the time. His wife had filed for divorce a couple months
before Ritter was killed. He wanted out of protection to go back
into investigation. I think he regretted ever leaving the military.
He fit in betterin a uniform than a suit. Sometimes he’d even
salute people and he always used military time, while as you
know, the Service used the standard clock. He just preferred
that life.”

“Whatever happened to him?”

“Resigned from the Service. I took most of the heat, but as
you found out, the buck stops with the detail leader. He’d pulled
his time, so his pension was secure. I lost track of him. It’s not
like the guy would be sending me Christmas cards.” He paused



and then said, “He was also a bit of a barrel sucker.”

“Gun-happy? Not so unusual for a former soldier. Most law
enforcement agencies have their share of those.”

“It was a little unhealthy with Bob. He was a real Second
Amendment poster boy.”

“Was he at the hotel when it happened?”

“Yes. Sometimes he’d go ahead with the advance team to
the next city, but he decided to stay put in Bowlington. I’m not
sure why. It was a real one-horse town.”

“I saw Sidney Morse on the video; he was right by Ritter.”

“Always was. Ritter had a bad habit of losing track of time,
and Morse kept him on a tight leash.”

“I heard Morse was quite a force.”

“He was. When the campaign started, a guy named Doug
Denby was Ritter’s chief of staff and also his de facto
campaign manager. When the campaign started gaining
momentum, Ritter needed someone full-time who was really
seasoned. Morse fit that bill. The whole campaign was
energized when he showed up. He was a fat guy with a motor
that never quit, really flamboyant and theatrical. Always
munching candy bars with his left hand and talking on a cell



phone with his right, barking orders, working the media. I don’t
think he ever slept. Denby played second fiddle to Sidney
Morse. Hell, I think even Ritter was intimidated by him.”

“How did Morse and Bob Scott get along?”

“They didn’t see eye-to-eye on everything, but that was
okay.Like I said, Bob was going through a rough divorce, and
Morse had a younger brother—Peter, I think his name was
—who was involved in some bad stuff that was really stressing
Sidney out too. So he and Scott had some common ground
there. They got along pretty well. Now, Morse and Doug Denby
didn’t really get along. Doug was the issues guy, sort of an old-
school southerner with views that maybe would have been in the
mainstream fifty years ago. Morse was the flash, the guy from
the West Coast, the showman, getting Ritter in the public eye,
on all the talk shows, putting on quite a production. Real quickly
the flash became more important than the issues on the
campaign trail. Ritter couldn’t win anyway, but he was a big
ham, not so unusual for a TV preacher. So the more his face
and name got out, the better he liked it. From what I could tell,
the main strategy was to shake up the big boys—and they sure
did that, thanks to Morse—and work deals with them later on. It
got so that Ritter just did what Morse told him to do.”

“I’m sure Denby didn’t take that very well. What ever
happened to him?”



“Who knows? Where do old chiefs of staff go? Anybody’s
guess.”

“I take it since you had morning duty, you probably went to
bed early the night before?”

King stared at her for a long moment. “After I was off duty, I
hit the gym in the hotel with a couple of guys from my shift, had
an early supper, and, yeah, I went to bed. Why are you
interested in all this, Agent Maxwell?”

“Please, call me Michelle. I saw you on TV after Jennings
was killed. I had heard of you at the Service. After what
happened to me, I had an impulse to learn more about what
happened to you. I felt a connection.”

“Some connection.”

“Who were the other agents assigned to Ritter?”

He looked sharply at her. “Why?”

She looked at him with an innocent expression. “Well,
maybe Iknow some of them. I could go and talk to them. See
how they dealt with what happened.”

“I’m sure it’s printed in some report somewhere. Go look it
up.”



“It would save me time if you’d just tell me.”

“Yeah, it would, wouldn’t it?”

“Okay, was Joan Dillinger one of the members of the
protection detail?”

At this King rose and went over to the window, peering out
for a few moments. When he looked back, he was scowling.
“Are you wired? Either strip and show me you’re not or you can
just jump back in your scull and row your ass right out of my life.”

“I’m not wired. But I will strip if you really think it’s necessary.
Or I could go jump in the lake. Electronics and water don’t really
go well together,” she added pleasantly.

“What do you want from me?”

“I’d like an answer to my question. Was Joan assigned to
the detail?”

“Yes! But on a different shift from mine.”

“Was she at the hotel that day?”

“It seems to me that you already know the answer, so why
are you asking?”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”



“Take it any way you want.”

“Did you two spend the night together?”

“Next question and make it a good one, because it’ll be your
last.”

“Okay, right before the shot was fired, who was on the
elevator when it opened?”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure you do. I heard the ding of an elevator right before
Ramsey fired his shot. It distracted you. Those elevators were
supposed to have been closed off. Whoever or whatever was
on that elevator when it opened took your complete attention.
That’s why Ramsey could get his shot off and you never saw it.
I’ve made someinquiries at the Service about it. People
reviewing the video heard a sound too. It wasn’t in the official
record but I made some phone calls yesterday. They
questioned you about it. You said you heard something but saw
nothing. You explained it away as possibly a malfunction with
the elevator. And they didn’t push any further because they
already had their responsible party. But I’m convinced you were
looking at something. Or more to the point, some one.”

In response King opened the door onto the rear deck and
motioned her out.



She rose and put down her coffee cup. “Well, at least I got to
ask my questions. Even if I didn’t get them all answered.”

As she was passing by him, she stopped. “You’re right. You
and I are now forever linked in history as two bad agents who
screwed up. I’m not used to that. I’ve excelled at everything I’ve
ever done. I’m betting you’re the same way.”

“Good-bye, Agent Maxwell. I wish you all the best.”

“I’m sorry our first meeting had to be this way.”

“First and hopefully last.”

“Oh, one more thing. Although it was never covered in the
official report, I’m sure you’ve already considered the possibility
that the person on the elevator was used to distract you while
Ramsey pulled his gun and fired.”

King said nothing.

“You know, it’s interesting,” said Michelle as she looked
around.

“You seem to find a lot interesting,” he said curtly.

“This place,” she said, pointing at the high ceilings, the
glistening beams, the polished floors, everything neat and tidy.



“It’s beautiful. Perfectly beautiful.”

“You’re certainly not the first person to say so.”

“Yes,” she went on as though she hadn’t heard him. “It’s
beautiful, and it should be cozy and warm.” She turned and
looked at him. “But it’s not. It’s very utilitarian, actually, isn’t it?
Items placed just so, almost like they were staged, staged by
someone who feltthe need to control it all and in doing so took
all the soul out of it, or at least didn’t put any of his own soul into
it.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “Yes, very cold.” She
looked away from him.

“I like it that way,” he said tersely.

She glanced at him sharply. “Do you, Sean? Well, I bet you
didn’t used to.”

He watched her long legs and energetic pace quickly cover
the distance down to the dock. She put her scull in the water
and very soon was merely a speck on the surface of the lake. It
was only then that he slammed the door shut. As he was
walking by the table, he saw it, stuck under her coffee cup. It
was her Secret Service business card. On the back she had
written in her home and cell phone numbers. His first impulse
was to throw it away. Yet he didn’t. He held on to it as he
watched the speck grow smaller and smaller until she rounded
a bend and Michelle Maxwell disappeared completely from



view.
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John Bruno was lying on a small cot staring at the ceiling, a
twenty-five-watt bulb his only illumination. The light would stay on
for an hour and then go off; then it would come on for ten
minutes and then be extinguished; there was never any pattern.
It was maddening and debilitating and designed to break down
his spirit. It had done its job well.

Bruno was dressed in a drab gray jumpsuit and had many
days’ growth of beard on his face, for what sane jailer would
provide a prisoner with a razor? Bathing was done by towel and
bucket that appeared and disappeared while he was asleep;
erratically timed meals were passed through a slot in the door.
He’d never seen his captors and had no idea where he might
be or how he’d gotten here. When he’d tried to talk to the
unseen presence providing the food through the slot, he got no
reply and had finally given up.

His food, he’d discovered, was often drugged and would
send him into deep sleep or provoke occasional hallucinations.
Yet if he didn’t eat, he’d perish, so he ate. He was never allowed
to leave his cell, and his exercise was restricted to ten paces
across and ten paces back. He did push-ups and sit-ups on the
cold floor to keep his strength. He had no idea if he was under
surveillance, and it little mattered if he was. He’d contemplated



early on some method of escape but had concluded escape
was impossible. And to think it had all started with Mildred
Martin, or rather an impersonator, inthat funeral home. For the
hundredth time he silently cursed himself for not following
Michelle Maxwell’s advice. And then, being the egomaniac he
was, he cursed Maxwell for not being more forceful, for not
insisting on accompanying him into that room.

How long he’d been here he didn’t know. They’d taken all his
personal belongings including his watch while he was
unconscious. Why he’d been kidnapped he couldn’t fathom.
Whether it had to do with his candidacy or his former career as
a prosecutor he didn’t know. It had never occurred to him that it
might be neither. He’d harbored hopes early on for a quick
rescue, but he could no longer realistically keep that belief. The
people who’d taken him clearly knew what they were doing.
He’d fallen back on the slender hope of a miracle, and yet as
the hours and days passed, that hope had begun to dim. He
thought of his wife and children and his presidential campaign
and was resigned that his life might end here, his body perhaps
never found. He remained puzzled, though, about why they were
keeping him alive.

He rolled over on his stomach, unable to face even the
meager light anymore.

The person who sat in another cell at the end of the corridor
had been here far longer than John Bruno. The despair in the



eyes and the slouch in the body signaled there was no hope left.
Eat, sit, sleep, and probably die at some point. That was the
bleak future. The person shivered and wrapped a blanket closer
around.

In another part of the large underground space a man was
engaged in some interesting activities. In contrast to the
despair of the prisoners, his energy level and hopes were very
high indeed.

Round after round was fired into a human silhouette that
hung on a target a good hundred feet away in the soundproofed
room. Every shot was placed in the kill zone. He was certainly a
marksman of enviable skill.

The man pressed a button, and the target flew down
themotorized line toward him. He put up a fresh target and hit a
button, and it flew to the farthest point available on the shooting
range. He loaded a fresh magazine in his pistol, put on his eye
and ear protectors, took aim and fired off fourteen rounds in
less than twenty-five seconds. When the target was brought
back this time, he finally smiled. Not one shot had gone
astray—“throwing a round” in law enforcement parlance. He put
his weapon away and left the shooting range.

The next room he entered was smaller than the shooting
room and very different in configuration. Floor-to-ceiling shelves
housed all manner of detonators, wiring for explosives, and



other equipment used by those intent on blowing up something
as efficiently and effectively as possible. In the center of the
room was a large worktable, where he sat and began
massaging wires, transistors, timers, detonators and C-4
plastic explosives into multiple devices designed for massive
destruction. He brought to this task the same attention to detail
that had been present at the shooting range.

He hummed while he worked.

An hour later he went to yet another room that was set up
completely unlike the first two. To the observer who could see
only the interior of this space and not the ones housing guns,
explosives and human chattel, there was nothing sinister or
malign here. It was an artist’s studio that lacked nothing for the
creation of art in practically any medium, except for natural light.
That was impossible in a place so many meters below ground.
Yet the artificial light here was acceptable.

Neatly hanging on one wall were shelves holding heavy
coats and boots, special helmets, thick gloves, red bubble
lights, axes, oxygen tanks and other like equipment. The gear
wouldn’t be needed for a while yet, but it was good to be
prepared. Rushing now could mean disaster. Patience was
required. And yet he looked forward to the moment when it
would all come together, when he could finally say that success
was his. Yes, patience.



He settled himself down at a worktable and for the next two
hours labored with deep concentration, painting, cutting,
erecting and fine-tuning a series of works that would never
grace the inside of a museum or, for that matter, any personal
collection. Yet they were as important to him as the most
distinguished masterpieces of any era. In a very substantial way
all this work was his masterpiece, and like many of the old
masters’ works, it had been years in the making.

He continued his labors, counting down to the time when his
greatest achievement would finally be complete.
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Michelle was on her laptop, surfing through the Secret
Service’s database and finding some interesting items. She
was focused and absorbed, and yet when her cell phone rang,
she sprang off the bed and grabbed it. The screen flashed
“Caller ID Block,” but she answered it anyway, hoping it was
King. It was. His initial words were very welcome.

“Where do you want to meet?” she asked in answer to his
query.

“Where are you staying?”

“At a quaint little B and B about four miles from you off Route
29.”



“The Winchester?” he asked.

“That’s it.”

“Nice place. Hope you’re enjoying yourself.”

“I am now.”

“There’s an inn called the Sage Gentleman about a mile
from where you are.”

“I passed it on the way here. Looks very clubby.”

“It is. I’ll meet you for lunch. Twelve-thirty?”

“I wouldn’t miss it. And, Sean, I appreciate your calling me.”

“Don’t thank me until you’ve heard what I have to say.”

They met on the broad porch that encircled the old
Victorian-style home. King was dressed in a sport coat, green
turtleneck and beige slacks, Maxwell in a long pleated black
skirt and white sweater. Thestylish dress boots she was
wearing brought her up to within an inch of King’s height. Her
dark hair fell across her shoulders, and she had even put on a
bit of makeup, something she normally didn’t do. Secret
Service work did not lend itself to fashion pleasantries.
However, because your protectee often attended formal events
with well-dressed, wealthy people, an agent’s wardrobe and



grooming habits had to be up to the task, which wasn’t always
easy. Thus an old agency adage was: Dress like a million
bucks on a blue-collar paycheck.

King pointed at the dark blue Toyota Land Cruiser with roof
racks in the parking lot.

“Is that yours?”

She nodded. “I’m into active sports on my time off, and that
thing can go anywhere and carry anything I need.”

“You’re a Secret Service agent. When do you have any time
off?”

They sat at a table in the rear of the restaurant. The place
wasn’t too full, and they were enjoying about as much privacy as
one could in a public place.

When the waiter came and asked if they were ready to
order, Michelle immediately said, “Yes, sir.”

King smiled at this but said nothing until the waiter departed.

“It took me years to get over that.”

“Over what?” she asked.

“Calling everyone ‘sir.’ From waiters to presidents.”



She shrugged. “I guess I never realized I was doing it.”

“Why would you—it’s ingrained. With a lot of other things.”
He looked pensive. “One thing about you has been puzzling me.
”

A tiny smile crept across her features. “Just one? I’m
disappointed.”

“Why did a supersmart superjock like yourself go into law
enforcement? Not that there’s anything wrong with that. It just
seems like you’d have other opportunities.”

“It was a genetic thing, I guess. My father, brothers, uncles,
malecousins are all cops. My dad’s the police chief in Nashville.
I wanted to be the first girl in my family to do it. I did a year’s
stint as a police officer in Tennessee and then decided to break
the family mold and applied to the Service. I was accepted and
the rest is history.”

After the waiter brought their food, Michelle dug into hers
while King quietly worked on his wine.

“I take it you’ve been here before,” she said between bites.

King nodded as he finished off his glass of Bordeaux and
started eating. “I bring clients, friends, other lawyers here. This
area has quite a few places as good as if not better than this



one. They’re well hidden in the nooks and crannies hereabouts.”

“Are you a trial lawyer?”

“No. Wills, trusts, business deals.”

“Do you enjoy it?”

“It pays the light bill. It’s not the most exciting job in the world,
but you can’t beat the views.”

“It ispretty here. I can understand why you’d relocate to a
place like this.”

“It has its attractions and limitations. Here, sometimes you
fall under the delusion that you’re insulated from the stress and
tribulations of the rest of the world.”

“But they tend to follow you, don’t they?”

“Second, you believe you can actually forget your past and
start life anew.”

“But you have.”

“Had. Past tense.”

She wiped her mouth with her napkin. “So why did you want
to see me?”



He held up his empty glass of wine. “How about joining me?
You’re not on duty.”

She hesitated and then nodded.

A minute later they had their drinks, and after they finished
their meal King suggested they move to the small lounge
situated off thedining area. There they sank into old leather
chairs and breathed in the aromas of old cigar and pipe smoke
augmented by the odors of ancient, leather-bound books on the
worm-eaten walnut shelves that stood shoulder-to-shoulder
along the walls. They had the room to themselves, and King
held the glass up to the light coming in through the window and
then sniffed it before taking a sip.

“Good stuff,” said Michelle after she took a mouthful.

“Give it ten more years, and you’ll never know you were
drinking the same wine.”

“I know nothing about it other than screw top or cork.”

“Eight years ago I was the same way. Actually beer was
more my specialty. And it fit my wallet better too.”

“So about the time you left the Service you switched from
beer to wine?”

“Lots of changes took place in my life about then. A friend of



“Lots of changes took place in my life about then. A friend of
mine was a closet sommelier, and he taught me all I know. We
took a methodical approach, working through French wines and
then Italian and even nudged around California whites, though
he was quite the snob about that. For him, reds were where it
was at.”

“Hmmm, I wonder if you’re the only wine connoisseur who’s
killed people? I mean they just don’t seem to go together, do
they?”

He lowered his glass and looked at her with an amused
expression. “What, does a love of wine seem prissy to you? Do
you know how much blood has been spilled over wine?”

“Do you mean while drinking it or talking about it?”

“Does it matter? Dead is dead, isn’t it?”

“You would know that better than I do.”

“If you think it’s a simple matter of notching your gun after
you do the deed, it’s not.”

“I never thought that. More like notching your soul?”

He put down his glass. “How about an information
exchange?”

“I’m game, within reason.”



“Quid pro quo. Relatively equal value.”

“Judged by whom?”

“I’ll make it easy. I’ll go first.”

Michelle sat back. “I’m curious. Why?”

“I guess we can put it down to the fact that you’re as
unwilling a participant in your nightmare as I was eight years
ago in mine.”

“Yes. You called us blood brothers.”

“Joan Dillinger was at the hotel that night.”

“In your room?”

King shook his head. “Your turn.”

Michelle thought about this for a few moments. “Okay, I
talked to one of the maids who was working at the hotel when
Ritter was killed. Her name is Loretta Baldwin.” King looked
puzzled when she said this. “Loretta says she cleaned your
room that morning. And she found a pair of black lace panties
on the ceiling light fixture.” She paused and then added with a
perfectly straight face, “I’m assuming they weren’t yours. You
don’t seem like the lace type.”



“No. And black’s not really my color in underwear.”

“Weren’t you married during that time?”

“Separated. My wife had an annoying habit of sleeping with
other men when I was out of town, which was basically all the
time. I think they even started bringing their own pajamas and
toothbrushes. I was feeling really out of the loop.”

“It’s good you can joke about it now.”

“If you had asked me eight years ago, I wouldn’t have been
so glib. Time doesn’t really heal, it just makes you not give a
crap.”

“So you had, what, a fling with Joan Dillinger?”

“It actually seemed a little more than that back then. Stupid
when you think about it. Joan’s not that sort of woman.”

Michelle leaned forward. “About the elevator—”

King interrupted. “Your turn again. I’m getting tired of
reminding you.”

Michelle sighed and sat back. “Okay, Dillinger’s not at the
Service anymore.”

“Doesn’t count. I already know that. What else?”



“Loretta Baldwin told me she hid in the supply closet down
the hall from the room where Ritter died.”

King looked interested. “Why?”

“She was scared to death and took off running. Everyone
else was doing the same thing.”

“Not everyone,” King said dryly. “I stayed pretty much in the
same place.”

“Now, about the elevator.”

“Why do you care about that?” he asked sharply.

“Because it seemed to captivate you! So much so that you
didn’t even know there was an assassin standing in front of you
until he fired.”

“I just zoned out.”

“I don’t think so. I heard the noise on the tape. And it
sounded like an elevator car arriving. And I’m thinking that when
those doors opened, whatever or whoever you saw grabbed
your attention and didn’t let it go until Ramsey fired.” She
paused and then added, “And since that elevator bank was
locked off by the Secret Service, I’m guessing that it was a
Secret Service agent who was on there, because who else



could have done it without being stopped? And I’m betting that
agent was Joan Dillinger. And I’m also betting that for some
reason you’re covering for her. Would you care to tell me that
I’m wrong about all that?”

“Even if what you say is true, it doesn’t matter. It was my
screwup and Ritter died because of it. No excuses are good
enough. You ought to know that by now.”

“But if you were purposefully distracted, that’s a different
story.”

“I wasn’t.”

“How do you know that? Why else would someone have
been on that elevator at the precise moment Ramsey chose to
fire?” She answered her own question. “Because he knew that
elevator car was going to come down, and he knew the person
on it would be ableto distract you, giving him the chance to kill
Ritter, that’s why. He was waiting for the elevator to come
before he fired.”

She sat back, her look not one so much of triumph, but of
defiance, like she’d shown on TV during the press conference
King had seen.

“That isn’t possible. Just trust me. Call it the worst timing in
the world, that’s all.”



“I’m sure you won’t be too surprised if I don’t take your word
for it.”

He sat there in silence, for so long, in fact, that Michelle
finally rose. “Look, thanks for lunch and the wine lesson. But you
can’t tell me a smart guy like you doesn’t look in the mirror every
morning and wonder, what if?”

As she started to walk off, her cell phone rang. She
answered it. “What? Yes, it is. Who? Uh, that’s right, I did talk to
her. How did you get this number? My card? Oh, that’s right. I
don’t understand why you’re calling.” She listened for a bit more
and then turned pale. “I didn’t know. My God, I’m so sorry. When
did it happen? I see. Right, thank you. Do you have a number
where I can call you?” She clicked off, pulled a pen and paper
from her purse, wrote the number down and slowly sat in the
leather chair next to King.

He eyed her quizzically. “Are you okay? You don’t look okay.”

“No, I’m not okay.”

He leaned forward and put a steadying hand on her
quivering shoulder. “What happened, Michelle? Who was that?”

“That woman I talked to who worked at the hotel.”

“The maid, Loretta Baldwin?”



“That was her son. He found my name on a card I left there.”

“Why, did something happen to Loretta?”

“She’s dead.”

“What happened?”

“She was murdered. I asked her all these questions about
theRitter killing, and now she’s dead. I can’t believe it’s
connected, but then I can’t believe it’s not either.”

King jumped up so quickly it startled her badly.

“Is your truck filled with gas?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, looking confused. “Why?”

King seemed to be talking to himself. “I’ll call my
appointments for the rest of the day and let them know.”

“Let them know? Let them know what?”

“That I won’t be able to meet them. That I’m going
somewhere.”

“Where are you going?”

“No, not just me—you and me. We’re going to Bowlington,



North Carolina, to find out why Loretta Baldwin isn’t living
anymore.”

He turned and headed to the door. Michelle didn’t follow;
she just sat there, bewildered.

King turned back. “What’s the problem?”

“I’m not sure I want to go back there.”

King came back and stood in front of her, his expression
very stern. “You came to me out of the blue asking a lot of very
personal questions. You wanted answers and I gave them to
you. Okay, now I’m officially interested too.” He paused and then
barked out, “So let’s go, Agent Maxwell. I don’t have all day!”

She jumped to her feet. “Yes, sir,” Michelle said
automatically.
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When he climbed into her truck, King quickly observed the
interior of Michelle’s vehicle and could not conceal his disgust.
He picked up a power bar food wrapper off the floor by his foot
that still had a hunk of stale “power chocolate” inside. The
backseats were full of items haphazardly strewn around: water
and snow skis, assorted oars and paddles, gym clothes,
sneakers, dress shoes and a couple of skirts, jackets and
blouses and a pair of pantyhose still in its packaging. There



were warm-up suits, books, a northern Virginia yellow pages,
empty soda and Gatorade cans and a Remington shotgun and
a box of shells. And that was just what King could see. God only
knew what else was lurking in here; the smell of rotten bananas
was hammering his nostrils.

He looked over at Michelle. “Make a note to never, ever
invite me to your place.”

She glanced at him and smiled. “I told you I was a slob.”

“Michelle, this is beyond a slob. This is a mobile garbage
dump; this is total and complete anarchy on wheels.”

“So philosophical. And call me Mick.”

“You prefer ‘Mick’ to ‘Michelle’? Michelle is an elegant,
classy name. Mick sounds like a punch-drunk boxer-turned-
doorman in uniform braids and fake medals.”

“The Secret Service is still a guy’s world. You go along to get
along.”

“Just drive them around in this truck one time, and you’ll
never be mistaken for anything but a guy, even if your name was
Gwendolyn.”

“Okay, I get the point. So what do you expect to find down
there?”



“If I knew that, I probably wouldn’t be going.”

“Will you visit the hotel?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t been back since it happened.”

“I can understand that. I’m not sure I could ever go back to
that funeral home.”

“Speaking of, anything new on the Bruno disappearance?”

“Nothing. No ransom request, no demands of any kind. Why
would you go to all the trouble to kidnap John Bruno, including
the murder of a Secret Service agent, and possibly the man he
was going to pay his last respects to, and then do nothing with
him?”

“Right, Bill Martin, the deceased. I thought he must have
been killed.”

She looked at him in surprise. “Why?”

“They couldn’t very well plan this whole scheme and hope
the guy croaked in accordance with their time schedule. And
they couldn’t exactly work it the other way. The guy dies, and
then they scramble to put it all together in a couple of days,
coincidentally right when Bruno is passing by. No, he had to be
murdered too.”



“I’m impressed with your analysis. I heard you were the real
deal.”

“I was in investigation a lot longer than I was a human shield.
Every agent works so hard to get to protection and especially
the presidential detail, and then once there they can’t wait to get
out of it and back to investigation.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Ungodly hours, in control of nothing in your life. Just
standing around waiting for a shot to be fired. I pretty much
hated it, but it’s not like I had a choice.”

“Were you assigned to POTUS?”

“Yes. Took me years of hard work to get there. I spent two
years at the White House. It was great for the first year, and then
afterthat, it wasn’t so great. It was just constant travel, having to
deal with some of the biggest egos in the world and being
treated like you were a couple of notches below the White
House gardener. I especially like the staff members who were
all of about twelve years old and truly didn’t know their ass from
a hole in the ground busting our chops over everything they
could think of. Ironically enough I was just coming off that
assignment when they put me on Ritter’s detail.”

“Gee, that’s heartening considering I’ve spent years of my



life trying to get there too.”

“I’m not saying don’t go for it. Riding on Air Force Oneis a
thrill. And having the president of the United States tell you
you’re doing a good job is damn nice too. I’m just saying don’t
believe all the hype. In many ways it’s like any other protection
gig. At least with investigation you get to actually arrest bad
guys.” He paused and looked out the window. “Speaking of
investigation, Joan Dillinger recently came back into my life and
made me an offer.”

“What sort of offer?”

“To help her find John Bruno.”

Michelle nearly drove off the road. “What!”

“Her firm’s been hired by Bruno’s people to find him.”

“Excuse me, doesn’t she know the FBI is on the case?”

“So? Bruno’s folks can hire anyone they want.”

“But why involve you?”

“She gave me an explanation that I don’t really buy. So I
don’t know why.”

“Are you going to do it?”



He looked at her. “What do you think? Should I?”

She glanced quickly at him. “Why ask me?”

“You seem to have your suspicions about the woman. If she
was involved in Ritter’s killing and now she’s involved in another
third-party candidate matter, don’t you find that interesting? So
should I or shouldn’t I... Mick?”

“My first inclination would be no, you shouldn’t.”

“Why, because it might turn out to bite me in the butt?”

“Yes.”

“And your second inclination, which I’m sure is a lot more
self-serving and conniving than your first?”

She eyed him, saw his amused expression and smiled
guiltily. “Okay, my second inclination would be for you to do it.”

“Because then I’d have the inside track on the investigation.
And I could feed you everything I find out.”

“Well, not everything. If you and Joan rekindle your romance,
I don’t really want to know the details about that.”

“Not to worry. Black widows eat their mates. I barely
escaped the first time.”
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Alittle over two hours after leaving Wrightsburg they arrived
at Loretta’s home. There were no police cars around, but yellow
police tape was across the front door.

“I guess we can’t go in,” she said.

“Guess not. How about her son?”

She pulled the number from her purse and called. The man
answered, and she arranged to meet him at a coffee shop in
the small downtown area. As Michelle was about to drive away
from Baldwin’s house, King stopped her.

“Give me a sec.” He jumped out of the truck and walked up
and down the street, and then he went around the block and
disappeared from Michelle’s view. A few minutes later he came
from around the rear of Baldwin’s house and rejoined Michelle.

“What was that all about?” she asked.

“Nothing. Except Loretta Baldwin has a nice place.”

As they drove to the downtown area, they passed several
police cars parked at various intersections, the officers intently
checking the occupants of each car. Overhead they saw a
helicopter cutting back and forth.



“I wonder what’s up?” Michelle said.

King turned on the radio and got a local news station. They
found out that two men had escaped from a state penitentiary
nearby and a massive police search was under way.

When they got to the coffee shop, Michelle was about to
park and get out but then stopped.

“What is it?” asked King.

She pointed to a road off the main strip where two county
cop cars were parked. “I don’t think they’re looking for the
escaped cons. We’re being set up.”

“Okay, call the son again. Tell him you had nothing to do with
his mother’s murder, but if he wants to talk, he can do it over the
phone.”

Michelle sighed, put the truck in gear and drove off. When
they reached a secluded enough spot she pulled off the road.
She called Loretta’s son and told him what King had asked her
to say. “All I want to know is, how was she killed?”

“Why should I tell you?” replied the son. “You visit my mama,
and the next thing I know she’s dead.”

“If I planned on killing her, I wouldn’t have left my name and



phone number behind, would I?”

“I don’t know, maybe you’re into some freaky thrills.”

“I came to talk to your mother about what she knew about
the Ritter killing eight years ago. She told me she knew very
little.”

“Why you want to know about that?”

“I’m into American history. Are the cops with you right now?”

“What cops?”

“Don’t bullshit me. Are they, yes or no?”

“No.”

“Okay, I’ll just assume you’re lying about that. Here’s what I
think. I think my talking to your mother about the Ritter
assassination might have led to someone killing her.”

“Ritter? That’s crazy. They killed the man who did that.”

“Can you be sure he was acting alone?”

“How the hell can I be sure?”

“Exactly. So, again, how was your mother killed?”



There was silence on the other end of the phone.

Michelle decided to try a different angle. “I only met with
yourmother for a little while, but I definitely liked what I saw. She
was a real pistol who said what was on her mind. You have to
respect that. She was a lifetime of wisdom rolled up into one
very tough shell.”

“Yes, she was,” said the son. “And go to hell.” He hung up.

“Damn,” said Michelle. “I thought I had him.”

“You do. He’ll call back. Give him time, he has to ditch the
cops.”

“Sean, he just told me to go to hell.”

“So he’s not the most subtle person in the world. He’s a guy.
Just be patient. We’re not multitaskers like you women; we can
only do one thing at a time.”

About thirty minutes later the phone rang.

Michelle looked at him. “How’d you know?”

“Guys are suckers for a good phone voice. And you said all
the right things about his mother. We’re suckers for our mothers
too.”



“Okay,” said the son over the phone, “they found her in the
bathtub, drowned.”

“Drowned? So how do they know it wasn’t an accident?
Maybe she had a heart attack.”

“There was money stuffed in her mouth, and the house had
been ransacked. I don’t call that a damn accident.”

“House ransacked and money stuffed in her mouth?”
repeated Michelle, and King raised his eyebrows.

“Yep, a hundred bucks. Five twenties. I found her. I had
called that night but she didn’t answer. I live about forty miles
away. I drove over. Damn! Seeing her like that.” His voice broke
off.

“I’m sorry. And I’m also sorry that I never even asked your
name.”

“Tony. Tony Baldwin.”

“Tony, I’m sorry. I visited your mother to talk about the Ritter
assassination. I was interested in how it happened. I found out
she was there that day and still lived in Bowlington, and I went to
visit her. I talked to two other former maids too. I can give you
their names. That’s all I did, I swear.”

“Okay, I guess I believe you. So you got any idea who did



this?”

“Not yet, but starting right now, finding out is my number one
priority.”

She thanked him, hung up and turned to King.

“Money stuffed in her mouth,” he said thoughtfully.

“My money,” said Michelle miserably. “I gave her that
hundred dollars, five twenties, for answering my questions.”

King rubbed his chin. “Okay, robbery wasn’t a motive. They
wouldn’t have left the cash. But they searched the house. The
person was looking for something.”

“But the cash in her mouth. My God, that’s gruesome.”

“Maybe not so much gruesome as making a statement.”

She looked at him curiously. “What sort of statement?”

“Maybe a fatal one, for both of them. Who would have
thought it?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I can’t tell you.”



“Why the hell not?”

“Because I haven’t finished thinking about it, that’s why. It’s
just the way I do things.”

Michelle threw up her hands in frustration. “God, you are so
maddening.”

“Thanks, I really work at it.” King looked out the window for a
while and then finally stirred. “Okay, this is a small town, and
we’re bound to attract suspicion, particularly with so many cops
around. Let’s head out and find a place to stay. We’ll wait until
late tonight before we hit it.”

“Hit what?’

He looked at her. “I can be as nostalgic as the next person.”

Michelle scowled. “Do lawyers always find it impossible to
actually answer a question directly?”

“Okay, I think it’s about time I paid the Fairmount Hotel a
visit. Is that direct enough for you?”
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They approached the hotel from the rear, careful to stay
close to the thick tree line. The two were dressed identically and
moved in tandem. They waited a bit at the edge of the trees,



scanning the area ahead for signs of anyone. Satisfied, they
moved out, quickly covering the ground between the forest and
the fence surrounding the hotel. Scrambling over, they dropped
on the other side. One of the pair pulled a pistol, and then they
made their way down the rear face of the hotel. They found a
side door that they forced open. In another moment they
disappeared inside the dark space.

King and Michelle parked a good distance away from the
Fairmount Hotel and covered the rest on foot. As they
approached the building, they ducked back into the woods as
the chopper, its searchlight racing over the ground, shot across
overhead.

“This is actually exciting,” said Michelle as they emerged
from the trees and threaded their way to the hotel. “You know,
sort of being on the other side of the badge for a change.”

“Yeah, it’s a thrill a minute. Just think, I could be at my house
with a nice glass of Viognier in front of a blazing fire reading
Proust instead of skipping merrily through the environs of
Bowlington, North Carolina, while dodging police choppers.”

“Please tell me you don’t actually read Proust while drinking
wine,” she said.

“Well, only if there’s nothing good on ESPN.”



As they drew near to the hotel, King ran his gaze along the
jumbled facade. “This place always struck me as something
Frank Lloyd Wright might have designed if he’d been strung out
on heroin.”

“It is pretty ugly,” agreed Michelle.

“Just so you understand Clyde Ritter’s sense of aesthetics,
he thought the Fairmont was beautiful.”

The gap in the fence Michelle had used on her earlier visit
had been sealed. So they were forced to go over the fence.
King looked on a little enviously as Michelle clambered over
with much greater ease than he would probably demonstrate.
He was right. He almost fell on his face coming down the other
side when his foot caught in one of the links. She helped him up
without comment and led him down the side of the building.
They entered through the same place she’d used on her first
visit.

Inside she pulled out a flashlight, but King held up a warning
hand. “Wait a minute. You said there was a guard.”

“Yes, but I didn’t see him around when we came through.”

King looked at her strangely. “Actually as I recall, you said
the second time you came you ran into the guard, but the first
time there wasn’t anyone.”



“He could have been making his rounds on the other side.
They probably just patrol the perimeter.”

“Yeah, probably,” said King. He nodded for her to turn on the
flashlight, and they made their way toward the lobby.

“The Stonewall Jackson Room is just down this hall,” she
said.

“Oh, is it? I had no idea.”

“I’m sorry, Sean. It was so long ago and I was just here.”

“Forget it,” he said. “I’m just being a jerk.”

“Do you want to go there now?”

“Maybe later. There’s something I want to check first.”

“The closet Loretta Baldwin hid in?”

“Great minds really do think alike. The next thing you know
you’ll be drinking fine wine and reading thought-provoking
literature. And maybe, just maybe, that might lead you actually to
clean out your truck, if you find you have a spare year or two.”

They went to the closet and pulled open the door. Taking the
flashlight from Michelle, King went inside and looked around.
He zeroed in on a small crevice in the very back, then turned to



her.

“Loretta was small?”

“Almost skeletal.”

“So she could have gotten back there with no problem. She
didn’t actually say where she was hiding in here?”

“No, but she could have just stood anywhere.”

King shook his head. “If I was a terrified person in the
middle of murder, mayhem and screaming, panicked people,
and I ran into a closet to hide, I think I’d burrow in as deeply as
possible. It’s sort of instinctive, like pulling the covers over your
head. She wouldn’t have known at that point what the hell was
going on. For all she knew, some guy with a gun would come
running in here to hide too and—” He stopped and stared at the
spot where Loretta might have hidden.

“What is it, Sean?”

He simply shook his head. “I’m not sure.” He stepped back
out of the closet and shut the door.

“Okay, where now?” asked Michelle.

He drew a long breath. “To the Stonewall Jackson Room.”



When they arrived there, Michelle silently watched, shining
the light along his path as King stepped off the room’s
parameters precisely, his gaze sweeping every point. Then he
looked at the spot where he’d stood eight years before. Letting
go of another deep breath, King walked over and seemed to
take up his old post there, his hand creeping up on the
imaginary back of a sweaty, coatless Clyde Ritter.

King was now firmly back in September 1996 as his gaze
wentto the imaginary people, the potential troublemakers,
babies being kissed, the jibe from the back and Ritter’s
response to it. He even found himself mumbling into his mic,
relaying intelligence. He glanced at the clock at the back,
though there wasn’t one there, and he couldn’t have seen it in
the darkness anyway. Only three more minutes and the meet-
and-greet would be over. Amazing when you thought about it. If
Ramsey had been late or Ritter had ended the event early, none
of it would have happened. How different King’s life would have
been.

He wasn’t quite aware of it, but his gaze was now on the
elevator bank. He heard the ding over and over. In his mind’s
eye the doors opened over and over. It was as though he were
being sucked into that vacuum.

The bang startled him badly, but his hand flew to his holster,
and he pulled out his imaginary gun, his eyes going to the floor
where Ritter’s body was. Then he looked over at where



Michelle was standing with the flashlight, having just slammed
the door shut.

“Sorry,” she said, “I just wanted to see your reaction. I guess
I shouldn’t have done it.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” he said firmly.

She came and stood beside him. “What were you thinking
just now?”

“Would it surprise you if I told you I wasn’t really sure?”

“Talk it out, then. It might be important.”

He thought for a few moments. “Well, I remember staring at
Arnold Ramsey. He had this expression on his face that was not
the look of a man who’d just assassinated a presidential
candidate. He didn’t look scared or defiant, or angry or nuts.”

“What didhe look like?”

King stared at her. “He looked surprised, Michelle, as
though he hadn’t expected to kill Ritter.”

“Okay, that truly makes no sense. He’d just shot the man. Do
you remember anything else?”

“After they took away Ritter’s body, I remember Bobby Scott



coming over to me, to check my injury.”

“Under the circumstances that was pretty remarkable.”

“Well, he didn’t know what had happened. He just knew he
had a wounded agent. All the crap hit later.”

“Anything else?”

King studied the floor. “When they were taking me out later,
Bobby and Sidney Morse were going toe-to-toe out in the
corridor. There was another guy with them, someone I didn’t
recognize. Morse was about five-ten and two hundred fifty
pounds of mostly blubber, and you had ex-marine-built-like-an-
oak-tree Bobby Scott, and they were really going at it. It was
quite a sight. Another time it might have made me laugh.”

“What were they arguing about?”

“Ritter was dead and it was Scott’s fault—I’m sure that’s
what Bobby was hearing from Morse.”

“Did you see either of them after that?”

“I only saw Bobby at some official hearings that took place
afterwards. We never spoke privately. I always thought about
calling him up, telling him I was sorry for what had happened.
But I never did.”



“I read where Sidney Morse was committed to a mental
institution.”

“Yep. I don’t think he really cared what Ritter’s politics were.
For Morse, it was all a show, a big production. He was in show
business or something way back when. And I did overhear him
telling someone that if he could propel a guy like Ritter to the
national spotlight, it would make him—Morse—an icon.”

Michelle looked around and shivered. “It’s so quiet in here. It
reminds me of a tomb.”

“Well, in a way it is. Two men died here.”

“I’m glad it wasn’t three.”

Wasn’t it? King thought.

She drew a line on the floor with the beam from the
flashlight.“The rope to hold back the crowds was right about
here, wasn’t it?” King nodded. “So it would have pretty much run
from that wall to about a foot behind the edge of the wall for the
elevator bank. And on the video I remember that it ran catty-
cornered. Do you remember who placed the rope there?”

“It would have been the Service.”

“So the detail leader, Bob Scott?”



“I doubt that Bobby got into those sorts of details.”

“So how do you know the Service did it, for sure?”

He shrugged. “I guess I don’t. I just knew Ritter and I were
going to be behind that rope.”

“Exactly.” She handed the light to King and positioned
herself where King had stood and looked over at the elevators.
“Okay, with the rope there and you here, you’d be the only one in
the room who could see the elevators. That seems
prearranged. And, by the way, the elevator was certainly holding
your attention again.”

“Forget the elevator,” he snapped. “Why the hell am I even
here? Ritter was a jerk. Hell, I’m glad he’s dead.”

“He was still a presidential candidate, Sean. I didn’t like
John Bruno, but I guarded the man like he was the president of
the United States.”

He said curtly, “You don’t need to lecture me on agency
standards. I was guarding presidents while you were spending
all your time rowing a boat for a hunk of metal.”

Michelle said slowly, “Is staying up all night screwing another
agent when you’re posting the next day part of Secret Service
protection standards? If it is, I must have missed that one in the
manual.”



“Yeah, it’s right next to the rule about never leaving a
protectee alone in a room. I guess you missed that one too,” he
shot back.

“I hope Joan was worth it.”

“Loretta Baldwin told you about the panties on the ceiling
light, so draw your own conclusion.”

“That was a bad judgment call. I wouldn’t have slept with
youbefore a shift no matter how tempted I might have been. Not
that I would have been.”

“Thanks. That’s good to know... Mick.”

“In fact,” Michelle continued boring in, “your being distracted
I can accept a lot more than your sleeping around before going
on duty.”

“This is all really interesting. Now, do you want to check this
place out, or do you want to continue dissecting my life
decisions?”

“I tell you what, why don’t we just leave?” she said abruptly.
“I’m suddenly sick of the atmosphere here.”

She strode off, and King, shaking his head wearily, slowly
followed.



Outside the room, she was already out of sight. King called
after her and shone the light and finally picked her out of the
shadows. “Michelle, wait up. You’ll kill yourself getting out of
here without a light.”

She stopped, her arms crossed over her chest, and
scowled back at him. Then she stiffened, and her head
snapped in the other direction. King saw a blur come from out
of the darkness, and Michelle cried out. He rushed forward as
the two men came into the beam of his flashlight and
descended on Michelle.

“Watch out!” yelled King as he raced forward. Before he
could get to them, a gun one of the men was brandishing went
flying away, the result of a precise kick executed by Michelle.
Next her left foot crunched the face of the other guy, and he flew
against a wall and slumped down. Like a dancer practicing a
carefully choreographed routine, she spun and dropped the
other guy with a wicked snap kick to the kidney. Both men tried
to get back up, but she laid one of them out with an elbow
smash to the back of his neck, while King knocked the other
one out with his flashlight.

Breathing hard, he looked over as Michelle searched in her
bag. She produced two pairs of Tie-Tights and ingeniously
bound theunconscious men together. The woman hadn’t even
broken a sweat. She looked up at King and his inquiring look.



“Black belt. Fourth-degree,” she said.

“Of course,” King said. He shone his light on the pair still
dressed in their blue inmate jumpsuits. “Looks like our friends
the escaped prisoners. Guess they couldn’t find any new duds.”

“I’ll call it in, do the locals a favor. Anonymously, of course.”
She pulled out her phone.

“Hey, Michelle?”

“Yeah?”

“I just want you to know that I feel very safe with a big, strong
woman around to protect me.”

After she called the police, Michelle and King hustled to her
Land Cruiser, getting to it about the time the chopper came
soaring over on its way to the hotel. Michelle followed the path
of the aircraft and then the swath its light cut through the woods.
When she saw him, she gasped.

Revealed off on a side road was a truck, and sitting in the
truck was a man, sharply exposed now by the light. And then in
an instant the light was gone and so was the man. Michelle
could hear the truck being started, and then it sped off.

Michelle jumped into her truck, screaming for King to follow.



“What is it?” he yelled, closing the door after him as she
fumbled with her keys.

“There was a man in a truck. Didn’t you see him?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“Didn’t you hear his truck take off?”

“With that chopper going over? Who was it?”

“He looked different, because he must have been wearing a
disguise when I saw him the first time—and maybe he’s
wearing one now—but I could see his eyes clearly. The eyes
don’t lie. It was him, I could swear to it.”

“Who!”

“Officer Simmons, the rent-a-cop at the funeral home, the
man who kidnapped Bruno and killed Neal Richards.”

King looked at her, bewildered. “Are you really sure?”

She put the truck in gear. “Sure enough.” She turned the
truck around and was about to head down the side road after
the other vehicle when a number of police cars appeared and
blocked their way.

Michelle slammed her fists against the steering wheel.



“Damn it, what a time for the local cops to show.”

As one of the car doors opened and the man got out, King
shook his head and said, “It’s not the locals, Michelle.”

The man came over to the driver’s side and motioned
Michelle to put her window down. She did so, and he leaned in
and looked first at her and then at King.

“You two mind stepping out of the vehicle?” said Jefferson
Parks.
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The interrogation went on for most of the night. The police
refused to listen to Michelle’s pleas to allow her to leave to try
and find the man she had seen in the truck. They clearly had
other priorities, and when she tried to explain about the man
being the person who’d kidnapped John Bruno, their
expressions grew very skeptical. “That’ll keep,” the sheriff said
firmly.

She then spent a very unpleasant hour having her pride
wounded by Walter Bishop of the Secret Service. After being
told of her detainment by the North Carolina police, he’d flown
down to read Michelle the riot act.

Bishop thundered, “I thought when I reminded you of how
fortunate you were to still be with the Service that it would have



made an impression on you. Now I find you’re involved in things
that don’t concern you. I don’t see how you could have messed
up any more than you have.” He looked at King. “Oh, but I’m
wrong about that, because now you’re keeping company with
one of the Service’s legendary losers. You can start a club, the
screwup club. You have the king of them right here. Isn’t that
right, Sean?”

King had loathed Bishop when he was at the Service, and
Bishop had been one of the loudest voices in crucifying King.
The intervening years hadn’t mellowed the ex-agent’s feelings
one jot.

“Careful, Walt,” said King. “I won a libel case and I can win
aslander case, and the pleasure it would give me to pickle your
teeny-weeny dick in a jar, I can’t begin to tell you.”

“I’ll have your soul!” Bishop roared.

“I’m not with the Service anymore, so save the histrionics for
somebody who actually cares, if you can find one.”

“You can’t talk to me that way!”

“I’d rather talk to a pile of horseshit than waste one minute of
my life with a lightweight peckerhead like you!” King snapped
back.

“I never let a presidential candidate die because my head



was up my ass!”

“Your head’s always been in your ass! At least I came up for
air.”

And the conversation pretty much went downhill from there.
To such an extent, in fact, that just about everyone in the
building, prisoners included, strained to listen.

Michelle had never heard anyone talk to Walter Bishop that
way, and it was all she could do not to burst out laughing at
some of the things coming out of King’s mouth. It was as though
he’d been saving up verbal ammo for the last eight years.

After Bishop stormed back to Washington, Jefferson Parks
and the local sheriff joined Sean and Michelle as they sipped
bad coffee from the vending machine.

“So what are you doing down here?” King said to Parks.

The deputy marshal was visibly upset. “I told you not to leave
the jurisdiction. And then my men tell me you’re not only in
another state, but you’re nosing around the town where Clyde
Ritter bought it. And on top of that, I get a message that your
partner over there”—he inclined his head at Michelle—“is mixed
up in some murder involving a local woman. Now, one more
time: you left the jurisdiction after I asked you not to because...”

King snapped, “I wasn’t under arrest. And it’s not like I



King snapped, “I wasn’t under arrest. And it’s not like I
jumped on a plane to Fiji with my retirement plan in cash. I went
to North Carolina in a truck filled with sporting equipment and
half-eaten power bars. Big deal!”

“And we were fortunate enough to be able to capture those
convicts,” said Michelle. “We did help you out there.”

“I do appreciate that,” said the sheriff, “but I’d also like to
understand better your connection to Ms. Baldwin. We haven’t
had a murder down here, well, since Clyde Ritter, and I don’t
like it one bit.”

Michelle explained once more her conversation with Loretta.

The sheriff rubbed his jaw and hitched at his pants. “Well, I
just don’t figure it. Loretta didn’t seem to say anything to you
that implicated anybody.”

“Right.” Michelle had fibbed a bit and left out the part about
the black lace panties and the activity the night before in King’s
room, for which King gave her a grateful look. “So I’m not sure
there is a connection to my meeting her. It might just be an
enormous coincidence.”

“And the money in her mouth, you said that was your cash?”

Michelle nodded. “At least I think so. I gave her a hundred
dollars in twenties because she’d helped me.” She paused and



added, “I had nothing to do with her death.”

The sheriff nodded. “We’ve already checked your alibi.
People remembered seeing you up in Virginia at the time
Loretta was killed.”

“So what was the motive?” asked Parks. He held up his
hands when they looked at him. “What you’ve just described is
a motiveless crime. Unless the lady had some enemies you
don’t know about. Or maybe it’s a random killer, but my gut tells
me it isn’t. Money in the mouth: this was personal.”

The sheriff shook his head. “Loretta Baldwin was the last
person who would have any enemies. I mean, okay, she had a
sharp tongue, and the gossip that came out her mouth, it was
eye-opening, though usually right on the money. But it was little
stuff. Nothing anybody would murder her over.”

“Well, you never know,” said King. “What may seem little to
you might be really important to someone else.”

The sheriff nodded but looked unconvinced. “Maybe.” He
stood. “Okay, I’ve got your statements. You’re free to go.”

As they started to leave, Michelle went over to the sheriff.

“The Fairmount, do you know who owns it now?”

“Last I heard it was some Japanese company bought it,



wanted to turn it into a country club with a golf course.” He
chuckled. “I guess they didn’t do their homework. The hotel has
a lot of land, but most of it is wetlands. And there’s not more
than a handful of folks around here who know what a golf club
even looks like.”

“Do you know the name of the security service that guards
the hotel?”

He looked puzzled. “What security service?”

Michelle hid her surprise and rejoined King and Parks.

“So how’d you get down here so fast?” King asked him.

“My men were following you.”

“Take my advice, that’s a waste of resources.”

“Yeah, it’s been pretty damn boring so far.”

Michelle said, “Marshal, there’s something that happened
tonight. It has nothing to do with the murder of Loretta Baldwin,
but I believe it has something to do with John Bruno’s
disappearance.”

“Bruno?” Parks looked puzzled. “How the hell does Bruno
figure into this?”



Michelle told him about the man she’d seen.

He shook his head. “How can you be sure it was him? You
barely caught a glimpse of a man in poor light.”

“I’m a Secret Service agent. Reading and remembering
faces is what I do.”

Parks still looked skeptical. “Well, okay, then tell the FBI. It’s
their case. I’m just trying to find out who killed one of my
witnesses.” He glanced over at King. “And also trying to keep
tabs on this fellow, and he’s not making it easy,” he growled.

“You want me to wait around until you collect enough
evidence to hang me?”

“I have enough to arrest you right now if I wanted to. So don’t
tempt me.” He glowered at them both. “So you two heading
back to good old Virginia?”

King said, “Well, I’ve pretty much had my fill of good old
Bowlington.”
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So I guess you don’t believe me either.” It was early in the
morning, and Michelle and King were driving back to
Wrightsburg.



“About what?” King asked.

“Simmons! The man I saw in the truck.”

“I believe you. You saw what you saw.”

She looked at him, surprised. “Well, Parks clearly didn’t,
why do you?”

“Because a Secret Service agent never forgets a face.”

She smiled. “I knew I liked having you around. And look,
there’s something else. There apparently isn’t a security firm
guarding the Fairmount. So the guy who stopped me was a
fake.”

King looked very concerned. “Michelle, it could have been
the same guy who killed Loretta.”

“I know. I dodged a bullet there.”

“What did he look like?” Michelle described him. “Sounds
like a couple billion guys walking around. Nothing distinctive.”

“That was probably intentional. So another dead end? That
seems to be a recurring theme in this case.”

Later that morning, they pulled onto the drive heading up to
King’s house. When they reached the top, King’s face



darkened.

“Oh, hell,” he exclaimed as he looked up ahead. An
annoyed-looking Joan Dillinger was pacing in front of his house.

Michelle had seen her too. “The esteemed Ms. Dillinger
doesn’t look very happy.”

“I know you’re suspicious of her, but play it cool. She’s one
sharp lady.”

Michelle nodded.

King got out of the truck and walked up to Joan.

“I’ve been calling you,” she said.

“I’ve been out of town,” explained King.

She started when Michelle climbed out of the Land Cruiser.

Glancing suspiciously at King and then back at Michelle,
she said, “You’re Agent Maxwell?”

“Yes. We actually met a few years ago when you were still
with the Service.”

“Of course. And you’ve certainly made a splash in the
papers recently.”



“That’s right,” Michelle said. “Coverage I could do without.”

“I’m sure. What a surprise to see you here,” Joan said as
she looked at King intently. “I didn’t know you and Sean even
knew each other.”

“It’s a recent thing,” said King.

“Uh-huh.” Joan touched Michelle on the elbow. “Michelle,
would you excuse us? I have something to talk about with Sean
that’s very important.”

“Oh, no problem. I’m pretty beat anyway.”

“Sean has that effect on lots of women. In fact, he could even
be considered hazardous to some people’s health.”

The two women engaged in a stare-down. “Thanks for the
tip, but I can take care of myself,” said Michelle.

“I’m sure. But given the right opponent, you could find
yourself out of your league.”

“Actually that’s never happened to me.”

“Me either. They say the first time is truly memorable.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Maybe you should too.”



“Good-bye, Michelle,” said Joan. “And thanks so much for
letting me take Sean off your hands,” she added icily.

“Yeah, thanks, Mick, ” muttered King under his breath.

Michelle drove off, and King walked up the steps, with Joan
marching right behind him. He could feel the white heat of her
anger on the back of his neck. The condemned man going the
last mile was the closest analogy he could come up with, and
right now it seemed far too close.

Inside, Joan sat down at the kitchen table, while King put on
some water for hot tea. Joan’s expression brimmed with fury.
“So would you care to tell me about you and Michelle Maxwell?”

“I already did. She’s a recent phenomenon in my life.”

“I don’t believe in phenomena like that. She loses Bruno and
then shows up on your doorstep?”

“What do you care?”

“What do I care? Are you insane? I’m investigating Bruno’s
disappearance, and you pop up with the detail leader who’s on
suspension for losing him.”

“She looked me up because we both lost presidential
candidates, and she wanted to compare notes. That’s it. Bruno
really doesn’t enter the equation.”



“Excuse me for saying, but my bullshit meter is clanging so
hard it’s popping some springs.”

“That’s the truth, accept it or not.” He held up an empty cup.
“Tea?” he asked pleasantly. “You look like you could use some.
I’ve got Earl Grey, peppermint or the old standby, Lipton.”

“Screw the tea! Where were you and she coming from?” she
demanded.

King kept his voice calm. “Oh, from about eight years ago.”

“What!”

“Just taking a walk down memory lane.”

“Eight years ago?” She looked at him incredulously. “Did
you go to Bowlington?”

“Bingo. Sugar and cream?”

“What the hell did you go there for?”

“Sorry, I don’t think you’re cleared for it.”

Joan slammed her fist on the table. “Cut the shit, Sean, and
tell me!”

He stopped making the tea and stared at her. “It’s none of



He stopped making the tea and stared at her. “It’s none of
your damn business unless you tell me you have some interest
in the Ritter assassination that I don’t know about.”

She looked at him warily. “What the hell is that supposed to
mean?”

“Why don’t you tell me what it means?”

Joan sat back, took a deep breath and ran a hand through
her tangled hair. “Does she know we spent the night together at
the hotel?”

“It doesn’t matter what she knows or doesn’t know. This is
between you and me.”

“I still don’t know where all this is going, Sean. Why are you
raking all this up now?”

“Maybe I don’t know why. And maybe I really don’t care to
know, so let’s just drop the whole damn thing. Water under the
bridge, right? Sleeping dogs lie, okay? Let asshole Ritter rest
in peace, right?” He prepared the tea and handed her a cup.
“Here, peppermint, drink it!”

“Sean—”

He grabbed her arm and leaned very close. “Drink your tea.”

His very low voice and intense gaze seemed to calm her



down. She picked up her cup and took a sip. “It’s good, thank
you.”

“You’re welcome. Now, about your Bruno offer. Suppose I
say yes. What’s the first step in our little partnership?”

Joan still looked very upset, but she took out a file from her
briefcase and went over its contents. She took a deep,
apparently cleansing breath and said, “We need facts. So I’ve
put together a list of people to interview.” She slid across a
piece of paper that King looked at.

“And going to the crime scene and working the angle from
there.”

King was running his eye down the list. “Okay, pretty
thorough. Everyone from Mrs. Bruno to Mrs. Martin to Colonel
Mustard and the butler.” He stopped at one name on the list and
looked up at her. “Sidney Morse?”

“He’s supposedly at a mental institution in Ohio. Let’s verify
that. I’m assuming you’d recognize him?”

“I don’t think I’ll ever forget him. Theories going in?”

“Do I take all this interest as a yes?”

“Take it as a maybe. Theories?”



“Bruno had lots of enemies. He may already be dead.”

“If so, the investigation is over before it started.”

“No, my deal with Bruno’s people is to find out what
happened to him. I get the money whether he’s found alive or
not.”

“Good negotiating. I see you haven’t lost your edge.”

“The work is just as hard if he’s dead. In fact, it’s more
problematic if he’s not alive. They pay me for results, whatever
those results happen to be.”

“Fine, understood. We were talking theories.”

“One side has him kidnapped to throw the election their way.
From what I can gather, Bruno’s constituency might have been
enough to swing the vote if he either withheld his support from
or threw it to another party.”

“Look, I really don’t buy that a major political party
kidnapped Bruno. Maybe in another country, but not here.”

“Agreed. It’s pretty far-fetched.”

King sipped his tea and said, “So let’s get back to more
conventional malfeasance, shall we?”



“They kidnapped him for money, and the ransom demand
will be forthcoming.”

“Or a gang he wreaked havoc on when he was a prosecutor
took him.”

“If so, we’ll probably never find the body.”

“Any likely suspects on that?”

Joan shook her head. “I thought there would be, but actually
no. The three worst organizations he helped break up have no
active members on the outside. He did prosecute some local
gangs in Philly after he left D.C., but they tended to operate
within a two-block radius with little sophistication beyond guns,
knives and cell phones. They wouldn’t have had the brains or
resources to snatch Bruno right out from under the Secret
Service.”

“Okay, we rule out enemies from when he was a prosecutor
and those for political gain, and we have left pure financial
motivation. Was he worth enough to take that risk?”

“By himself, no. As I said before, his wife’s family has
money, but they’re not Rockefellers either. They could pay a
million dollars but not more than that.”

“Well, it sounds like a lot, but a million bucks just doesn’t go
as far as it used to.”



“Oh, how I’d love to find out,” said Joan. She glanced at her
file. “Bruno’s political party has funds, but still, there are lots of
other targets with far bigger payoffs.”

“And ones that don’t have the Secret Service guarding
them.”

“Exactly. It’s like whoever took Bruno did it for—”

King broke in. “For the challenge? To show they could beat
the Secret Service?”

“Yes.”

“They must have had inside info. Somebody on Bruno’s
staff.”

“I’ve got some possibilities. We’ll have to check them out.”

“Great. But right now I’m going to grab a quick shower.”

“I guess exploring your past is a dirty business,” she said
dryly.

“Boy, it sure can be,” he shot back as he walked up the
stairs.

She called after him. “Are you sure you want to leave me



alone? I might hide a nuclear bomb in your sock drawer and get
you into real trouble.”

King went to his bedroom, flipped on the bathroom light,
turnedon the shower and started brushing his teeth. He turned
to close the door, lest Joan get any weird ideas.

As he put his hand on the door and gave it a push, he
sensed it was heavier than it should be. Far heavier, as though
it had been weighted down with something. His adrenaline
instantly surging, he eased it open with his hand and as it
swung by, peered around curiously. The door’s momentum,
together with its increased weight, caused it to come around
and close firmly. He didn’t even hear the smack of the door
against the jamb. His focus was entirely on the source of the
extra weight.

He’d seen a lot of unsettling things in his life. Yet the sight of
the Wrightsburg socialite and his former client Susan
Whitehead hanging on the back of his bathroom door, her dead
eyes staring at him, a large knife plunged right through her
chest, almost dropped him to the floor.
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An hour later King sat on his stairs as the investigative
teams finished up and the body of Susan Whitehead was
removed. Chief Williams came over to him. “We’re done here,



Sean. Looks like she was killed around five o’clock this
morning. She goes for walks around then, I was told, and we’re
assuming she was taken at that time and killed immediately.
That’s why there wasn’t any blood on the floor in your bathroom.
She bled somewhere else. Anything you can tell me?”

“I wasn’t here. I just got back from North Carolina.”

“I don’t mean that. I’m not implying that you killed Ms.
Whitehead.”

There was just enough emphasis on the word “you” for King
to look up and say, “And I didn’t have her killed either, if that’s
what you’re so subtly implying.”

“Just doing my job, Sean. I’ve got a damn crime spree going
on, and right now nobody’s above suspicion. I hope you can
understand that. I know that Ms. Whitehead is your client.”

“ Wasmy client. I handled her last divorce, that’s it.”

“Okay, I might as well ask you this because, well, there’s
been talk around town.” King stared at him expectantly. “There’s
been talk that maybe you and Ms. Whitehead were, well, seeing
each other. Were you?”

“No. She might have wanted a relationship, but I didn’t.”

Williams’s brow furrowed. “Was it a problem for you? I mean



I know how the woman could be. Pretty overwhelming.”

“She wanted something between us and I didn’t. Simple as
that.”

“And that’s all, you’re sure?”

“What exactly are you trying to do here? Build a case that I
had the woman killed because, what, I didn’t want to date her?
Give me a break.”

“I know it sounds crazy but, well, people do talk.”

“Especially around here.”

“And Ms. Whitehead was very prominent. Lots of friends.”

“Lots of paid friends.”

“I wouldn’t go around saying that, Sean, I really wouldn’t.” He
held up the note that had been pinned to the chest of the
unfortunate Whitehead. It had been placed in an evidence bag.

“Any ideas about this?”

King looked at the note and shrugged. “Only that it’s from
someone who was at the Ritter assassination or knows a lot
about it. I’d give it to the FBI, if I were you.”



“Thanks for the advice.”

As Williams walked off, King rubbed his temples and
contemplated taking a bath in pure bourbon and drinking half of
it. The phone rang. It was his law partner, Phil Baxter.

“Yeah, it’s true, Phil. She’s dead, right here in my house. I
know, it shocked the hell out of me. Look, I might need you to
cover some things at the office for me. I... What’s that?” King’s
expression darkened. “What are you talking about, Phil? You
want to go solo? Can I ask why? I see. Sure, if that’s what you
want. You do what you have to do.” He hung up.

Almost immediately his phone rang again. It was his
secretary, Mona Hall, calling with her resignation. She was too
scared to work for him anymore, she whined. Dead bodies kept
turning up. And people were suggesting that King was
somehow in on it, not that she ever believed that, but, well,
where there’s smoke...

After he hung up with Mona, a hand touched his shoulder. It
was Joan.

“More trouble?”

“My law partner is hightailing it as fast as he can, and my
secretary just joined him in the full retreat. Other than that,
everything’s fine.”



“I’m sorry, Sean.”

“Look, what can I expect? I’ve got dead bodies falling all
around me. Hell, I’d be running too.”

“I’m not running anywhere. In fact, I need your help more than
ever.”

“Well, it’s nice to be wanted.”

“I’m staying in the area for a couple of days while I set up
interviews and do some background digging. Give me a call but
make it soon. If you’re not going to work with me, I have to move
on. I have a private plane available. I want to help you through
this, and I think work is the best way to do that.”

“Why, Joan? Why do you want to help me?”

“Call it repayment of a debt long overdue.”

“You don’t owe me anything.”

“I owe you more than you think. I see that quite clearly now .”

She gave him a peck on the cheek, turned and left.

The phone rang again and King snatched it up. “Yeah?” he
said testily.



It was Michelle. “I heard. I’ll be there in half an hour.” He
remained silent. “Sean, are you okay?”

He looked out the window as Joan drove off. “I’m fine.”

King grabbed a quick shower in the guest bathroom and
then took a seat at the desk in his study. His brow furrowed in
concentration as he wrote down, from memory, the words from
the note that had been found on Whitehead’s body.

Déjà vu, Sir Kingman. Try to remember if you can where you
were on the most important day of your life. I know you’re a
smart guy but a little rusty, so you probably want a hint. Here it
is: 1032AM09261996. Talk about pushing a post. Talk about
giving good feet. Look forward to seeing you soon.

Ten-thirty-twoA .M. on September 26, 1996, was the exact
time that Clyde Ritter had been killed. What could this mean?
So intense was his concentration that he never even heard her
come in.

“Sean, are you okay?”

He jumped up and yelled out. Michelle screamed and fell
back.

“God, you startled me,” she said.

“Startled you? Damn, woman, haven’t you ever heard of



knocking?”

“I did. I have been for the last five minutes, nobody
answered.” She looked at the piece of paper. “What is that?”

He calmed and said, “A note from somebody in my past.”

“How far in your past?”

“Does the date September 26, 1996, ring a bell?”

It clearly did. After a little hesitation he handed her the note.

She finished reading and looked up at him. “Who could
have left it?”

“The person who brought Susan Whitehead’s body here and
deposited it in my bathroom. They came as a package. I guess
the person didn’t want me to miss seeing the note.”

“Was she killed here?”

“No. The police think she was grabbed early this morning,
killed, and then her body was brought here.”

She looked down at the piece of paper. “Do the police know
about that?”

He nodded. “They have the original. I made this copy.”



“Any thoughts on who wrote it?”

“Yes, but none that make a lot of sense.”

“Was Joan still here when you found the body?”

“Yes, but she had nothing to do with it.”

“I know, Sean. I wasn’t implying that. How did you leave
things with her?”

“I’m going to call her, tell her I’m thinking about the Bruno
offer and I’ll get back to her.”

“So what now?”

“We go back to Bowlington.”

Michelle looked surprised. “I thought you were done with the
Fairmount Hotel.”

“I am. But I want to know how an unemployed maid
supported herself and who stuffed money in her mouth.”

“But you don’t know if that’s connected to the Ritter killing.”

“Oh, but I do. And the last question is the biggie.” She
looked at him expectantly. “Who did Loretta Baldwin see in that
supply closet?”
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Iappreciate your meeting with me,” said Joan.

Jefferson Parks sat down across from her in the small
dining area of the inn where Joan was staying. He looked at her
warily. “It’s been a while.”

She said, “Six years. The joint task force case in Michigan.
The Secret Service and the U.S. Marshals were privileged to
carry the bags of the FBI.”

“As I recall, you broke the thing wide open and managed to
let everybody know you had.”

“Horn blowing should start at home, and I seem to have a
knack for it. And if it had been a man, the credit would have
come regardless.”

“Come on, you really think that?”

“No, Jefferson, I really knowthat. Shall I cite you about a
thousand examples? I have them right on the tip of my tongue.”

“Along with about a ton of acid,” muttered Parks under his
breath. Out loud he said, “So you wanted to see me?”

“The Howard Jennings case?” said Joan.



“What about it?”

“I was just wondering about the status. Professional
courtesy.”

“I can’t talk to you about an ongoing investigation. You know
that.”

“But you can tell me certain things that aren’t confidential or
thatwon’t jeopardize your investigation, but as yet haven’t made
a public splash.”

Parks shrugged. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

“For instance, you haven’t arrested Sean King, presumably
because, despite certain circumstantial evidence that seems to
implicate him, you don’t believe he’s guilty. And possibly you
have facts that point in other directions. And he couldn’t have
killed Susan Whitehead because he wasn’t here. In fact, I
believe that youprovided him with an alibi.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’m an investigator, so I investigated,” Joan said.

“The person who killed Howard Jennings and the one who
killed Susan Whitehead needn’t be the same. The crimes could
be totally unrelated.”



“I don’t think so and neither do you. It seems to me that while
the crimes are very different they are also very much the same.”

Parks shook his head wearily. “I know you’re real smart and
I’m real stupid, but the more you talk, the less I understand what
the hell you’re saying.”

“Let’s suppose that Jennings wasn’t killed because he was
in WITSEC. Let’s suppose he was killed because he worked
for Sean King.”

“Why?”

She ignored his question. “Now Susan Whitehead was
killed elsewhere and then brought to Sean’s house. In neither
case is the evidence strong enough to show that he killed the
victim, and in fact, in Whitehead’s case the proof is the other
way entirely: he had an alibi.”

“Which he didn’t have with Jennings, and his gun was the
murder weapon,” countered the deputy marshal.

“Yes, he explained the gun substitution theory, which I take it
you agree with.”

“I’m not going to say one way or another. Here’s one theory:
Jennings was killed by his old partners in crime, and they tried
toframe King for it. His gun, no real alibi, body in his office, a
classic setup.”



“Yet could they be sure?” wondered Joan.

“Sure of what?”

“Sure that Sean wouldn’t have an alibi that night? He could
have easily had an emergency call to go on while he was on
duty, or someone that saw him at the time Jennings was killed.”

Parks answered, “Unless they knew the pattern of his
rounds and waited for him to reach the downtown area and then
killed Jennings. He was seen around there at the time of the
murder.”

“Seen, yes, but, again, if he had met someone along the
way or received a call at the time he was downtown, he has an
alibi and the case goes away.”

“So where does that leave us?” asked Parks.

“With your framers not really caring if Sean is arrested for
the crime or not. And in my experience framers are rarely so
sloppy. If they were careful enough to steal his gun, copy it down
to the last detail, kill Jennings with it and then return it to Sean’s
house, they would have chosen a time and place for the killing
that would have allowed Sean no possibility of an alibi. In short, I
can’t allow for such extraordinarily careful planning with the
weapon and such carelessness with the alibi. Murderers are
seldom so schizophrenic in their work.”



“Well, King could have rigged this all himself, to throw us off.
”

“With the motive of ruining the nice life he’s made for himself
here?”

“Okay, I get your point, but why are you taking such a keen
interest in all this?”

“Sean and I used to work together. I owe him, shall we say.
So if you’re looking for your killer, I’d look elsewhere.”

“You have any idea exactly where?”

Joan looked away. “I suppose everyone has ideas.” And
with that she abruptly ended the meeting.

After Parks left, Joan took the piece of paper out of her
purse. She’d persuaded one of the county deputies to let her
make a copy of the note found on Susan Whitehead’s body
while King and Chief Williams were occupied elsewhere. After
reading through it she took from her wallet another piece of
paper she’d kept all these years. She carefully unfolded it and
stared at the few words written on it.

The note she was holding was one that she believed Sean
had left for her in her room at the Fairmount Hotel on the
morning Ritter was killed. After their vigorous night of



lovemaking she slept in, and King went on duty. When she woke
up, she saw the note and did precisely what it asked, even
though the request carried some professional risk. After all, she
was nothing if not a risk taker. At first she simply thought it bad
timing, atrocious timing. Then she wondered what Sean had
really been up to that morning. She said nothing back then for a
simple reason: It would have ruined her career. Now this new
development had thrown an entirely new angle on all of this.

The question was what to do about it.

32

As King and Michelle climbed into Michelle’s Land Cruiser,
he looked around in surprise.

“You cleaned out your truck.”

She said nonchalantly, “Oh, I just picked up a few things here
and there.”

“Michelle, it’s spotless and it smells good too.”

She wrinkled her nose. “There were some old bananas. I
don’t know how they got in here.”

“Did you do it because of the hard time I gave you?”

“Are you kidding? I just, you know, I had some time to kill.”



“I appreciate it anyway.” Something struck him. “What’d you
do with all the stuff? You haven’t been home.”

She looked embarrassed. “You probably don’t want to see
my room at the inn.”

“No, I probably don’t.”

They got to Bowlington and met Tony Baldwin. With his and
the local sheriff’s permission, they looked around Loretta
Baldwin’s home.

“What was your mother living on? Social Security?” King
asked as he surveyed the nice interior.

“No, she was only sixty-one,” said Tony.

“Did she work?” Tony shook his head as King looked
around atthe furniture and rugs, the neat little touches here and
there. The kitchen had appliances far newer than the house,
and a late-model Ford sedan was parked in the garage.

King stared at Tony. “So I give up. Were you supporting her,
or did she have a rich relative who died?”

“I’ve got four kids. I barely make ends meet.”

“Let me guess: did she send money to you?” Tony looked



uncomfortable.

“Come on, Tony,” said Michelle, “we’re just trying to find out
who did this to your mother.”

“Okay, okay, yeah, she had some money. From where, I
don’t really know and didn’t really want to ask. When you got a
bunch of mouths to feed, you don’t look a gift horse in the
mouth, right?”

“She ever mention where it might be coming from?” Tony
shook his head. King then said, “When was the first time you
noticed this flow of money?”

“Not sure. I mean she sent me some cash for the first time
years ago.”

“How many years? Think carefully, it’s important.”

“Maybe six or seven or so.”

“When did she stop working at the Fairmount?”

“It closed down pretty soon after Ritter got shot.”

“Had she worked since?”

“Nothing steady and the last few years not at all. She’d done
crap work all her life. It was time to take it easy,” he said



defensively.

“So your mother never said anything about where the money
came from? Any friends or other family she might have spoken
to about it?”

“I’m the closest family she has. Friends, I don’t know. She
had a real good friend, Oliver Jones, but he’s dead now. She
might have told him.”

“Any way we can talk to his family?”

“Didn’t have any. He outlived them all. Died about a year
ago.”

“Nothing else you can think of?”

Tony considered this and his expression changed. “Well,
last Christmas Mama said something a little strange.”

“What was it?”

“The last five or six years she’d always sent nice presents
for the kids. Only last Christmas she didn’t. My little girl, Jewell,
she asked her grammy how come she didn’t send any
presents, didn’t she love them anymore? You know how kids
are. Well, anyway, Mama said something like, ‘Honey, all good
things must come to an end,’ something like that.”



Michelle and King shared a significant glance. King said, “I
suppose the police have searched the house pretty thoroughly.”

“Top to bottom, didn’t find nothing.”

“No check stubs, deposit slips, old envelopes to show
maybe where the money came from?”

“No, nothing like that. Mama didn’t like banks. She dealt in
cash only.”

King had strolled to the window and was looking out at the
backyard. “Looks like your mother was really into her garden.”

Tony smiled. “She loved flowers. Put a lot of work into it
when she could. I’d come up every week and help out. She’d sit
out there for hours and just look at her flowers.” Tony started to
say something, then paused before asking, “You want to go look
at ’em?” King started to shake his head, but Tony quickly
added, “See, today’s the day I usually came up to weed. I mean
I know she’s not around to see it anymore, but it was important
to her.”

Michelle smiled and said in a sympathetic tone, “I love
gardens, Tony.” She nudged King.

“Right. I’m into gardens too,” said King without much
enthusiasm.



While Tony Baldwin pulled at some weeds in one of the
beds, Michelle and King walked around the yard and admired
the flowers.

King said, “Loretta’s secret cash flow started shortly after
Ritter died.”

“Right. So you’re thinking blackmail?”

He nodded. “Although I’m wondering how Loretta was
blackmailing someone simply because she might have seen
him or her in the closet.”

“Meaning they might have just come in there for the same
reason she did, because they were scared?”

“Only there has to be more to it. Remember when we were
looking in the closet, and I said that she had probably squeezed
in the back. I thought so because for all she knew some guy
might come in with a gun—” He broke off and suddenly looked
at her wide-eyed.

“What are you saying? That maybe she did see someone
come in with a gun?”

“Or with something. Why else would she have gotten
suspicious? I mean there were probably lots of people running
around trying to hide.”



“But why a gun?”

“Why not? Some guy trying to stash a gun in a supply closet
right after there’s been an assassination makes more sense
than trying to hide a pair of glasses or a bundle of cash. A gun
is instantly incriminating. It would peg him as part of the
assassination plot. Okay, let’s say the guy has a gun on him.
He’s afraid to try to go outside with it, because he might get
stopped and searched. So when all hell is breaking loose, he
runs in and hides it in the closet, not knowing Loretta is in there.
He might have planned to stash the gun in the closet all along.
He might have intended to retrieve it later, or just let the police
find it if it was clean of any incriminating evidence. So he stuffs
the gun in between some towels or something and leaves.
Loretta comes out from her hiding place and takes it. Maybe
she thinks she’ll bring it to the police but then changes her mind
and goes down the blackmail highway. Since she works at the
hotel, she could probably sneakout an exit no one is covering or
else hide the gun and come back to get it later.”

Michelle considered this line of reasoning. “Okay, so she
has the gun and she’s seen the guy, and if she doesn’t know
who he is, it’s easy enough to find out. She contacts him
anonymously, possibly with a picture of the gun and where she
was when she saw him, and starts extracting payment. It works,
Sean, as well as anything else.”

“And that’s why her house was ransacked. They were



looking for the gun.”

“You really think Loretta kept it here somewhere?”

“You heard Tony: the woman didn’t believe in banks. She
was probably the sort who kept anything of importance right
where she could lay her hands on it.”

“So the big question is, where’s the gun now? Maybe the
killer found it.”

“Maybe we take the house apart board by board.”

“That doesn’t make sense. Unless there’s a secret
compartment somewhere, hiding the gun in a wall doesn’t make
it real convenient to get to.”

“That’s true.” King’s gaze was absently roaming over the
little garden. He stopped at one spot, passed it and then came
back. He walked over to the row of hydrangea bushes. Six pink
ones, and one in the middle of the group that was blue.

“Nice hydrangeas,” he said to Tony.

He came over wiping off his hands on a rag. “Yeah, Mama
loved those the most, probably even over the roses.”

King looked curious. “Interesting. She ever say why?”



Tony looked puzzled. “Why what?”

“Why she liked hydrangeas over roses?”

“Sean, do you really think that’s important?” asked Michelle.

Tony rubbed his chin. “Well, now that you mention it, she told
me more than once that to her those hydrangeas were
priceless.”

King glanced sharply at Michelle and then stared at the blue
hydrangea and exclaimed, “Damn!”

“What is it?” asked Michelle.

“The longest long shot in the world. But it might just be.
Quick, Tony, do you have a shovel?”

“A shovel? Why?”

“I’ve always been curious about pink and blue hydrangeas.”

“Nothing special about that. Some people think they’re
different bushes, but they’re not really. I mean you can get
yourself pink and blue ones, but you can also change pink to
blue by raising the pH in the soil, make it more acidic, or blue to
pink by making the soil more alkaline and lowering the pH. They
got stuff to make it more acidic, aluminum sulfate, I think they
call it. Or you can put some iron filings in the soil, tin cans, even



rusty nails and such. That’ll change the color from pink to blue
too.”

“I know, Tony. That’s why I want the shovel.”

Tony fetched the tool from the garage, and King started to
dig around the blue hydrangea. It didn’t take long before his
shovel clinked against something hard. And a short time later
he pulled out the object.

“Nice source of iron,” said King as he held up the rusty
pistol.
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King and Michelle had stopped at a small diner for a quick
bite after leaving poor Tony dumbstruck in his mother’s garden.

Michelle said, “Okay, I’m officially impressed with both your
detective and gardening skills.”

“Lucky for us that iron is a component of steel, or else we
never would have found the gun.”

“I get the gun and blackmail part and why Loretta was
murdered. But I still don’t understand the point of stuffing the
money in her mouth.”

King fingered his coffee cup. “I once worked a joint task



force with the FBI in L.A. Russian mobsters were extorting
money from every business in a one-square-mile area and also
running a financial scam, which was why we were involved. We
had some snitches on the inside; some cash got to them from
us—you fight fire with fire, right? Well, we found our snitches full
of bullet holes in the trunk of a car with their mouths stapled
shut. When we took the staples out, we found cash wadded up
in there, probably the same cash we paid them. The message
was clear: you talk, you die and you eat the betrayal money that
caused your death.”

“So the money in Loretta’s mouth was symbolic? The
ultimate hush money treatment?”

“That’s how I read it.”

“Wait a minute. Her son said that the money stopped
comingabout a year or so ago. But if the person was still around
to kill Loretta, why did he stop paying? And why would she have
accepted that? I mean why didn’t she go to the police at that
point?”

“Well, it’d been seven years or so. What was she going to
tell the cops? That she had amnesia and had just remembered
everything, and oh, by the way, here’s the gun?”

“Well, maybe the person being blackmailed figured that out
too, and that’s why he stopped paying. Maybe he figured her



leverage was gone.”

“Whatever the case, apparently very recently someone
found out that Loretta was the blackmailer, and she paid with
her life.”

Michelle suddenly paled and she clutched his arm. “When I
spoke with Loretta, she mentioned that she was in that supply
closet, although she never said she saw anyone. You don’t
think?”

King picked up on her concern. “Someone might have
overheard her tell you, or she might have told someone else
later.”

“No, she was killed so soon after I spoke with her. It must
have come from my conversation with her. But we were alone
on that porch. Yet somebody must have heard. God, I’m
probably the reason she’s dead.”

King gripped her hand. “No, you’re not. The person who held
her under the water in the bathtub is the reason she’s dead.”

Michelle closed her eyes and shook her head.

King said firmly, “Listen to me, I’m sorry about what
happened to Loretta, but if she was blackmailing the person
who killed her, that’s a dangerous game she chose to play. She
could have gone to the police and given them the gun years



ago.”

“That’s what we should do.”

“We will, although the serial numbers have been drilled out,
and it’s in pretty poor condition. Maybe the forensics boys at the
FBI can pull something out of it. There’s a satellite office in
Charlottesville. We’ll drop it off when we get back home.”

“So what now?”

“If someone hid a gun in the supply closet of the Fairmount
Hotel on the day Clyde Ritter was assassinated, what does that
tell you?”

It suddenly hit her. “That maybe Arnold Ramsey wasn’t
working alone.”

“That’s right. And that’s why we’re going there right now.”

“Where?”

“Atticus College. Where Arnold Ramsey was a professor.”
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The beautiful treelined, brick-paved streets and elegant ivy-
covered buildings of tiny Atticus College did not seem like a
place that could spawn a political assassin.



“I’d never heard of this school until Ritter was killed,” said
Michelle as she drove her Land Cruiser slowly down the main
campus thoroughfare.

King nodded. “I hadn’t realized how close it was to
Bowlington.” He looked at his watch. “It only took us thirty
minutes to get here.”

“What did Ramsey teach here?”

“Political science with a special emphasis on federal
election laws, although his personal interest was radical
political theory.” Michelle looked at him in surprise.

He explained. “After Ritter was killed, I made it my business
to get a Ph.D. in Arnold Ramsey.” He glanced at Michelle. “You
drop a guy, the least you can do is take the time to learn about
him.”

“That sounds a little callous, Sean.”

“It’s not meant to. I just wanted to know why a seemingly
reputable college professor would kill a nut of a candidate who
had no chance to win anyway and sacrifice his life in the
process.”

“I would think that would have been checked out pretty
thoroughly.”



“Not as thoroughly as if it had been a real bona fide
candidate. Besides, I think everybody just wanted to get the
whole mess over with.”

“And the official investigation concluded that Ramsey acted
alone.”

“Based on what we’ve found, they apparently concluded
incorrectly.” He stared out the window. “I don’t know, though, it’s
been a long time. I’m not sure we’re going to find anything
useful here.”

“Well, we are here, so let’s give it our best shot. We might
spot something everybody else missed. Just like you did with
the blue hydrangea.”

“But we also might find out something that might be better
left undiscovered.”

“I don’t ever think that’s a good thing.”

“You’re always for the truth coming out?”

“Aren’t you?”

King shrugged. “I’m a lawyer. Go ask a real human being.”

They were directed from one person and one department to
another until they found themselves sitting in the office of



Thornton Jorst. He was medium height, trim, and appeared to
be in his early fifties. A pair of thick eyeglasses and pale
complexion gave him a very professorial air. He’d been a friend
and colleague of the late Arnold Ramsey.

Jorst sat behind a cluttered desk piled high with opened
books, reams of manuscript pages and a laptop symbolically
covered with very low-tech legal pads and colored pens. The
shelves that covered the walls of his office seemed to sag
under the weight of the impressively thick works collected there.
King was staring at the diplomas on the wall when Jorst held up
a cigarette. “Do you mind? A professor’s inner sanctum is one
of the few places left where one can actually light up.”

King and Michelle both nodded their assent.

“I was surprised to hear that the two of you were here asking
about Arnold.”

“We normally call ahead and make official appointments,”
said King.

“But we were in the area and decided the opportunity was
too good to pass up,” added Michelle.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t get your names?”

“I’m Michelle Stewart and this is Tom Baxter.”



Jorst eyed King. “Pardon me for saying so, but you look very
familiar.”

King smiled. “Everybody says that. I’ve just got that kind of
average face.”

Michelle said, “That’s funny, I was going to say that I
recognized you from somewhere, Dr. Jorst, but I just don’t
remember where.”

“I’m on TV locally a fair amount, especially now with the
elections drawing close,” said Jorst quickly. “I like my anonymity,
but having one’s fifteen minutes of fame every now and then is
good for the ego.” He cleared his throat and said, “I understand
that you’re doing a documentary of some sort on Arnold?”

Michelle sat back and took on the air of a scholar herself.
“Not just him, but on politically motivated assassinations in
general, but with a special emphasis. The hypothesis is that
there are quite marked distinctions between people who target
politicians. Some do so because of pure mental imbalance or a
perceived personal grievance against the target. And others
strike because of deep philosophical beliefs, or even because
they believe themselves to be doing good. They might even
regard killing an elected official or candidate as an act of
patriotism.”

“And you want my opinion on which of these categories



Arnold fell into?”

“Being a friend and colleague, you’ve doubtlessly given the
matter a great deal of thought,” said King.

Jorst eyed him keenly through the wisps of smoke. “Well, I
can’t say the issue of what drove Arnold to become an assassin
hasn’t intrigued me over the years. However, I can’t claim he fits
neatly into any ideological or motivational box either.”

“Well, maybe if we look at his background and the time
period that led up to his action, we might be able to get
somewhere,” suggested Michelle.

Jorst checked his watch.

“I’m sorry,” said Michelle. “Do you have a class?”

“No, actually I’m on sabbatical. Trying to finish a new book.
So fire away.”

Michelle took out a pen and notebook. “Why don’t we start
with a little background on Ramsey?” she prompted.

Jorst leaned back in his chair and stared at the ceiling.
“Arnold did the hat trick at Berkeley, B.A., M.A., Ph.D. All at the
top of his class, by the way. He also somehow found time to
participate in protests against the Vietnam War, burn his draft
card, march in civil rights demonstrations, attend sit-ins and lie-



ins, get arrested, risk his life, all of that. He had by far the best
academic credentials of any professor this department has
ever employed and quickly achieved tenure here.”

“Was he popular with his students?” asked King.

“For the most part, I think he was. More popular than I am
with mine.” Jorst chuckled. “I’m a far tougher grader than my
late, lamented colleague.”

“I assume his political leanings were far different than
Ritter’s?” asked Michelle.

“Ninety-nine percent of America would have fallen into that
category, and thank God for that. He was a TV preacher who
sucked money out of deluded people all over the country. How
could a man like that run for the White House? It made me
ashamed of my country.”

“Sounds like Ramsey’s opinions rubbed off on you,” said
King.

Jorst coughed and attempted a chuckle. “I certainly agreed
with Arnold’s assessment of Clyde Ritter as presidential
material. However, I differed with him drastically on the proper
response to the man’s candidacy.”

“So Ramsey was vocal about his feelings?”



“Very.” Jorst stubbed out his cigarette and immediately lit
another. “I remember him stalking around my office and
pounding his fist into the palm of his hand and decrying the
state of a citizenry that would allow a man like Clyde Ritter to
gain purchase in national politics.”

“But he had to know that Ritter had no chance of winning.”

“That wasn’t the issue. What wasn’t nearly so obvious was
the deal-making that was going on behind the scenes. Ritter
had reached a critical mass in the polls, and that had started to
make both the Republicans and the Democrats extremely
nervous. He’d easily reached poll levels that enabled him to
receive federal election funds and qualified him for national
debate time. And whatever you could say about Ritter, he talked
a good game. He was incredibly glib, and he connected with a
certain element of the voting population. And you also have to
understand that in addition to Ritter’s own presidential
campaign, he’d cobbled together an independent party
coalition that had numerous candidates running for various
offices in many of the larger states. That could have had
disastrous consequences for the major party candidates.”

“How so?” King asked.

“In many elections around the country his slate was splitting
the traditional voting bases for the major-party candidates, in
effect giving him control over the outcome of perhaps thirty



percent of the seats in play. Now, when you have that much
leverage in the political arena, well...”

“You get to pretty much name your price?” suggested King.

Jorst nodded. “What Ritter’s price would have been is
anyone’s guess. After his death the wind went completely out of
his party. The major parties really dodged a bullet there. Excuse
me, poor choice of words. But I really believe that Arnold
thought if Ritter weren’t stopped, he’d end up destroying
everything America stood for.”

“And that was clearly something Ramsey didn’t want to see
happen,” said King.

“Obviously not, considering he shot the man,” Jorst said
dryly.

“Did he ever talk about doing something like that?”

“As I told the authorities back then, he didn’t. Yes, he’d come
in here and rant and rave about Ritter, but he certainly never
made any threats or anything. I mean that’s what freedom of
speech is all about. He was entitled to his opinion.”

“But not entitled to kill for it.”

“I didn’t even know he had a gun.”



“Was he close with other professors here?” asked Michelle.

“Not really. Arnold intimidated many of them. Schools like
Atticus don’t usually get such academic heavyweights.”

“Friends outside the college?”

“None that I knew of.”

“How about among his students?”

Jorst eyed King. “Excuse me, but this seems more like an
investigation into Arnold personally, rather than a documentary
on why he killed Clyde Ritter.”

“Maybe it’s a little of both,” said Michelle quickly. “I mean it’s
difficult to understand motivation without understanding the man
and how he went about his plan to assassinate Ritter.”

Jorst considered this for a few moments and then shrugged.
“Well, if he tried to recruit any student to help, I certainly never
heard of it.”

“He was married at the time of his death?” asked Michelle.

“Yes, but separated from his wife, Regina. They had one
daughter, Kate.” He rose and went over to a shelf containing
numerous photos. He handed one to them.



“The Ramseys. In happier times,” he commented.

King and Michelle looked at the three people in the photo.

“Regina Ramsey is very beautiful,” remarked Michelle.

“Yes, she was.”

King glanced up. “Was?”

“She’s dead. Suicide. Not that long ago actually.”

“I hadn’t heard that,” said King. “You said they were
separated?”

“Yes. Regina was living in a small house nearby at the time
of Arnold’s death.”

“Did they share custody of Kate?” asked Michelle.

“That’s right. I don’t know what the arrangements would have
been if they’d divorced. Regina, of course, took full custody
when Arnold died.”

“Why were they separated?” asked Michelle.

“I don’t know. Regina was beautiful and an extremely
accomplished actress in her youth. She’d been a drama major
in college, in fact. I believe she was going to make that her



career, and then she met Arnold, fell in love, and that all
changed. I’m sure she had many suitors, but Arnold was the
man she loved. Part of me thinks she finally committed suicide
because she could no longer live without him.” He paused and
added in a small voice, “I thought she was happy around that
time. I guess she wasn’t.”

“But she apparently couldn’t live with Ramsey either,”
commented King.

“Arnold had changed. His academic career had peaked.
He’d lost his enthusiasm for teaching. He was very depressed.
Perhaps that melancholy affected the marriage. But when
Regina left him, his depression only worsened.”

“So maybe in shooting Ritter he was trying to recapture his
youth,” Michelle said. “Change the world and go down as a
martyr for the history books.”

“Maybe. Unfortunately it cost him his life.”

“What was the daughter’s reaction to what her father did?”

“Kate was utterly devastated. I remember seeing her the day
it happened. I will never forget the look of shock on that girl’s
face. And then a few days later she saw it on TV. That damn
tape from the hotel. It showed everything: her father shooting
Ritter and the Secret Service agent killing her father. I saw it



too. It was horrific, and—” Jorst stopped talking and looked
intently at King. Hisexpression slowly hardened, and he finally
rose from behind his desk. “You really haven’t changed all that
much, Agent King. Now, I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I
don’t appreciate being lied to. And I want to know right now
what your real purpose is in coming here and asking all these
questions.”

King and Michelle exchanged glances. King said, “Look, Dr.
Jorst, without making a long explanation out of it, we’ve recently
discovered evidence that strongly suggests Arnold Ramsey
wasn’t alone that day. That there was another assassin, or
potential assassin, in the hotel.”

“That’s impossible. If that were true, it would have come to
light before now.”

“Maybe not,” said Michelle. “Not if enough important people
wanted it all to quietly go away. They had their killer.”

“And they had the Secret Service agent who screwed up,”
added King.

Jorst sat back down. “I... I can’t believe it. What new
evidence?” he asked warily.

“We can’t say right now,” King told him. “But I wouldn’t have
come all the way down here if I didn’t think it was worth



checking out.”

Jorst took out a handkerchief and wiped his face. “Well, I
guess stranger things have happened. I mean, look at Kate
Ramsey.”

“What about Kate?” Michelle asked quickly.

“She attended college here at Atticus. I was one of her
professors. You’d think this would be the last place she’d have
wanted to come. She was brilliant like her father; she could
have gone anywhere. But here is where she came.”

“Where is she now?” asked King.

“She’s doing postgraduate work in Richmond at Virginia
Commonwealth University’s Center for Public Policy. They have
a first-rate political science department. I wrote her a reference
myself.”

“Was it your feeling she hated her father for what he’d done?
”

Jorst considered the question for a lengthy time before
answering. “She loved her father. And yet she may have hated
him in the sense that he’d gone away and left her, choosing his
political beliefs, as it were, over his love for her. I’m not a
psychiatrist but that’s a layman’s guess. Although she’s turned
out to be a chip off the old block.”



“How do you mean?” asked Michelle.

“She marches in protests, writes letters, lobbies government
and civic leaders and writes articles for alternative publications,
all just like her father did.”

“So she may have hated him for leaving her, but she’s now
emulating him?”

“Appears to be that way.”

“And her relationship with her mother?” asked King.

“Fairly good. Although she might have blamed her mother
somewhat for what happened.”

“In that she wasn’t there for her husband? That if she had
been, he might not have been driven to do what he did?” asked
King.

“Yes.”

“So you didn’t see Regina Ramsey after her husband died?”
asked Michelle.

“No, I did,” he said quickly, and then hesitated. “Certainly at
the funeral; and while Kate was a student here and some other
times.”



“What was the cause of death, do you remember?”

“An overdose of drugs.”

“She never remarried?” inquired King.

Jorst turned a little pale. “No. No, she didn’t.” He recovered
and noticed their inquisitive looks. “I’m sorry, this is all rather
painful for me. These were my friends.”

King studied the faces of the people in the photo some
more. Kate Ramsey looked to be about ten in that picture. Her
features were intelligent and loving. She stood between her
parents, holding hands with both of them. A nice, loving family.
On the surface anyway.

He handed the photo back. “Anything else you can think of
that might help?”

“Not really.”

Michelle gave him a card with her numbers on it. “Just in
case something occurs to you,” she explained.

Jorst looked at the card. “If what you say is true, that there
was another assassin, what exactly was he supposed to do?
Provide a backup in case Arnold missed his target?”



“Or,” said King, “was somebody else supposed to die that
day too?”
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When they called the Center for Public Policy at VCU, King
and Michelle were told that Kate Ramsey was away but was
expected to return in a couple of days. They drove back to
Wrightsburg, where King pulled into the parking lot of an
upscale grocery store in the downtown area.

“I guess I owe you a fancy dinner and a nice bottle of wine,”
explained King, “after dragging you all over the place.”

“Well, it was a lot more fun than standing in a doorway with a
gun while a politician scrounges for votes.”

“Good girl. You’re learning.” King suddenly stared out the
window, obviously thinking about something.

“Okay, I know that look. What’s going through that head of
yours now?” asked Michelle.

“You remember Jorst kept saying that Atticus was lucky to
have someone like Ramsey, that Berkeley scholars and
national experts didn’t just drop into schools like Atticus every
day?”

“Right. So?”



“Well, I saw Jorst’s diplomas in his office. He went to decent
schools, but nothing even in the top twenty. And I’m guessing the
other professors in the department weren’t superstars like
Ramsey, which was maybe why they were intimidated by him.”

Michelle nodded thoughtfully. “So why did a brilliant Berkeley
Ph.D. and national expert end up teaching at a place like
Atticus?”

King looked at her. “Exactly. If I had to guess, it’s because
Ramsey had some skeletons in his closet. Maybe from his
protesting days. Maybe that’s why his wife finally left him.”

“But wouldn’t that have come out after he assassinated
Ritter? They would have checked his background with a fine-
tooth comb.”

“Well, not if it was covered up well enough. And you’re
talking a long time before the assassination. And the sixties
were a crazy time.”

As they meandered through the grocery store aisles
gathering items for dinner, Michelle noted the whispers and
glances the well-heeled patrons were giving King. At the
checkout counter King tapped the shoulder of the man in front of
him who was doing his best to ignore King’s presence.

“How’s it going, Charles?”



The man turned and blanched. “Oh, Sean, yes, good. And
you? I mean...” The man looked thoroughly embarrassed at his
own question, yet Sean just kept smiling.

“Shitty, Charles, just shitty. But I’m sure I can count on you,
right? Got you out of that nasty tax problem a few years ago,
remember?”

“What, oh, I... oh, there’s Martha out front waiting. Good-bye.
”

Charles hustled off and climbed into a Mercedes station
wagon driven by a distinguished-looking white-haired woman
whose mouth dropped open when her husband started telling
her of his encounter. She drove off in a huff.

As King and Michelle headed out with their grocery bags,
she said, “Sean, I’m sorry about all of this.”

“Hey, the good life had to end sometime.”

Back at King’s house he fixed an elaborate dinner that
started with a Caesar salad and crab cake appetizers and was
followed by pork tenderloin in a mushroom and Vidalia onion
sauce and a sideserving of garlic mashed potatoes. For
dessert they feasted on chocolate éclairs. They ate on the rear
deck overlooking the lake.



“So you can cook, but are you available to rent for parties?”
she joked.

“If the price is right,” he answered.

Michelle held up her wineglass. “Nice stuff.”

“It should be, it’s right in its prime. I’ve had it in my cellar for
seven years. One of my most cherished bottles.”

“I’m honored.”

Sean eyed the dock. “How about a spin on the lake later?”

“I’m always game for water activities.”

“There are some swimsuits in the guest room.”

“Sean, one thing you’ll learn about me: I never go anywhere
without sports gear.”

With King driving the big red motorcycle-like Sea-Doo
4TEC and Michelle seated behind him, her arms wrapped
around his waist, they went out about three miles, and then King
dropped a small anchor into the shallow water of a cove. They
sat on the Sea-Doo, and King looked around.

“Give it six weeks or so, and the colors here will be
something to see,” said King. “And I also love how the



mountains look with the sun going down behind them.”

“Okay, time for some exercise to work off that meal.”
Michelle took off her life jacket, then stripped off her top and
sweatpants. Underneath she wore dazzling red Lycra shorts
and a matching workout top.

King found himself staring at her, openmouthed, the
beautiful mountain vistas no longer engaging his attention.

“Problem?” asked Michelle as she glanced at him.

“No problem here,” said King as he quickly looked away.

“Last one in.” She dove into the water and came up. “Going
to join me?”

He stripped down and dove in and came up next to her.

Michelle eyed the shoreline. “How far do you think that is?”

“About a hundred yards. Why?”

“I’m thinking about entering a triathlon.”

“Gee, why am I not surprised?”

“I’ll race you,” she said.



“It won’t be much of a race.”

“Pretty cocky, huh?”

“No, I mean you’ll kick my ass.”

“How do you know that?”

“You’re an Olympian, I’m a middle-aged attorney with bum
knees and a bad wing where I got shot doing my public service
stint. It’d be like racing your grandmother with lead weights on
her feet.”

“We’ll see. You might surprise yourself. One-two-three-go!”
She took off, her strokes cutting cleanly through the warm, flat
water.

King swam after her and surprisingly made up the distance
fairly easily. In fact, by the time they drew close to shore they
were neck and neck. Michelle started laughing when he
reached over and playfully grabbed her leg. They reached land
in a tie. King lay on his back and sucked in air like there wasn’t
enough in the entire atmosphere to satisfy him.

“Well, I guess I did surprise myself,” he said between gasps.
Then he looked over at Michelle. She wasn’t even breathing
hard, and the truth struck him.

“You shit, you weren’t even trying.”



“Yes, I was. Well, I mean I had to allow for the age difference
and all.”

“Okay, that does it.”

He jumped up and went after her as she raced screaming
away. Yet she was laughing so hard King had no trouble running
her down. He lifted her over his shoulder, carried the woman out
into waist-deep water and ceremoniously dumped her. She
came up sputtering and still laughing.

“What was that for?”

“To show you that while I may be over forty, I ain’t dead.”

Back at the dock as he was raising the Sea-Doo up on its
lift he asked, “So how did you go from basketball and track to
Olympic rowing?”

“I liked track better than basketball, but I missed the team
element. In college a friend of mine was a rower, and I got into it
through him. Seems like I had a natural talent for it. Out on the
water my motor never seemed to quit; I was like a machine. And
I loved the high you got from leaving everything you had out on
those oars. I was the youngest member of my team. When I first
tried out, no one gave me much of a chance. I guess I proved
them wrong.”



“I think you’ve probably spent a good part of your life doing
that. Particularly in the Secret Service.”

“It hasn’t all been wine and roses.”

“I’m not that familiar with the sport. What was your rowing
event called?”

“Fours with coxswain, meaning four women pulling for all
they’re worth and a coxswain calling out the strokes. The focus
is absolutely complete.”

“What was it like to be in the Olympics?”

“The most exhilarating andmost nerve-racking time of my
life. I was so stressed I threw up before our first heat. But when
we took the silver and came within a hair of the gold, there was
no greater feeling in the world. I was still basically a kid and felt
like I’d reached the pinnacle of my life.”

“Still feel that way?”

She smiled. “No. I’m hoping the best is yet ahead for me.”

They showered and changed into dry clothes. When
Michelle came down, King was going over some notes at the
kitchen table.

“Interesting reading?” she asked as she combed out her wet



hair.

He looked up. “Our interview with Jorst. I’m wondering if he
knows more than he’s telling. And I’m also wondering what we
might learn from Kate Ramsey.”

“If she’ll talk to us.”

“Right.” He yawned. “We’ll think about it tomorrow. Long day.
”

Michelle looked at her watch. “It is late. I guess I better be
going.”

“Look, why don’t you just stay here tonight? You can stay in
the guest room where you just showered,” he added quickly.

“I have my own place. You don’t have to feel sorry for me. I’m
a big girl.”

“I do feel sorry for you because all the junk that was in your
truck is now in your room at the inn. Something might be alive in
there. It might come and get you in the middle of the night.” He
smiled and then said quietly, “Stay here.”

She graced him with her own smile and a look in her eyes
that seemed very suggestive. Although that might have just
been the wine he’d had.



“Thanks, Sean. I’m actually pretty whipped. Good night.”

He watched her go slowly up the stairs. The long, muscular
legs slid into the nice, firm butt, and then her body continued
into the Olympic shoulders and up the long neck and, well...
Hell! As she disappeared into the guest room, he let out a sigh
and tried desperately not to think about what he was so
desperately thinking about.

He went around to all the doors and windows and made
sure they were locked. He was planning on having an alarm
company come out and wire his house. He’d never thought he’d
need that here. Half the time he didn’t even lock his doors. Boy,
that had changed.

He paused at the top of the stairs and looked toward the
guest room door. Inside, a beautiful young woman was lying in
bed. Unless he was seriously mistaken, if he opened that door
and went in, he’d probably be allowed to stay the night. Then
again, with the way his luck was running, if he opened the door,
Michelle might just shoot him in the balls. He stood there for a
few moments more, thinking.Did he really want to start
something with this woman? With all that was going on? The
answer, as much as he didn’t want to accept it, was pretty clear.
He trudged down the hall to his own room.

Outside near the bottom of the road leading up to King’s
house, the old Buick, lights out, stopped, and the engine was



cut off. The rattling muffler had been fixed because the driver no
longer desired to be noticed. The car door opened, and the
man climbed out and looked through the trees at the silhouette
of the darkened house. The rear doors on the Buick opened,
and two more people emerged: it was “Officer Simmons” and
his homicidal female companion, Tasha. Simmons looked a
little nervous while Tasha seemed ready for adventure. The
Buick Man just appeared focused. He glanced at his
companions and nodded. Then all three moved toward the
house.
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King awoke from a dead sleep as the hand went over his
mouth. He saw the gun first and the face second.

Michelle put a finger to her lips and whispered in his ear. “I
heard some noises. I think someone’s in the house.”

King pulled on his clothes and pointed out the door with a
questioning look.

“I think at the rear of the house, lower level. Any idea who it
could be?”

“Yeah, maybe somebody’s bringing me another dead body.”

“Anything of value in the house?”



He started to shake his head and then stopped. “Shit. The
gun from Loretta’s backyard. It’s in my lockbox in the study.”

“You really think...?”

“Yeah, I really do.” He picked up the phone to call the police
but put it back down.

“Don’t tell me,” she said. “It’s dead?”

“Where’s your cell phone?”

She shook her head. “I think I left it in my truck.”

They slipped down the stairs listening for any more sounds
that might pinpoint where the intruder was. It was dark and
quiet. The person could have been anywhere, watching, waiting
to pounce.

King looked at Michelle and whispered, “Nervous?”

“It isa little creepy. What do youdo when it gets dicey?”

“Go get a bigger gun than the other guy has.”

The bangcame from the direction of the staircase leading to
the lower level.

Michelle looked at him. “Okay, I say no confrontation. We



don’t know how many or how well armed.”

“Agreed. But we have to get the gun. You have your car
keys?”

She held them up. “Way ahead of you.”

“I’ll drive. We’ll call the cops once we’re out of here.”

With her covering him, King slipped into his study, got the
lockbox and made sure the gun was inside. They went quietly
out the front door.

They climbed into the Land Cruiser’s front seat, and King
put the key in the ignition.

The blow struck him from behind, and he fell against the
horn, which started blaring.

“Sea—” yelled Michelle, but her voice was cut off, along with
most of her wind, when the leathery garrote went around her
neck and ripped into her skin.

She desperately tried to dig her fingers under the leather,
but it had already sunk in too deeply. Very quickly her lungs
were bursting, her eyes bulging in their sockets; her brain felt
like it was on fire. From the corner of her eye she saw King
slumped against the steering wheel, the blood running down his
neck. Then she felt the rope twist and tighten and a hand



reached over the front seat and grabbed the rusty gun. The rear
truck door opened and then closed, and footsteps moved away,
leaving her to die.

The garrote kept tightening, and Michelle put her feet up
against the dashboard to try and arch her body, to get some
leverage and separation from the person who was doing his
best to kill her. She dropped back down, her breath nearly
gone. The sound of the horn was exploding in her ears; the sight
of the unconscious and bloodied King only added to her
hopelessness. She arched again and slammed her head into
the face of the person strangling her. She heard him cryout, and
the rope loosened, but only a bit. Next she reached back, trying
to seize hair to pull, skin to tear or eyeballs to gouge. She was
finally able to grip her attacker’s hair and pulled as hard as she
could, but the pressure on her throat kept up. She scratched
and clawed at the face, and then her head was ripped back,
almost pulling her over the seat. She thought her spine had
cracked, and Michelle went limp and slid forward.

She could feel the breath of the person who was killing her,
exerting every ounce of strength to finish her off. Tears of
desperation and agony slid down her face.

The breath was right in her ear. “Just die,” he hissed. “Just
die!”

His mocking tone suddenly revitalized her. With her last bit



of energy Michelle’s fingers closed around her gun. She pointed
it backward, against the seat, her index finger finding the
slender bit of metal. She barely had any strength left, and yet
she found the small reserve of will she needed to do it. She just
prayed her aim was true. She wouldn’t get a second chance.

The gun fired, and the bullet ripped through the seat. She
heard the impact with flesh and next the grunt, and the garrote
immediately loosened and then fell away. Free, Michelle sucked
in huge amounts of air. Dizzy and sick to her stomach, she
pushed open the truck door and fell out onto the ground.

She heard the rear door open. The man climbed out,
holding his bloodied side. She raised her gun, but he kicked the
door fully open and it slammed into her, knocking her down.
Beyond furious now, Michelle bounced back up and aimed her
pistol even as he turned and ran.

However, before she could fire, she dropped to her knees
and was violently sick to her stomach. When she looked up, her
vision was so blurred, her head pounding so hard, that there
seemed to be three men running away. She fired six shots; all
were placed in a tight bunch at what she thought was the real
flesh and blood of the man who had done his best to murder
her.

All six missed by a wide margin. She’d picked the wrong
image to shoot.



The footsteps hurried away, and a short time later a car
started up and raced off, spewing gravel and dirt.

With a final gasp Michelle dropped to the ground.
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The blaring truck horn finally attracted the attention of a
passing deputy who discovered the unconscious King and
Michelle. They were taken to UVA Hospital in Charlottesville.
King recovered first. His head wound was bloody, but his skull
proved hard enough and he’d suffered no serious damage.
Michelle’s recovery would take a little longer, and she was
sedated while her injuries were worked on. When she woke,
King was sitting next to her, his head bandaged.

“God, you look awful,” she said in a weak voice.

“That’s all I get after sitting in this damn chair for hours
waiting for the princess to awaken? ‘God, you look awful’?”

“I’m sorry. It’s really wonderful to see your face. I wasn’t sure
you were alive.”

He studied the marks on her swollen neck. “Whoever it was
did a number on you. Did you see anybody?”

“No. It was a man, that’s all.” She added, “I shot him.”



“You did what?”

“Shot him, through the seat.”

“Where’d you hit him?”

“In the side, I think.”

“The police are waiting to take a statement. I’ve already
given them mine. The FBI and Deputy Marshal Parks are here
too. Ifilled them in on finding the gun and my theory about
Loretta blackmailing someone.”

“I’m afraid I can’t tell them much.”

“There must have been at least two of them: one to flush us
out of the house and the other waiting in your truck. They were
counting that I’d grab the gun. Saved them from looking for it.
Someone must have been tailing us when we were at Loretta’s
house. They could have seen us discover the gun, and decided
to get it back.”

“There were three of them, then, because there were two in
the car.” She paused and then said, “They got the gun, didn’t
they?”

“Yes. Stupid when you think about it. We should have taken it
right to the FBI, but we didn’t and that’s that.” He sighed and put
a hand on her shoulder. “That was a close one, Michelle, way



too close.”

“I fought as hard as I could.”

“I know you did. You’re the only reason I’m alive. I owe you.”

Before Michelle could answer, the door opened and a young
man came in. “Agent Maxwell?” He held out credentials that
identified him as Secret Service. “As soon as you’re
discharged from the hospital, and have talked to the police,
you’re to accompany me back to Washington.”

“Why?” asked King.

The man ignored him. “The doctors say you’re lucky to be
alive.”

“I don’t think luck had much to do with it,” King pointed out.

“Why am I going back to Washington?” Michelle asked.

“As of right now, you’re being reassigned to a desk at the
Washington field office.”

“Walter Bishop’s handiwork,” said King.

“I really can’t say.”

“I know. That’s why I said it.”



“I’ll be here when you’re ready to go.” The man nodded curtly
at King and left.

“Well, it was fun while it lasted,” said King.

She reached out and took his hand, squeezing it. “Hey, I’ll be
back. I’m not going to let you have a good time all by yourself.”

“Just rest for now, okay?”

She nodded. “Sean?” He looked at her. “About last night,
the swim and everything. It was fun. I think we both needed that.
Maybe we can do it again someday.”

“Hell yes, I loved dumping your butt in the water.”

King was walking down the hallway after leaving Michelle
when a woman stepped in front of him. Joan looked both
anxious and upset. “I just heard. You’re okay?” She looked at his
bandaged head.

“I’m fine.”

“Agent Maxwell?”

“Fine too. Thanks for asking.”

“You’re sure you’re all right.”



“I’m fine, Joan!”

“Okay, okay, calm down.” She motioned to some chairs in
an empty room off the main corridor. They sat, and Joan looked
at him, a serious expression on her face.

“I heard you discovered a gun at that woman’s home.”

“How the hell did you find that out? I just told the cops.”

“I’m in the private sector, but I didn’t turn in my investigative
skills when I left the Service. Is it true?”

He hesitated. “Yeah, I found a gun.”

“And where do you think it came from?”

“I have my theories. But I’m not in a sharing mood.”

“Well, let me jump right in with one of mine. This woman was
a maid at the Fairmount Hotel, she had a gun hidden in her
garden and she meets a violent death with money stuffed in her
mouth. She was blackmailing the person who was the owner of
that gun. And that person may have been involved in Ritter’s
assassination.”

He stared at the woman in amazement. “Who the hell are
your sources?”



“Sorry, I’ve used up my sharing spirit too. So you get the
gun, lose the gun, and you’re almost killed in the process.”

“Michelle actually got it a lot worse than I did. They just
knocked me out. Apparently they did their best to kill her.”

She looked at him strangely when he said that. “Do you think
this has anything to do with Bruno’s disappearance?” she
asked abruptly.

He looked surprised. “How could it? Just because Ritter and
Bruno were both presidential candidates? That’s quite a
stretch.”

“Maybe so. But things that look complex tend to have very
simple cores.”

“Thanks for the detective lesson. I’ll sure remember that one.
”

“Maybe you need some basic lessons. You’re the one
running around with the woman who let Bruno be kidnapped.”

“She didn’t let Bruno be kidnapped any more than I let Clyde
Ritter get shot.”

“The fact is, I’m investigating Bruno’s disappearance, and at
this juncture I can’t assume anyone is above suspicion,
including your lady friend Michelle.”



“Great, and she’s not my ‘lady friend.’”

“Okay, what exactly is she?”

“I’m just following up some stuff, and she’s helping me.”

“Wonderful. I’m glad you’ve teamed up with someone, since
it appears you’ve blown me off completely. Is Maxwell also
offering a million-dollar payday if you crack the case, or just a
kick-ass adventure between the sheets?”

He eyed her closely. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

“Maybe I am, Sean. But regardless, I think I at least deserve
an answer to my offer.”

King glanced in the direction of Michelle’s room but turned
back when Joan put a hand on his arm.

“I need to get going on this. And you never know, we might
just find out the real truth about Clyde Ritter.”

He stared defiantly at her. “Yeah, we just might,” he shot
back.

“So you’re in? I need to know. Right now.”

After a moment he nodded. “I’m in.”
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They flew via private plane to Dayton, Ohio, and then drove
to a state mental facility that was about thirty minutes north.
Joan had called ahead and gotten the necessary approvals to
visit Sidney Morse.

“It wasn’t as difficult as I would have thought,” she told King
on the drive there. “Although when I told the woman whom I
wanted to see, she laughed. Said we could come if we wanted,
but it wouldn’t do us much good.”

“How long has Morse been there?” King asked.

“About a year or so. He was committed by his family. Or
rather his brother, Peter Morse. I guess that’s all the family he
had left.”

“I thought Peter Morse was in trouble with the police. And
wasn’t he a druggie?”

“‘ Was’ being the operative word. He never went to prison,
probably due to his brother’s influence. He apparently cleaned
up his act and when his older brother went nuts, put him in the
state mental hospital.”

“Why in Ohio?”

“It seems that prior to being committed, Sidney was living



with his brother here. I guess he was so far gone he couldn’t live
by himself.”

King shook his head. “Talk about your reversal of fortune. In
less than ten years the guy goes from king of the hill to
permanent residence in a nuthouse.”

Alittle while later King and Joan were sitting in a small room
at the bleak institution. The sounds of wails and cries and
sobbing filtered down the hallways. People whose minds had
long since left them were hunched over in wheelchairs in the
corridors. In a recreation room off the main reception area a
small group of patients watched a show on TV. Nurses, doctors
and attendants slowly moved up and down the halls in their
scrubs, their energy seemingly sapped by the depressing
surroundings.

King and Joan both stood as the man was wheeled into the
room by one of the attendants. The young man nodded to them.
“Okay, here’s Sid.”

The young man knelt down in front of Morse and patted him
on the shoulder. “Okay, Sid, these people want to talk to you,
okay, you hear me? It’s cool, just talk.” The attendant grinned
when he said this.

He stood and Joan said, “Um, is there anything we should
know, anything to avoid?”



The man smiled, showing a row of crooked teeth. “Not with
Sid. It really doesn’t matter.”

King hadn’t been able to take his gaze off the wreck of a
man who eight years ago had nearly pulled off one of the most
impressive feats in American politics. Morse had lost some
weight but was still chubby. His hair had been shaved off,
although he had a short beard shot with gray. King had
remembered his eyes being laser sharp, missing nothing. Now
those eyes were clearly lifeless. It was Sidney Morse, but just
barely, only the shell really.

He said, “So what’s the diagnosis?”

“That he ain’t never leaving here, that’s what,” said the
attendant, who introduced himself as Carl. “His mind’s totally
gone. Cracked out and ain’t coming back. Look, I’ll be down the
hall. You can just come get me when you’re done.” Carl walked
off.

Joan glanced at King. “I can’t believe it’s him,” she said. “I
know his rep and career took a big hit after Ritter was killed, but
you’d think it wouldn’t come to this .”

“Maybe it happened in stages. And I guess a lot can happen
in eight years. I mean look at me. He was shattered after the
Ritter debacle. Nobody wanted him. He grew depressed. And
maybe his younger brother introduced a very vulnerable Sidney



to some heavy drugs while they were living together. I recall
during the campaign that Sidney said his brother’s drug habit
had gotten him into a lot of trouble. He said his brother was
pretty creative in coming up with ways to get the cash to support
his habit. Quite the con man.”

King knelt in front of Morse. “Sidney, Sidney, do you
remember me? I’m Sean King. Agent Sean King,” he added.

There was no reaction. A bit of spittle oozed out of the
man’s mouth and clung to his lip. King glanced at Joan. “His
father was a well-known lawyer,” he said, “and his mother was
some kind of heiress. I wonder where all that money went?”

“Maybe it’s used to support him here.”

“No, this is a state institution. It’s not some fancy private
place.”

“Well, maybe his brother has control of it. I guess they each
inherited and now he has both shares. And who cares about the
Morse brothers? I’m here to find John Bruno.”

King turned to look back at Morse. The man hadn’t moved.
“God, look at those knife marks on his face.”

“Self-mutilation. Sometimes that goes with being
unbalanced.”



King rose, shaking his head.

“Hey, have you played the game with him?” said a high-
pitched voice.

They both turned and looked at the short, skinny man
standing behind them holding a ragged stuffed rabbit. His
features were so tiny he looked like a leprechaun. He wore a
ratty bathrobe and apparently little else. Joan averted her gaze.

“The game,” said the man, who looked at them with a
childlike expression. “Have you played it yet?”

“What, with him?” asked King, pointing to Morse.

“I’m Buddy,” said the man, “and this is Buddy too,” he said,
holding up the ragged rabbit.

“Nice to meet you, Buddy,” said King. He looked at the
rabbit. “And you too, Buddy. So you know Sid?”

Buddy nodded vigorously. “Play the game.”

“The game, right, why don’t you show me? Can you do that?
”

Again Buddy nodded his head, and smiled. He ran to the
corner of the room where there was a box of stuff. He pulled out
a tennis ball and came back to them.



He stood in front of Morse and held up the ball. “Okay, I’m
pitching the...”

Buddy’s focus seemed to wander, and he just stood there
holding the ball and his rabbit with his mouth wide open and his
eyes expressionless.

King prompted, “The ball. You’re pitching the ball, Buddy.”

Buddy came back to life. “Okay, I’m pitching the ball.” He
made a great show of a major league windup that exposed far
more of his anatomy than either King or Joan cared to see. As
he let the ball go, however, it was in a slow, underhand style.

It was heading right for Morse’s head. A second before it hit
him, Morse’s right hand shot up and caught the ball. Then the
hand dropped, the ball still clenched there. Buddy hopped
’round and then took a bow. “The game,” he said.

He went over to Morse and tried to get the ball back, but
Morse’s fingers remained clenched around it. Buddy turned to
them with a pathetic expression. “He never gives it back. He’s
mean! Mean, mean, mean!”

Carl popped his head in. “Everything cool? Oh, hey, Buddy.”

“He won’t give the ball back,” Buddy cried out.



“No problem. Calm down.” Carl strode over, took the ball out
ofMorse’s hand and gave it back to Buddy. Buddy turned to
King and held out the ball. “Your turn!”

King looked at Carl, who smiled and said, “It’s okay. It’s just
a reflex action. Docs here have a long name for it, but that’s the
only thing Sid does. The others get a big kick out of it.”

King shrugged and gently tossed the ball to Morse, who
caught it again.

“So, does anyone ever visit Sid?” Joan asked Carl.

“Brother used to when he first got here, but he ain’t been
around for a long time now. I guess Sid was some big deal
years ago ’cause we had some reporters come by when he
was admitted. But that didn’t last long after they saw what
shape he was in. Now nobody comes. He just sits in that chair.”

“And catches the ball,” added Joan.

“Right.”

As they were leaving, Buddy came racing up after Joan and
King. He had the tennis ball in his hand. “You can have this if you
want to. I have lots of others.”

King took the ball. “Thanks, Buddy.”



Buddy held up his rabbit. “Thank Buddy too.”

“Thanks, Buddy.”

He looked at Joan and held up the rabbit even higher. “Kiss
Buddy?”

King nudged Joan with his elbow. “Go ahead, he’s cute.”

“What, I don’t even get dinner first?”

Joan pecked the rabbit on the cheek. Then she said, “So
are you good friends with Sidney? I mean Sid.”

Buddy nodded so hard his chin hit his chest.

“His room’s right next to mine. Wanna see?”

King looked at Joan. “We’re here.”

“In for a dime, in for a dollar,” she replied with a shrug.

Buddy took Joan’s hand and led them down a hallway. King
andJoan weren’t sure they were supposed to be in this area
without an attendant, but no one stopped them.

Buddy halted in front of one room and slapped the door.
“This is my room! Wanna see? It’s cool.”



“Sure,” said Joan. “Maybe you have some more Buddys in
there.”

Buddy opened the door and then immediately closed it. “I
don’t like people looking at my stuff,” he said, staring at them
anxiously.

King let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Okay, Buddy, your
house, your rules.”

“Is this Sid’s room?” Joan was pointing to the door to the left
of Buddy’s.

“Nope, this one.” Buddy opened the door to the right.

“Is this okay, Buddy?” asked King. “Can we go in?”

“Is this okay, Buddy? Can we go in?” Buddy repeated,
looking at the two with a big smile.

Joan was scanning the hallway and saw no one watching. “I
think it’s okay, Buddy. Why don’t you keep watch outside?” She
slipped inside, and King followed and closed the door. A
suddenly panicked-looking Buddy stood by the door.

Inside they looked around the Spartan quarters. “Sidney
Morse’s fall was long and complete,” commented Joan.

“They often are,” King said distractedly as he examined the



place. The smell of urine was very strong in here. King
wondered how often the sheets were changed. There was a
small table in the corner. On it were several photographs, all
without frames. King picked them up. “I guess no sharp objects
in the room like glass and metal.”

“Morse doesn’t look capable of suicide, or anything else for
that matter.”

“You never know, he could swallow that tennis ball and choke
to death.” King examined the pictures. There was one of two
young men in their teens. One held a baseball bat. He said,
“The Morsebrothers. They look to be around high school age.”
He held up another photo. “And I guess these are their parents.”

Joan joined him and looked at the photos. “Their mother
was pretty homely.”

“Homely but rich. That makes a big difference to a lot of
people.”

“The dad was very handsome.”

“As I said, the prominent lawyer.”

Joan took the photo and held it up. “Both boys took after
their father. Sidney was chunky even back then but nice-looking.
Peter was good-looking too... nice build, with the same eyes as
his brother.” She studied the confident way he held the baseball



bat. “He was probably a jock in high school who hit his peak at
eighteen and went rapidly downhill from there. Drugs and bad
news.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“How old would Peter be now?”

“A little younger than Sidney, so early fifties maybe.”

She gazed at Peter’s face. “Sort of a Ted Bundy type. Good
looking and charming, and he’ll slit your throat the minute you let
your guard down.”

“Reminds me of some women I’ve known.”

There was a small box in the corner. King went over and
sifted through the contents. They included a number of old,
yellowed newspaper clippings. Most chronicled Sidney Morse’s
career.

Joan was peering over his shoulder. “Nice of his brother to
bring this scrapbook of sorts along. Even if Sidney can’t read
it.” King didn’t answer. He kept going through the pages.

King held up one very curled newspaper article. “This talks
about Morse’s early career staging plays. I remember him
telling me about it. He really put together these elaborate
productions. I don’t think any of them made any money, though.”



“Not that he probably cared. The son of a rich mom can
afford to dally like that.”

“Well, he gave it up at some point and started to really work
for aliving. Although you could say he ran Ritter’s campaign like
a stage production.”

“Anything else before we officially rule Sidney Morse a
complete and total dead end?” she asked.

“Shouldn’t we look under the bed?” asked King.

Joan eyed him disdainfully. “That’s a boy job.”

King sighed and cautiously peered under the bed. He rose
quickly.

“Well?” she asked.

“You don’t want to know. Let’s get out of here.”

As they left the room, Buddy was right there waiting.

“Thanks for your help, Buddy,” Joan said. “You’ve been a
real peach.”

He looked at Joan excitedly. “Kiss Buddy?”



“I already did, Buddy,” she reminded him politely.

Buddy suddenly looked ready to cry. “No, this Buddy.” He
pointed to himself.

Joan’s mouth dropped, and she glanced at King, obviously
looking for help.

“Sorry, that’s a girl job,” he said, grinning.

Joan gazed at the pitiful Buddy, swore under her breath and
then suddenly grabbed him and planted a big one right on the
little man’s lips.

She turned, wiped her face and muttered to King, “The
things I do for a million bucks.” Then she stalked out.

“Bye, Buddy,” said King, and he left.

A very happy Buddy waved frantically and said, “Bye, Buddy.
”
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The private plane landed in Philadelphia, and thirty minutes
later King and Joan were nearing the home of John and
Catherine Bruno in an affluent suburb, along the city’s famed
Main Line. As they passed the brick-and-ivy-clad homes and
stately grounds, King looked over at Joan. “So, old money



here?”

“Strictly from the wife’s side. John Bruno grew up poor in
Queens, and then his family moved to Washington, D.C. He
went to law school at Georgetown and started working as a
prosecutor in D.C. right after graduation.”

“Have you met Mrs. Bruno?”

“No. I wanted you with me. First impressions, you know.”

AHispanic maid in a starched uniform complete with frilly
apron and subservient demeanor showed them into the large
living room. The woman almost curtsied as she left. King shook
his head at this antiquated spectacle and then refocused when
the small woman entered the room.

Catherine Bruno would have made an excellent first lady,
was his preliminary opinion. In her mid-forties she was petite,
refined, dignified, sophisticated, the very essence of blue blood
and good manners. His second opinion was that she was far
too full of herself. This was bolstered by the woman’s habit of
looking over your shoulder when she spoke to you. As though
she couldn’t waste her preciouseyesight on anything below
aristocracy. She never even asked King why his head was
bandaged.

Joan, however, made the woman focus very quickly. She’d



always had that way about her, sort of like a tornado in a can.
King had to suppress a smile as his partner bored in.

Joan said, “Time is not on our side, Mrs. Bruno. The police
and the FBI have done all the right things, but their results have
been negligible. The longer your husband remains missing, the
less chance there is of getting him back alive.”

The haughty eyes came back to terra firma. “Well, that’s why
you were hired by John’s people, wasn’t it? To get him back
safe?”

“Precisely. I have a number of inquiries going, but I need
your help.”

“I’ve told the police all I know. Ask them.”

“I’d prefer to hear it from you.”

“Why?”

“Because depending on your answers, I might have follow-
up questions that the police didn’t think to ask.”

And, King thought to himself, we want to see for ourselves if
you’re lying your little stuck-up ass off.

“All right, go ahead.” She looked so put off by the whole
process that King suddenly suspected her of having an affair,



the recovery of her husband being the last thing she wanted.

“Did you support your husband’s political campaign?” Joan
asked.

“What kind of question is that?”

“The kind we’d like an answer to,” Joan said pleasantly. “You
see, what we’re trying to narrow down are motives, potential
suspects and promising lines of investigation.”

“And what does my support of John’s political career have
to do with that?”

“Well, if you were supporting his political ambitions, then you
might have access to names, private discussions with your
husband, things that might have concerned him from that part of
hislife. If, however, you weren’t in the loop, we’ll have to look
elsewhere.”

“Oh, well, I can’t say I was delighted that John was pursuing
a political career. I mean he had no chance; we all knew that.
And my family...”

“Didn’t approve?” coaxed King.

“We’re not a political family. We have a spotless reputation.
It practically gave my mother a heart attack when I married a
criminal prosecutor who grew up on the wrong side of the tracks



and was over ten years my senior. But I love John. Still, you
have to balance things and it hasn’t been easy. These sorts of
things aren’t exactly looked upon with favor among my circle.
So I can’t say I was his political intimate. However, he had a
sterling reputation as a lawyer. He prosecuted some of the
toughest cases in Washington and later in Philadelphia, where
we met. That gave him a national reputation. Being around all
those politicians in D.C., I suppose he got the itch to jump into
the fray, even after we moved to Philadelphia. I didn’t agree with
his political ambition, but I’m his wife, so I supported him
publicly.”

Joan and King posed the standard questions, to which
Catherine Bruno gave standard and mostly unhelpful answers.

“So you can think of no one who’d wish to harm your
husband?” Joan asked.

“Aside from those he prosecuted, no. He’s had death
threats and the like but nothing recently. After he left the U.S.
Attorney’s Office in Philadelphia, he spent a few years in private
practice before plunging into the political arena.”

Joan stopped writing notes. “What firm was he with?”

“The Philadelphia office of a Washington-based firm,
Dobson, Tyler and Reed. They’re in downtown Philadelphia on
Market Street. A very well respected establishment.”



“What sort of work did he do there?”

“John didn’t talk about business with me. And I never
encouraged it. It didn’t interest me.”

“But presumably it was trial work.”

“My husband was happiest when he had a stage to perform
on. So, yes, I’d say trial work.”

“And he voiced no special concerns to you?”

“He thought the campaign was going reasonably well. He
had no delusions of winning. He was only making a statement.”

“After the election what was he going to do?”

“We never really discussed it. I always assumed he’d go
back to Dobson, Tyler.”

“Can you tell us anything about his relationship with Bill
Martin?”

“He mentioned his name every now and then, but that was
really before my time.”

“And you have no idea why Bill Martin’s widow would want to
meet with your husband?”



“None. As I said, that relationship was really before our
marriage.”

“First marriages for you both?”

“His first, not mine,” was all she offered.

“And you have children?”

“Three. It’s been very hard on them. And me. I just want John
back.” She started to sniffle, as though on cue, and Joan pulled
out a tissue and handed it to her.

“We all do,” said Joan, doubtlessly thinking of the millions of
dollars it would earn her. “And I won’t stop until I accomplish that
goal. Thank you. We’ll be in touch.”

They left and headed back to the airport.

So what do you think?” asked Joan while they were in the
car. “Is your nose twitching?”

“First impression: a snobby wench who knows more than
she’s telling us. But what she’s not telling could have nothing to
do with Bruno’s kidnapping.”

“Or it could have everything to do with it.”

“She doesn’t seem thrilled with this political gig, but what



spouse really is? She’s got three children, and we have no
reason to believe she doesn’t love them or her husband. She’s
got all the money. She gains nothing by having him kidnapped.
She’d be paying part of the ransom.”

“But if there’s no ransom, she pays nothing. She’s single
again and free to marry someone of her own class who’s not in
the dirty world of politics.”

“That’s true,” he agreed. “We just don’t know enough yet.”

“We’ll get there.” Joan opened her file and looked at it. As
she was reading, she said, “The attack on you and Maxwell
took place around two in the morning. Here I was thinking I was
special, only to find that you invite all sorts of women to spend
the night.”

“Just like you, she slept in the guest room.”

“And where did you sleep?”

He ignored her. “Who’s next on the list?”

Joan closed her file. “I’d like to hit this law firm—Dobson,
Tyler—while we’re in town, but we’ll need time to check it out
first. So it’s on to Mildred Martin.”

“What do we have on her?”



“Devoted to her husband, who worked with Bruno in D.C.
Some of my preliminary digging suggested that the young John
Bruno played fast and loose as a prosecutor in D.C. and left
Martin holding the bag.”

“So the widow Martin would be no fan of Bruno’s?”

“Right. Bill Martin had terminal lung cancer. It had also
spread to his bones. He had, at most, a month. But that didn’t
work in somebody’s timetable, so they had to help him along.”
She flipped open a file. “I was able to get the autopsy results on
Martin. The embalmingfluid had spread everywhere, even to the
vitreous fluid, which otherwise is a pretty good place to spot
poison because it doesn’t turn to jelly like blood does upon
death.”

“Vitreous? That’s eyeball fluid?” asked King.

She nodded. “There was a spike in the methanol level in the
midbrain sample they took.”

“Well, if the guy was a heavy drinker, that’s not unusual.
Methanol is in whiskey and wine.”

“Right again. I just note it because the M.E. did. However,
methanol is also a component of embalming fluid.”

“And if they knew there wouldn’t be an autopsy and the body
gets embalmed...”



Joan finished for him. “The embalming process could mask
the methanol presence or at least confuse the M.E. when an
autopsy is actually performed.”

“Perfect murder?”

“No such thing with us on the case,” said Joan with a smile.

“So what do you think Mildred can tell us?”

“If Bruno changed his schedule to meet with someone
calling herself Mildred Martin, then he must have thought the
real Mildred had something important to tell him. From what I
know of John Bruno, he does nothing that doesn’t help him.”

“Or maybe hurt him. And what makes you think she’ll tell us ?
”

“Because after checking her out, I’ve found she’s also a
hard drinker and a sucker for a handsome man who shows her
some attention. I hope you get the hint. And if you can manage
it, take off the bandage—you have such nice hair.”

“And what’s your part?”

She smiled sweetly. “The heartless bitch. A role I’ve
perfected.”
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After they landed, King and Joan rented a car and drove to
Mildred Martin’s house, arriving in the early evening. It was a
modest place and in the sort of neighborhood that people who
didn’t have a lot of money retired to. It was about five miles from
the funeral home where Bruno had been kidnapped.

They rang the bell and knocked on the door, but no one
answered.

“I don’t understand. I called ahead,” said Joan.

“Let’s check around back. You said she’s a drinker. She
could be back there getting wasted.”

In the small backyard they found Mildred Martin sitting at a
wicker table on a lumpy, moss-covered brick patio, having a
drink, smoking a cigarette and admiring her garden. She was
about seventy-five, had the heavily wrinkled face of a lifelong
smoker and sun worshiper and wore a lightweight print dress
and sandals in the warm, breezy air. Her hair was dyed. Other
than the gray roots, the primary color was a sort of orange. The
smell of citronella filled the air from a bucket of the substance
that sat lighted under the table.

After introductions were made, Mildred said, “I like sitting
back here. Even with the damn mosquitoes. This time of year



the garden can really shine.”

“We appreciate your seeing us,” said King politely. He’d
followed Joan’s instructions and removed his head bandage.

Mildred waved them to seats at the table and held up her
glass.“I’m a gin girl and hate to drink alone. What can I get you?
” Her voice was deep and gravelly, permanently engraved with
decades of liquor and cigarettes.

“Screwdriver,” said Joan with a quick glance at King. “I just
love those.”

“Scotch and soda,” said King. “Can I help you?”

She laughed heartily. “Oh, if I were forty years younger, yes
you could.” With an impish smile she walked a little unsteadily to
the house.

“She seems to have finished her mourning period,”
commented King.

“They were married forty-six years and by all accounts had a
good relationship. Her husband was about eighty, in poor health
and suffering great pain. Maybe there’s not much to grieve
about.”

“Bill Martin was Bruno’s mentor. How so?”



“Bruno worked for Martin when he first started as a criminal
prosecutor in Washington. Martin taught Bruno the ropes.”

“At the U.S. Attorney’s Office?” asked King.

“That’s right,” she said.

King looked around. “Well, the Martins don’t seem to be all
that well off.”

“Public service doesn’t pay very well, we all know that. And
Bill Martin didn’t marry an heiress. They moved down here after
he retired. Mildred grew up here.”

“Well, nostalgia aside, it’s not the sort of place I’d want to
come rushing back to.”

Mildred returned with their drinks on a tray and sat down.
“Now, I guess you want to get down to brass tacks. I’ve already
talked to the police. I really know nothing about any of this.”

“We understand, Mrs. Martin,” said King, “but we wanted to
meet and talk with you personally.”

“Lucky me. And please call me Millie. Mrs. Martin is my
mother-in-law, and she’s been dead for thirty years.”

“Okay, Millie, we know you’ve talked to the police, and we
know that they did an autopsy on your husband’s body.”



“God, that was a complete waste of time.”

“Why’s that?” Joan said sharply.

Mildred eyed her keenly. “Because no one poisoned him.
He was an old man with terminal cancer who died peacefully in
his own bed. If I can’t drop in my garden, I’d prefer to go that
way too.”

“You know about the phone call to Bruno?”

“Yes, and I’ve already told the police I didn’t place it. They
checked my phone records. I guess they didn’t believe me.”

Joan leaned forward. “Yes, but the point is that Bruno was
reportedly very agitated after getting the call. Can you explain
why?”

“If I didn’t make the call, how should I know? Unfortunately
mind reading isn’t among my repertoire. If it were, I’d be rich.”

Joan persisted. “Look at it this way, Millie. Bruno and your
husband were once close but no longer really were. Yet he gets
a phone call, which he thinks is from you, asking to meet, and
he gets agitated. The person calling would have had to say
something plausible for that to happen, something that Bruno
would logically associate with you or your husband.”



“Well, perhaps it’s as simple as the person’s having told him
Bill was dead. I hope that would have upset him. After all, they
were friends.”

Joan shook her head. “No. Bruno already knew. That’s been
confirmed. He wasn’t planning on coming to the funeral home
until he got the phone call.”

Martin rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s not surprising.”

“Why do you say that?” asked King.

“I won’t beat around the bush. I wasn’t John Bruno’s biggest
fan, although Bill worshiped the ground he walked on. Bill was
almost twenty-five years older and acted as a mentor. Now, I’m
not saying Bruno wasn’t good at what he did, but let’s put it this
way: John Bruno always did what was in the best interests of
John Bruno and everybody else be damned. As an example,
he’s twenty minutes fromthe body of his mentor and doesn’t
have the decency to stop his campaigning to come and pay his
respects. Until, that is, he gets a phone call, allegedly from me?
Well, that’s all you need to know about John Bruno.”

“I take it you wouldn’t have voted for him for president,” said
King, smiling.

Martin laughed a deep, throaty laugh and put her hand on
top of his. “Oh, honey, you’re so damn cute I could just put you



on my shelf and look at you all day.” After she said this, she
didn’t remove her hand.

“You should get to know him first,” said Joan dryly.

“I can hardly wait.”

Joan said, “Did your dislike for John Bruno start at any
particular time?”

Martin picked up her empty glass and crunched on an ice
cube. “What do you mean by that?”

Joan looked down at some notes in front of her. “Around the
time that your husband headed the U.S. Attorney’s Office in
Washington there were some irregularities resulting in a
number of convictions being overturned and other prosecutions
derailed. It was a pretty nasty business all around.”

She lit another cigarette. “It was a long time ago. I don’t
really remember.”

“I’m sure that if you think about it, it’ll come back to you,”
suggested Joan firmly. “Perhaps you could refrain from any
more drink? This is really very, very important.”

“Hey,” said King, “lay off. She’s doing us a favor. She
doesn’t have to tell us anything.”



Martin’s hand returned to King’s. “Thank you, honey.”

Joan rose. “I tell you what: why don’t you finish questioning
her while I go have a cigarette and admire the lovely garden.”
She picked up Mildred’s pack of cigarettes. “Mind if I poach
one?”

“Go ahead, honey, why should I die alone?”

“Why indeed, honey ?”

Joan stalked off, and King looked at Martin in an
embarrassed fashion. “She can be a little abrupt.”

“Abrupt? She’s a cobra in heels and lipstick. Do you really
work for her?”

“Yes. I’m actually learning a lot.”

Mildred glared at Joan, who was tapping cigarette ash on a
rose vine. “Just remember to keep your hand on your zipper
when she’s around, or you might wake up one morning missing
something really important.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Now, what she was talking about, the
things in your husband’s office, I could tell you had some
definite thoughts about that, didn’t you? In fact, your husband
eventually resigned because of those irregularities, didn’t he?”



Martin held her chin high, though her voice quivered. “He
took the blame, because he was the boss and he was
honorable. There aren’t many men like Bill Martin anymore. Like
old Harry Truman, the buck stopped with him. Either rightly or
wrongly.”

“Meaning he shouldered the blame though it really wasn’t his
fault?”

“I need another drink before I break another crown with all
this damn ice,” she said, starting to rise.

“You thought it was Bruno’s fault, didn’t you? He left D.C.
before the hammer fell, ruined your husband’s career and went
on to head up the U.S. Attorney’s Office in Philadelphia. And
there he garnered a bunch of high-profile convictions and rode
that to a lucrative private practice and eventually to a run for the
White House.”

“I see you’ve done your homework.”

“But your husband remained an admirer, so he didn’t share
your belief, did he?”

She sat back down. “Bill was a good lawyer and an
exceptionally bad judge of character. I have to hand it to Bruno;
he said and did all the right things. Do you know that he called
here to tell Bill he was running for president?”



King looked at her in surprise. “Really? When was that?”

“Couple of months ago. I answered the phone. Could have
knocked me over with a stick hearing his voice. I wanted to give
him a piece of my mind, but I didn’t. I held my tongue. We
chatted like two old friends. He told me all the great things he’d
done, his wonderful life in Philadelphia society. It made me want
to throw up. Then I gave the phone to Bill, and they talked for a
while. All Bruno wanted to do was gloat and rub it in. Let Bill
know he’d risen so much further than Bill ever had.”

“I just assumed Bruno hadn’t had any contact with either of
you for years.”

“Well, it was just the one phone call, and a damn irritating
one at that.”

“Did Bill say anything on the phone that might have led to
Bruno’s coming to see him at the funeral home?”

“No. Bill hardly talked at all. He was pretty weak even at that
point. And I certainly didn’t say anything to Bruno that would get
him all agitated. Although I wanted to, believe me.”

“About the stuff at the U.S. Attorney’s Office?”

“Among other things.”

“Did you ever have any proof?”



“Bruno was a lawyer, he covered his tracks well. His shit
never stunk. He was long gone before it all came out.”

“Well, I guess you’re not really sorry he disappeared.”

“John Bruno can go to hell. In fact, I hope he’s already there.”

King leaned forward, and this time he put his hand on top of
hers. “Millie, this is really important. Despite your husband’s
autopsy being inconclusive, there is evidence that suggests he
might have been poisoned, perhaps with methanol. You see,
that method of poisoning would have been disguised in the
embalming process. His death and his body’s being at that
funeral home started this whole thing rolling. Whoever took
Bruno couldn’t have left that to chance. Your husband had to be
there at a certain time, meaning he had to die on a certain date.
”

“That’s what the FBI said, but I’m telling you that no one
couldhave been poisoning Bill. I would have known about it. I
was with him every day.”

“Just you? Your husband was very ill before he died. Did you
have any help? Anyone who came by? Any medication that he
took?”

“Yes. And the FBI took it all to analyze and found nothing. I
ate the same food, drank the same water. And I’m fine.”



King sat back and sighed. “Someone impersonated you at
the funeral home.”

“So I heard. Well, I look good in black; it goes well with my
new hair color.” She looked at King’s half-empty glass. “Would
you like another?” He shook his head. She said, “Bill was a
Scotch man too, right up to the end. It was one of the few
pleasures he had left. Kept his own stash of twenty-five-year-old
Macallan’s.” She chuckled. “He had some every night. I’d just
pour a shot in his feeding tube using a big syringe. Eating he
could have cared less about, but he looked forward to his
Scotch even through his belly, and the man made it to eighty, not
bad.”

“I bet you keep a good supply on hand.”

She smiled. “At our age, what’s left?”

King looked down at his glass. “How about you? Ever drink
Scotch?”

“Never touch the stuff. Like I said, gin is my game. Scotch is
too much like paint thinner. If you want to clear your sinuses out,
by all means drink the stuff.”

“Well, thanks again. We’ll be in touch. Enjoy your evening.”
King rose and started to turn away. He looked over at Joan, her
drink and cigarette in hand, and he froze.



Paint thinner?

He whirled back around. “Millie, can you show me Bill’s
special stash of Scotch?”
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It was the Scotch, or at least Bill Martin’s secret cache, that
Mildred Martin had never bothered to tell the police or FBI
about. A relatively simple test at the police lab showed the
bottle had been doctored with methanol.

King and Joan sat at the police station while Mildred was
thoroughly interrogated.

Joan looked at King. “You’re lucky she poured yours out
from her regular stock.”

King shook his head. “How’d the poisoned bottle get into
the house?”

A man in a brown suit walked up to them. “I think we found
that out.”

He was one of the FBI agents assigned to the case. Joan
knew him well.

“Hello, Don,” said Joan. “This is Sean King. Don Reynolds.”



The men shook hands. “We owe you guys on this one,” said
Reynolds. “Never would have guessed the Scotch, although she
didn’t tell us about her husband’s secret cache. We had the
other stuff tested previously.”

“It was Sean’s catch actually. Though I hate to admit it,” she
added, smiling. “You said you know how the doctored Scotch
got there?”

“A couple of months ago the Martins hired a woman to
helparound the house. To assist with Bill Martin, who was
basically an invalid.”

“Mildred never mentioned that either?” King said
incredulously.

“She said she didn’t think it was important. She said the
woman never gave Bill any medication or anything, though she
said she was licensed to. Mildred liked to do that herself. And
the woman left long before Martin died, so Mildred didn’t think it
was relevant.”

“Where’d the woman come from?”

“That was the thing. She just showed up one day, said she
understood that they might need some help because of Bill’s
condition, that she was a professional caregiver and was willing
to come cheap because she needed the work. She had papers



and stuff to show who she was.”

“And now where is this very accommodating lady?”

“She said she’d gotten a permanent job in another town,
and that was it. Hasn’t been back.”

“Obviously she did come back,” said Joan.

Reynolds nodded. “Our theory is the woman came back to
the house the day before Martin died and doctored the bottle, to
make sure his next drink would be his last. The bottle of Scotch
we found was loaded with methanol. Now, methanol is slow to
metabolize into toxic levels. You’re looking at twelve to twenty-
four hours. If he’d been young and healthy and been found
immediately, maybe Martin could have made it to a hospital and
survived. But he wasn’t young or healthy; he was terminal, in
fact. And the Martins also didn’t sleep together. After Mildred
gave her husband the last pop through his G-tube, the pain
probably would have hit him very soon. And he only weighed
about ninety pounds. Normally you’d need one hundred to two
hundred milliliters of methanol to kill an adult. I doubt they
needed anywhere near that to kill Martin.”

Reynolds shook his head and smiled wearily. “It’s ironic they
put it in the Scotch. Scotch contains ethanol, which is an
antidote tomethanol, because they both seek the same enzyme.
However, there was so much methanol in the bottle the ethanol



couldn’t have countered it. Martin might have called out in
agony, but Mildred never heard him, or so she says. So he
might have lain there all night until he finally died. It’s not like he
could get out of bed for help. He was a complete invalid by that
time.”

“Mildred was probably passed out on gin. She likes her
libations too,” said King.

Joan added, “And this nurse obviously had learned the
routine of the house, that both of them drank and didn’t sleep
together. Once she learned he was a Scotch drinker and had
his own stash, and also that Mildred never touched the stuff, she
had her method of murder. She’d appear to be long gone
before the deed was done.”

Reynolds nodded. “He could have been killed any number of
ways, but it had to be in a manner that wouldn’t require an
autopsy, because that would have messed up the timing. Martin
had to die in his bed. So he did, and Mildred found him there
and assumed he died naturally, although the docs tell me death
by methanol is by no means peaceful. And methanol
metabolizes into formaldehyde, which is toxic, but then it’s
oxidized into formic acid. That’s six times more lethal than
methanol.”

“So Martin was basically pickled before he got to the funeral
home,” said King.



“That’s right. According to Bruno’s staff, their boss was
scheduled to be in the area that day and the next at a number of
events. The procedure at the funeral home was for a body to lie
in the viewing area for a couple of days. Martin died on a
Monday, and he went to the funeral home Monday night. His
body was laid out on Wednesday and Thursday, with burial
scheduled for Friday. Bruno came by on Thursday.”

“Still tight timing,” said Joan.

Reynolds shrugged. “Probably the best they could do.
Otherwise, how else could they get him to the funeral home?
They couldn’t verywell invite him to Martin’s house. It was
probably the funeral home or nothing. Sure it was risky but it
worked.”

“And none of the woman’s background checked out, right?”
said Joan.

Reynolds nodded. “To use a cliché, she’s completely
disappeared without a trace.”

“Description?”

“Older woman, at least fifty, medium height, a little stout. She
had mousy brown hair with some gray in it, though that could
have been dyed. And get this: she told Mildred her name was
Elizabeth Borden.”



King exclaimed, “Elizabeth Borden, as in Lizzie Borden who
gave her mother forty whacks?”

“And when she saw what she had done, she gave her father
forty-one,” added Joan.

“So we have some people with a real warped, macabre
sense of humor,” said Reynolds.

Joan eyed him intently. “Okay, they’re intelligent killers who
read their criminal history. They’re still killers.”

“Well, thanks again for your help. I don’t know where this
leads us, but it’s more than we had before.”

“What’s going to happen to Mildred?” asked King.

Reynolds shrugged. “You can’t arrest someone for being
stupid; otherwise, you’d lock up at least half the population.
Unless we dig up something incriminating, nothing will happen
to her. But if she wasin on it, seems like she’d have gotten rid of
the Scotch.” He turned to Joan. “I heard you were investigating
Bruno’s disappearance on behalf of the family. That’s cool. I
know you won’t do anything stupid, and you’ve already found
something we missed, so if you need something, just let me
know.”

“Funny you should mention that—I have a list right here,”



replied Joan.

As Joan and Reynolds talked business, King watched
MildredMartin emerge from the interrogation room. She didn’t
look like the same woman. Gregarious, salty, full of punch when
he first met her, she now looked like she’d soon be joining her
dead husband.

After Reynolds walked off, Sean looked at Joan. “Now
where?” he asked.

“We go to the funeral home.”

“The feds already picked that field clean.”

“Yeah, just like they did with Mildred Martin. Besides, I like
funeral homes. You hear the most delicious gossip about the
dearly departed, usually from their friends .”

“Joan, you really are a cynic.”

“Admit it. It’s one of my most attractive qualities.”
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The police dropped off Mildred Martin at her house and then
left. Down the street, at the end of the block, a black sedan
melded into the darkness, a pair of alert FBI agents inside.



The old woman staggered into the house and locked the
door behind her. She needed a drink so badly. Why had she
done what she’d done? It was all so perfect, and she’d gone
and messed it up, but then she’d recovered. Yes, she had.
Everything was okay. She reached for the gin and filled her
tumbler, using barely any tonic.

She drank down half the glass; her nerves began to steady.
It would be okay; everything was fine. She was old, what could
the FBI really do to her? They had nothing really; she was going
to be okay.

“Mildred, how are you?”

She dropped her tumbler and let out a shriek.

“Who’s there?” She backed up against the liquor cabinet.

The man came forward a little but remained in the shadows.

“It’s your old friend.”

She squinted at him. “I don’t know you.”

“Of course you do. I’m the man who helped you kill your
husband.”

She lifted up her chin. “I did notkill Bill.”



“Well, Mildred, the methanol you put in his body certainly did.
And you made the phone call to Bruno, just like I asked you to.”

She looked more closely. “That... that was you?”

He moved forward some more. “I let you get your revenge
on John Bruno and become rich with life insurance in the
bargain, and found a way for you to put your poor, sick husband
out of his misery. And all I asked was for you to play by the rules.
That was all I demanded and you’ve disappointed me.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said in a
quivering voice.

“The rules, Mildred. My rules. And those rules didn’t include
another trip to the police station and further interrogation by the
FBI.”

“It was those people who came here asking questions.”

“Yes, King and Dillinger, I know. Go on,” he said pleasantly.

“I... I was just talking to them. I told them what you said to
say. About Bruno, I mean. Just like you said.”

“You were obviously more than candid. Come now, Mildred,
tell me everything.”

The woman was shaking badly.



He said soothingly, “Calm down, pour yourself another drink.
”

She did so and downed it. “I... we were talking about
Scotch. I told him Bill liked his Scotch, that’s all. I swear.”

“And you put the methanol in the bottle of Scotch?”

“Yes, in Bill’s special Scotch. The Macallan’s.”

“Why did you do that, Mildred? We gave you the methanol.
You were supposed to just put it in a syringe and shoot it into his
feeding tube. Nice and simple. All you had to do was follow
instructions.”

“I know, but... I just couldn’t do it that way. I couldn’t. I wanted
it to seem like I was just giving him his Scotch, just like regular.
See? So I mixed it in the bottle and then put that into him.”

“Fine, so afterwards why didn’t you pour the Scotch down
the sink, or throw out the bottle?”

“I was going to, but I was afraid somebody might see me. I
throw out lots of empty bottles of booze, but I also know some of
my neighbors thought I’d killed Bill for the insurance money.
They might go through my trash. And even if I washed out the
bottle andeven broke it into pieces the police can still find things
from little bits of glass. I watch those TV forensic shows—I



know! I figured it’d be better if I just left it where it was. And then
I just didn’t want to go near it. I... I was feeling guilty, about Bill.”
She started to quietly sob.

“But you mentioned it, and King and Dillinger put two and
two together. Now, why couldn’t you have just shown them the
Scotch you have in that liquor cabinet there?”

“It wasn’t Macallan’s. I told that young man that Bill only
drank Macallan’s. I... I was scared. I told him I still had the bottle.
It just slipped out. I mean, everything was going great and then
he just yelled out, to show him the Scotch. I thought if I didn’t
show him the bottle, he might get suspicious.”

“Undoubtedly they would have. My goodness, how very
thorough you were in spilling everything to complete strangers.”

“He was a real gentleman,” she said defensively.

“I’m sure he was. So they took the bottle, and they analyzed
it and found it was poisoned. What did you tell the police?”

Mildred looked pleased with herself. “I told them a woman, a
nurse, came to the house, and I hired her to look after Bill. And
that she was the one who put the poison in there. I even told
them her name.” She paused and added with a flourish,
“Elizabeth Borden. Get it? Lizzie Borden.” She cackled. “Smart,
huh?”



“Amazing, and you thought of all this on the way to the police
station?”

She gulped her drink, lit a cigarette and blew smoke out.
“I’ve always been quick that way. I think I would have made a
better lawyer than my husband.”

“How did you say you paid for this woman’s services?”

“Pay?”

“Yes, pay. You didn’t tell them she worked for free, did you?
One rarely finds such an accommodating soul in real life.”

“Pay, oh, well, I told them... I mean, I was sort of vague on
that.”

“Really, and they didn’t press the point?”

She flicked her ash onto the floor and shrugged. “No, they
didn’t. They believed what I said. I’m the old, grieving widow. So
everything’s just fine.”

“Mildred, let me tell you what they’re undoubtedly doing right
now. They’re accessing your bank records to determine how
you paid ‘Lizzie.’ Your records won’t reflect any such payments.
Next they’ll question your ‘nosy’ neighbors about this woman,
and they’ll say they never saw her, because she doesn’t exist.
And finally the FBI will be back to see you, and you can be



certain that visit will be very unpleasant.”

She looked worried. “You really think they’d check all that?”

“They’re the FBI, Mildred. They’re not stupid. Not stupid like
you.”

He stepped closer to her. She now saw what he was
carrying: a metal pole.

She started to scream, but he lunged forward and stuffed a
wad of cloth down her throat and wound duct tape around her
mouth and hands. Gripping her by the hair, he pulled her down
the hallway and pushed open a door. “I’ve taken the liberty of
drawing a bath for you, Mildred. I want you nice and clean when
you’re found.”

He dumped her in the full bathtub, and the water sloshed
over the sides. She tried to pull herself out, but he pushed her
back under with the pole. With the duct tape across her mouth,
and her smoke-packed lungs, she lasted less than half the time
Loretta Baldwin had. He grabbed a bottle of Scotch from the
cabinet, poured the contents into the bath and then smashed it
against her head. Lastly he ripped the tape off her mouth,
opened it and stuffed it full of dollar bills he’d pulled from her
purse.

Where does one have to go to get reliable help these days?



Where!

He looked down at her and said, “Just be glad you’re dead,
Mildred. Just be glad you don’t have to feel my rage right now,
because it’s right off the scale !”

When he made his plans, he had contemplated killing
Mildred too but concluded it would have raised too much
suspicion. That decision had come back to haunt him. Still,
there was no way to track her culpability back to him. It would be
clear, though, that the same hand had struck down both Loretta
Baldwin and Mildred Martin. That would probably confuse the
authorities more than it would assist them. He didn’t like it yet it
couldn’t be helped now. He scornfully looked down at her. Idiot
woman!

He left by the back door and looked toward the end of the
street, where he knew the FBI was lurking. “Go get her, boys,”
he muttered. “She’s all yours.”

A few minutes later the old Buick started up and drifted
down the road.
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The private plane Joan had engaged was like an upscale
club with wings and jet engines. It had mahogany paneling,
leather seats, a TV, full galley, bar, accompanying steward and



even a small bedroom, where Joan had gone to catch a nap.
King remained in his seat, eventually dozing off. The funeral
home had yielded nothing helpful. The plane was taking them to
Washington, D.C. Joan had wanted to check some things at her
office before heading out again.

As the plane began its final approach, Joan burst out of the
bedroom. The steward called out to her, “Ma’am, you have to
take your seat now—”

She gave him a withering look and kept running up the aisle.

She reached King, who was still asleep, and shook him.

“Sean, wake up. Now!”

He didn’t budge. She straddled his legs, so that she was on
his lap face-to-face, and started to slap him. “Wake up, damn it!
”

He finally came around, groggy. When he focused on her
and saw she was sitting, barefoot, skirt hiked and thighs
spread, across his lap, he said, “Christ, Joan, get off me. I’m
not looking for membership in the mile-high club.”

“You idiot. This is about Mildred Martin.”

Sean sat up straight now, and she climbed off, taking a seat
next to him and buckling up.



“So talk!” he demanded.

“You told me Mildred said that Bruno called recently to tell
Bill Martin about his running for president? And that she talked
to him too?”

“Right. So?”

“So you heard the woman’s voice. It’s like a foghorn. Are you
telling me that if Bruno recently heard that voice that someone
could have later called and impersonated her voice and he
wouldn’t have known the deception?”

King slapped his armrest. “That’s right! I mean how do you
do that voice unless you’ve been smoking and drinking for fifty
years?”

“And have adenoids the size of golf balls.”

“So she lied to us. She did call Bruno and asked him to
come and see her at the funeral home.”

Joan nodded. “And that’s not all. I called Agent Reynolds
with the FBI. He wasn’t exactly candid with us. They thought
from the start that her story was phony. He’s checking out
something that will definitely tell us whether she was in on it or
not. Now, the Martins didn’t have a lot of money, so how could
they afford a caregiver?”



“Well, I don’t know. Maybe they could.”

“Granted, they might have, but if they did, because of their
age they’re also entitled to some partial reimbursement under
Medicare.”

King quickly got it. “So Medicare would have a record of
that. But if Mildred didn’t file for that assistance, if she claimed
she paid the woman out of her own pocket...”

She finished his thought. “Then her bank records will show
that. That’s what Reynolds is checking. When he asked her
about payment to the woman to try to get an ID, Mildred waffled
badly. He said nothing because he didn’t want her to get
suspicious. He has agents watching her street, far enough away
so she won’t get her radar up. He doesn’t want her bugging out
on us.”

“So if all this is true, she may know who has Bruno.”

As the plane landed and came to a stop, Joan’s phone
rang.

“Yes.” She listened for a minute, said thank you, clicked off
andturned to King with a smile. “God, the FBI can work miracles
sometimes. No Medicare filing, no checks to the caregiver and
no cash withdrawals. And the kicker is, Bill Martin had a half-
million-dollar life insurance policy. And Mildred is the sole



beneficiary. Since Bill Martin had had the insurance policy for
years, the FBI didn’t think, by itself, it was a legitimate motive to
kill him. After all, she just had to wait a few months and she’d
get it anyway when he died. They’re going to pick up Mildred.
She made that call to Bruno, probably from a phone booth.”

“I can’t believe she’d kill her husband for money. She
seemed so devoted to him.”

“Sean, for all your intelligence and sophistication, sweetie,
you really know shit about women.”
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When she reported to the Secret Service’s field office in
Washington, Michelle was told that she’d spend at least the next
month chained to a desk.

“I have a couple of weeks of vacation accrued. I want to take
it now, please,” she told her superior. He shook his head.

“Why? It’s not like I’m going to have any duties at the desk.”

“Sorry, Mick, it’s coming from higher up than me.”

“Walter Bishop?”

“Sorry, can’t say.”



She went straight to Bishop’s office to confront him. What
did she have to lose?

His first words were not encouraging. “Get out!” he barked.

“Two weeks of vacation, Walter. I’m due it and I want to take
it.”

“You’ve got to be joking. I want you right here where I can
keep an eye on you.”

“I’m not a child. I don’t need watching.”

“Consider yourself lucky. And a piece of advice: stay away
from Sean King.”

“What, now you’re picking my friends?”

“Friends? People keep dying around him. You almost got
killed.”

“So did he!”

“Really. That’s not what I heard. He got a bump on the head.
You almost got your neck wrung off.”

“You’re way off base, Walter.”

“You know, when Ritter was killed, there were rumors King



was paid off to look the other way.”

“And then to kill the assassin. How does that make sense?”

“Who knows? But the fact is, look at his life now. He lives in
some big house, making lots of money.”

“Oh, yeah. What a brilliant plan of his to ruin his life.”

“So maybe he ticked somebody off. Somebody he did a
deal with eight years ago, and that person is exacting payment.”

“That is so crazy.”

“Is it? I think your judgment’s been seriously clouded by a
good-looking guy who’s got all these bad things happening to
him. Start thinking like a professional and maybe your vision will
clear. In the meantime all you’re going to be doing is getting
splinters in your ass from sitting at a desk.”

The phone rang and Bishop snatched it up.

“Yeah? What? Who did...?” Bishop’s face turned very red.
He slammed the phone down and didn’t look at Michelle. “Go
take your vacation,” he said quietly.

“What? I don’t understand.”

“Join the club. And you can pick up your creds and gun on



the way out. Now get the hell out of my office!”

Michelle left before the powers-that-be changed their minds.

In the same building that a puzzled Michelle was now leaving
with her pistol and badge, a number of grim-looking men sat in
a conference room. They collectively represented the Secret
Service, FBI and U.S. Marshals Service. The man at the head
of the table was putting down the phone.

“Okay, Maxwell is officially on vacation.”

“Giving her enough rope to hang herself?” asked a man who
was from the FBI.

“Maybe, maybe not.” He looked at the other end of the table.
“What’s your take?”

Jefferson Parks put down his soda and thought about this
question. “Well, let’s look at what we have. Loretta Baldwin is
maybe connected to Clyde Ritter’s assassination. According to
what King told the police, the gun he found in her backyard
might have been one Loretta saw somebody hide in the supply
closet at the Fairmount. She was blackmailing that person and
he eventually killed her.”

The man at the head of the table was the director of the
Secret Service, and he didn’t look happy with this theory. “That
might mean Arnold Ramsey didn’t act alone in killing Ritter.”



The FBI agent said, “How about Sean King’s being the guy
who killed Loretta? She might have been blackmailing him.
Then he finds out who she is from Maxwell and kills her. He digs
up the gun and conveniently loses it.”

Parks shook his head. “King has an alibi for when Loretta
was killed. And why would he have needed to hide a gun in the
closet of the hotel? He killed Arnold Ramsey. And when the gun
was taken from him and Maxwell, he was injured and Maxwell
was almost killed. And King’s life has been pretty messed up by
all this.”

“So you think he’s innocent?”

Parks sat up straight. He’d lost his laid-back, country-boy
demeanor, and his voice was crisp. “No, I don’t necessarily
think that. I’ve been doing this long enough to know when
someone’s not being straight with me. He’s hiding something. I
just don’t know what it is. I do have one theory. Maybe he was
involved in Ritter’s assassination somehow and covered up his
tracks by killing Ramsey.”

Now the director shook his head. “How does that work
exactly? What could Ramsey offer in the way of payment? He
was a college professor at a second-rate school. And I’m
assuming King wouldn’t have turned traitor for free or on some
political principle.”



“Well, we don’t really know King’s political beliefs, do we?
And all of you have seen the video. He wasn’t even watching
Ritter.”

“He said he just zoned out.”

Parks didn’t look convinced. “He says. But what if he was
intentionally distracted?”

“If he had been, he would have told us.”

“Not if he was covering for someone, and not if he was
involved from the get-go. And you want to talk payment, okay.
How many enemies do you think Clyde Ritter had? How many
powerful folks from the other parties would have loved to see
him out of the race? You think they wouldn’t have paid a few
million to have King look the other way? So he takes the heat
for a while for being ‘distracted,’ and then he goes off with his
millions and lives the good life.”

“Okay, but where are all these millions?”

“He lives in a big house, drives a nice car, has a nice comfy
life,” countered Parks.

“He won a libel settlement,” said the director. “And it was for
a nice chunk of change. And I couldn’t blame the guy, for all the
shit they were saying about him. It’s not like he was some



screwup. He’d won just about every award the Service has to
give. He’d been wounded twice in the line of fire.”

“Fine, he was a good agent. Good agents turn bad
sometimes. But as for the money, he mixes the settlement
money in with the money he was paid, and who’s to know the
difference? Have you audited his finances?”

The director sat back, not looking too confident now.

“And how exactly does this play out with the Bruno
kidnapping?” asked the FBI agent. “Aren’t you saying they’re
connected?”

“Well, for that matter,” said Parks, “how does it tie into my
guy Howard Jennings?”

“Let’s not overcomplicate things. There may be no
connection at all,” said the FBI agent. “We might have three
separate cases: Ritter, Bruno and your WITSEC murder.”

“All I know is that King and Maxwell keep turning up in the
middle of it all,” said the director. “Look at it this way: eight
yearsago King either messed up or turned traitor, and we lost a
presidential candidate. Now Maxwell screws up and the exact
same result happens.”

“Not exactly the same,” Parks pointed out. “Ritter was shot
on the spot, Bruno was kidnapped.”



The director sat forward in his chair. “Well, the purpose of
this hastily formed task force is to figure out this mess as
quickly as possible and hope and pray it doesn’t become some
enormous scandal. And you, Parks, you’re already in the loop
with them, so just keep doing what you’re doing.”

“The other variable is Joan Dillinger,” said Parks. “I can’t
read that woman.”

The director smiled. “You’re not the first person to say that.”

“No, it’s more than that. I had a recent conversation with her,
and she was saying some strange things. Like she owed Sean
King. For what, she wouldn’t say. But she was working real hard
to convince me he was innocent.”

“Well, not so unusual—they were colleagues.”

“Right, and maybe something more. And they were both on
the Clyde Ritter detail, weren’t they?” said Parks, letting the
question hang out there.

The director’s brow was now very furrowed. “Joan Dillinger
was one of the best agents we’ve ever had.”

“Right, and now she’s with some big-shot private firm. And
she’s investigating the kidnapping of John Bruno, and if she
finds him, I bet the lady gets an enormous payday. And I found



out she’s asked King to help her in the investigation, and I doubt
he’s doing it for free.” He paused and then added, “Of course,
it’s easy to find someone if you already know where he is.”

“Meaning what?” said the director sharply. “That two former
Secret Service agents kidnapped a presidential candidate and
are now looking to be paid a fortune to recover him?”

“Yeah, meaning that,” said Parks bluntly. “I’m assuming I’m
nothere to sugarcoat things and tell you what you want to hear.
I’m not real good at that. I can send you another marshal who
can if you want.”

“And you think Howard Jennings was killed by King?” said
the director angrily.

“I really don’t know. What I do know is, King’s gun matched
and he was in the vicinity with no real alibi.”

“Pretty stupid for a man plotting murder.”

“Or pretty smart, because maybe a judge and a jury thinks
the same thing and believes he was set up.”

“And the motive for killing Jennings?”

“Well, if King and Dillinger plotted to kidnap Bruno, and
Jennings stumbled on that plot while working for King, I think
that might be a motive for murder.”



The men were all silent for a few minutes until the director
broke the quiet with a long sigh. “Well, we have them all on our
radar now. King, Maxwell and Dillinger—a most unlikely
triumvirate when you think about it. Get back out in the field and
keep us informed.”

Parks looked around at them. “All right, but don’t expect
results overnight. And don’t expect only the results you may
want.”

“Right now,” said the director, “I think we’re just waiting for
the other shoe to drop.” As Parks turned to leave, the director
added, “Marshal, when that other shoe does drop, just make
sure you’re not under it.”

In the parking garage Parks saw the woman getting into her
vehicle.

“Agent Maxwell,” he said. Michelle stepped back out of her
truck. “I hear you’re taking some much-needed vacation.”

She looked at him strangely, and then realization spread
across her features. “Did you have something to do with that?”

“Where are you headed? Wrightsburg?”

“Why do you want to know?”



“How’s your neck?”

“Fine. I’ll be able to scream in no time. You didn’t answer my
question. Are you the reason they let me walk?”

“Maybe, though I feel more like a pawn than a full-fledged
reason. If you’re going to Wrightsburg, I’d like to hitch a ride.”

“Why?”

“You’re a smart lady, I think you know the answer to that.”

As they climbed into her truck, Parks said, “It looks like you
and Sean King have really struck up a friendship.”

“I like him and respect him.”

“Almost got you killed, though.”

“That was hardly his fault.”

“Yeah, I suppose so.”

The way he said it made Michelle glance sharply at him, but
the lawman was already looking out the window.
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Joan and King were staying at a hotel in Washington when



Joan received the news about Mildred Martin’s murder. She
called King’s room and told him.

“Damn it,” he exclaimed. “There goes another potential
witness.”

“And you know what this means, Sean.”

“Yes, whoever killed Loretta Baldwin killed Mildred Martin.”
He added sarcastically, “Unless you buy that two different killers
would murder their victims in the exact same way.”

“So it’s confirmed. She was lying. She made the call to
Bruno. She poisoned her husband, and the Lizzie Borden stuff
was made up. So why kill her?”

Neither one of them had the answer to that.

It was late morning when they drove back to Wrightsburg. By
prearrangement they met Parks and Michelle at King’s house
for lunch.

Michelle and Parks had brought carryout Chinese, and they
all gathered on the rear deck to eat and discuss the case.

“Figured you two would be really hungry from all your
detective work,” said Parks as he pushed sweet-and-sour
chicken into his mouth. “Heard from the FBI that you been
burning up the frequent flier mileage on this Bruno thing.”



“A lot of miles and not a lot of results,” answered King.

Joan took a few minutes to bring them up to date on
theirinvestigations and interviews with Mildred Martin and
Catherine Bruno as well as their noninterview with Sidney
Morse.

“Sounds like Peter Morse hit the jackpot,” said Michelle. “I
wonder where he is?”

“My bet wouldn’t be Ohio,” said King. “I’m thinking a tiny
island in the sun.”

“Sounds wonderful,” said Joan. “I’d love to try it.”

Parks looked at some notes and then said, “Okay, Michelle
filled me in on your talks with Ramsey’s buddy at Atticus
College, Horst?”

“Jorst,” corrected Michelle.

“Right. And it didn’t look like he could shed much light on
anything.”

“Ramsey obviously had a problem with Clyde Ritter,” said
King.

“Just political,” asked Parks, “or something more?”



King shrugged. “Ramsey was a Vietnam War protester, a
Berkeley-educated turbocharged radical, at least in his youth.
Ritter was a former TV preacher and as conservative as
Ramsey was liberal. Hell, if Ritter had had a gun, he probably
would have shot Ramsey first!”

“I believe Thornton Jorst is worth another look,” said
Michelle. “Everything he told us made sense—too much sense,
as though he were filling in the numbers for us, telling us exactly
what he thought we came to hear. And there was something
about his demeanor that wasn’t quite right.”

“Interesting,” said Joan as she sipped her tea.

“And we’re going to follow up with Kate Ramsey as soon as
she gets back to Richmond,” Michelle added.

“What happened to your reassignment?” asked King.

“They turned it into vacation instead.”

Joan said, “My, I don’t remember the Service being that
accommodating.”

“I think the good marshal here had something to do with it.”

They all stared at a very uncomfortable-looking Parks.

He put down his chopsticks and took a swig of wine. “Good



stuff.”

“It should be,” said King.

“Expensive?”

“Price often has little to do with how good a wine is. That
bottle is maybe twenty-five dollars, and you’d be hard put to find
a better Bordeaux at three times the price.”

“You really have to educate me on this, Sean. It’s so
impressive,” said Joan before her gaze fell fully upon Parks.
“So, Jefferson, this rescue of Agent Maxwell you orchestrated.
To what do we owe this magnanimous gesture?”

Parks cleared his throat. “Okay, I’ll just lay it out for you.
How’s that? I’m not much into covert shit.”

“Sounds yummy,” she said. “I’m all ears.”

“Joan, give it a rest,” said King. “Go ahead,” he told Parks.

“There’s been a task force formed among the FBI, Secret
Service and the Marshals. Its purpose is to figure out what the
hell is going on with the Bruno disappearance, the murder of
Howard Jennings, Susan Whitehead, Loretta Baldwin and most
recently Mildred Martin. From the deaths of Baldwin and Martin
we know they were killed by the same person or persons.”



Michelle said, “Right, this is Logic 101. Baldwin goes with
Ritter, and Martin goes with Bruno. Therefore, if Baldwin and the
Martins’ deaths are connected somehow, Ritter and Bruno must
be connected too.”

“Maybe,” said Parks warily. “I’m not running to any
conclusions right now.”

King left for a minute. When he returned, he handed Parks a
piece of paper. It was the copy of the message he’d found
pinned to Susan Whitehead’s body. King glanced over at Joan,
who flinched and then immediately rose and proceeded to read
the note over Parks’s shoulder.

Parks finished and looked up. “I heard about this note from
the fibbies. So what’s your take?”

“That maybe I’m at the center of all this somehow,” King
said.

“Pushing a post and giving feet?” said Parks.

“Secret Service parlance,” said Michelle.

“It sounds like a revenge note to me,” concluded Parks.

“And it concerns the Ritter assassination,” said Joan.

“Ramsey hit his target. And Sean killed Ramsey,” said



Parks. “So who’s left to take out revenge?” he added
suspiciously.

“Keep in mind the gun in Loretta’s backyard,” said King.
“Maybe there were two assassins there that day. I killed one of
them, and the other one got away until Loretta started
blackmailing him. If I’m reading the tea leaves right, the guy is
on the scene now, and Loretta paid the ultimate price for her
scheme. As did Mildred Martin when she messed up on the
Bruno end of things.”

Parks shook his head. “So that guy’s coming after you? Why
now? And why involve Bruno and the Martins? That’s going to a
lot of trouble. Don’t take this the wrong way, but if this psycho
wanted to pay you back, he could have killed you the other night
when Michelle almost had her neck snapped.”

“I don’t think they wanted Sean to die that night,” said Joan.
She looked at Michelle. “They clearly didn’t feel the same about
you.”

One of Michelle’s hands went to her throat. “That’s
comforting.”

“I’m not in the habit of making people comfortable,” said
Joan. “It’s usually such a waste of time.”

Parks sat back in his chair. “Okay, let’s just suppose that



Bruno and Ritter are somehow tied together. That accounts for
the Martin murders and Loretta Baldwin too. Susan
Whitehead’s murder might have just been a way for the killer to
put an exclamation point on the note left with you, Sean. But
how does Howard Jennings tie into all this?”

“He worked for me,” said King, putting aside for now his gut
instinct that Parks’s agenda was broader than merely finding
Jennings’s killer. “Maybe that’s enough. I think Susan
Whitehead was killed merely because the killer spotted her with
me, maybe on the morning I discovered Jennings’s body. He
wanted to leave me thatnote, and decided to include a body
with it as a sick way of making a point.”

“I’d buy that if Jennings were just one of your neighbors. But
he was a WITSEC.”

King said, “Okay, how about this? Jennings goes into my
office late that night for some reason, to catch up on some
work, and he stumbles on this maniac going through my office.
And he gets popped for his troubles.”

Parks rubbed his chin and looked unconvinced while Joan
nodded thoughtfully.

“That’s plausible,” she said. “But let’s get back to the
revenge angle. Revenge against Sean for what? Allowing Ritter
to die?”



“Maybe our killer is some nut from Ritter’s political party,”
said Michelle.

“Well, if so, he’s held a long grudge,” said King.

“Think, Sean, there must be someone,” urged Joan.

“I didn’t really know many of the Ritter people. Just Sidney
Morse, Doug Denby—and maybe a couple of others.”

“Morse is institutionalized,” said Joan. “We saw that for
ourselves. He catches tennis balls. He couldn’t mastermind
something like this.”

“And besides,” said King, “if the person we’re after is the
same guy who hid the gun in the supply closet and then was
blackmailed by Loretta and then killed her, that person couldn’t
be someone backing Ritter’s candidacy.”

“You mean he would have been killing his own golden
goose?” said Parks.

“Right. That’s why we can rule out Sidney Morse even if he
weren’t a vegetable, and Doug Denby too. They’d have no
motive.”

Michelle suddenly looked excited. “What about Bob Scott,
the detail leader?”



“But that doesn’t make any sense either,” said King. “Scott
wouldn’t have had to hide his gun. No one would have
searchedhim. And even if they did, it would have been strange
finding him not armed.”

Michelle shook her head. “No, I meant his career, like yours,
was ruined when Ritter died. That could be a motive for
revenge. Does anybody even know where he is?”

“We can find out,” said Joan.

King scowled. “But that doesn’t explain the gun I found and
why Loretta was killed. She was killed because she was
blackmailing someone. And that someone couldn’t have been
Bobby Scott because he’d have no reason to hide a gun.”

Parks said, “Okay, Scott looks to be a strikeout. But let’s go
back to this Denby guy. Who was he?”

Joan said, “Clyde Ritter’s chief of staff.”

“Any idea where he is now?” asked Parks.

“No,” said Joan. She looked at King. “How about you?”

“I haven’t seen Denby since Ritter died. He pretty much
dropped off the planet. It wasn’t like any of the major parties
would be picking him up. I imagine he was pretty much a pariah
after partnering with Ritter.”



“I know it seems highly unlikely given their respective
ideologies, but could Denby and Arnold Ramsey have known
each other?” wondered Michelle.

“Well, it’s something we should check out,” voiced Parks.

“Our suspect list is growing exponentially,” commented
Joan. “And we’re not even sure if these multiple lines of
investigation are even connected.”

King nodded. “There are a lot of possibilities. If we’re going
to crack this thing, we have to work together. I think I can speak
for the marshal and Michelle, but are you in?” he asked Joan.

She smiled demurely. “Of course. So long as everyone
clearly understands that my participation is a paid engagement.
”
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They laid the wires out in precise lengths and then
connected them to the explosives, all of which were located at
load-bearing points. They worked slowly and methodically, for at
this juncture there was no room for error.

“Wireless detonators are a lot easier to work with,” said
“Officer Simmons” to the other man. “And we wouldn’t have to
carry all this damn cable.”



The Buick Man stopped what he was doing and turned to
look at him. They each wore battery-powered lights attached to
plastic helmets, since the darkness here was complete. They
could have been far underground where no light ever reached.

“And like cell phones versus hard line, they are unreliable,
particularly as the signals would have to penetrate thousands of
tons of concrete. Just do what you’re told.”

“Just voicing an opinion,” said Simmons.

“I don’t need any more opinions, especially from you. You’ve
been more than enough trouble. I thought you were a
professional.”

“I ama professional.”

“Then start acting like one! I’ve had enough of amateurs
running around not following my instructions.”

“Well, Mildred Martin won’t be doing any more running. You
saw to that.”

“Yes, and let that be a lesson to you.”

The heavy-duty portable generator was set up in the corner,
and Buick Man started going over its controls, lines and fuel
tanks.



Simmons said, “You sure that’ll give us all the power we
need? I mean for everything you’ve got planned? That’ll take a
lot of juice.”

Buick Man didn’t even bother to look at him. “More than
enough. Unlike you, I know exactly what I’m doing.” He pointed
with a wrench to a large coil of electrical wire. “Just make sure
the lines are strung properly. To every location I gave you.”

“And you’ll double-check my work, of course.”

“Of course,” he replied tersely.

Simmons looked at the elaborate control board that was set
up in the far corner of the room. “This is some nice stuff. The
best, in fact.”

“Just wire it the way I told you,” Buick Man said curtly.

“What’s a party without lights and sound, right?”

They started wheeling in the heavy boxes on hand trucks,
unpacking these containers and stacking the contents neatly in
another corner of the cavernous space.

The younger man looked at one of the items from the boxes.
“You did a good job on these.”

“They needed to be as accurate as possible. I don’t like



imprecision.”

“Yeah, don’t I know that.”

While lifting a container Simmons suddenly grimaced and
clutched at his side.

The Buick Man observed this and said, “That’s what you get
for trying to strangle Maxwell instead of simply shooting her.
Didn’t you ever consider that a Secret Service agent might be
armed?”

“I like my victims to know my presence. It’s just my way.”

“While working for me you’ll subvert your ways to mine.
You’re lucky the bullet just nicked you.”

“I suppose you would have just left me to die if the bullet had
done serious damage?”

“No. I would have shot you and put you out of your misery.”

Simmons stared at his companion for a long moment. “I bet
you would have.”

“Yes, I would have.”

“Well, we got the gun back, that’s the important thing.”



Buick Man stopped working and looked at him steadily.
“Maxwell frightens you, doesn’t she?”

“I’m not afraid of any man, much less a woman.”

“She almost killed you. In fact, it’s only by sheer luck that you
escaped.”

“I won’t miss next time.”

“See that you don’t. Because if you do miss, I certainly won’t
miss you.”
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The following morning the group split up. Joan went off to
Dobson, Tyler, the Philadelphia law firm where Bruno had
worked, and also to interview Bruno’s political staff. Parks set
off too, though he didn’t tell the others he was going to report in
to the task force back in Washington.

Before they all parted, Michelle pulled Joan aside.

“You were part of Ritter’s detail. What do you recall about
Scott?”

“Not much. I was a recent transfer to Ritter’s detail. I didn’t
know him all that well. And after the assassination we were all
reassigned pretty much immediately.”



“Recent transfer? Did you ask for it?” She stared pointedly
at the other woman.

“Most things in life worth having are rarely handed to you.
You have to go after them.” Michelle involuntarily glanced at
King, who was talking to Parks. Joan smiled. “I see you follow
my logic precisely. One piece of advice while you’re out
sleuthing with Sean: he has a terrific nose for investigative work
but can be impetuous at times. Follow his lead but watch over
him too.”

“Not to worry,” said Michelle, and she started to walk away.

“Oh, and Michelle, I was very serious when I implied these
people we’re looking for don’t care whether you live or die. So
while you’re covering Sean’s back, don’t forget to watch your
own. I wouldn’t wantanything to happen to you. I can see that
Sean is quite fond of having you around.”

Michelle turned back around. “Well, some of us are lucky,
aren’t we?”

As Joan was driving off in her car, she placed a call to her
office staff.

“I need all the background on and present whereabouts of
Robert C. Scott, former Secret Service agent and detail leader
for Clyde Ritter in 1996, and also on a man named Doug



Denby, who was Ritter’s chief of staff. And I need it ASAP.”

King and Maxwell drove to Richmond to see Kate Ramsey,
who’d returned to VCU and agreed to meet with them. The
Center for Public Policy was on Franklin Street in the heart of
Virginia Commonwealth University’s downtown campus. The
center was located in a beautifully refurbished brownstone. The
street was filled with such houses, which represented the old
wealth of a bygone era in Virginia’s capital city.

Kate Ramsey met them in the reception area and led them
back to a private office that was filled with books and papers,
posters detailing various protests and other activities as well as
music posters and assorted sports equipment befitting a
youthful scholar.

Looking at the clutter, King whispered to Michelle that she
must be feeling right at home and caught an elbow in the ribs.

Kate Ramsey was of medium height and had the build of a
runner, with tight, lean muscles. Four different pairs of jogging
shoes in the corner of her office confirmed this observation. Her
hair was blond and tied back in a ponytail. Her clothes were
college standard issue: faded jeans, sneakers and an
Abercrombie & Fitch short-sleeved shirt. She seemed poised
beyond her years and regarded them both with a very frank
expression as she sat across from them at her desk.



“Okay, Thornton already called me, so you can just ditch the
story about doing a documentary on political assassins.”

“We weren’t very good at that anyway,” said Michelle. “And
the truth is just a lot easier, isn’t it?” she bluntly shot back.

Kate’s gaze shifted to King, who looked back at her
nervously. He had, after all, killed the woman’s father. What was
he supposed to say? I’m sorry?

The young woman said, “You’ve aged pretty well. Looks like
the years have been good to you.”

“Not recently. That’s why we’re here, Kate. I can call you
Kate, can’t I?”

The young woman sat back. “It ismy name, Sean .”

“I know this is incredibly awkward.”

She cut in. “My father made choices. He killed the man you
were guarding. Youreally had no choice.” She paused and drew
a long breath. “It’s been eight years. I won’t lie to you and say I
didn’t hate you back then. I was a girl of fourteen, and you’d
taken my father away.”

“But now,” said Michelle.

Kate’s gaze remained on King. “Now I’m a grown woman



and things are a lot clearer. You did what you had to do. And so
have I.”

“I guess you didn’t have much choice in the matter either,”
commented King.

She leaned forward and started moving things around on
her desk. King noted that she placed the pieces—a pencil, a
ruler and other objects—at ninety-degree angles, then started
over again. Her hands just kept moving, even as her gaze
remained on King and Michelle.

“Thornton said there was new evidence indicating my father
hadn’t acted alone. What new evidence?”

“We can’t tell you,” said Michelle.

“Oh, that’s great. You can’t tell me, but you expect me to talk
to you.”

“If there was someone else involved that day, Kate, it’s
important we know who it was,” said King. “I’d think you’d want
that too.”

“Why? It’s not like it’ll change the facts. My father shot Clyde
Ritter. There were a hundred eyewitnesses.”

“That’s true,” said Michelle, “but now we believe there’s
more to it.”



Kate leaned back in her chair. “So what exactly do you want
from me?”

“Anything you can tell us about the events leading up to your
father’s assassinating Clyde Ritter,” said Michelle.

“He didn’t suddenly come in one day and announce he was
going to become a killer, if that’s what you’re wondering. I was
only a kid at the time, but I still would have called someone
about that.”

“Would you?” said King.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

King shrugged. “He was your father. Dr. Jorst said you loved
him. Maybe you wouldn’t have called anybody.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t have,” Kate said casually, then started
shifting the pencil and ruler around again.

“Okay, let’s assume he didn’t announce his intentions. How
about anything else? Did your father say anything that seemed
suspicious or out of the ordinary?”

“My father had the veneer of a brilliant college professor but
underneath was an unreformed radical still living in the sixties.”



“Meaning what exactly?”

“That he was prone to saying outrageous things that could
be construed as suspicious.”

“Okay, let’s get down to something more tangible. Any idea
where he got the gun he used to shoot Ritter with? That was
never traced.”

“I was asked all that years ago. I didn’t know then and I don’t
know now.”

“All right,” said Michelle. “How about anybody coming
around in the weeks leading up to the Ritter shooting? Anybody
you didn’t know?”

“Arnold had few friends.”

King cocked his head at her. “He’s Arnold now?”

“I think I have the right to call him whatever I want.”

“So he had few friends. Any potential assassins lurking in
there?” asked Michelle.

“That’s hard to say, since I didn’t know Arnold was one.
Assassins don’t tend to broadcast their intent, do they?”

“Sometimes they do,” responded King. “Dr. Jorst said that



your father would come in and rant and rave to him about Clyde
Ritter and how he was destroying the country. Did he ever do
that around you?”

In response Kate stood and went to the window that looked
out on Franklin Street, where cars and bikes drifted by and
students sat on the steps of the building.

“What does it all matter now? One assassin, two, three, a
hundred! Who gives a shit?” She turned and stared at them, her
arms stubbornly folded over her bosom.

“Maybe you’re right,” said King. “Then again, it might explain
why your father did what he did.”

“He did what he did because he hated Clyde Ritter and
everything he stood for,” she said vehemently. “He never quite
lost that drive to rock the establishment.”

Michelle looked at some of the political posters on her walls.
“Professor Jorst told us you’re following in your father’s
footsteps as far as ‘rocking the establishment.’”

“Lots of things my father did were good and worthy. And
what reasonable person wouldn’t detest a man like Clyde
Ritter?”

“Unfortunately you’d be surprised,” said King.



“I read all the reports and stories that came out afterwards.
I’m surprised no one did a TV movie about it. I guess it wasn’t
important enough.”

King said, “A man can hate someone and not choose to kill
him. By all accounts your father was a passionate man who
firmly believed in certain causes, and yet he’d never engaged in
any violent act before.” At this Kate Ramsey seemed to twitch
slightly. Kingnoticed but continued his line of thought. “Even
during the Vietnam War when he was young and angry and
might have picked up a gun and shot someone, Arnold Ramsey
chose not to. So given that history, your father , a tenured
professor in middle age with a daughter he loved, could
plausibly have made the choice not to violently act on his hatred
of Ritter. But he might have if another factor was involved.”

“Like what?” Kate asked sharply.

“Like someone else, someone he respected, asking him to.
Asking him to join in killing Ritter, in fact.”

“That’s impossible. My father was the only one who shot
Ritter.”

“What if the other person got cold feet and didn’t shoot?”

Kate sat down at her desk, her nimble fingers once more
playing their geometric games with the pencil and ruler.



“You have evidence of that?” she asked without looking up.

“What if we did? Would it jog your memory? Does it bring
anyone to mind?”

Kate started to say something, then stopped and shook her
head.

King glanced at a photo on the shelf and went over and
picked it up. It was of Kate and her mother, Regina. It must have
been a more recent picture than the one they’d seen in Jorst’s
office, since Kate looked to be about nineteen or twenty.
Regina was still a very lovely woman, but there was something
in her eyes, a weariness that probably symbolized her life’s
tragic circumstances.

“I take it you miss your mother.”

“Of course, I do. What sort of question is that?” Kate
reached over and took the photo from him and put it back on
the shelf.

“I understand they were separated at the time of his death?”

“Yeah, so? Lots of marriages break up.”

“Any ideas why your parents’ did?” asked Michelle.

“Maybe they’d grown apart. My dad was a borderline



socialist. My mom was a Republican. Maybe that was it.”

“Yet that was nothing new, was it?” said King.

“Who knows for sure? They didn’t really talk about it that
much. In her youth my mother was apparently some fabulous
actress with a wonderful future. She gave up that dream to
marry my dad and support his career. Maybe she came to
regret that decision. Maybe she thought she’d wasted her life. I
don’t really know, and at this point I don’t really care.”

“Well, I guess she was depressed about Arnold’s death.
Maybe that’s why she committed suicide.”

“Well, if that was the reason, she waited years to get around
to doing it.”

“So you think it was something else?” asked King.

“I really haven’t given it much thought, okay!”

“I don’t believe that. I’m betting you think about it all the time,
Kate.”

One of her hands flew to her eyes. “The interview is over.
Get out!”

As they walked down Franklin Street to Michelle’s truck,
King said, “She knows something.”



“Yes, she does,” agreed Michelle. “The question is, how do
we get it out of her?”

“She’s pretty mature for her age. But she’s also got a lot
wrapped up in that head of hers.”

“I wonder how close Thornton Jorst and Kate are? He gave
her the heads-up about us pretty fast.”

“I was wondering that myself. I’m not thinking a romantic
relationship.”

“More like a surrogate father?” she suggested.

“Maybe. And dads will do a lot to protect their daughters.”

“So what do we do now?” asked Michelle.

“We’ve clearly shaken up Kate Ramsey. Let’s see where
she might lead us.”
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Joan learned some interesting things about John Bruno
from the support staff at his Philadelphia law firm. None of them
had much good to say about Catherine Bruno.

“Nose stuck so far up in the air it’s a wonder she doesn’t
drown when it rains,” said one secretary about the blue-blooded



drown when it rains,” said one secretary about the blue-blooded
Mrs. Bruno.

Joan cornered another woman at the law firm who’d also
worked with Bruno during his stint as a prosecutor in
Washington. The woman remembered Bill and Mildred Martin
and had read of their deaths.

“An unlikely person to be murdered,” said the woman with a
frightened expression. “Bill was so sweet and trusting.”

Joan pounced on this. “Trusting, yes, he was trusting. Even
when he shouldn’t have been perhaps.”

“Well, I don’t like telling tales outside of school.”

“We’re both grown; we can tell tales wherever and whenever
we want,” Joan prompted. “Especially if it helps in the cause of
justice and other things.”

The woman remained silent.

“So you actually worked for both Bill Martin and Bruno at the
U.S. Attorney’s Office in Washington?”

“Yes. Yes, I did.”

“And what was your impression of them?”

“Bill was too nice for his position. We all said that, never to



his face, of course. As for Bruno, his personality fit his job
perfectly, if you ask me.”

“Tough, ruthless. Not above bending the rules to get results?
”

The woman shook her head. “No, I wouldn’t say that. He was
tough, but I never knew him to cross the line.”

“And yet I read that there were a lot of problems in the U.S.
Attorney’s Office back then.”

“There were. Like I said, Bill Martin was too nice
sometimes. Some of the prosecutors did cross the line. But let
me tell you, a lot of the police officers back then were doing it.
There were shakedowns all the time. During the protests in the
late sixties and early seventies, I recall dozens of cases of
officers fabricating evidence, making arrests for nonexistent
crimes, intimidating people, blackmailing them. It was bad, real
bad. A disgrace.”

“And yet you’re saying Bruno didn’t participate in any of
that?”

“Well, if he did, I certainly didn’t know about it.”

“Did you know Bill Martin’s wife, Mildred?”

“A piece of work, that one. Always wanted to live beyond her



means. She wasn’t a fan of Bruno’s, I can tell you that.”

“So I gathered. Then it wouldn’t surprise you if she bad-
mouthed Bruno, made up lies about him?”

“Not at all. She was like that. She wanted her husband to be
this hard-charging man of justice, secretly hoping it would take
him, and her, to the big time, meaning big money. Now, Bill
wasn’t like that. Bruno was. I think she was jealous.”

Joan sat back and digested this new information slowly. She
studied the woman closely. She appeared to be telling the truth.
If she was, this changed things.

“Would it surprise you if Mildred was involved somehow in
either her husband’s death or perhaps Bruno’s disappearance?
”

“It would about Bill. I really think she loved him. But about
Bruno?” She shrugged. “Mildred could be vindictive as hell.”

“Meaning what exactly?”

“That given the opportunity, she might have shot him and not
thought twice about it.”

Joan flew back to Virginia and picked up her car. As she
was about to head out of the airport, her phone rang. It was her
office, reporting back on her inquiry about the whereabouts of



Bob Scott and Doug Denby. The report was startling. The
magnificent Agency, with all its expensive resources and high-
level contacts, couldn’t find Bob Scott. About a year ago the
former Secret Service agent had seemingly dropped off the
planet. They’d traced him to Montana, where he’d apparently
been living off the land. After that, nothing had been heard of
him. He’d been divorced for years, was childless, and his ex-
wife was remarried and knew nothing about her former
husband’s whereabouts. The Agency had also checked with
sources at the Secret Service, but even they could offer no help.
The pension payment checks sent to the Montana address had
been returned over the past year.

Doug Denby had been easier to track. He’d returned to his
native Mississippi after inheriting considerable property and
money and was currently enjoying life as a country squire far
from the bare-knuckled sphere of politics. He clearly wasn’t
running around killing people.

Joan clicked off her phone and was about to pull out onto
the highway when the phone rang again. It was Jefferson Parks.

“Let me tell you,” said the deputy marshal, “you still got a lot
of admirers at the Secret Service. All I heard was how great you
are. Made me want to puke.”

Joan laughed. “I have that effect on lots of men.”



“So any luck?”

“None so far. Bruno’s law and campaign offices were pretty
much dead ends.”

“What are you going to do now?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve had no luck tracking down Bob Scott.
There’s been no trace of the guy from about a year ago.”

“Okay, look, I know we’re just a little old underfunded federal
law enforcement agency, and we don’t have the fancy stuff you
folks have in the private sector, but how about I try to track down
this guy from my end.”

“Whatever you do will be very appreciated,” remarked Joan
pleasantly.

“But King doesn’t seem to think this guy could be involved.
Sure, Scott might be ticked at King for what happened. But he
had no reason to kill Ritter and ruin his career. And then there’s
the gun thing.”

“I’ve been thinking about that. Sean told me that the gun he
found in Loretta’s backyard was a snub-nose.38 revolver.”

“So?”

“That’s not Secret Service standard issue. So while it might



not be suspicious for Scott to be armed, it would be suspicious
if he was carrying twoweapons, particularly a snub-nose, in
case someone did check.”

Parks wasn’t convinced. “But why have two guns? If his plan
was to shoot Ritter too, he could have used his own gun.”

“What if another would-be assassin, Ramsey’s partner, got
cold feet, didn’t fire and slipped the gun to the inside man, Bob
Scott, to get rid of, thinking no one would suspect him. Then
maybe Scott became nervous because he now had twoguns,
hid it in the closet, and that’s when Loretta saw him.”

“And Loretta started her blackmail scheme. Okay, that would
give Scott the incentive to kill her. But Ritter’s death wiped out
Scott’s career. Why would he do it?”

Joan sighed. “Why do anything? Money! And the fact that
he’s disappeared doesn’t exactly reinforce his innocence.”

“What more do you know about him?”

“Vietnam vet before he joined the Service. Maybe he was
carrying some baggage from that. He was sort of gun-happy
too. Hemight have flipped to the dark side. See, that was never
fully explored. It was officially concluded Ramsey acted alone.
We’re the first people to really look at all the angles.”

“Well, I guess it’s about damn time. I’ll call you if I hear



anything. You going back to King’s place?”

“Yes, or at the inn where I’m staying near there, the Cedars.”

“Catch you later,” said Parks.

Joan drove off, very much lost in thought.

So much lost in thought that Joan didn’t notice the car
following her, or the driver whose gaze was locked intently on
her.
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Dressed in a warm-up suit, Kate Ramsey finally left her
office in the late afternoon, climbed into a VW bug and drove
off. Michelle and King followed at a discreet distance as the
VW drove to Bryan Park, on the outskirts of Richmond. Once
there, Kate climbed out, stripped off her warm-up suit, revealing
shorts and a long-sleeved T-shirt underneath. She did some
quick stretching and took off running.

“Great,” said King. “She could be meeting somebody, and
we won’t be able to see a damn thing.”

“Yes, we will.” Michelle climbed into the backseat of the
truck.

King looked at her. “What are you doing?”



She grabbed his shoulder and turned him back around.
“Just keep your eyes to the front, mister.”

She started undressing. “I keep running stuff in a bag under
the backseat. Never know when the urge might hit.”

King’s gaze flitted to the rearview mirror, where one long
bare leg and foot and then another appeared as pants came
down and shorts were slid over muscled calves and sculpted
thighs.

“Yeah,” he said as he looked away when she started taking
off her shirt, “you just never know about that old urge thing.” He
glanced outside and watched as Kate Ramsey’s efficient
strides ate up chunks of distance. She was almost out of sight.

“Michelle, you better hurry up or you’ll never catch—”

He stopped when the truck door opened and closed and he
saw Michelle, in a jogging bra, shorts and track shoes, streak
across the grass, her long legs pumping and her muscled arms
churning. He could only stare in amazement as she effortlessly
burned up the distance between her and Kate.

“Friggin’ Olympians,” he muttered.

At first Michelle kept well out of sight of Kate, until it
appeared clear the young woman was out simply to run. Then



Michelle changed tactics. Instead of shadowing Kate, she
decided to take another shot at talking to her. When she pulled
up beside her, Kate looked over, scowled and immediately
picked up her pace. Michelle quickly matched her stride for
stride. When Kate started to sprint and Michelle effortlessly kept
pace with her, Kate slowed down.

“What do you want?” Kate said in a very tight voice.

“To talk.”

“Where’s your friend?”

“He’s not much into running.”

“I told you everything I know.”

“Did you, Kate? Look, I just want to try and understand you. I
want to help.”

“Don’t try and be my buddy, okay! This isn’t some lame TV
cop show where we’re all of a sudden going to bond.”

“You’re right, this is real life, and a number of people have
lost their lives or been kidnapped. We’re trying to figure out
what the hell is going on because we want to stop whoever’s
doing this, and I think you can help.”

“I can’t help you or anyone else.”



“I don’t think you’ve even tried.”

Kate pulled up, hands on hips, sucking in quick breaths, and
looked angrily at Michelle. “What the hell do you know about
anything? You know nothing about me.”

“That’s why I’m here. I want to know more. I want to know as
much as you’re willing to tell.”

“You just don’t get it, do you? I’ve put this all behind me. I
don’t want to relive that part of my life.” They started to run
again. “And besides, I don’t know anything.”

“How do you know you don’t? Have you gone through every
little detail, been asked every possible question, run down every
line of possible inquiry?”

“Look, I try not to think about the past, okay?”

“So I take that as a no.”

“Would you think about it much if he were your dad?”

“What I wouldn’t do, Kate, is try to hide from the truth. Have
you ever really talked about any of this? If you haven’t, I’m here
to listen. I really am.”

As tears started to trickle down the other woman’s cheeks,



Michelle put a hand on Kate’s shoulder and they both stopped
jogging. She led Kate over to a bench, and they sat down.

Kate wiped her eyes with her hand and glared stubbornly at
nothing. Michelle sat there patiently waiting.

Kate started off hesitantly and in a small voice. “I was in
algebra class when they came and got me. One minute I’m
doing x plus y problems, and the next minute my dad is national
news. Do you know what that feels like?”

“Like your whole world is ending?”

“Yes,” Kate said quietly.

“Were you able to talk to your mother about it?”

Kate waved her hand dismissively. “What was there to talk
about? She’d already abandoned my father. That was her
choice.”

“Is that how you saw it?”

“How else could I see it?”

“You must have some idea why they separated beyond what
you told us earlier.”

“It wasn’t my father’s doing, I can tell you that.”



“So it was your mother’s choice, and you’re saying you don’t
know why—other than maybe feeling she’d wasted her life with
your father?”

“I do know that when my mother walked out, his life was
basically over. He worshiped her. It wouldn’t have surprised me
if he’d committed suicide.”

“Well, maybe he did.”

Kate stared at her. “And what, took Clyde Ritter with him?”

“Two birds with one stone.”

Kate studied her hands. “It started out like a fairy tale. My
father was an activist in college. Civil rights marches, war
protests, sit-ins, the whole works. My mother was the beautiful
actress poised for stardom. But they fell in love. My father was
tall and handsome and smarter than everybody, and he wanted
to do all this good. He was noble, he really was. He had great
substance. All the people my mother knew were actors; people
from the stage, basically all fluff. My father was something totally
different. He didn’t just act the part, he went out and risked his
life to make the world better.”

“Pretty hard for a lady to resist,” Michelle said quietly.

“I know my mom loved him. What I just told you are things I



learned from her and some of her friends. And I also found
some of her diaries from when she was in college. They really
did love each other. So I don’t know why it didn’t work out.
Maybe it lasted longer than it should have considering how
different they were. But maybe if she hadn’t left, he wouldn’t
have done what he did.”

“But maybe he didn’t do it alone, Kate. That’s what we’re
trying to get at.”

“Your new evidence that you can’t tell me,” she said
scornfully.

“A gun,” said Michelle firmly. Kate looked startled but said
nothing. “A gun that we found and that we believe was hidden in
the Fairmount Hotel on the day Ritter was killed. We think there
was a second assassin in the building, but that person didn’t
fire.”

“Why not?”

“We don’t know. Maybe he lost his nerve. Maybe he and
your father had a pact to do it together, and then he didn’t,
leaving your dad with the full responsibility.” Michelle paused
and then added quietly, “And maybe it was that person who
talked your dad into doing what he did in the first place. And if
he did, maybe you saw or overheard something that can help
us.”



Kate looked down at her hands and nervously picked at her
nails. “My dad didn’t have many visitors and not any real friends.
”

“So if somebody did come to see him, you probably would
have noticed,” Michelle suggested.

Kate remained silent for so long that Michelle almost rose to
leave.

“It was about a month or so before Ritter was killed.”

Michelle froze. “What was?”

“It must have been two o’clock in the morning, I mean some
crazy hour. I was asleep but some noise woke me. I slept
upstairs when I was with my father. He could be up at all hours,
and at first I thought it was my dad talking, but then the voice
was different. I crept to the top of the stairs. I could see a light
on in my dad’s study. I heard him talking to someone, or rather
this person was talking and my dad was mostly listening.”

“What was he saying? This other person? Wait, was it a
man?”

“Yes.”

“What did he say?”



“I couldn’t make out much of it. I heard my mother’s name
used. ‘What would Regina think?’ Something like that. And then
my father answered that times were different. That people
changed. And then the other person said something I couldn’t
hear.”

“Did you get a look at him?”

“No. My father’s study had a door to the outside. He must
have left that way.”

“What else did you hear?”

“Nothing. They started speaking in lower voices. Probably
realized they might wake me up. I thought about going
downstairs and seeing who it was, but I was scared.”

“Did your father ever mention who the visitor was, anything
about it at all?”

“No. I was afraid to let him know I’d overheard, so I never
brought it up.”

“Could it have been someone who worked at the college?”

“No, I think I would have recognized his voice.” There was
something in her manner, a furtiveness, that Michelle didn’t like,
but she chose not to push it.



“Did you ever hear the name Ritter mentioned by the man?
Anything like that?”

“No! That’s why I never talked to the police about this. I... I
was scared to. My father was dead, and I didn’t know if anyone
else was involved, and I just didn’t want to drag anything up.”

“And the person had mentioned your mother, and you
thought it might reflect badly on her somehow.”

Kate looked at her with hurt, swollen eyes. “People can write
and say anything they want. They can destroy people.”

Michelle took her hand. “I’ll do everything I can to solve this
case without doing any further harm. You have my word.”

Kate squeezed Michelle’s hand. “I don’t know why I should,
but I believe you. Do you really think you can find out the truth,
after all these years?”

“I’ll give it my best shot.”

As Michelle rose to leave, Kate said, “I did love my father. I
still love my father. He was a goodman. His life shouldn’t have
ended that way. That it did makes you feel like there’s no hope
for the rest of us.”

To Michelle, Kate sounded almost suicidal. She sat back
down and put her arm around her. “Listen to me. Your father’s



life was histo do what he wanted with. Your life is exactly the
same. You’ve endured so much, accomplished so much, you
should have more hope than anyone. I’m not just saying that,
Kate, I mean it.”

Kate finally let out a tiny smile. “Thanks.”

Michelle jogged back to the truck and climbed in. While
King drove she filled him in on her conversation with Kate.

King slapped the steering wheel. “Damn, so there
wassomeone. The guy who was talking to her father could have
been the man with the gun in the closet.”

“Okay, let’s break this down. There were two assassins but
only one followed through. Intentional or not? Cold feet, or was it
all about setting up Ramsey?”

King shook his head. “If intentional and you know you’re not
going to use your gun, why even bring it to the hotel?”

“Maybe he and Ramsey met beforehand, and the other guy
had to at least make a pretense of intending to carry it off.
Otherwise, maybe Ramsey gets suspicious.”

“Right, that could be. Okay, now we need to take a really
hard look at Ramsey’s background, probably back to college. If
the man knew Regina Ramsey, and Arnold Ramsey talked
about times changing, the answer might lie in the past.”



“And it also might explain why a Berkeley superstar was
teaching at a little college in the middle of nowhere.”

Michelle once again slid into the backseat. “You drive while I
change back into my clothes.”

King focused on the road as his ears picked up the sounds
of garments being pulled off and on. “By the way, do you often
strip to your birthday suit in the company of strange men?”

“You’re not that strange. And, Sean, I’m really flattered.”

“Flattered? About what?”

“You snuck a peek.”
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The four met back at King’s house late that afternoon. Parks
placed a large file box on the kitchen table. “That’s the result of
our search on Bob Scott,” he told Joan.

“That was pretty fast,” she commented.

“Hey, who you think you’re dealing with, some Mickey
Mouse outfit?”

King looked at her. “Checking out Scott? I told you he



couldn’t have been involved.”

Joan eyed him intently. “I like to verify things independently.
It’s not like any of us are infallible.”

“Unfortunately the reason it came so fast,” said Parks a little
sheepishly, “is because those dummies crammed practically
everything in they could find about people named Bob Scott. So
a lot of the paper is probably worthless. But there it is.” He put
on his hat. “I’m heading back out. I’ll call if anything clicks, and I
expect you to do the same.”

After he left, the three had a quick dinner out on the rear
deck. Joan told them about her check on Doug Denby.

“So he’s out of the loop,” said Michelle.

“Apparently.”

King looked puzzled. “So according to the woman you
spoke with at the law firm in Philly, Bruno didn’t cheat when he
was a U.S. attorney in D.C.?”

“If we can believe her. I tend to think she was telling the truth.
”

“So maybe Mildred was feeding us a pack of lies about
Bruno.”



“Now, that I can believe,” commented Joan. She glanced
inside to where the box Parks had left was sitting on the table.
“We’ll have to go through the files Parks brought.”

“I can start on it,” said Michelle. “Since I didn’t know him, I
might not skim over stuff that the two of you might.” She
excused herself and went inside.

Joan looked out over the water. “It is really beautiful here,
Sean. You picked a nice spot to start fresh.”

King finished his beer and sat back. “Well, I might have to
pick another spot.”

Joan glanced over at him. “Let’s hope not. A person
shouldn’t have to re-create himself more than once in a lifetime.
”

“How about you? You said you wanted out.”

“To go to some island with my millions?” She smiled in a
resigned way. “Dreams more often than not don’t come true.
Particularly at my stage of life.”

“But if you find Bruno, you get the big payoff.”

“The money was only part of the dream.”

When King shot her a glance, she quickly looked away.



“Do you sail much?” she asked.

“In the fall when the powerboats are gone and the winds pick
up.”

“Well, it isthe fall. So maybe now would be a good time.”

King looked at the clear sky and felt the nice breeze against
his skin. They had a couple hours of daylight left. He stared at
Joan intently for a few moments. “Yeah, now would be a good
time.”

King showed Joan how to manage the sailboat’s tiller. He’d
attached a five-horsepower motor on the stern just in case the
wind died down. They steered a course out into the main
channel and then drifted.

Joan admired the spread of mountains encircling the lake,
the green still vibrant, although the nip of fall was clearly in the
air.

“Did you ever think you’d end up in a place like this after all
those years of hotels and airplanes and pushing till dawn?” she
asked.

King shrugged. “To tell the truth, no. I never thought that far
ahead. I was always more of a live-in-the-present sort of
person.” He added thoughtfully, “I’m more of a long-range



thinker now.”

“And where do your long-range thoughts lead you?”

“Nowhere until this mystery is cleared up. The problem is,
even if we solve this thing, the damage has been done. I really
might have to move from here.”

“Running away? That doesn’t sound like you, Sean.”

“Sometimes it’s just best to strike the tent poles and move
on. You sort of get tired of fighting, Joan.”

He sat next to her and took over the tiller. “Wind’s changing.
I’m going to tack back into it. The boom’s going to come
across. I’ll tell you when to duck.”

After he completed this maneuver, he let her take the tiller
back, but he stayed next to her. She wore a pantsuit but had
taken off her shoes and rolled her pant legs over her knees. Her
feet were small and her toenails were painted red.

“You favored purple toenail polish eight years ago, didn’t
you?”

She laughed. “Red is always in but purple may mount a
comeback. I’m actually flattered you remembered.”

“Purple toenails and packing a.357.”



“Come on, fess up, it was a wicked, irresistible
combination.”

He sat back and gazed off.

They were silent for some minutes, Joan looking at him
nervously and King doing his best to avoid eye contact. “Did
you ever think about asking me to marry you?” she asked.

He glanced at her with an astonished expression. “I was
married back then, Joan.”

“I know that. But you were separated and your marriage was
really over.”

He looked down. “Okay, maybe I did know my marriage was
over,but I wasn’t sure I wanted to attempt another one. And I
guess I never really believed two Secret Service agents could
ever make a marriage work. That life is just too crazy.”

“I thought about asking you.”

“Asking me what?”

“To marry me.”

“You really are amazing. You were going to ask me to marry
you?”



“Is there a rule somewhere that says the man has to
propose?”

“Well, if there is, I’m sure you’d have no problem smashing it
to pieces.”

“I’m serious, Sean. I was in love with you. So much so that
I’d wake up in the middle of the night with the shakes, terrified it
would somehow all go away, that you and your wife would get
back together.”

“I didn’t know that,” he said quietly.

“How did you feel about me? I mean really feel about me?”

He looked uncomfortable. “Honestly? I was amazed you’d
let me have you. You were on this pedestal, professionally and
personally.”

“So I was what, a trophy to be mounted on the wall?”

“No, I actually thought I was.”

“I didn’t sleep around, Sean. I didn’t have that reputation.”

“No, you didn’t. Your reputation was the iron lady. There
wasn’t one agent I knew who wasn’t intimidated by you. You
scared the shit out of a lot of tough guys.”



Joan looked down. “Didn’t you know, prom queens tend to
be very lonely creatures. When I joined the Service, women
were still an anomaly. To succeed, I had to be more ‘guy’ than all
the other guys. I had to make the rules up as I went along. It’s a
little different now, but back then I really didn’t have a choice.”

He touched her cheek and turned her face to his. “So why
didn’t you?”

“Why didn’t I what?”

“Ask me to marry you?”

“I was planning to but something happened.”

“What was that?”

“Clyde Ritter’s getting killed.”

Now King looked away. “Damaged goods?”

She touched his arm. “I guess you really don’t know me very
well. It was a lot more than that.”

He looked back at her. “What do you mean by that?”

Joan looked more nervous than King could ever remember.
Except on that morning, at 10:32, when Ritter had died. She
slowly reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper.



King unfolded the paper and read the words there.

Last night was wonderful. Now surprise me, wicked lady. On
the elevator. Around 10:30. Love, Sean

It was written on the stationery of the Fairmount Hotel.

He looked up to see her staring at him.

“Where did this come from?”

“It was slipped under the door to my room at the Fairmount
at nine o’clock that morning.”

He stared at her blankly. “The morning Ritter was killed?”
She nodded. “You thought I wrote this?” She nodded again. “All
these years you thought maybe I was involved in Ritter’s death?
”

“Sean, you have to understand, I didn’t know what to think.”

“And you never told anyone?”

She shook her head. “Just like you never told anyone about
me on that elevator.” She added quietly, “You thought I was
involved in Ritter’s death too, didn’t you?”

He licked his lips and glanced away, his features angry.
“They screwed us both, didn’t they?”



“I saw the note that was on the body found in your house. It
clearly implied the person was behind the Ritter assassination.
As soon as I read it, I just knew we’d both been used. Whoever
wrote the note that was slipped under my hotel room door pitted
usagainst each other in a way that guaranteed our silence. Or at
the very least would have cast suspicion on one or both of us.
But there was a difference. I couldn’t reveal the truth because
then I’d have to tell what I was doing on that elevator. And once I
did, my career was over. My motive was selfish. You, on the
other hand, kept silent for another reason.” She placed a hand
on his sleeve. “Tell me, Sean, why did you? You must have
suspected I was paid off to distract you. And yet you took the full
blame. You could have told them I was on that elevator. Why
didn’t you?” She took a long, anxious breath. “I really need to
know.”

The jarring sound of the cell phone startled them both badly.

King answered it. It was Michelle calling from the house.

“Kate Ramsey phoned. She has something important to tell
us. But she wants to do it in person. She’ll meet us halfway, in
Charlottesville.”

“Okay, we’re coming in now.” He clicked off, took the tiller
and silently steered the boat back. He didn’t look at Joan, who,
for once in her life, had nothing to say.
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They met Kate Ramsey at Greenberry’s coffee shop in the
Barracks Road Shopping Center in Charlottesville. The three
bought large cups of coffee and took a table near the back of
the room, which only had a few patrons in it this time of night.

Kate’s eyes were puffy, her manner subdued, even
deferential. She fingered her coffee cup nervously, her gaze
downcast. She looked up in surprise, however, when King
pushed a couple of straws toward her.

“Go ahead and make your right angles. It’ll calm you down,”
he said with a kindly smile.

Kate’s expression softened and she took the straws. “I’ve
been doing that since I was a little girl. I guess it’s better than
lighting up a cigarette.”

“So you had something important to tell us,” said Michelle.

Kate looked around. The person closest to them was
reading a book and scribbling some notes, obviously a student
on a deadline.

She said in a low voice, “It’s about the meeting my father
had that night, what I was telling Michelle,” she explained with a
glance at King.



“It’s okay, she filled me in,” he said. “Go ahead.”

“Well, there was something else he said that I caught. I
mean I guess I should have told you before, but I really believed I
must have misheard. But maybe I didn’t.”

“What was it?” asked King eagerly.

“It was a name. A name I recognized.”

King and Michelle exchanged glances.

“Why didn’t you tell us that before?” asked Michelle.

“Like I said, because I couldn’t believe I’d heard right. I didn’t
want to get him in any trouble. And my father secretly meeting
with a stranger late at night and his name coming up—well, to a
fourteen-year-old girl it seemed bad. But I knew he’d never do
something illegal.”

“Whose name was mentioned?” asked King.

Kate took a very deep breath. King noted that she was now
bending the straws into knots.

“The name I heard the man say was Thornton Jorst.”

Michelle and King once more exchanged a significant
glance.



“You’re sure,” said Michelle. “You heard him say Thornton
Jorst?”

“I’m not one hundred percent certain, no, but what else could
it have been? It’s not exactly a name like John Smith. It sure
sounded like Thornton Jorst.”

“What was your father’s reaction to that name?”

“I couldn’t hear that clearly. But he said something like it was
risky, very risky. For both of them.”

King thought about this. “So the other man wasn’t Thornton
Jorst—that seems clear—but they were talking about him.” He
touched Kate on the shoulder. “Tell us about Jorst’s relationship
with your father.”

“They were friends and colleagues.”

“Had they known each other before coming to work at
Atticus?” asked Michelle.

Kate shook her head. “I don’t think so, no. If they did, they
certainly never mentioned it. But they were both in college in the
sixties. People went all over the country doing insane things. It’s
funny, though.”

“What is?” asked King.



“Well, sometimes it seemed to me that Thornton knew my
mother better than he knew my father. Like they’d met before.”

“Did your mother ever mention that they had?”

“No. Thornton came to Atticus after my parents did. He was
a bachelor, never really dated that I could tell. My parents were
very friendly with him. I think my mother felt sorry for him. She
would bake him little things and take them over to him. They
were good friends. I really liked him. He was almost like an
uncle to me.”

Michelle said slowly, “Kate, do you think your mother—”

Kate interrupted her. “No, they weren’t having an affair. I
know I was very young back then, but still I would have known.”

King didn’t look convinced but said, “The man who met with
your father, he mentioned your mother, Regina?”

“Yes. I’m assuming he must have known one or both of my
parents. But look, I really can’t believe Thornton is mixed up in
any of this. He’s just not the type to run around with guns plotting
to kill people. He didn’t have my father’s genius or his
academic credentials, but he’s a good professor.”

King nodded. “Right, he didn’t have your father’s brains or
Berkeley Ph.D. background, and yet they ended up at the same



college. Any idea why?”

“Why what?” Kate had assumed a defensive tone.

Michelle said, “Why your father wasn’t teaching at, say,
Harvard or Yale. In addition to his Berkeley career, he authored
four books that I was told were easily in the top ten in their field.
He was a serious scholar, a real heavyweight.”

“Maybe he simply chose to go to a smaller college,” said
Kate.

“Or maybe there was something in his past that precluded
him from being called up to the academic big leagues,”
remarked King.

“I don’t think so,” said Kate. “Otherwise, everybody would
know.”

“Not necessarily. Not if it had been expunged from his
official record, but certain people in the very cliquish world of
academics were aware. And they might have held it against
him. So heended up at Atticus, which probably felt lucky to have
him, warts and all.”

“Any thoughts on what those warts might be?” asked
Michelle.

Kate said nothing.



King said, “Look, the last thing we’re aiming to do is drag up
any more dirt on your father. I say, let him rest in peace. But if
the man who talked to your father was responsible for his
shooting Ritter, I don’t see any reason why the man shouldn’t
suffer for it. And understanding your dad’s past may help us find
him. Because if I’m reading this right, this guy knew your father
from the old days, and if he did, then he’d probably know what
incident had tainted him enough to cut your dad off from the
Harvards of the world, if indeed that was the case.”

Michelle said, “Kate, you’re the only hope we have with this.
Unless you tell us what you know, it’s going to be very tough for
us to learn the truth. And I think you want to know the truth;
otherwise, you wouldn’t have called us.”

Kate finally sighed and said, “Okay, okay, there were some
things my mother said not too long before she killed herself.”

“What were they, Kate?” Michelle prompted gently.

“She said my father was arrested during a demonstration. I
think it was against the Vietnam War.”

“What, for disorderly conduct or something?” asked King.

“No, for killing someone.”

King leaned in close. “Who and how, Kate?” he said.



“Everything you can remember.”

“This is only from what my mother said, and she wasn’t really
all that clear about it. She was drinking heavily near the end of
her life.” Kate took out a tissue and dabbed at her eyes.

“I know this is hard, Kate, but it might help to get it out in the
open,” said King.

“From what I could gather it was a police officer or someone
official like that. He was killed during this war protest that got
way outof hand. In L.A., I think she said. My father was arrested
for it. It actually looked really bad for him, and then something
happened. My mother said some lawyers got involved on my
dad’s behalf, and the charges were dropped. And my mom said
the police had trumped up the charges anyway. That they were
just looking for a scapegoat, and my father was it. She was sure
Dad hadn’t done anything.”

“But there must have been stories in the paper, or some
scuttlebutt,” commented Michelle.

“I don’t know if it made the papers, but I guess there was a
record of it somewhere because it obviously did hurt my dad’s
career. I checked into my mom’s story. I confirmed that Berkeley
let my dad graduate with his Ph.D. but did so very reluctantly. I
guess they didn’t have much choice; he’d already completed all
the course work and his dissertation. The incident happened



shortly before he graduated. But from what I could gather word
spread in academic circles, and the places he applied to teach
at after he graduated shut their doors on him. My mom said
Dad bumped around here and there, scraping by before he got
the job at Atticus. Of course, during those years he’d written all
those books that were very well received in the academic
community. Looking back, I think my dad was so bitter about
being kept out of the top schools that even if any of them had
come calling, he would have stayed at Atticus. He was a very
loyal person, and Atticus had given him a shot.”

King asked, “Any idea how your parents survived during the
lean years? Did your mom work?”

“Here and there some, but nothing permanent. She helped
my dad write his books, with research and such. I’m not really
sure how they got by.” She rubbed her eyes. “Why, what are you
getting at?”

“I was just wondering,” he said, “who these lawyers were
who came in to represent your dad. Did your father come from
money?”

Kate looked bewildered. “No, my father grew up on a dairy
farm in Wisconsin. My mother was from Florida originally. They
were both pretty poor.”

“So it becomes even more puzzling. Why the lawyers



coming to the rescue? And I wonder if your parents were getting
by on money from an unknown source during the tough times.”

“I guess it’s possible,” said Kate, “but I don’t know where
from.”

Michelle looked at King. “Are you thinking the person who
talked to Ramsey in his study that night might be connected to
the L.A. incident?”

“Look at it this way. This thing happens in L.A. and Arnold
Ramsey gets nailed. But what if he wasn’t alone in it? What if
some person who was well connected was also at fault? That
would explain some fancy lawyers swooping in. I know lawyers
—they don’t usually work for free.”

Michelle was nodding. “That might explain why the man
mentioned Regina Ramsey. Maybe he was recalling the past
fights against authority in getting Ramsey to pick up a gun and
rejoin the struggle.”

“God, this is all too much,” said Kate. She looked like she
might start crying. “My father was brilliant. He should have been
teaching at Harvard or Yale or Berkeley. And then the police lie
and his life is over. It’s no wonder he rebelled against authority.
Where’s the justice in that?”

“There isn’t any,” answered King.



“I can still remember so vividly when I heard the news.”

“You said you were in algebra class,” said Michelle.

She nodded. “I went out in the hallway, and there was
Thornton and my mother. I knew something bad had happened.”

King looked startled. “Thornton Jorst was there with your
mother? Why?”

“He was the one who told my mother. Didn’t he tell you that?”

“No, he didn’t,” said Michelle adamantly.

“Why would he have known before your mother?” asked
King quizzically.

Kate looked at him, puzzled. “I don’t know. I assumed he
heard about it on TV.”

“What time did they come and get you out of class?” asked
King.

“What time? I... I don’t know. It was years ago.”

“Think, Kate, it’s really important.”

She was silent for a minute and then said, “Well, it was in
the morning, well before lunch, I know that. Say eleven o’clock



or so.”

“Ritter was killed at 10:32. There is no way the TV stations
could have run a story with full particulars, including the identity
of the assassin, barely thirty minutes later.”

“And Jorst also had time to pick up your mother?” asked
Michelle.

“Well, she wasn’t living that far from where I went to school.
You have to understand, Atticus isn’t that far from Bowlington,
about half an hour by car. And my mom lived on the way.”

Michelle and King exchanged anxious glances.

“It couldn’t be possible, could it?” said Michelle.

“What? What are you talking about?” asked Kate.

King rose without answering.

“Where are you going?” asked Kate.

“To pay Dr. Jorst a visit,” he said. “I think there’s a lot he
hasn’t told us.”

“Well, if he didn’t tell you about coming to see me at the
school that day, maybe he didn’t tell you about him and my
mother.”



King stared at her. “What about them?”

“Before she died she and Thornton were seeing each other.”

“Seeing each other?” asked King. “But you said your mother
loved your father.”

“By then Arnold had been dead almost seven years.
Thornton and my mother’s friendship had endured and had
turned into something else.”

“Something else? Like what?” he asked.

“Like they were getting married.”
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Michelle had gotten only halfway through the Bob Scott file
when she received the call from Kate. Since Michelle obviously
wouldn’t be getting back to it for a while, Joan had taken the
box with her to the inn where she was staying and continued to
go through it. After her last conversation with King, she needed
something to take her mind off that very painful encounter.

When she opened the box and started sifting through its
contents, she realized that Parks hadn’t been joking: it was a
mess. However, she dutifully turned every page, reading each
document until it became clear it was not the right Bob Scott.



After a couple of hours she called room service for a snack and
a pot of coffee. She was going to be here a while, and she had
no idea when King and Maxwell would be returning. She started
to phone King but then decided against it.

She was nearing the bottom of the box when her scrutiny
intensified. She pulled out the sheaf of papers and spread them
out on her bed. They appeared to be a warrant for the arrest of
one Robert C. Scott. The address where the warrant was to be
served was in Tennessee somewhere, although Joan didn’t
recognize the town’s name. From what she could tell, it had to
do with a weapons charge. This Bob Scott had some guns he
shouldn’t have. Whether it was the Bob Scott she was looking
for or not, she couldn’t tell yet. However, the Bob Scott she knew
had loved his guns.

As she read further, it became even more intriguing. The
Marshals Service had been engaged, as they often were, to
serve the warrant on behalf of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco
and Firearms, or ATF. That was probably why Parks had been
able to get his hands on this document. Bob Scott might have
ties to this current case, but it would have to be from the Ritter
angle. And yet they had all speculated that Bruno and Ritter
might be connected somehow. They had the murders of Loretta
Baldwin and Mildred Martin to show that connection. And yet
how could such two very different cases involve all the same
parties? What was the common denominator? What! It was
driving her mad that the answer might be staring them all in the



face and they still couldn’t see it.

Her cell phone rang. It was Parks.

“Where are you now?” he asked.

“I’m at the Cedars. I’ve been going over that box you left.
And I think I might have hit on something.” She told him about
the warrant.

“Damn, was it served on Scott?”

“I don’t know. Presumably not, since if he’d been arrested, it
would have shown up somewhere and we’d know about it.”

“If the guy’s got warrants issued against him for gun
violations, maybe he’s the wacko behind all this.”

“But how do we tie him to everything? It doesn’t make
sense.”

“Agreed,” he said wearily. “Where are King and Maxwell?”

“They went to talk to Kate Ramsey. She called and said she
had some more information for them. They were meeting in
Charlottesville.”

“Well, if her father wasn’t working alone, the guy she
overheard might have been Bob Scott. He would have been in



the perfect inside place to set up the hit. A Trojan horse if ever
there was one.”

“How do you want to proceed on what I discovered?”

“I say we take a bunch of guys and go check it out. Nice find,
Joan. Maybe you’re as good as everybody says you are.”

“Actually, Marshal, I’m better.”

As soon as Joan hung up, she jumped as though she’d
been electrocuted. “Oh my God,” she exclaimed, staring at her
phone. “It can’t be.” She said the next two words very slowly.
“Trojan horse.”

There was a knock at the door. She opened it, and the
attendant carried the tray.

“Over here okay, ma’am?”

“Yes,” said Joan absently. Her mind was truly whirling over
this new development. “That’s fine.”

“Would you like me to pour out the coffee?”

“No, that’s fine.” She signed the check and turned away.
“Thank you.”

Joan was about to make a phone call when she felt the



presence behind her. She turned, but didn’t even have time to
cry out before everything went dark. The young woman stood
over Joan, who now lay on the floor. Tasha bent down and went
to work.
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It was late at night when King and Michelle arrived at Atticus
College. The building housing Thornton Jorst’s office was
locked. At the administration building Michelle persuaded a
young intern on duty there to give her Jorst’s home address. It
was about a mile off campus on a tree-shaded avenue of brick
homes, where a number of other professors lived. There was no
car in Jorst’s driveway as King pulled his Lexus to the curb, and
no lights were on. They went up the drive to the front door and
knocked, but no one answered. They looked around at the small
backyard, but that was empty too.

“I can’t believe it, but Jorst must have been at the Fairmount
Hotel when Ritter was killed,” said Michelle. “There’s no other
explanation unless somebody called him from the hotel and told
him what had happened.”

“Well, we’ll ask him that. But if he was there, he must have
hightailed it out before the area was sealed off. That’s the only
way he could have gotten to Regina and Kate with the news that
fast.”



“Think he’ll admit being at the hotel?”

“I guess we’ll find out, because I intend on asking him. And
I’d also like to ask about Regina Ramsey.”

“You’d think he would have mentioned they were talking
marriage when we first spoke to him.”

“Not if he didn’t want us to know. Which makes me even
more suspicious.” King looked at Michelle. “Are you armed?”

“Guns and creds, the whole power pack, why?”

“Just checking. I wonder if people lock their doors around
here?”

“You’re not thinking of going in? That’s breaking and
entering in the nighttime.”

“Not if you don’t break when you enter,” he said.

“Oh, really? Where’d you get your law degree? The
University of Stupid?”

“All I’m saying is, it would be nice to have a peek with Jorst
not around.”

“But he might be. He might be in there sleeping. Or he might
come back while we’re inside.”



“Not we, just me. You’re a sworn law enforcement officer.”

“You’re a member of the bar. Technically that makes you an
officer of the court.”

“Yeah, but us lawyers can always get around technicalities.
It’s our specialty, or don’t you watch TV?” He went back to his
car and got a flashlight. When he rejoined Michelle, she
grabbed his arm. “Sean, this is crazy. What if a neighbor sees
you and calls the cops?”

“Then we tell them we thought we heard someone calling out
for help.”

“That is so unbelievably lame.”

King had already eased over to the back door and tried the
knob. “Damn.”

Michelle breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s locked? Thank God!”

King swung the door open with a mischievous look. “Just
kidding. I’ll only be a minute. Keep a sharp lookout.”

“Sean, don’t—”

He slipped inside before she could finish. Michelle started
wandering around, hands in her pockets, trying to look like she
hadn’t a care in the world while the acid ate away the lining of



hadn’t a care in the world while the acid ate away the lining of
herstomach. She even attempted to whistle, but found she
couldn’t because her lips were too dry from her sudden anxiety
attack.

“Damn you, Sean King,” she muttered.

Inside, King found himself in the kitchen. As he swung his
light around, the room was revealed as small and looked
unused. Jorst seemed more of an eat-out kind of guy. He
moved through to a living room that was very plainly furnished
and neat. Bookcases lined the room and were, not surprisingly,
full of tomes by Goethe, Francis Bacon, John Locke and the
perennially popular Machiavelli.

Jorst’s home office was off the living room, and this space
was more reflective of the man. The desk was piled high with
books and papers, the floor cluttered, the small leather sofa
similarly stacked with objects. The place smelled strongly of
both cigarette and cigar smoke, and King noted an ashtray on
the floor that was filled with butts. The walls were covered with
cheap bookshelves, and they sagged under the weight of the
books resting there. King poked around the desk, opened
drawers and looked for secret hiding places yet found nothing
of the sort. He doubted that if he pulled out one of the books a
hidden passageway would be revealed, but he dutifully slipped
out a couple of volumes just in case. Nothing happened.

Jorst was working on a book, he’d said, and the condition of



his study seemed to confirm this, since notes, drafts and
outlines were piled everywhere. Organization was evidently not
the man’s strong suit, and King looked around in disgust at the
mess. He couldn’t live ten minutes like this, although in his youth
his apartment had looked even worse. At least he’d grown out
of his pigsty; Jorst apparently never had. King fleetingly
contemplated inviting Michelle in so she could get a quick hit of
clutter. It would probably make her feel better.

Digging under the piles on the desk, he found an
appointment book, but it was singularly uninformative. He next
moved upstairs.There were two bedrooms there, and only one
was ostensibly in use. Here Jorst was neater. His clothes were
arranged nicely in his small closet, his shoes stacked on a
cedar rack. King looked under the bed and was greeted only by
dust balls. The adjoining bathroom revealed only a damp towel
on the floor and some toiletries stacked on the sink. He went
across to the other bedroom, obviously a guest room. There
was a small adjoining bath here too, but there were no towels or
toiletries. There was a shelf against one wall that held no books,
but did have some photos on it. He shined the light on them one
by one. They were of Jorst with various people, none of whom
King recognized until he looked at the last face.

The voice calling from below startled him. “Sean, get your
butt down here. Jorst is back.”

He looked out the window in time to see Jorst pulling his



massive old car into the driveway. He turned off the light, put the
photo in his pocket and carefully but quickly made his way down
the steps and back toward the kitchen where Michelle was
waiting. They exited via the back door, came around the side of
the house, waited for Jorst to go inside and then knocked on
the front door.

The professor came to the door, flinched when he saw them
and cast a suspicious glance over their shoulders. “Is that your
Lexus at the curb?” King nodded. “I didn’t see anyone in it when
I passed by. And I didn’t see either of you on the sidewalk.”

“Well, I was stretched out in the backseat waiting for you to
come home,” said King. “And Michelle had gone to one of your
neighbors’ homes to see if they knew when you’d be back.”

Jorst didn’t look like he believed the story, but he ushered
them in, and they settled in the living room.

“So you talked to Kate?” he asked.

“Yeah, she said you gave her the heads-up about us.”

“Did you expect that I wouldn’t?”

“I’m sure you two are very close.”

Jorst stared intently at King. “She was a colleague’s
daughter, andthen she was a student of mine. Implying anything



else would be a mistake.”

“Well, considering that you and her mother were talking
about getting married, you’d at least be her stepfather,” said
King. “And here we didn’t even know you were dating.”

Jorst looked very uncomfortable. “And why should you, since
it’s none of your business. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m rather
busy.”

“Right, the book you’re writing. What’s it about, by the way?”

“You’re interested in political science, Mr. King?”

“I’m interested in lots of things.”

“I see. Well, if you have to know, it’s a study of voting
patterns in the South, post–World War II to the present, and their
impact on national elections. My theory is that the South today
is no longer the ‘Old South.’ That, in fact, it’s one of the most
heterogeneous, teeming pools of immigrants this country has
seen since the turn of the last century. I won’t say that it’s quite
yet a bastion of liberalism or even radical thought, but it’s not
the South depicted in Gone with the Wind , or even in To Kill a
Mockingbird. In fact, the fastest-growing population element in
Georgia right now is Middle Eastern.”

“I can see how the Hindus and Muslims coexisting with the
bubbas and the Baptists must be fascinating,” opined King.



“That’s good,” said Jorst. “Bubbas and Baptists. Mind if I
use that line for one of my chapter headings?”

“Feel free. You didn’t know the Ramseys before Atticus, did
you?”

“No, I didn’t. Arnold Ramsey was at Atticus about two years
before I arrived. I’d been a professor at a college in Kentucky
before coming here.”

“When I said the Ramseys, I meant both Arnold and Regina.”

“My answer is the same. I didn’t know either until I came
here. Why, did Kate say otherwise?”

“No,” Michelle said quickly. “She did tell us that her mother
was good friends with you.”

“They both were friends of mine. I think Regina saw me as
ahopeless bachelor and took it upon herself to make me feel
welcome and comfortable. She was a truly remarkable woman.
She worked with the drama class at the college and even
performed in some of the productions. She was an astonishing
actress, she really was. I’d heard Arnold talk about her talents,
especially when she was younger, and assumed he was merely
exaggerating. But when you saw her up there onstage, she was
mesmerizing. And she was as kind and as good as she was
talented. She was loved by many people.”



“I’m sure she was,” said King. “And after Arnold died, the
two of you—”

“It wasn’t like that,” Jorst interrupted. “Arnold had been dead
a very long time before we started seeing each other as
anything more than friends.”

“And it got to the point where you were talking marriage.”

“I’d proposed and she’d accepted,” he said coldly.

“And then she died?”

Jorst’s features became pained. “Yes.”

“In fact, she committed suicide?”

“So they say.”

Michelle said quickly, “You don’t think so?”

“She was happy. She’d accepted my proposal of marriage.
Now, I don’t think I’m vain in saying that it seems pretty far-
fetched that the thought of being married to me would have
driven her to suicide.”

“So you’re thinking she was murdered?”



“You tell me!” he snapped. “You’re the ones running around
investigating. You figure it out. That’s not my area of expertise.”

“How did Kate take the news of your upcoming nuptials?”

“All right. She loved her father. She liked me. She knew I
wasn’t looking to replace him. I truly believe she wanted her
mother to be happy.”

“Were you a Vietnam War protester?”

Jorst seemed to take this abrupt change in direction
smoothly. “Yes, along with millions of other people.”

“In California ever?”

“Where exactly is this all going?”

King said, “What would you say if we told you a man came
to visit Arnold Ramsey for the purpose of enlisting his aid in
killing Clyde Ritter and that this person mentioned your name?”

Jorst looked at him coolly. “I’d say whoever told you that was
seriously mistaken. But then again, if it’s true, I can’t control
other people using my name in conversation, can I?”

“Fair enough. Do you believe that Arnold Ramsey acted
alone?”



“Until I’m presented with credible evidence to the contrary.”

“By all accounts he wasn’t a violent man, yet he performed
the most violent act of all, murder.”

Jorst shrugged. “Who knows what beats deeply within the
hearts of people?”

“That’s true. And Arnold Ramsey was involved in some
serious protests in his youth. Perhaps one of which led to
someone’s violent death.”

Jorst looked at him sharply. “What are you talking about?”

King had revealed that piece of information solely to gauge
Jorst’s reaction to it. “One more thing. Did you drive separately
or with Arnold Ramsey to the Fairmount Hotel on the morning he
killed Ritter?”

To his credit Jorst didn’t show any reaction. His features
were impassive. “You’re saying I was at the Fairmount that
morning?”

King stared right at the man. “You’re saying you weren’t?”

He thought about this for a moment. “All right, I wasthere.
With hundreds of other people. So what?”

“So what? Along with dating Regina Ramsey, that’s a pretty



significant detail you forgot to mention.”

“Why should I have? I did nothing wrong. And in answer to
your question, I drove separately.”

“And you must have run out of the place the very second
after Ramsey fired, or else you wouldn’t have had time to pick
up Regina and go and tell Kate in the middle of algebra.”

Jorst looked stonily at them; however, several beads of
perspirationhad appeared on his broad forehead. “There were
lots of people running all over the place. I was as terrified as
anyone else. I saw what happened. And I didn’t want Regina
and Kate finding out on the news. So I drove as fast as I could
to tell them myself. I thought I was being considerate. And I don’t
appreciate how you seem to be drawing a negative conclusion
from what I thought was a selfless act.”

King drew very close to the man. “Why did you go to the
hotel that morning? Did you have a beef with Ritter too?”

“No, of course not.”

“So why, then?” persisted King.

“He was a presidential candidate. We don’t get many of
those down here. I wanted to see for myself. It’s my field, after
all.”



“What if I say that’s complete bullshit?” said King.

“I don’t owe you an explanation,” Jorst shot back.

King shrugged. “You’re right. We’ll send the FBI and the
Secret Service down, and you can tell them. You have a phone
we can use?”

“Wait a minute, just wait a minute.” King and Michelle looked
at him expectantly. “All right, all right,” Jorst said quickly. He
swallowed nervously, looking back and forth at them. “Look, I
was worried about Arnold. He’d been so enraged about Ritter. I
was afraid he might do something dumb. Please believe me
that never for one second did I think that his plan was to kill the
man. I never knew he had a gun until he fired it. I swear.”

“Go on,” said King.

“He didn’t know I was there. I followed him over. The night
before, he told me he’d be attending the event. I stayed in the
back. The crowd was so big that he never noticed me. He
stayed far away from Ritter, and I started thinking that I’d just
overreacted. I thought about leaving. I moved toward the door.
Unbeknownst to me, it was right about then that he started
moving toward Ritter. I turned back once, when I was right at the
door. Just in time to see Arnold pull his gun and fire. I saw Ritter
fall, and then I saw you fire and kill Arnold. And then the whole
place exploded. And I was running as fast as Icould. I was able



to get out so quickly because I was already by the door. I
remember almost running over one of the hotel maids who was
standing by the door too.”

Michelle and King looked at each other: Loretta Baldwin.

Jorst continued, his face now ashen. “I couldn’t believe that it
had happened. It all seemed like a nightmare. I ran to my car
and drove off as fast as I could. I wasn’t the only one. Lots of
people were fleeing that scene.”

“You never told the police this?”

“What was there to tell? I was there, saw what happened
and fled, just like hundreds of other people. It’s not like the
authorities needed my testimony or anything.”

“And you went and got Regina and told her. Why?”

“Why! For God’s sakes, her husband had just shot a
presidential candidate. And then been killed himself. I had to tell
her. Can’t you understand that?”

King pulled the photo he’d taken from the upstairs bedroom
out of his pocket and handed it to Jorst. Jorst accepted it with
shaky hands and looked down at the smiling face of Regina
Ramsey.

“I guess I can, particularly if you were in love with her back



then too,” said King quietly.
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So what do you think?” asked Michelle as they were driving
off. “He might have been telling the truth. And maybe he thought
he’d be the first on the scene to comfort the poor widow.
Capitalize on his friend’s death at the same time he’s playing
Good Samaritan.”

“So he’s a creep. But maybe not a murderer.”

“I don’t know. He clearly bears watching. I don’t like it that he
withheld being at the Fairmount all these years and that he was
planning to marry Regina. That alone puts him high up on my
suspect list.”

Michelle jumped as though she’d been stabbed. “Wait a
minute. Sean, this may sound crazy, but hear me out.” He
looked at her expectantly. “Jorst admits to being at the
Fairmount. He’s in love with Regina Ramsey. What if he’s the
one who talked Ramsey into killing Ritter? He clearly knew that
Ramsey hated Ritter. He was his friend and colleague. Ramsey
would listen to him.”

“But Kate said the man she overheard wasn’t Jorst.”

“But she couldn’t be sure of that. Jorst might have changed
his voice a little because he knew Kate was in the house. Okay,



so Jorst is the one who makes a pact with Ramsey. They go to
the hotel, each is armed.”

King picked up the thread of her deductions. “And then
Ramsey fires, but Jorst doesn’t. He slips out, hides his gun in
the supplycloset, where Loretta sees him, and then races off to
tell Regina and Kate.”

“With the thought of marrying the widow at some point.”

“Well, he waited a long time to ask her,” commented King.

“No, he might have asked before and she might have said
no. Or he wanted to wait a reasonable time so there’d be no
suspicion. Or maybe it took that long for Jorst to make Regina
fall in love with him.” She looked at him anxiously. “So what do
you think?”

“It makes sense, Michelle, it really does. But then Regina
died. Jorst didn’t end up with her.”

“Do you really think Regina Ramsey was murdered?”

“Well, if Jorst is to be believed and they were getting
married, why would she have killed herself?”

King said slowly, “And Kate knew they were talking
marriage. And Jorst said that Kate seemed to be okay with it.”



Michelle said, “But what if she wasn’t?”

“What do you mean?”

“Kate loved her father. She told me that if her mother hadn’t
left him, he might not have killed Ritter. But he does and he’s
dead. Then her mother is going to marry a colleague of her
father’s. And then she dies.”

“So you’re saying Kate murdered her mother?”

Michelle put up her hands. “I’m just saying it’s a possibility. I
don’t want to believe it. I like Kate.”

He sighed. “It’s like a balloon. You punch one side, and
another bump pops out on another side.” He glanced at her.
“Did you put together those timelines I asked for?”

Michelle nodded and pulled a notepad out of her bag.
“Arnold Ramsey was born in 1949. He graduated high school in
1967 and attended Berkeley from 1967 until he received his
Ph.D. in 1974. Arnold and Regina Ramsey were married that
year too, by the way. Then the two bumped along until he took
the position at Atticus in 1982. Kate was about a year old then.”
She stopped and lookedover at him. He had a confused look
on his face. “What’s bothering you?”

“Well, according to what Kate told us, Ramsey was
supposed to have been involved in some war protest in which



maybe a police officer died. That started all his problems. Now,
she told us that Berkeley reluctantly let him graduate with his
Ph.D. because he had completed all the work for it, including
his dissertation. So the incident must have happened about the
time he was actually graduating.”

“That’s right. So?”

“Well, if he received his Ph.D. in 1974, he wouldn’t have
been protesting the Vietnam War. Nixon signed the cease-fire
in early 1973 and, though both sides sniped at each other about
violations of the cease-fire pact, fighting didn’t start up again
until 1975. And if the incident with the police officer happened
before Ramsey earned his Ph.D., I bet Berkeley would have just
canned him.”

Michelle sat back. “I guess that’s right.”

“And if Ramsey wasn’t protesting the war in 1974 when the
police officer was killed, what was he protesting?”

Michelle suddenly snapped her fingers. “Nineteen seventy-
four? You mentioned Nixon. That was when Watergate was
happening. Right?”

King nodded thoughtfully. “And it makes sense that Ramsey
would be protesting against a guy like Nixon, calling for his
resignation, which he finally gave in August of that year.”



“But Kate said it was a war protest in L.A.”

“No, she said that’s what her mother said. And she said
Regina had been drinking heavily during that time. She easily
might have gotten the date, event and even the place wrong.”

“So the incident that involved the officer being killed might
have been in Washington and not L.A. and was about Nixon
and not Vietnam?”

“If so, we should be able to find out details about that.”

“And the law firm that interceded on Ramsey’s behalf. Do
you think that’s D.C.–based too?”

“I guess we’ll find that out.” King pulled out his phone and
punched in some numbers. “I’ll check in with Joan. She’s great
at digging up stuff.” However, there was no answer and King left
a message.

King continued, “If somebody got him off, and a law firm was
involved, that’s something tangible we should be able to track
down.”

“Not necessarily. You can’t possibly account for the
whereabouts of everybody back then. Hell, Jorst could have
been throwing rocks at City Hall in L.A., and we’d never be able
to prove it. And finding anybody to talk about it might well be
impossible. And if there’s nothing in the public record, poof,



impossible. And if there’s nothing in the public record, poof,
that’s it.”

King nodded. “What you say is completely logical. But we
still need to check it out. It’ll cost us nothing but time.”

“Yeah,” said Michelle. “But I’ve got a bad feeling we’re
running out of that really fast.”
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King and Michelle slept over at a motel near Atticus and
arrived back at Wrightsburg the next morning. Parks was
waiting at King’s house.

“Have you heard from Joan?” King asked him. “I tried last
night but there was no answer.”

“I talked to her yesterday evening. She found out something
about Bob Scott from the stuff I brought.” He told the pair about
the warrant in Tennessee.

“If it’s the same Bob Scott, then maybe he can lead us
somewhere and get some of these questions answered,” said
King.

“Call Joan again, and we’ll map out how we’re going to play
this.”

King dialed Joan’s number but there was still no answer.



Then he called the main number for the inn where she was
staying. As he listened to the front desk person, his face grew
pale and he felt his knees weaken. He slammed down the
phone and shouted, “Damn it!”

Parks and Michelle both stared at him.

“Sean, what is it?” she asked quietly.

King shook his head in disbelief. “It’s Joan,” he said. “She’s
been kidnapped.”

Joan had been staying in a cottage set in the rear grounds
of the Cedars Inn. Her purse and phone were on the floor of her
room.The tray of food was untouched. The pair of shoes she’d
been wearing the day before were lying on the floor; the heel of
one of the shoes was broken off. The cottage had a rear door
that opened to an area where a car could have been parked
and Joan taken out without anyone seeing anything. When King,
Michelle and Parks arrived, Chief Williams was there with some
of his men, taking statements and collecting the scant evidence
available.

The room attendant who’d set out to bring her food had
been thoroughly questioned. He was a young man, employed at
the inn for a couple of years, and was visibly shaken by what
had happened. He explained that as he was bringing the food
to Joan’s cottage, a young woman approached him. After



confirming that the food was for Joan, she identified herself as
Joan’s sister just arrived for a visit and said she wanted to
surprise her sibling by delivering the food herself. It had all
seemed innocent enough. And the girl was very pretty and had
given him a twenty-dollar bill for his troubles. He’d turned over
the tray and gone back to the inn. That was all he knew.

Chief Williams came up to them. “Damn it, I’m running all
over the place with murders and kidnappings. This was a
peaceful place not too long ago.”

With the chief’s permission they took the box of Bob Scott’s
materials Joan had been going through, and the three held a
quick conference in the parking lot. Parks repeated verbatim
the discussion he’d had with Joan.

“She must have been snatched pretty soon after I hung up
with her. She filled me in on Bob Scott. I said Scott certainly
could have turned traitor, and he would have been a perfect
mole for anybody plotting to kill Ritter, although I know you’re not
convinced he did it. We were going to wait for you two to get
back from your meeting with Kate Ramsey before planning our
next steps.”

King walked over and looked at Joan’s BMW while Parks
went inside to speak to Chief Williams. The police had already
searched the car and found nothing.



Michelle walked over to him, put a hand on his shoulder.
“Are you okay?”

“I should have seen this coming,” he answered.

“How? You’re not psychic.”

“We’d talked to a lot of people. Mildred Martin was
murdered right after we were with her. It’s not a stretch that
they’d go after Joan.”

“Or you! And what were you supposed to do, baby-sit her? I
don’t know the woman all that well, but I don’t think she would
have stood for that.”

“I didn’t even try, Michelle. I wasn’t concerned about her
safety. And now...?”

“We still have a shot at finding her. Alive.”

“No disrespect, but our track record for finding people alive
isn’t too good.”

Parks returned. “Look, I’m going to get a fix on this Bob
Scott in Tennessee, and if it’s the same guy, we’re going down
there with a bunch of folks and have us a talk. You can join us if
you want.”

“We want,” answered Michelle for them both.
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While Parks went off to investigate Bob Scott, Michelle and
King returned to King’s home. Michelle made lunch for them
both but then couldn’t find him. She finally spotted him sitting on
the dock and joined him there.

“I made some soup and sandwiches. I’m not a big domestic
type, but they’re edible.”

“Thanks,” he said absently. “I’ll be up in a minute.”

Michelle sat down next to him. “Still thinking about Joan?”

He looked over at her and then shrugged.

“I didn’t think you two were really friends anymore.”

“We’re not!” He added more calmly, “We’re not. But a long
time ago we were more than friends.”

“I know this is hard for you, Sean.”

They sat there for a bit until King said, “She flashed me.”

“What?” Michelle said sharply.

“On the elevator, she flashed me.”



“Flashed you. How?”

“Trench coat and nothing much on underneath. Come on,
admit it, you were probably thinking it was something like that
after you found out about her panties on the ceiling.”

“Okay, maybe I was. But why would she do that? You were
on duty.”

“Because she got a note she thought was from me asking
her tosurprise me, on the damn elevator. And after the night we
spent together, I guess she assumed I meant a suitable follow-
up to that show.”

“If they wanted to set up a distraction with Joan, how would
they know when she’d be coming down?”

“The meet-and-greet was from 10:00 to 10:35. She knew
that. So at least whoever was plotting to kill Ritter would know
the time window they were working with. The note said to come
around 10:30. But even if she didn’t do it, I’m sure they’d have
still attempted to kill Ritter.”

“That was pretty risky for Joan. It’s not like she had to.”

“Well, sometimes love makes you do crazy things.”

“So you think that was it?”



“That’s what she pretty much told me. All these years she
suspected I was involved in Ritter’s death somehow. She
thought I’d set her up, again somehow. When she saw the note
that was pinned to Susan Whitehead, she realized maybe we’d
both been used. That note on Susan Whitehead clearly
indicated the person was involved in Ritter’s killing. The note
slipped under Joan’s door was designed to use her to distract
me, under the pretense of being written by me. But she couldn’t
tell anyone about the note and what she’d done on the elevator
because it would have wrecked her career.” He paused. “She
asked me why, if I suspected her and I was clean, I’d never told
anyone what she’d done.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“I didn’t tell her. Maybe I don’t know why.”

“I think you never really believed she was guilty of anything
other than bad judgment.”

“I saw the look in her eyes when the shot was fired. I never
saw anyone more shocked. No, she wasn’t part of it.” He
shrugged. “But what the hell does it matter now?”

“Like you said, love can make you do strange things. And it
looks like whoever was behind this knew how you felt about
Joan.That you wouldn’t betray her. In effect, both your hands and
Joan’s were tied.” She looked at him questioningly. “It’s not a



crime to care about someone, Sean.”

“Sometimes it feels like it is. It’s a little unsettling to have
someone come back into your life who you thought was gone
forever.”

“Especially if what you thought eight years ago turned out to
be wrong.”

“I’m not in love with Joan,” said King. “But I do care what
happens to her. I want her back safe.”

“We’ll do all we can do.”

“That still might not be enough,” he said grimly, and then
rose and headed up to the house.

As they were finishing up lunch, King’s phone rang. When he
answered, he looked puzzled and then said to Michelle, “It’s for
you. He says he’s your father.”

“Thanks. I gave him this number. I hope you don’t mind. The
cell reception is a little spotty around here.”

“No problem.” He handed the phone across to her.

Michelle and her father spoke for about five minutes. She
wrote some information down on a sheet of paper, thanked her
dad and hung up.



King was rinsing out the lunch dishes and stacking them in
the dishwasher. “So what was that all about?”

“I told you most of my male family members are police
officers. My father, the Nashville police chief, belongs to all the
national fraternal police organizations, and is high up in a lot of
them. I asked him to do a little digging on this D.C. incident. To
see if he could find out anything about an officer being killed
around 1974 during a protest.”

King wiped his hands dry on a towel and came and stood
next to her. “So what’d he come up with?”

“A name. Only one name, but it might lead us somewhere.”
Sheglanced at her notes. “Paul Summers was on the D.C.
police force back then. He’s retired now but lives in Manassas.
My dad knows him, and he’s willing to talk to us. Dad says
Summers could have some information for us.”

King pulled on his jacket. “Let’s go.”

As they were heading out, Michelle said, “Sean, I don’t
agree with your keeping what Joan did secret all these years,
but I admire you for doing it. There’s something to be said for
loyalty.”

“Really? I’m not sure I agree. In fact, sometimes loyalty really
sucks.”
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Paul Summers lived in a thirty-year-old split-level rancher in
Manassas, Virginia, that was being infringed on all sides by
new housing developments. Summers answered the door
dressed in jeans and a burgundy Redskins football T-shirt. They
sat in the small living room. He offered them something to drink,
but they declined. Summers looked to be around sixty-five or
so, with fine white hair, a wide smile, freckled skin, big forearms
and a bigger stomach.

“Damn, so you’re Frank Maxwell’s girl,” he said to Michelle.
“If I told you how much your father bragged about you at the
national conventions, it’d make you blush redder than this T-shirt
I’m wearing.”

Michelle smiled. “Daddy’s little girl. It does get
embarrassing sometimes.”

“But, hell, how many dads have a daughter like you? I’d be
bragging too.”

“She does make you feel kind of inferior,” said King with an
impish glance at Michelle. “But then you get to know her and
realize she’s actually human.”

Summers took on a somber expression. “I been following
this stuff about Bruno. It stinks. I worked with Secret Service



before, lots of times. And the stories I heard about protectees
doing crazy stuff and leaving the Service boys high and dry. You
got screwed, Michelle, plain and simple.”

“Thanks for saying that. My dad mentioned you might have
some information that could help us?”

“That’s right. I was sort of the unofficial police historian when
I was on the force, and let me tell you, those were some exciting
times. People think America’s gone to hell these days? They
should check out the sixties and seventies.” As he was talking,
he pulled out a file. “I got some stuff here I think might help.” He
put on a pair of reading glasses.

“In 1974 Watergate was tearing the country apart. Folks
were going after Nixon with a vengeance.”

“I guess some of those events got a little out of control,” said
King.

“Oh, yeah. The D.C. police force was pretty used to large-
scale demonstrations by that time, but still you never know.” He
adjusted his glasses and read over his notes for a few
moments. “The break-in at the Watergate happened in the
summer of 1972. It was about a year later that the country found
out about Nixon’s tapes. He claimed executive privilege and
wouldn’t release them. After he fired the special prosecutor in
October of 1973, things really started to snowball and folks



started talking impeachment. In July of 1974 the Supreme Court
ruled against Nixon with regard to the tapes and he resigned in
August. But before the Court handed down its opinion—it was
around May of ’74—things got really hot in D.C. There was a
huge protest planned along Pennsylvania Avenue with
thousands of marchers.

“We had riot squads out, dozens of officers on horseback,
the National Guard, hundreds of Secret Service agents, SWAT
teams, even a damn tank; you know, the works. I’d been on the
force ten years, had seen my share of riots, and I remember still
being scared. I felt like I was in some third-world country and not
the U.S. of A.”

“And a police officer died?” said Michelle.

“No, a national guardsman,” said Summers. “Found him in
an alley with his head bashed in.”

“And someone was arrested for it,” said King. “But how
couldthey have known for sure who did it? It sounded like chaos
out there.”

“Well, they did make an arrest and they were going to
prosecute, but then everything just went away. I don’t know why. I
mean the National Guard kid was dead, no doubt about that,
and somebody had killed him. The story made the papers, but
then the Supreme Court ruled against the president and Nixon



resigned in August of ’74, and that dominated everything from
that point on. People seemed to forget about the death of the
national guardsman. The whole thing just faded away. After RFK
and Martin Luther King, Nam and Watergate, I think the country
was tired of it all.”

King leaned forward. “Do you have the names of the people
charged, arresting officers, prosecutors?”

“No, I’m sorry I don’t. You’re talking thirty years ago. And I
wasn’t involved in the case at all. I just heard about it afterwards.
So I wouldn’t recognize any names you might have in mind.”

“How about the papers? You said there were stories?”

“Yeah, but I don’t believe any of them named the parties
charged. There was definitely something weird going on there.
To tell the truth, the media didn’t trust the government back then.
Lot of unethical stuff going on. And I hate to say it, since I was a
member of the force, but some of the men in blue did some stuff
they shouldn’t back then. They crossed the line sometimes,
especially with the longhaired hippies coming to town. Some of
my brethren didn’t have a lot of patience for that. It was a real
‘us against them’ mentality.”

“And maybe something like that happened here; you said
the charges just went away,” said Michelle. “Maybe they’d been
trumped up.”



“Maybe. But I really don’t know for sure.”

“Okay,” said King. “We appreciate your help.”

Summers smiled. “You’re about to appreciate it a little
more.” He held up a piece of paper. “I do have one name for
you. Donald Holmgren.”

“Who’s that?” asked Michelle.

“Public defender back then. A lot of the protesters that day
were really young, and half of them were spaced-out on stuff. It
was like all the war protesters—hippies and people like that
—had switched their focus to Nixon. So I’m thinking the odds
are good that whoever got charged was one of them. If they had
no money for a lawyer, they’d be initially represented by the P.D.
office. Holmgren might be able to tell you some more. He’s
retired now too but he’s living in Maryland. I haven’t talked to
him, but if you approach it right, he might open up to you.”

“Thanks, Paul,” said Michelle. “We owe you.” She gave him
a hug.

“Hey, tell your old man everything he said about you was
true. Wish my kids had turned out half as well.”
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Donald Holmgren lived in a townhouse on the outskirts of



Rockville, Maryland. His house was filled with books,
magazines and cats. A widower now, he was about seventy and
had a full head of gray hair and was dressed in a light sweater
and slacks. He cleaned some cats and books off his living
room sofa, and King and Michelle sat down.

“We appreciate your seeing us on such short notice,” said
King.

“No problem. My days aren’t that busy anymore.”

“I’m sure they were much busier when you were at P.D.,”
commented Michelle.

“Oh, you can say that again. My tenure covered some
interesting times.”

“As I mentioned on the phone,” began King, “the incident
we’re investigating is the death of the national guardsman
around May of 1974.”

“Right, I remember that case well. It’s not like national
guardsmen get killed every day, and thank God for that. But that
was some day. I was arguing a case in federal court when the
demonstration started. They stopped the court proceeding, and
everybody went to the TV sets and watched. Never seen
anything like it before and hope I never do again. I thought I was
in the middle of the storming of the Bastille.”



“We understand that initially a person was charged with the
crime.”

“That’s right. Started at first-degree murder, but as details
followed, we were looking at getting it knocked down.”

“So you know who handled the case?”

“I did,” was his surprising reply. Michelle and King
exchanged a look. Holmgren explained, “I’d been at the Public
Defender’s Service about sixteen years, started back when it
was just the Legal Aid Agency. And I’d defended some high-
profile cases too. But to tell the truth I don’t think anybody else
wanted it.”

“You mean the evidence was so strong against the
accused,” said Michelle.

“No, the evidence wasn’t overwhelming by any means. If I
remember correctly, the person charged was arrested because
he was coming out of the alley where the crime took place.
Dead body, particularly one in uniform, and a bunch of hippies
running around throwing rocks, well, that’s a recipe for disaster.
I think they arrested the first person they saw. You have to
understand that the city was under siege, and nerves were
frayed to the breaking point. If I remember correctly, the
defendant was some college kid. I didn’t necessarily believe
he’d done it, or if he had, that he’d meant to. Maybe there was a



scuffle, and the soldier fell and hit his head. Of course, the
prosecutor’s office back then had a reputation for trumping up
cases. Hell, we had police officers lying under oath, writing up
false charges, creating evidence, the works.”

“Do you remember the name of the defendant?”

“I’ve tried to think of it since you called, but I can’t. It was a
young man, smart, that I do remember. Sorry, I’ve handled
thousands of cases since then, and I didn’t work on that one
very long. I remember legal charges and defenses better than I
recall names. And it’s been thirty years.”

King decided to take a shot. “Was his name Arnold
Ramsey?”

Holmgren’s lips parted. “Why, I couldn’t swear to it but I think
that’s right. How’d you know?”

“It would take too long to explain. That same Arnold Ramsey,
eight years ago, shot and killed Clyde Ritter.”

Holmgren’s mouth gaped. “That was the same guy?”

“Yep.”

“Well, now maybe I’m sorry he got off.”

“But you weren’t sorry back then?”



“No, I wasn’t. As I mentioned, back then certain people
weren’t so much concerned with the truth as they were with
getting convictions any way they could.”

“But they didn’t get one in the Ramsey case?”

“No. While I believed the case was only marginal, I still had
to work with the facts I had, and they weren’t great. And the
government was playing real hardball. Wanting to make a
statement, not that I totally blame them, I guess. And then I got
taken off the case.”

“Why?”

“The defendant got other counsel. Some firm out west, I
think. I guess that was where Ramsey, if it was him, was from. I
assumed his family had found out what happened and were
coming to the rescue.”

“Do you remember the name of the firm?” asked Michelle.

He thought for a bit. “No. Too many years and cases in the
interim.”

“And this firm somehow got the charges dropped?”

“Not only that, I heard they got the record of the arrest
expunged, all the details. They must have been really good. In



my dealings with the government back then, that rarely
happened.”

“Well, you said some of the government prosecutors were
pretty unethical. Maybe people got paid off,” suggested King.
“Lawyers and cops.”

“I guess that might have happened,” said Holmgren. “I mean,
if you’re going to trump up cases, I suppose you’d be willing to
take abribe to make a case go away. The government lawyer
on the case was young, ambitious as hell, and always struck me
as being way too slick. But he was good at playing the game,
looking to jump to bigger and better things. I never saw him
cross the line, though others in the office did. I do know that I felt
sorry for his boss, who took a lot of the heat when all the crap in
that office hit the fan years later. Billy Martin was a good guy. He
didn’t deserve that.”

King and Michelle looked at the man, utterly stunned. King
finally found his voice. “And the name of the government lawyer
who prosecuted Arnold Ramsey?”

“Oh, that one I’ll never forget. It was the fellow who was
running for president and then got kidnapped. John Bruno.”
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King and Michelle went straight from Holmgren’s to VCU in



Richmond. Kate Ramsey wasn’t at the Center for Public Policy.
They were able to talk the receptionist into giving them Kate’s
home phone number. They called, but the woman who
answered was Kate’s roommate. She didn’t know where Kate
was. She hadn’t seen her since that morning. When Michelle
asked if they could come to see her, she hesitantly agreed.

On the way over, Michelle asked, “Do you think Kate knows
about Bruno and her father? Please don’t tell me that. She
can’t.”

“I have a sinking feeling you’re wrong.”

They drove to Kate’s apartment and spoke with the
roommate, whose name was Sharon. At first Sharon was
reluctant to talk, but when Michelle flashed her badge, she
became far more cooperative. With her permission they looked
around Kate’s small bedroom but found nothing that was
helpful. Kate was a serious reader, and her room was stacked
with works that would have taxed most academicians. Then
King found the box on the top shelf of the closet. It held a gun-
cleaning kit and a box of nine-millimeter shells. He looked
ominously at Michelle, who shook her head sadly.

“Do you know why Kate carries a gun?” King asked Sharon.

“She was mugged. At least that’s what she told me. She
bought it about seven or eight months ago. I hate having the



thing around,but she has a license for it and all. And she goes to
shooting ranges to practice. She’s a good shot.”

“That’s comforting. Did she have it with her when she left this
morning?” he asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Has there been anybody coming to see Kate, other than
school-related? A man, for instance?”

“As far as I know she doesn’t even date. She’s always out at
some rally or march or attending council meetings to protest
something. She makes me dizzy sometimes with all that goes
on inside her head. I can barely make it to class and keep my
boyfriend happy much less worry about the shape the world’s in,
you know.”

“Yeah, I know. But I meant an older guy, maybe in his fifties.”
He described Thornton Jorst but Sharon shook her head.

“I don’t think so. Although a couple of times I saw her get out
of a car in front of the apartment building. I couldn’t see who
was driving, but I think it was a guy. When I asked her about it,
she became pretty evasive.”

“Can you describe the vehicle?”

“Mercedes, a big one.”



“So a rich guy. When was the first time you saw that?”
Michelle said.

“Maybe about nine or ten months ago. I remember because
Kate had recently started her postgraduate work here. She
doesn’t have many friends. If she was meeting anyone, she
didn’t do it here. But she’s hardly ever here.”

As they were talking, Michelle held the cleaning kit up to her
ear and shook it. There was a small sound. She dug her fingers
under the lining and pulled it out. Her fingers locked around a
small key. She showed it to Sharon. “Any idea what this is to?
Looks like maybe a storage locker.”

“There are some of those in the basement,” Sharon
answered. “I didn’t know Kate had one.”

Michelle and King descended to the basement, found the
storage closet, matched the number with the one on the key and
opened it. King turned on a light, and they looked around at the
stacks of boxes.

King drew a deep breath and said, “Okay, this will either be
a bust or a gold mine.”

Four boxes later they had their answer: neatly organized
scrapbooks detailing two separate things. One was the Ritter
assassination. King and Michelle looked at dozens of articles



and photos of the event, including several of King, two of a
much younger Kate Ramsey looking sad and alone and even
one of Regina Ramsey. The text on the pages was heavily
underscored with pen. “Not so strange for her to have collected
these,” said Michelle. “It was her father, after all.”

However, the other subject cataloged here was far more
chilling. It was all about John Bruno, from his early days as a
prosecutor to his presidential candidacy. King spotted two
yellowed newspaper articles describing investigations into
corruption in the D.C. United States Attorney’s Office. Bill
Martin’s name was prominently mentioned, but Bruno’s wasn’t.
However, Kate had written at the top of each page: “John
Bruno.”

“Oh, shit,” said King. “Our little political activist is involved in
some serious stuff here. And regardless of whether Bruno
deserved it or not, she’s tagged him as a crooked prosecutor
who ruined her father’s life.”

“What I don’t get,” said Michelle, “is that these stories were
printed before Kate was even born. Where did she get them?”

“The man in the Mercedes. The guy making her hate Bruno
for what he did to her father. Or didn’t do.” King added, “And
maybe she blames Bruno for her father’s death, reasoning if
he’d been at Harvard or Stanford, he would’ve been happy and
his wife wouldn’t have left him and he never would have gone



gunning for somebody like Ritter.”

“But all that for what purpose?”

“Revenge? For Kate, for somebody else.”

“How does that tie into Ritter and Loretta Baldwin and all the
rest?”

King threw up his hands in frustration. “Damn it, I wish I
knew. But I do know this: Kate is only the tip of the iceberg. And
now something else makes sense.” She looked at him. “Kate
wanted to meet so she could tell us about this suddenly new
revelation about Thornton Jorst.”

“You think she was prompted to do that? To throw us off
track?”

“Maybe. Or maybe she did it on her own, for another reason.
”

“Or maybe she’s telling the truth,” offered Michelle.

“Are you kidding? Nobody has so far. Why should the rules
change now?”

“Well, I have to say, Kate Ramsey is a world-class actress. I
never pegged her being involved.”



“Well, her mother was supposed to be a superstar in that
regard. Maybe she inherited those genes.” King looked
thoughtful for a moment and then said, “Get Parks on the horn
and see what he’s come up with on Bob Scott. I’m suddenly
very interested in my ex–detail leader.”

As it turned out, Parks had been very busy in the last several
hours. He’d confirmed the address in Tennessee for Bob Scott
and told Michelle that it had several intriguing attributes. It was a
thirty-acre parcel in the mountainous rural eastern part of the
state. The property had also been part of an army encampment
during World War II and for twenty years thereafter, before it was
sold to private owners. Since then it had changed hands
several times.

Parks told Michelle, “When I found out it was once owned by
the United States Army, I started wondering why Scott might
want to own a spread like that. He’d been living in Montana for
a while, real militia person, I guess, so why the move? Well, I’ve
been poring overmaps, blueprints and diagrams, and I found
out the damn property has an underground bunker built into a
hillside. The government and military had thousands of them
constructed during the Cold War, from small and simple to the
gargantuan one at the Greenbrier Resort in West Virginia to
house the United States Congress in the event of nuclear war.
The one Scott owns is pretty elaborate, with bunk rooms, a
galley, bathrooms, shooting range, water and air filtration
facilities. Hell, the army probably forgot it was even there when



the property was sold. One other interesting thing: it has cells
for housing prisoners of war, in case of invasion, I guess.”

“A prison,” said Michelle. “Pretty handy for holding
kidnapped presidential candidates.”

“That’s what I’m thinking. And on top of that, this place in
Tennessee is barely two hours by car from where both Ritter
was killed and Bruno was kidnapped. Those three places
roughly form a triangular shape.”

“And you’re sure it’s the same Bob Scott?” asked Michelle.

“Pretty damn sure. But for this old warrant, it would have
been tough to track him down; he’s gone pretty far underground.
”

“Are you still planning to go down there?” asked Michelle.

“We found a friendly Tennessee judge who issued us a
search warrant. We’re going to pay that place a visit, but under
a pretense because I don’t want anyone getting shot. And once
inside, we see what we see. It’s a little dicey from a legal point
of view, but I figure if we can get Bruno out before something
happens to him, and bag Scott, then it’s worth it. We’ll let the
lawyers figure it all out later.”

“When are you leaving?”



“It’ll take us a while to get everything set, and we’ll want to do
it in broad daylight. I don’t want this Scott wacko to open fire on
what he thinks are trespassers. It’s about a four- or five-hour
drive, so really early tomorrow morning. You still want to go?”

“We do,” said Michelle with a glance at King. “And we may
find somebody else there.”

“Who’s that?” asked Parks.

“A graduate student holding a long grudge.” She clicked off
and filled in King on the events. Then she pulled out a sheet of
paper and started scribbling out some bullet points.

“Okay, here’s my brilliant theory number two, which assumes
that Jorst is not involved. Let’s take it point by point,” she
began. “Scott sets up the Ritter killing with Ramsey; he’s the
inside guy. For what motivation I don’t know, maybe money,
maybe he had some secret vendetta against Ritter.” She
snapped her fingers. “Wait a minute. I know it sounds crazy, but
maybe Scott’s parents gave all their money to Ritter when he
was a preacher? You remember what Jorst said about that?
And when I was doing background on Ritter, I confirmed he was
a very rich man, basically because of these ‘donations’ to his
church, a church he was somehow sole beneficiary of.”

“I thought about that too. But unfortunately that theory doesn’t
fit the facts. I worked with Scott for years and know his history.



His parents died when he was a kid. And they didn’t have any
money to leave him anyway.”

She sat back with a frustrated look. “Too bad. That would
have been a good incentive. Hey, what about Sidney Morse?
His parents were wealthy. Maybe they gave their money to
Ritter. Then maybe Morse was involved in Ritter’s death.”

“No. She gave her money to Morse when she died. I
remember hearing about it when Morse came onto the
campaign, because she passed away during that time. And in
any event, we know the Ritter and Bruno cases are somehow
connected. Even if Sidney had something to do with Ritter’s
death, he couldn’t have been involved with Bruno’s kidnapping.
Not unless he knocked him out with a tennis ball.”

“Okay, that’s true. All right, let’s still assume Bob Scott was
behind it. That’s the first part. Let’s just say he was paid off to
help orchestrate the assassination. It costs him his career, but
so be it. He goes off and lives in the wilds of Montana.”

“But what about Bruno? What connection could Scott have
to the man?”

“Well, what if when he set up Ritter he did it because he and
Ramsey were friends somehow, way back when? I know it
seems crazy. Scott fought in Vietnam and Ramsey protested
against it, but stranger things have happened. Maybe they met



at some protest. You know, Scott was sick of the war and
jumped to Ramsey’s way of thinking. So maybe if he helped set
up the assassination of Ritter with Arnold Ramsey, he also
knows Kate Ramsey. And then he’s also aware that Bruno
ruined her father’s career with trumped-up charges, and he told
Kate that. Now Kate grows up hating Bruno, and Scott comes
back in the picture somehow, and they team up to kidnap him
and make him pay for what he did. That would pretty much
explain it all.”

“And the man who visited Arnold Ramsey, the one Kate
overheard saying Thornton Jorst’s name—you’re saying that
was Scott?”

“Well, if Kate is really involved, she could have just lied
about that to throw us off the truth, like we talked about. So what
do you think?”

“Those are pretty good deductions.”

“Well, I think we make a pretty good team.”

King drew a deep breath. “Now I guess we wait and see
what tomorrow brings.”
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The next morning they left at the crack of dawn in three
vehicles. Parks drove with King and Michelle, and two



Suburbans carrying grim-looking, armor-wearing federal agents
followed them.

King and Michelle had filled in Parks on the developments
with Kate Ramsey and Michelle’s theory on how all the dots
connected, however precariously.

Parks did not look convinced. “With the way things have
been going in this case, I’m just waiting for another damn
curveball.”

On the way down over coffee and Krispy Kremes, Parks
went over the attack plan: “We’re going to send one of the
trucks down to the house after we disguise it as a county survey
vehicle. One of our guys goes up to the door with his clipboard
while another pulls out the survey equipment. Some of our men
will be inside the truck. The others will have surrounded the
place and set up a perimeter. Our guy knocks on the door, and
when someone opens it, everyone pops out loaded for bear
and we go in hard and heavy. If nobody’s home, we go in clean
and execute on our search warrant. With any luck no shots are
fired, and we all go home happy and alive.”

King was riding in the backseat. He reached over and
touched Parks on the shoulder. “You know Bob Scott is a
weapons freak, but he’s also an expert in hand-to-hand. That’s
how he escaped from the Viet Cong. Story goes he spent six
months filing a metal buckledown to a razor’s edge and then cut



the throats of his two captors with it. Not a guy you want to slip
up with.”

“I hear you. We go in with surprise and overwhelming force.
Textbook. That’s the best way I know how to do it.” Parks then
said, “You really think we’ll find Bruno and maybe Joan there?”

“Maybe,” said King, “but I don’t know if they’ll be breathing.”

Buick Man and Simmons were completing their
preparations. The generators were in place and fully
operational. The wires had been laid, the explosives set, the
detonators readied. The items that Buick Man had so diligently
created were also in place and ready for the big moment. All
equipment had been tested and checked a dozen times. All it
had to do was work perfectly the thirteenth go-round, and victory
was theirs.

As Buick Man surveyed his handiwork representing so
much planning and work, he didn’t even allow himself a look of
satisfaction. Simmons noted this and put aside the box he was
rechecking.

“Well, it’s almost show time. Looks like we’re actually going
to pull it off. You ought to feel good about that.”

“Go check on them,” Buick Man ordered crisply, and then
sat in a chair and went over every detail again in his head.



Simmons made his way to the prisoners and eyed them
through the separate doors of the rooms they were being held
in. Unconscious for now—their food had been drugged—they’d
be awake soon enough. And if all went according to plan, he’d
be on his way out of the country with enough money to last him
several lifetimes. He returned to where Buick Man still sat, eyes
closed, head lowered.

“How long before you think they come calling here?”
Simmons asked, breaking the silence hesitantly, for he knew
how the man craved quiet.

Buick Man answered, “Soon. They should be hitting the
Tennessee bunker any time now.”

“They’ll be surprised.”

Buick Man looked at him disdainfully. “That’s the general
idea. Do you have any comprehension of the thought and
planning that’s gone into this? Do you think this is all simply for
your amusement?”

Simmons looked down nervously. “So when will she be
getting back?”

“She’ll be here in time. She wouldn’t want to miss the next
part. I’m actually looking forward to it myself.” Now he looked at
his companion. “Are you ready?”



Simmons squared his shoulders and assumed a confident
look. “I was born ready for this stuff.”

Buick Man stared at him intently for a moment or so and
then lowered his head and closed his eyes once more.
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Using binoculars, Michelle and King watched safely from the
truck as a Suburban with a half dozen of Parks’s men inside
rolled down the dirt road toward the house, or more aptly, the
cabin. Looking around, King thought that the area could not be
any more remote. They were on the spine of a ridge of the
Great Smoky Mountains, and the tricky topography had pushed
the truck’s four-wheel-drive power to its limits. Pine, ash and
oak rose on all sides around them, forming a wall that would
bring darkness here about two hours earlier than normal. Even
now, at eleven o’clock in the morning, dusk seemed to be
gathering, and there was a damp cold in the air that seemed to
eat right through them, even inside the truck.

King and Michelle watched as the Suburban stopped in front
of the cabin and the driver got out. There were no other vehicles
visible; no smoke curled from the cabin’s chimney, and not even
a dog, cat or chicken graced the dirt front yard. Inside the truck
the heavily armed federal agents were invisible behind the
tinted glass. Well, King thought, the Trojan horse tactic had
worked for thousands of years, and he hoped it continued its



win streak here. As he sat there visualizing the agents lying in
wait, another thought dimly took shape in his head: Trojan horse
? He pushed it away for now and refocused on the coming
siege.

The cabin was surrounded by the other agents, who lay in
thedirt and grass and behind rock outcropping on all sides, their
rifles pointed at precise locations along the target: the doors,
windows and other prime kill zones. King thought whoever was
in the cabin would need to be a magician to escape this net.
And yet the underground bunker was problematic. He and
Parks had discussed this. The blueprints the marshal had been
able to obtain were missing one critical element: the location of
the bunker’s exterior doors and/or air vents, which it had to
have. To guard against escape through these exits, Parks had
posted men at points where it seemed logical the bunker would
have outside access.

One of the agents walked up to the front door as another
emerged from the truck and pulled out a surveyor’s tripod.
County public works insignia had been hung on the sides of the
door. Underneath the men’s bulky jackets was body armor, and
their pistols rode on belt clips, ready to be pulled. The other
men in the truck had enough firepower to take on an army
regiment.

King and Michelle held their breaths as the agent knocked
on the door. Thirty seconds went by and then a minute. He



knocked again, called out. Another minute went by. He walked
around the side of the cabin and reappeared on the other end
about a minute later. As he walked back to the truck, he
seemed to be talking to himself. He was, King knew, getting
authority from Parks to hit the target. That authority must have
been granted, because the doors to the Suburban burst open
and the men piled out and flew toward the door that was blown
open by a shotgun blast wielded by the point man. Seven men
burst through this opening and disappeared inside. King and
Michelle watched as men emerged from the woods on all sides
of the cabin and moved toward it, rifles pointed and ready to
fire.

All were waiting tensely for gunfire to signal that the enemy
was there and prepared to go down in glorious flames. Yet all
they heard was the breeze rustling the leaves and the
occasional bird chirping. Thirty minutes later the all-clear was
sounded, and Michelle and King drove down and joined Parks
and the other hunters.

The cabin was small and contained only a few pieces of
rusticfurniture, an empty fireplace, stale food in the cabinets and
a mostly empty fridge. They had found the entrance to the
bunker through a door in the basement.

The bunker was many times the size of the cabin. It was well
lighted and clean and had been used very recently. There were
storage rooms with shelves that were empty, but the dust



patterns showed that things had been stacked there not long
ago. There was a shooting range that, from the smell, had also
seen activity. When they came to the prison cells, Parks nodded
at King and Michelle, and they followed him down the corridor to
one of the cells where the door was ajar. Parks used his foot to
shove it fully open.

It was empty.

“They’re all empty,” grumbled Parks. “This was one big
strikeout. But the place was occupied recently, and we’ll go over
it with a fine-tooth comb.”

He stalked off to arrange for tech teams to scour the place.
King stared at the inside of the cell and then shone his light into
each crevice, flinching when something glinted back at him. He
went inside, looked under the small cot and then said to
Michelle, “Do you have a handkerchief?”

She handed him one, and he used it to pull the shiny object
out. It was an earring.

Michelle examined it. “It’s one of Joan’s.”

King looked at her skeptically. “How do you know that? It
looks like any earring.”

“To a man, yes. Women notice clothes, hair, jewelry, nails
and shoes, just about anything another woman has on her body.



Men only notice boobs and butts, usually in that order, and
sometimes hair color. It’s Joan’s; she had it on the last time I
saw her.”

“So she was here.”

“But she’s not now, which means the odds are good she’s
still alive,” commented Michelle.

“She might have dropped it on purpose,” said King.

“Right. To let us know she was here.”

While Michelle went to give the earring to Parks, King went
into the next cell and shone his light around. He went grid by
grid but saw nothing of any relevance. He checked under the
bed and bumped his head as he was sliding back out. He
stood, rubbed his noggin and noticed that he’d dislodged the
small mattress. He bent over to set it straight before he was
slapped on the hand for disturbing a crime scene.

That’s when he saw it. The inscription was right at the edge
of the wall where the mattress had covered it. He stooped and
directed his light there. It must have been tough going, etching
this into the concrete, probably using a fingernail.

As he read it, something clicked in his head, and he cast his
mind back to the truck rolling down toward the cabin.
Something Kate had told them was finally beginning to make



sense. If it was true, how wrong they’d all been.

“What are you doing?”

He whirled around and saw Michelle standing there staring
at him.

“Pretending I’m Sherlock Holmes and failing,” he said with a
sheepish look. He glanced over her shoulder. “How’s it going
out there?”

“The tech teams are gearing up to come in. I don’t think
they’ll appreciate our presence.”

“I hear you. Why don’t you go tell Parks we’re going to drive
back to Wrightsburg? He can meet us back at my house.”

Michelle looked around. “I was really hoping that today
would answer all our questions. Now we just have more.”

After Michelle left, King turned back to the wall and again
read over what was there, memorizing it. He debated whether
to tell the others, but decided to let them find it on their own, if
they did. If he was right, this changed everything.
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On the drive back to Wrightsburg King was moodily silent.
So much so that Michelle finally gave up any attempt to rouse



him from his funk. She dropped him at his house.

“I’m going to head back to the inn for a while,” she said, “and
check out a few things. I guess I should call into the Service. I’m
still employed there, after all.”

“Fine, good idea,” King said absently, averting his gaze.

“If you don’t want to give me your thoughts for a penny, I’ll go
as high as a nickel.” She smiled and touched him lightly on the
arm. “Come on, Sean, give it up.”

“I’m not sure my thoughts right now are even worth a nickel.”

“You saw something back there, didn’t you?”

“Not now, Michelle. I need to think some things through.”

“Okay, but I thought we were partners,” she said, obviously
hurt he wasn’t interested in her assistance.

“Wait a minute,” he said. “There is something you can do for
me. You still have access to the Secret Service database?”

“I think so. I had a friend of mine slow-walk my admin leave
papers. Actually, after they let me take my vacation time, I’m not
sure what my status is. But I can find out quickly enough. I have
my laptop back at the inn; I’ll log on and check it out. What do
you need to know?” When he told her, she looked very



surprised. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Maybe nothing, but maybe everything.”

“Well, I’m doubtful that’ll be on the Service’s database.”

“Then find it somewhere else. You’re a pretty good
detective.”

“I’m not sure you really believe that,” she said. “So far all my
grand theories haven’t really held up.”

“If you find out that answer for me, there will be no doubt left
in my mind.”

She climbed into the truck. “By the way, do you have a gun?”

He shook his head. “They never gave it back to me.”

She pulled her pistol out of its holster and handed it to him.
“Here. If I were you, I’d sleep with it.”

“What about you?”

“Secret Service agents always keep a spare. You know that.
”

Twenty minutes after Michelle left, King climbed into his
Lexus and drove to his law office. He’d gone there at least five



days a week for years until Howard Jennings had been found
dead on the carpet. Now it seemed like a foreign land he was
entering for the very first time. The place was cold and dark. He
turned on lights and cranked up the heat and looked around at
the familiar surroundings. They were a measure of how far he’d
pulled himself out of the abyss created by the Ritter
assassination. And yet as he admired a tasteful oil painting on
the wall, ran his hand along the fine mahogany paneling, looked
at the order and calm of the place which reflected that of his
beautiful home, he didn’t feel the usual sense of
accomplishment and peace. Rather, he felt a kind of emptiness.
What had Michelle said? That his home was cold, even a
sham? Had he changed that much? Well, he told himself, he’d
been forced to. You took the curves life threw, and you either
adapted or got left by the side of the road, a self-pitying wreck.

He trudged to the small room in the lower level housing his
law library. Though most research materials were now available
on CD, King still liked to see the actual books on the shelves.
Hewent to his Martindale Hubbell directory, which listed every
licensed attorney in the country, separated by state. He pulled
the volume for California, which, unfortunately, had the largest
bar membership in the country. He didn’t find what he was
looking for but suddenly realized why. His edition of Martindale
was the most recent. Maybe the name he was seeking would
be listed in one of the older editions. He had a particular date in
mind, but where could he find this listing? In an instant he had
answered his own question.



Thirty-five minutes later he was pulling into a visitor’s
parking space at the University of Virginia’s very impressive
School of Law, situated on the north campus. He went directly to
the law library and found the librarian he’d worked with in the
past when he needed resource materials that were beyond the
space and monetary limits of a small law practice. When he told
her what he needed, she nodded. “Oh, yes, they’re all on disk,
but now we subscribe to the on-line service they offer. Let me
sign you on. I can just bill it to your account here if that’s all right,
Sean.”

“That’ll be fine. Thanks.”

She led him to a small room off the main library floor. They
passed students sitting at small tables with laptops in front of
them dutifully learning that the law can be equal parts
exhilarating and stupefying.

“Sometimes I wish I were a student here again,” King said.

“You’re not the first to say that. If being a law student paid
anything, we’d have lots of permanent ones.”

The librarian logged him on the system and departed. King
settled in front of the PC terminal and went to work. The speed
of the computer and ease of the on-line service made his
search much easier than the manual one at his office, and it



wasn’t long before he found what he was looking for: the name
of a certain lawyer in California. After several false hits he was
almost sure he’d found the one he was looking for. The lawyer
was now deceased. That waswhy he hadn’t been listed in
King’s current directory. But in the 1974 edition the man was
front and center.

The only problem now was to verify that it was indeed the
man he was seeking, and such verification couldn’t be found on
this database. Fortunately he thought he knew a way to get that
confirmation. He called Donald Holmgren, the retired P.D.
lawyer who’d initially handled Arnold Ramsey’s defense. When
King mentioned the name of the firm and the lawyer, and the
other man gasped, he wanted to let out a victorious scream.

“I’m sure that was it,” said Holmgren. “That’s the man who
handled Arnold Ramsey’s defense. He was the one who cut that
great deal.”

As King clicked off his cell phone, so many things began to
make sense. And yet there were many places where he was still
in the dark.

If only Michelle would report back to him with the answer
he’d been looking for. The answer that would match what had
been scratched on the wall of that prison cell. If she did, he
might actually find the truth in all this. And if he was right? The
thought actually sent chills down his neck, because the logical



conclusion to all this was that at some point they’d be coming
for him.
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When she got back to the inn where she was staying,
Michelle eyed the box in the back of her truck. It contained the
files on Bob Scott they’d retrieved from Joan’s room at the
Cedars. She carried it up to her room thinking she might go
through it again in case Joan had missed something. As she
sorted through it, she discovered that Joan’s notes were in the
box as well.

The weather had seesawed back to chilly again, so she
stacked pieces of wood and kindling in the fireplace and
ignited them with matches and rolled-up newspaper. She
ordered some hot tea and food from the inn’s kitchen. After
what had happened to Joan, when the tray arrived, Michelle
kept a sharp eye on the server and one hand on her pistol until
the person left. The room was large and furnished in a graceful
yet sumptuous style that would have made Thomas Jefferson
smile. The cheery fire enhanced the serene atmosphere; all in
all it was a cozy place. However, despite its amenities, the
room’s steep cost would have forced her to check out by now
had not the Service offered to pick up the tab for her meals and
lodging at least for a few days. She was certain they expected a
substantial quid pro quo—namely, a reasonable solution to this
jagged and maddening case. And they were no doubt aware



that she—along with King—had helped develop most of the
promising leads so far. Yet she was not so naive that she didn’t
realize that paying her lodging bills was a good way for the
Service to keep tabs on her.

She sat cross-legged on the floor, hooked up her computer
to the very new-looking data phone line in the wall behind the
reproduction eighteenth-century writing desk and went to work
on King’s unusual request. As she’d predicted, the answer to
his query wasn’t on the Secret Service’s database. She started
making calls to Service colleagues. On the fifth try she found
someone who could help. She gave the man the information
King had given her.

“Hell yes,” said the agent. “I know because my cousin was in
the same damn prison camp, and he came out a skeleton.”

Michelle thanked him and hung up. She immediately dialed
King, who was home by this time.

“Okay,” she said, barely containing her glee, “first you have
to anoint me as the most brilliant detective since Jane Marple.”

“Marple? I thought you’d say Holmes or Hercule Poirot,” he
shot back.

“They were all right, for men, but Jane stands alone.”

“Okay, consider yourself so anointed, Miss Smart-ass. What



do you have?”

“You were right. The name you gave me was the name of the
village in Vietnam where he was held prisoner and then
escaped from. Now, can you tell me what’s going on? Where
did you get that name from?”

King hesitated but then said, “It was scratched on the wall of
the prison cell in the Tennessee bunker.”

“My God, Sean, does that mean what I think?”

“There was also a Roman numeral two scratched in after the
name. Sort of makes sense. It was his second POW camp; I
guess that’s the way he was looking at it. First Vietnam, now
Tennessee.”

“So Bob Scott was the prisoner in that cell, and he left the
inscription as a way to say so?”

“Maybe. Don’t forget, Michelle, it could have been left as
misdirection, a clue we were meant to find.”

“But it’s such an obscure one.”

“True. And there’s the other thing.”

“What?” she said quickly.



“The ‘Sir Kingman’ note that was pinned to Susan
Whitehead’s body.”

“You don’t think Scott could have written it? Why?”

“A number of reasons, but I still can’t be sure.”

“But assuming Scott isn’t involved, who the hell else is out
there?”

“I’m working on it.”

“What have you been up to?”

“I had some legal research to do at the UVA law library.”

“Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Yes.”

“Care to fill me in?”

“Not yet. I need to think about it some more. But thanks for
verifying that info. I’ll talk to you soon... Miss Marple.” He clicked
off and Michelle put down her phone, not very pleased with his
declining yet again to take her into his confidence.

“You help a guy out, and you think he’ll return the favor, but
nooo!” she complained to the empty room.



She threw some more wood on the fire and started
rummaging through the box of files and Joan’s notes.

It felt a little awkward reading over the woman’s personal
comments on the case, considering she might be dead. Yet
Michelle had to admit Joan kept meticulous notes. As she
worked through them, she began to have a greater appreciation
for the woman’s skill and professionalism as an investigator.
Michelle thought about what King had told her about the note
Joan received on the morning of Ritter’s murder. The guilt she
must have carried all these years, though, seeing a man she
cared for being destroyed while her own career rocketed
onward and upward. And yet how much could she have really
loved him if she chose not to speak up, in effect picking her
career over her feelings for Sean King. And how must King
have felt?

What was it with men anyway? Did they have this dominant
gene that made them have to act noble when it came to
suffering, however stupidly, as some woman walked all over
them? Certainly a woman could pine over a guy just as
hopelessly. And too often members of her gender fell for the
bad boy who would break their hearts and even sometimes
their heads. Yet a woman would have just cut her losses and
moved on. Not the boys, though. They had to keep ramming
their big pigheaded selves into a wall no matter how cold the
heart lurking underneath the blouse and breasts. God, it was so
frustrating that a man like King could be taken in by a woman



like Joan.

Then she caught herself and wondered why it mattered so
much. They were working a case together, that was all. And it
wasn’t like King was perfect. Yes, he was intelligent,
sophisticated, good-looking, and had a witty sense of humor.
But he was also more than a decade her senior. And on the
negative side he was moody, aloof, occasionally rude and at
times condescending. And he was so damn neat! To think that
she’d actually cleaned out her truck to please—

She suddenly blushed at this frank admission and quickly
refocused on the papers in front of her. She studied the warrant
filed against Bob Scott that Joan had found and was the only
reason they’d discovered the cabin and empty bunker. Yet from
what King had just told her, the conclusion that Scott was behind
all of this had become a lot more tenuous.

And still, it was his cabin, and the arrest warrant had been
issued against him for a weapons violation. She looked at the
document more closely. What exactly was the weapons
violation? And why had the service of the warrant failed? Those
answers unfortunately weren’t apparent in the documents.

She gave up in frustration and continued perusing Joan’s
notes. She came across another name that gave her pause.
For her, the fact that Joan had drawn a line across the man’s
name, ostensibly writing him off as a suspect, wasn’t in itself



conclusive. For though sheprobably wouldn’t admit it to anyone,
she was as confident about her investigative abilities as King
was about his.

She said the name slowly, drawing out the two syllables of
the last name. “Doug Denby.” Ritter’s chief of staff. Joan’s notes
said that after Ritter’s death, Denby’s life had actually taken a
turn for the better with his inheriting land and money in
Mississippi. Because of that, Joan had concluded he couldn’t
be their man. But Michelle wasn’t that confident. Were some
phone calls and general background information undertaken by
Joan’s people enough? Joan hadn’t gone down to Mississippi
to see for herself. She’d never laid eyes on Doug Denby. Was
he really in Mississippi playing the country squire? Might he be
instead around here somewhere, waiting to kill or kidnap his
next victim? King said that Denby had been thoroughly
upstaged by Sidney Morse on the Ritter campaign and come to
resent him deeply. Maybe Denby had come to hate Clyde Ritter
as well. What connection might he have had to Arnold Ramsey,
if any? Or Kate Ramsey? Had he used his wealth to orchestrate
some sort of revenge-filled campaign? So far Joan’s inquiries
hadn’t answered those questions.

Michelle took a pen and wrote Denby’s name under the one
Joan had scratched out. She pondered whether to call King and
ask him what he remembered about the man. Maybe she
should take these notes over there and force him to sit down
and work through them with her. She sighed. Maybe she just



wanted to be around him. She was pouring another cup of tea
and looking out the window, where it was clouding over and
looking like rain, when her phone rang.

It was Parks reporting in. “I’m still in Tennessee,” he said. He
didn’t sound happy.

“Anything new?”

“We’ve talked to some folks who have homes nearby, but
they were no help. Didn’t know Bob Scott, never seen him, that
sort of thing. Hell, I think half these people are felons on the
lamthemselves. The place did belong to Bob Scott. He bought it
from the estate of an old fellow who lived there about five years
but, according to this fellow’s family, didn’t even know the
bunker was there. And the place was wiped clean. No clues
other than that earring you two found.”

“Sean found it, not me.” She hesitated and then said, “Look,
he found something else.” She told him about the name of the
village in Vietnam that had been scratched on the wall of the
other prison cell.

Parks was furious. “Why the hell didn’t he tell me that while
he was down here?”

“I don’t know,” she answered, then thought about King’s
withdrawal from her. “Maybe he’s not into trusting anyone right



now.”

“So you’ve confirmed Scott was a POW there during Nam?”

“Yes, I talked to an agent who knew the whole story.”

“Are you telling me somebody came down here, took it over
and made him a prisoner in his own home?”

“Sean said it might have been a trick, to throw us off.”

“Where is our brilliant detective?”

“At his house. He’s following up some other lines of inquiry.
He’s not really communicative right now. Apparently he wants to
be alone.”

Parks shouted, “Who cares what he wants? He might have
cracked this whole case by now but isn’t telling us squat!”

“Look, Jefferson, he’s doing his best to find out the truth. He
just has his own way of doing it.”

“Well, his way of doing it is really starting to piss me off.”

“I’ll talk to him. Maybe we can meet later.”

“I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be down here.
Probably won’t be done until tomorrow. You just talk to King and



make him see the error of holding out on us. I don’t want to find
out he’s got some other evidence I don’t know about. If he does,
I’m going to slap him in a cell that looks a lot like the ones you
two saw today. You understand?”

“Perfectly.”

Michelle clicked off and pulled the phone line from her
laptop out of the wall, winding it back up and putting it in her
case. She stood and went over to the other side of the room to
get something from her knapsack. So preoccupied was she
that she didn’t see it until it was too late. She tripped and fell.
Rising back up, she looked at the oar with an angry expression.
It was half under the bed, along with all the other junk from her
truck. So stuffed was the underside of the bed that her
possessions kept falling out, turning her bedroom into an
obstacle course. This was the third time she’d tripped over
something. She decided to do something about it.

As Michelle waged war against her junk, she didn’t know
that her entire conversation with Jefferson Parks had been
captured by a tiny mass of circuits and wires. Inside the housing
for her phone lines lurked another device very recently added
and of which the owners of the inn were unaware. It was a state-
of-the-art wireless surveillance device, so extraordinarily
sensitive that it could capture not only conversations in the room
or while Michelle was on the phone but anything spoken by the
other party to the phone conversation.



A half mile away from the inn a paneled van was parked
along the side of the road. Inside, Buick Man listened to the
conversation for the third time and then shut off the tape. He
picked up his phone and made the call, talking for some
minutes and then ending with, “I can’t tell you how disappointed I
am.”

These words sent a chill down the spine of the person to
whom he was speaking.

“Do it,” he said. “Do it tonight.”

He hung up and looked in the direction of the inn. Michelle
Maxwell had finally made it to the top of his list. He quietly
congratulated her.
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With everything else going on, King had somehow found the
time to set up an appointment with a security company based in
Lynchburg. He watched from the front window as the van
emblazoned with “A-1 Security” pulled up.

He met the sales representative at the front door and told
him what he wanted. The man looked around the house, then
eyed King. “You look familiar. Aren’t you the guy who found a
dead body?”



“That’s right. I think you’d agree I need a security system
more than most.”

“Okay, but just so we’re straight, our warranty doesn’t cover
stuff like that. I mean, if another dead body turns up, you don’t
get a refund or anything like that. That’s like an act of God,
okay?”

“Fine.”

They agreed on what was to be done.

“When can you get to it?” King asked.

“Well, we’re kind of backed up. If somebody cancels on us,
we can pop you up higher on the list. I’ll give you a call.”

King signed the paperwork, they shook on it and the man
left.

As night came, King thought about calling Michelle and
having her come over. He’d kept her in the dark pretty long, and
she’d been a trooper about it. Yet that was just his way. He
always playedthings close to the vest, particularly when he was
uncertain of the correct answer. Well, he felt more certain.

He called Kate Ramsey’s apartment in Richmond. Sharon,
the roommate, answered; Kate still hadn’t turned up.



He told her, “Sit tight, and I’ll let you know if she turns up. You
do the same.”

He hung up and stared out the big window at the lake.
Normally when in a funk, he’d go out on the boat and think, but it
was too chilly and windy for that. He turned on the gas fireplace,
sat down in front of it and ate a simple meal. By the time he’d
convinced himself to call Michelle he figured the hour was too
late.

He thought about John Bruno’s kidnapping. It was clear to
King now that the man had been abducted because he had
supposedly destroyed Arnold Ramsey’s life with falsified
homicide charges. Those charges had been dropped only after
the intervention of a lawyer whose identity King now knew. He
wanted very much to share this information with Michelle, and
even glanced at the phone, thinking he might call her despite
the lateness of the hour. It could wait, he decided. Next King
thought about what Kate told them she had overheard. Or
thought she had overheard. The name Thornton Jorst,
supposedly uttered by the mystery man to her father. But King
was convinced that what the man had actually said was not
Thornton Jorst, but “Trojan horse.”

And something else Kate said was troubling him. According
to her, Regina Ramsey said a police officer was killed during a
war protest, and implied that the incident damaged Arnold
Ramsey’s academic career. But Kate also told them the



University of Berkeley let her father receive his Ph.D. because
he’d already earned it. Kate had to know they could easily
discern that 1974 was when Ramsey received his Ph.D. and
easily conclude that the protest wasn’t about the war. Why had
she done that? No answer to that question came to mind.

He looked at his watch and was surprised to find it was
aftermidnight. After making sure all the doors and windows
were secured he carried the gun Michelle had given him
upstairs. He locked his bedroom door, then slid a bureau
across it for added security. He checked to make sure the gun
was fully loaded and that a round was in the chamber. He
undressed and crawled into bed. The gun on the nightstand
beside him, he soon fell asleep.
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It was 2:00A.M., and the person at the window raised a gun,
took aim at the bulky figure lying in the bed and shot through the
window, the glass tinkling as it broke. The slugs tore into the
bed, blowing feathers into the air from the down comforter.

Roused from sleep by the shots, Michelle fell off the couch
and onto the floor. She’d dozed off while going through Joan’s
notes, yet was now instantly alert. Realizing someone had just
tried to kill her, she pulled her gun and fired back at the window.
She heard footsteps racing away and crawled toward the
window, listening intently as she did so. She reached the wall



and cautiously peered over the windowsill. She could still hear
the strides of the person running away, and he also seemed to
be wheezing. To her expert ears, his strides were curious, as
though the runner was wounded or injured in some way.
Whatever the cause, they weren’t normal. They were more like
disjointed lunges, and her mind played with the idea that either
she’d hit the would-be assassin or he’d already been wounded
when he came to kill her tonight. Could it be the man she’d shot
in her truck, the one who’d done his best to wring her neck?
Perhaps the man who called himself Simmons?

She heard a vehicle start up and didn’t even try to race to
her truck and follow it. She had no idea if anyone else was out
there waiting. She and King had run into one ambush that way.
She had no desire to repeat the mistake.

She went over to the bed and looked down at the mess.
She’d taken a nap there earlier, and the covers and thick
pillows had gotten balled together. To the shooter it must have
looked like her sleeping there.

Yet why try to kill her now? Were they getting too close? She
hadn’t done all that much. Sean certainly had found out more
than—

She froze. King! She grabbed her phone and dialed his
number. It rang and rang but there was no answer. Should she
call the police? Parks? It could be that King was just sleeping



hard. No, her gut told her otherwise. She ran for her truck.

The alarm woke King. Groggy for a moment, he quickly
became alert and sat straight up. There was smoke
everywhere. He jumped up, then fell to the floor trying to
breathe. He made it to the bathroom, soaked a washcloth and
draped it over his face. He crawled back out, braced his back
against the wall and, using his legs, levered the bureau away
from the door. He touched the door to make sure it wasn’t hot
and then cautiously opened it.

The outside hallway was full of smoke, and the smoke alarm
continued to shriek. Unfortunately it wasn’t connected to a
central monitoring station, and the single volunteer fire
department station that serviced the area was many miles
away. And his house was so remotely situated no one may have
noticed it was on fire. He crawled back inside his bedroom with
the idea of getting to the phone, but the room was so smoky he
lost his bearings and was afraid to venture farther in. He
slithered back out into the hallway and along the catwalk. He
could see sparks and red flames down below, and he prayed
the stairs were passable. Otherwise, he’d have to jump,
possibly into an inferno, and that wasn’t a very appealing idea.

He heard sounds coming from down below. He was
coughing from smoke inhalation and desperately wanted to get
out of thehouse, but he was still aware this could be a trap. He
clenched the gun and shouted out, “Who’s down there? I’m



armed and I’ll shoot.”

There was no answer, which fueled his suspicions even
more until he looked out the big front window as he lay on the
catwalk. He saw the flashing red lights in his front yard, and he
could hear the sirens of other fire trucks coming. Okay, help was
here, after all. He reached the stairs and looked down. Through
the smoke he could make out firefighters in bulky overcoats and
helmets, with tanks strapped to their backs and masks covering
their faces.

“I’m up here,” he shouted. “Up here!”

“Can you make your way down?” called out one fireman.

“I don’t think so, it’s a wall of smoke up here.”

“Okay, just stay there. We’ll come for you. Just stay there
and stay down! We’re bringing the hoses in now. This whole
place is on fire.”

He heard the whoosh of spray from fire extinguishers as the
men charged up the stairs. King was sick to his stomach and
nearly blind from the smoke in his eyes. He felt himself being
picked up and hauled swiftly down the stairs. In another minute
he was outside and sensed people hovering over him.

“Are you okay?” one of them said.



“Get him some damn oxygen,” said another. “He’s breathed
in a ton of carbon monoxide.”

King felt the oxygen mask being placed over his face, and
then he had the sensation of being lifted into the ambulance.
For a moment he thought he could hear Michelle calling out to
him. And then everything went black.

The sirens, flashing lights, radio staccato and other “sound
effects” immediately stopped as the fireman hit the master
switch on the control box with one hand and took the gun from
King with the other. Everything became quiet once more. The
fireman turned away and went back to the house, where the
smoke was already starting to peter out. It had been a very
carefully controlled “fire,” with all the elements of the inferno
artificially created. Hewent inside the basement, set the ignition
switch on the small device next to the gas lines and left the
house. He climbed into the back of the van, and it immediately
drove away. The van reached the main road and accelerated,
heading south. Two minutes later the small explosive device
went off in King’s basement, setting off the gas lines, and the
resulting explosion ripped Sean King’s beautiful home apart for
real.

The fireman pulled off his helmet and mask and wiped his
face.

Buick Man looked down at the unconscious King. The



“oxygen” he’d been given included a sedative.

“It’s good finally to see you, Agent King. I’ve waited a long
time for this.”

The van sped on into the darkness.
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Michelle had just turned off onto King’s long drive when the
explosion rocked the night. She floored the truck and kicked
gravel and dirt all the way up. She slid the truck to a stop as
boards, glass and other parts of the destroyed house blocked
her way. She jumped out, dialing 911 on her phone as she did
so and screaming to the dispatcher what had happened, telling
the woman to send everything she could.

Michelle raced through the wreckage, dodging flames and
smoke and screaming out his name. “Sean! Sean!”

She went back to her truck, grabbed a blanket, covered
herself with it and hurtled through the front door, or where the
front door had been. The wall of smoke that met her was
overwhelming, and she staggered back out, gagging and
dropping to her knees. She sucked in some fresh air and this
time entered through a gaping hole in what was left of the
structure. Inside she crawled forward, calling out every few
seconds for him. She started for the stairs, thinking he might be



in his bedroom, only the stairs weren’t there anymore. Her lungs
heaving, she had to go back out to get some untainted air.

Another explosion rocked the structure, and she jumped off
the front porch a few seconds before it came tumbling down.
The concussive force of a second explosion knocked her
through the air, and she landed hard, all the breath squeezed
from her. She felt allsorts of heavy things hitting all around her,
like mortar fire. She lay there in the dirt, her head cut, her lungs
drowning in lethal fumes, her legs and arms bruised and
battered. The next thing she knew sirens were everywhere and
the sounds of heavy equipment surrounded her. A man in bulky
clothing knelt down next to her, gave her oxygen, asked if she
was okay.

She couldn’t say anything as more trucks and cars lumbered
up the drive and teams of volunteer firefighters attacked the
inferno. As she lay there, the remaining parts of Sean King’s
house collapsed and fell in. Only the stone chimney remained
standing. With that searing image in her mind Michelle blacked
out.

When Michelle awoke, it took her a few minutes to realize
she was lying in a hospital bed. A man appeared next to her,
holding a cup of coffee and wearing a relieved expression.

Jefferson Parks said, “Damn, we almost lost you. The
firemen said a thousand-pound steel beam that got blown off



the house was lying six inches from your head.”

She tried to sit up, but he put a hand on her shoulder and
held her down.

“Will you just take it easy? You got the shit kicked out of you.
You can’t just get up and waltz away after something like that.”

She looked around frantically. “Sean, where’s Sean?” Parks
didn’t answer right away, and Michelle felt tears rushing to her
eyes. “Please, Jefferson, please don’t tell me...” Her voice
broke.

“I can’t tell you anything because I don’t know. Nobody does.
They haven’t found any bodies, Michelle. No indication Sean
was even there. But they haven’t finished searching. It’s, well, it
was a bad fire and there were gas explosions. I guess what I’m
trying to say is there might not be much to find.”

“I called his house last night, there was no answer. So
maybe he wasn’t home.”

“Or maybe it had already blown.”

“No, I heard the explosion when I was driving up to his
house.”

Parks pulled the chair up next to the bed and sat down.
“Okay, tell me exactly what happened.”



She did, with as much detail as she could remember. And
then she recalled what else had happened, an event that had
gotten pushed to the back of her thoughts by what had occurred
at King’s house.

“Someone tried to kill me at the inn last night, right before I
went to Sean’s. They fired through my window and into my bed.
Luckily I’d fallen asleep on the couch.”

Parks’s face turned red. “Why the hell didn’t you call me last
night? No, instead you go running into a building that’s
exploding. Do you have a death wish?”

She sat back and pulled at the corners of her sheet. Her
head was hurting, and she noticed for the first time that there
were bandages on her arms.

“Did I get burned?” she asked wearily.

“No, just cuts and bruises, nothing that won’t heal. I don’t
know about your head. You’ll probably just keep doing stupid
things until your luck runs out and you lose that.”

“I just wanted to make sure Sean was okay. I thought if they
went after me, they’d go after him too. And I was right. That
explosion was no accident, was it?”

“No. They found the device that was used. Said it was pretty



sophisticated stuff. It was set right next to the gas piping in the
basement. Blew the place sky-high.”

“But why? Especially if Sean wasn’t even there?”

“I wish I could answer that, but I can’t.”

“You have people looking for him?”

“Everybody and everywhere we can think of. The FBI’s in the
loop, the Marshals Service, Secret Service, Virginia State
Police, locals; nothing’s turned up yet, though.”

“Anything else? Any leads on Joan? Isn’t there anything?”

“No,” Parks said in a discouraged tone. “Nothing.”

“Well, I’m going to get out of here and get to work.” She
started to rise again.

“What you’re going to do is lie there and get some rest.”

“You’re asking the impossible!” she exclaimed angrily.

“I’m asking the reasonable. You fly out of here all banged up
and disoriented and maybe black out in your truck and kill
yourself and someone else, well, I don’t see how that can be a
positive thing. And remember, this is your second stint in the
hospital within a few days. The third time might be the morgue.”



Michelle looked ready to erupt again, but then she just lay
back. “Okay, you win for now. But the minute something
happens you call me. If you don’t, I’ll track you down and it won’t
be pretty.”

Parks held up his hands in mock protest. “Okay, okay, I’m
not looking to make any more enemies, I got enough already.”
He went to the door, then turned back. “I’m not going to give you
any false hopes. The chances we’re going to see Sean King
again are pretty remote. But while there’s still a chance, I won’t
sleep.”

She managed a smile. “Okay. Thank you.”

Five minutes after he left, she hurriedly threw on her clothes,
dodged the nurses on duty and escaped the hospital by a rear
exit.
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King awoke to total darkness. It was also chilly wherever he
was, although he had a growing suspicion of where that might
be. He took a deep breath and tried to sit up. It was as he’d
thought. He couldn’t. He was restrained. Leather bindings, by
the feel of it. He turned his head, letting his eyes adjust to the
blackness, but there was no ambient light here; he could make
out nothing. He could be floating in the middle of the ocean for
all he knew. He stiffened as he heard murmuring from



somewhere; so low were the noises he couldn’t tell if they were
human. Then he heard footsteps coming toward him. And a few
seconds later he felt the presence of someone next to him.
Then this person touched him on the shoulder, gently, not
threatening at all. And then the touch became a clench. As more
pressure was exerted and then something pricked his skin,
King bit his lip, determined not to cry out at the pain.

Finally he managed to say in a very calm tone, “Look, you’re
not going to crush me to death with your hands, so just back the
hell off!”

The pressure immediately ceased and the footsteps moved
away. King felt the sweat on his brow. Then he became chilled
and felt sick to his stomach. They must have shot him up with
something, he decided. He turned his head to the side and
vomited.

At least being able to retch made him feel alive. “Sorry
about the rug,” he muttered. He closed his eyes and slowly
dozed off.

Michelle’s first stop was King’s ruined home. As she walked
through the rubble, firefighters, police deputies and others were
inspecting the damage and putting out small blazes. She spoke
with some of them, and they confirmed no human remains had
been found. As her gaze ran over the rubble of what had been
Sean King’s “perfect” home, Michelle grew increasingly



despondent. There was nothing she could learn from this. She
went down to the dock and sat on King’s sailboat for a while,
gazing out at the calm lake, trying to draw some strength and
inspiration from being at least close to things the man so dearly
loved.

Two items were bothering her greatly: the warrant for Bob
Scott, and verifying the whereabouts of Doug Denby. She
decided to do something about both. She drove back to the inn,
calling her father along the way. As a very well-respected chief
of police, Frank Maxwell knew everybody in Tennessee worth
knowing. She told her father what she needed.

“Is everything all right? You don’t sound too good.”

“I guess you haven’t heard, Dad. They blew up Sean King’s
house last night, and now he’s missing.”

“My God, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She said nothing about the attempt on her life.
Years ago she’d decided not to confide too much to her father
about her professional side. His sons could walk into danger,
and their father would consider it simply part of the job.
However, he’d not take it well that his only daughter had almost
been killed. “Dad, I need that info just as fast as you can get it.”

“I hear you. It won’t take long.” He hung up.



She arrived at the inn, grabbed Joan’s notes from her room
and made a series of phone calls concerning Doug Denby, the
last to Denby’s home in Jackson, Mississippi. The woman who
answered would give her no information about Denby, not even
confirmingthat he lived there. That wasn’t so odd, since Michelle
was a stranger. And yet if Denby had money and no obligation
to show up at a job every day, he could be anywhere. And no
one she’d talked to could provide Denby with alibis for any of
the critical times in question. His position in the Ritter campaign
definitely made him a suspect, yet what would be his
motivation?

The ringing phone startled her. She snatched it up. It was her
father. He spoke succinctly as she wrote down the information.

“Dad, you’re the best. I love you.”

“Well, it would be nice if you visited more often. It’s your
mother who keeps asking,” he added quickly.

“Deal. When this is all wrapped up, I’m heading home.”

She dialed the number her father had given her. It was the
law office that had handled the sale of the property in
Tennessee to Bob Scott. Her father had already called the
lawyer and told him Michelle would be calling.

“I don’t know your father, but I’ve heard wonderful things



about him from mutual acquaintances,” the attorney said. “Now,
I understand this has to do with a sale of land.”

“That’s right. You handled the closing of that property from a
decedent’s estate to a Robert Scott, I believe.”

“Yes, your father mentioned that in his call. I pulled the file.
Robert Scott was the purchaser. He paid in cash; it wasn’t that
much actually. It was just an old cabin, and while there’s
substantial acreage it’s all woods and ridges and very remote.”

“I understand the previous owner didn’t know there was a
bunker on the property.”

“Your father mentioned the bunker. I have to admit I didn’t
know either. It wasn’t in the title search. And I had no reason to
suspect there was one. If I had, I suppose I would have gone to
the army. I really don’t know. I mean what do you do with a
bunker?”

“Have you actually been to the property?”

“No.”

“I have. The bunker was accessed through a door in the
basement.”

“That’s impossible!”



“Why?”

“There was no basement. I have the floor plan for the cabin
in front of me.”

“Well, there might not have been a basement when your
client owned it, but there is now. Perhaps this Bob Scott knew
of the bunker and built the basement to have access to it.”

“I suppose that’s possible. I was looking back through the
chain of title, and there have been multiple owners since the
army. In fact, when the army owned it, there was no cabin. One
of the subsequent owners built it.”

“You wouldn’t happen to have any photos of Bob Scott,
would you? It’s really important,” she added.

“Well, we normally make a copy of the party’s driver’s
license when we do a real estate closing—you know, to verify
identities since they’re signing legal documents for recordation.
”

Michelle almost jumped in her excitement. “Can you send
me that picture by fax, like right now?”

“No, I can’t.”

“But it’s not privileged information.”



“No. That’s not it.” He sighed and said, “Look, when I
opened the file this morning, it was the first time I’d looked at it
since the transaction closed. And, well, I didn’t find the copy of
Mr. Scott’s driver’s license.”

“Maybe you forgot to make a copy.”

“My secretary has been with me thirty years, and she’s never
forgotten before.”

“So maybe someone took the copy out of the file.”

“I don’t know what to think. It’s just not here.”

“Do you remember what Bob Scott looked like?”

“I really only saw him once, for a few minutes, at the closing.
And I do hundreds of those a year.”

“Would you take a minute and think about it and try and
describe him to me?”

The lawyer did so, and Michelle thanked him and hung up.

The description the lawyer had given was too vague for her
to know if it was Bob Scott. And in eight years people can
change a great deal, particularly those who’ve fallen out of the
mainstream, like Scott. And she had no idea what Denby even
looked like. God, she was going around in circles. She took



several deep breaths to calm herself. Panicking was not going
to help Sean.

Unable to move forward on any of her lines of inquiry, she
started wondering about King’s. He said he was working on
something—something that required extra research. What had
he said? He’d gone somewhere. She racked her tired mind
trying to think of it.

And then she had it. She grabbed her keys and ran for her
truck.
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Michelle walked quickly into the UVA law library and up to
the service desk. The woman who was there wasn’t the one
who’d helped King, but after Michelle asked, she was directed
to the librarian who had.

Michelle flashed her Secret Service badge and told the
woman she needed to see what King had been researching.

“I heard on the news about his home burning down. Is he all
right? They didn’t say.”

“Well, we just don’t know right now. That’s why I need your
help.”

The woman told Michelle what King had asked for, then took



her to the same room and logged her onto the system.

“It was the Martindale Hubbell directory,” the woman said.

“I’m sorry, I’m not a lawyer. What exactly is Martindale
Hubbell?”

“It’s a directory of all licensed lawyers across the U.S. Sean
has a set at his office, but it was the most recent one. He
needed a directory that went back some time.”

“Did he mention how far back?”

“Early seventies.”

“Did he mention anything else? Anything that would narrow it
down more?” Michelle didn’t know exactly how many lawyers
were licensed in the U.S., but she figured there were far more
than she had time to look at.

The woman shook her head. “I’m sorry, that’s all I know.”

She left, and Michelle looked at the screen with a
discouraged expression when she saw that the directory
contained well over one million names. There are over a million
lawyers in the United States? No wonder things are so screwed
up.

Not really knowing where to start, she ran her gaze over the



home page and noticed a drop-down screen that made her sit
up very straight. It was entitled “Recent Searches.” It listed the
last few documents the user from this remote location had been
working on.

She clicked on the first item there. When she saw the name
of the lawyer listed, and where he was from, she leaped up and
sprinted through the library, causing many aspiring attorneys to
stare.

She was on her phone before she even got to her truck. Her
mind was racing so fast, filling in the blanks at such a fierce
rate, that the person she called said hello three times before
she even realized it.

“Parks,” she yelled into the phone, “it’s Michelle Maxwell. I
think I know where Sean is. And I know who the hell is behind
this.”

“Whoa, just slow down. What are you talking about?”

“Meet me in front of Greenberry’s coffee shop at the
Barracks Road Shopping Center just as fast as you can. And
call up the cavalry. We’ve got to move fast.”

“Meet you at Barracks Road? Aren’t you in the hospital?”

She clicked off without answering.



As she sped off, she prayed they wouldn’t be too late.

Parks met her in front of the coffee shop. He was alone, and
not looking happy. “What the hell are you doing out of the
hospital?”

“Where are your men?” she asked.

The marshal looked to be in a foul temper. “What, do you
think me and the cavalry just sit around the campfire waiting for
you to blow the bugle? You call and scream in my ear and don’t
tell me a damn thing, and you expect me to conjure up some
army and I don’teven know where the hell we’re supposed to be
going. I work for the federal government, lady, just like you, with
limited budgets and manpower. I’m not James Bond!”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I was just really excited. And we don’t
have much time.”

“I want you to take a deep breath, collect your thoughts and
tell me what’s going on. And if you’ve really cracked this thing
and we need the manpower, we’ll get it. It’ll only take a phone
call. Okay?” He looked at her with equal parts hope and
skepticism.

She took a long breath and forced herself to calm down.
“Sean went to the law library and looked up some information
on a lawyer who I think represented Arnold Ramsey when he



was arrested back in the seventies.”

“Ramsey was arrested? Where did this angle come from?”

“Something Sean and I just stumbled on.”

Parks looked at her curiously. “What was the lawyer’s
name?”

“Roland Morse, a lawyer from California. I’m certain he’s
Sidney Morse’s father. Sidney Morse must have known Arnold
Ramsey way back when, maybe in college. But that’s beside
the point. Jefferson, it’s not Sidney, of course; it’s Peter Morse,
the younger brother. He’s behind all this. I know it sounds like a
stretch, but I’m almost positive it’s him. Sean looked away for
an instant, and Clyde Ritter was killed and his brother’s life was
ruined. He’s got the money and the criminal background to put
this all together. He’s avenging his brother, who’s sitting in a
mental hospital catching tennis balls. And we never even had
him on our list of suspects. He’s got Sean and Joan and Bruno.
And I know where.”

When she told him, Parks said, “Well, what the hell are we
waiting for? Let’s go!” They jumped into her truck, and she laid
rubber off both rear tires getting out of the parking lot. While she
was doing that, Parks got on his phone and commenced
summoning the cavalry. Michelle prayed they were not too late.
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When King woke up, he was so thickheaded he was sure
he’d been drugged. His head slowly cleared, and it was then he
realized he could move his arms and his legs. He gingerly felt
around him. There were no restraints. Ever so slowly he rose, at
the same time preparing for an attack. He edged his foot down
until it found the floor. Then he stood. There was something in
his ear and something rubbing at the back of his neck, and he
felt the bulge at his waist.

Then the lights came on, and he found himself staring at his
image in a large mirror on the opposite wall. He was dressed in
a dark suit and patterned tie, and on his feet were black rubber-
soled dress shoes. And his probing hand had just pulled out
a.357 from his shoulder holster. Even his hair was combed
differently. Just like he’d styled it back in... Damn! Even his
graying temples had been darkened. He tried to check the
gun’s magazine, but it had been sealed in such a way that it
wouldn’t come open. He could tell by the weapon’s weight that
the mag was loaded. Yet he was betting that the ammo in there
was blanks. It was the exact model he had carried back in
1996. He put the gun back in his belt holster and looked in the
mirror at a man who seemed exactlyeight years younger. As he
drew nearer to the mirror, he noted the object on his lapel. It was
his Secret Service lapel pin, red, the color he wore on the
morning of September 26, 1996. A pair of sunglasses were in
his jacket breast pocket.



As he turned his head, he saw the curly cord of the ear
receiver in his left ear. It was undeniable: he was Secret Service
agent Sean Ignatius King once more. It was amazing that all of
this had started with the murder of Howard Jennings in his
office. The sheer coinci—He stared at his stunned reflection in
the mirror. The trumped-up charges against Ramsey, it hadn’t
been Bruno at all. The last piece finally clicked into place. And
now there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. Actually the
odds were he’d never have the chance to right it.

He suddenly heard it, off in the distance somewhere, the low
murmurings of what seemed to be hundreds of muffled voices.
The door at the other end of the room stood open. He hesitated
and then walked through it. Passing down the hall, he felt a little
like a rat in a maze. Actually the farther he went, the more he felt
that way. It wasn’t a comforting thought, but what choice did he
have? At the end of the corridor something slid open, and
through this portal bright light was revealed along with the
amplified sounds of the murmuring voices. He squared his
shoulders and walked through.

The Stonewall Jackson Room of the Fairmount Hotel looked
far different from the way it had looked the last time King was
there. Yet it still felt intimately familiar. The room was brightly lit,
the velvet rope and stanchions exactly where they were eight
years ago. The crowd—represented by hundreds of carefully
painted cardboard characters inserted on metal stands and



holding “Elect Clyde Ritter” pennants and signs—stood behind
the barrier. The din of their simulated voices emanated from
hidden speakers. It was quite a production.

As he looked around, the memories came flooding back.
He saw painted cardboard faces of his Secret Service
colleagues positioned exactly where they stood all those years
ago, badly positioned as it turned out. There were other faces
he recognized. Some of the painted crowd held infants to be
kissed, others pads and pens forautographs, still others nothing
except broad smiles. On the back of the wall the large clock had
been rehung. According to that timepiece, it was about 10:15. If
this was what he thought it was, he had about seventeen
minutes to go.

He glanced over at the elevator banks, and his gaze
became a deep frown. How exactly was that going to play out?
They couldn’t do it the same because the surprise was no
longer there. Yet they’d taken Joan for some reason. He felt his
pulse quicken, and his hands started to shake a little. It was a
long time since he’d been with the Service. In the intervening
years he’d done nothing more strenuous than lift some heavy
verbiage in thousands of boring, if creative, legal documents.
And yet in sixteen more minutes he sensed he was going to
have to perform just like the experienced agent he’d once been.
Observing the lifeless figures arrayed behind the purple line, he
wondered where among them would emerge the real, red-
blooded assassin.



The lights dimmed and the sounds of the crowd ceased,
and then footsteps approached. The man looked so different
that if King hadn’t been expecting to see him, he probably
wouldn’t have recognized him.

“Good morning, Agent King,” said Buick Man. “I hope you’re
ready for your big day.”
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When they had arrived, Parks and Michelle spoke with the
officer who was heading up the local contingent of police that
Parks had summoned. He had called in marshals and other law
enforcement from the North Carolina area. “They’ll get there
before we do,” Parks had told Michelle on the way down. She
had said, “Tell them to form a perimeter around the hotel: They
can be right on the tree line and still remain hidden.”

Michelle and Parks knelt along the tree line behind the
Fairmount Hotel. A police cruiser was blocking off the road
leading to the hotel, but still out of sight of the place. Michelle
spotted a sniper up a tree, his rifle with long-range scope
aimed at the front door of the hotel.

“You sure you have enough people here?” she asked Parks.

He pointed toward other places in the darkness, indicating
where other lawmen were positioned. Michelle couldn’t see



them but sensed their comforting presence.

“We have more than enough to do the job,” he said. “The
question is, can we find Sean and the others alive?” Parks laid
down his shotgun and picked up his walkie-talkie. “Okay, you’ve
been in that hotel and know the layout. What’s the best way for
us to hit it?”

“The last time we were here, when we nabbed the convicts,
Sean and I managed to make a gap in the security fence as we
were leaving. It was easier than climbing over. We can go in
that way. Thefront doors are chained shut, but a large window
about thirty feet from the front has been busted. We can go in
there and be in the lobby within seconds.”

“It’s a big place. Any idea where they might be?”

“I have a guess, but it’s a pretty educated one. The
Stonewall Jackson Room. It’s an interior room right off the
lobby. There’s one door going in and a set of elevators inside.”

“Why are you so sure they’re in this Stonewall Jackson
Room?”

“This is an old hotel, and there are lots of creaks and groans
and rats and creepy things. But when I was in that room and the
door was closed, I didn’t hear anything. It was quiet, too quiet.
But when the door was open, you could hear all the normal



sounds.”

“I’m not getting your point.”

“I think the room’s been soundproofed, Jefferson.”

He stared at her. “I’m starting to see where you’re going with
this.”

“Are your men in position?” He nodded. Michelle checked
her watch. “It’s almost midnight but there’s a full moon. There’s
an open stretch of ground we have to cover before we reach the
fence. If we can direct the main attack from inside, we might
have a better chance of not losing anybody.”

“Sounds like a plan. But you lead the way. I don’t know the
lay of this land.” Parks spoke into his walkie-talkie and ordered
his men to move their perimeter closer in.

Michelle started to sprint off but he grabbed her arm.

“Michelle, I was a pretty good athlete when I was younger,
but I was no Olympian. And now my knees are shot, so could
you just slow down enough so I can keep you in sight?”

She smiled. “Not to worry, you’re in good hands.”

They darted through the trees until they came to the open
ground they had to cross to get to the fence. They paused there,



and Michelle looked at the hard-breathing Parks.

“You ready?” He nodded and gave a thumbs-up.

She jumped out and ran for the fence. Behind her Parks did
thesame. As she hustled along, Michelle focused at first on what
was in front of her. And then her attention moved to what was
behind. And what was there was suddenly chilling.

Those weren’t the sounds of normal strides; they were the
same disjointed lunges she’d heard outside her bedroom
window at the inn—the ones made by the person who’d tried to
kill her. She’d been wrong. It wasn’t the painful jogging of a
wounded man. It was the arthritic loping of a man with ruined
knees. And he was now wheezing too.

She jumped behind a fallen tree a split second after the
shotgun was racked, and the blast hit right where she’d been.
She rolled, pulled her weapon and fired back, scattering shots
in a wide, lethal arc.

Parks cursed at his miss and threw himself down, barely
avoiding her fire. He fired again.

“Damn you, girl,” he yelled. “You’re too quick for your own
good.”

“You bastard!” Michelle screamed back as she scanned the
area both for an exit and any accomplices Parks might have.



She aimed two shots at Parks that blew chips off the large rock
he was hunched behind.

He returned the favor with two blasts from his shotgun.
“Sorry, but I had no choice.”

She eyed the line of thick woods directly behind her and
wondered how she could make it there without dying. “Oh,
thanks. That makes me feel a lot better. What, doesn’t the
Marshals Service pay good enough for you?”

“As a matter of fact, they don’t. But I made a big mistake a
long time ago when I was a cop in D.C., and it’s come back to
haunt me.”

“Care to enlighten me before you kill me?” Keep him talking,
Michelle told herself. Maybe she could figure a way out of this.

Parks hesitated and then said, “Nineteen seventy-four ring a
bell?”

“The Nixon protest?” Michelle racked her brains, then she
seized upon it. “When you were a D.C. cop, you arrested Arnold
Ramsey.”Parks said nothing. “But he was innocent. He didn’t kill
that national guards—” The truth hit her in a blinding flash. “
Youkilled the guardsman and pinned it on Ramsey. And you
were paid to do it.”

“Crazy times back then. I was a different person, I guess.



And it wasn’t supposed to be that way. I guess I hit the kid too
hard. Yeah, I was paid off all right, and as it turns out, I wasn’t
paid nearly enough.”

“And whoever you were working for back then is
blackmailing you to do all this?”

“Like I said, it’s cost me big. No statute of limitations on
murder, Michelle.”

She wasn’t listening now. It had occurred to her that he was
employing the same strategy she was. Keep her talking while
they outflanked her. Now she was trying to recall the exact
model of shotgun Parks was carrying. Okay, she had it. Five-
shot Remington. Or at least she hoped. He’d fired four times,
and it was so quiet out here she was sure she would have
heard him reload.

“Hey, Michelle, you still there?”

In answer she fired three rounds at the rock and received a
shotgun blast in return. As soon as the buckshot sped by, she
leaped to her feet and raced to the woods.

Parks jammed fresh shells in, cursing the whole time. But by
the time he took aim she was too far away for his buckshot to
do any damage, and accelerating fast. He yelled into his
walkie-talkie.



Michelle saw him coming. She cut to the left, hurdled a log
and went flat to the ground just before the slug slammed into the
bark.

The man she thought was a police sniper up the tree was
now also gunning for her. She placed several shots in his
direction and then slithered on her belly for about ten yards
before leaping to her feet.

How could she have been so damn blind? Another shot
slammed into a tree near her head, and she hit the ground
again. As she sucked in air, she assessed her abysmal options.
There really weren’t any thatdidn’t involve her violent death.
They could track her grid by grid, and there wasn’t much she
could do about it. Wait, her phone! She grabbed for it only to
find it had fallen off her belt clip. Now she was cut off from all
help and had at least two killers stalking her in dark woods in
the middle of nowhere. Okay, this beat the hell out of the worst
nightmares she’d ever had as a child.

She sprayed a few more shots in the direction she thought
they were coming from, then leaped up and sprinted hard. The
full moon was both a blessing and a curse. It enabled her to see
where she was going, but it also allowed her pursuers to spot
her as well.

She broke free from the woods, then pulled up just barely in
time.



She was right at the edge of the embankment of the river
she’d observed on her first visit here. A long drop awaited her if
she took another step. The problem was that Parks and his
partner were right behind her. She checked her mag: there
were five rounds left, and she had one spare mag on her. Okay,
in another few seconds they’d break free of the trees and have
an unobstructed shot at her unless she could find somewhere to
hide and nail them first. Still, even if she got one of the shooters,
that would reveal her position, and the other shooter would
probably bring her down. She looked around, seeking a
solution with higher odds of survival. Then she checked out
once more the long drop and the fast-moving river. Her plan
came together in seconds. While some might call it foolish,
most would term it suicidal. But what the hell, she’d always
loved the extremes in life. She holstered her weapon, took a
deep breath and waited.

As soon as she heard them make the clearing, she
screamed and jumped. She had picked her spot carefully.
About twenty feet down, there was a small rock ledge. She hit it
and splayed out, grabbing for anything she could. Still, she
almost slipped off and came within two frantically curled fingers
of plunging into the river.

She glanced up and saw Parks and the other man peer
down, looking for her. Because of where she’d landed, a chunk
of jutting rock tothe left of her blocked their view of her location.



And the moon was behind them, silhouetting both men
beautifully. She could have picked them both off with no
problem, and was really tempted to do so. But she was thinking
big picture here, and she had another plan. She put her shoe
against the small tree trunk that had caught on the ledge she
was on. That and its natural cover was why she’d picked this
landing place. She pushed against the tree trunk until it was
right at the edge of the precipice. She looked up at Parks. They
were shining lights around, looking for her and pointing. As
soon as they were both looking the other way, she gave the
trunk one huge push, and it plunged downward. At the same
time, she let out the loudest scream she could manage.

She watched as the trunk hit the river’s surface, then
glanced up at the men as they shone their lights at that spot.
Michelle held her breath, praying they’d believe that she’d
plunged to her death in the river. As seconds went by and they
didn’t leave, Michelle began to think that she’d indeed have to
attempt to shoot them both. Moments later, though, they
apparently made up their minds she was dead, turned and went
back into the woods.

Michelle waited for about ten minutes, to make sure they
were really gone. And then she grasped a rock jutting out of the
side of the embankment and began to climb up. If Parks and
the other man could have seen the expression on the woman’s
face as she pulled herself from oblivion, they would have been,
despite their weapons and superior number, in very real fear for



their lives.
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You’ve changed a lot, Sidney, ” said King. “Lost weight. I
hardly recognized you. You look good, though. Your brother
hasn’t aged nearly as well.”

Sidney Morse, Clyde Ritter’s brilliant campaign manager
who was supposed to be sitting in a mental hospital in Ohio,
looked at King with an amused expression. He also held a
pistol that was pointed at King’s chest. Dressed in an
expensive suit, his face clean-shaven, graying hair thin but
nicely styled, Morse was a slender, distinguished-looking man.

“I’m impressed. What led you to think someone other than
the unfortunate Mr. Scott was behind this?”

“That note you left on my bathroom door. A real Secret
Service agent would never have used the phrase ‘pushing a
post’; he would’ve just written ‘pushing.’ And Bob Scott was ex-
military and always used the twenty-four-hour clock. He wouldn’t
have used ‘A.M.’ And then I started thinking, why Bowlington?
Why the Fairmount Hotel in the first place? Because it was thirty
minutes from Arnold Ramsey, that’s why. As campaign manager
you could have easily arranged that.”

“But so could several others, including Doug Denby and



Ritter himself. And to the world I’m a zombie in Ohio.”

“Not to a Secret Service agent. I admit, it took me some
time but I finally got it.” He nodded at the gun Sidney held.
“You’releft-handed, I finally remembered that. Munching your
candy bars. We in the Service tend to focus on the small
details. And yet the ‘zombie’ in Ohio catches tennis balls in his
right hand. And in a photo at the hospital Peter Morse was
holding a baseball bat in his right hand, so I had confirmation of
that.”

“My dear brother. He was never good for much.”

“Well, he was an integral part of your plan,” King said in a
prompting manner.

Morse smiled. “I see you haven’t the brains to really figure all
this out, that you just want me to lay it out for you. All right, I really
don’t see you testifying about it later. I got the sanitized guns
Arnold and I had at the Fairmount from my criminally inclined
brother.”

“And you hid your gun in the supply closet after Ritter was
killed.”

“And that maid person saw me and spent the next seven
years blackmailing me, only stopping when she believed I’d
been committed. Your friend Maxwell unwittingly revealed the



blackmailer’s identity to me. And I paid her back. With interest.”

“Just like you did Mildred Martin.”

“She couldn’t follow directions. I don’t tolerate stupid people.
”

“I guess that included your brother.”

“It was probably a mistake to involve him, but he was family,
after all, and quite willing to help. However, as time went by and
my poor brother continued to abuse drugs, I was afraid he’d
talk. I also had all the family money, and there was always the
possibility of blackmail. The best place to keep one’s
‘problems’ is in plain sight, so I kept him around, supported him.
When the time came, I switched identities with him and had him
committed.”

“But why switch identities at all?”

“It ensured that the world thought I was somewhere else
while I put this little plan together. Otherwise, people might start
nosing around.” Morse stretched his arms out. “Think about it.
Several of the players in the Ritter imbroglio brought together
on an elaborateset like this? People inevitably would start
thinking about me. Being institutionalized was better than even
being dead. People can fake their deaths. I was confident no
one would be able to find out I had committed Peter rather than



the other way around.” Morse smiled. “And why do it if you’re
not going to do it with panache?”

King shook his head. He figured he’d buy as much time as
possible by keeping Morse talking. The man obviously wanted
to brag about his grand plan, and King could use the extra time
to work out a strategy. “I would have done it differently. Commit
him, then kill him. That way, you’re assured people think you’re
dead.”

“But killing him could lead to an autopsy, and that might
show he wasn’t me if they got old medical and dental records to
compare against. If he dies naturally, all is fine. Besides, we
looked enough alike, and the other little touches I devised were
enough to fool anyone. My genius is in the details. For example,
this room is soundproofed. Why bother in a deserted hotel?
Because you just never know about sound: it carries in strange,
unpredictable ways, and I really can’t have any interruptions. It
would ruin the whole performance, and I’ve never disappointed
an audience yet. I also like to bring things off with a certain flair.
Like the note you mentioned. I could have just slipped it in your
mailbox. But a body hanging on the door, it’s classic. And
blowing up your house. It’s just the way I do things.”

“But why involve Bob Scott? Like you said, no one would
suspect you.”

“Think, Agent King, think. Every drama needs a villain.



Besides, Agent Scott never accorded me the respect I
deserved when I was with Ritter. He lived to regret that.”

“Okay, so you fried your brother’s brain, mutilated his face to
further disguise his identity, fattened him up while you slimmed
down, moved to Ohio, where no one would know either of you,
and established the identity switch. That’s quite a production.
Just like the Ritter campaign.”

“Clyde Ritter was simply a means to an end.”

“Right. This had nothing to do with Clyde Ritter and
everything to do with Arnold Ramsey. He had something you
wanted. You wanted it so badly you led him to his death so you
could take it.”

“I did him a favor. I knew Arnold hated Ritter. His academic
career had peaked long ago. He was at rock bottom and ripe
for the offer I made him. I let him relive his past glory as a
radical protester. I let him go down in history as the assassin of
an immoral, disgusting man, a martyr for the ages. What could
be better?”

“You walking off with the real prize. The prize you tried to get
thirty years ago when you set up Ramsey for killing a national
guardsman. But that attempt failed and so did the Ritter plan.
Even though Arnold was gone, you still weren’t going to win.”



Morse looked amused. “Go on, you’re doing very well. What
didn’t I win?”

“The woman you loved, Regina Ramsey, the actress with a
huge future. I’m betting she starred in some of your productions
way back when. And it wasn’t just business. You loved her. Only
she loved Arnold Ramsey.”

“Ironically I introduced them to each other. I’d met Arnold
when I was doing a play having to do with the civil rights
protests and needed some research. I never imagined two
people so totally opposite... Well, he didn’t deserve her, of
course. Regina and I werea team, a truly great one with the
whole world waiting. We were poised to hit the big time. The
dominating presence she had onstage, she would have been a
Broadway star, one of the greatest.”

“And made you a star too.”

“Every great impresario needs a muse. And don’t be fooled,
I brought out the best in her. We would have been unstoppable.
Instead, my artistic power disappeared when she married him.
So my career was destroyed even as Arnold wasted her life in
his pathetic little academic world at a third-rate college.”

“Well, that was your doing. You ruined hiscareer.”

“You’ve asked a lot of questions, let me ask one. What really



turned your attention to me?”

“Something I heard pointed me in your direction. So I started
digging into your family. I found out your father was the attorney
who got Ramsey off the murder charge in D.C. I guess your plan
was to make Ramsey appear guilty so Regina would stop
loving him, then you’d swoop in as the white knight, save Arnold
and take Regina as your prize. That’s right out of a movie script.
”

Morse pursed his lips. “Only the script didn’t work.”

“Right, but then you waited until another opportunity came
along.”

Morse nodded and smiled. “I’m a very patient man. When
Ritter announced his candidacy, I knew that opportunity had
come.”

“Why not just kill your romantic rival?”

“What’s the fun in that? Where’s the drama? I told you it’s
just not how I do things. And besides, if I’d simply done that, she
would have loved him all the more. Yes, I had to kill Arnold
Ramsey, but I didn’t want her to mourn for him. I wanted her to
loathe him. Then we could be a team again. Of course, Regina
was older then, but the talent she had—that never goes away.
We could still make the magic happen again. I just knew it.”



“And so the Ritter assassination was your next major
production.”

“It was actually very easy to convince Arnold to do it. Regina
and he had finally separated, but I knew she still loved him. Now
was the time to show him as an unhinged killer, not the noble,
brilliant activist she’d married. I secretly met with Arnold
numerous times. I’d helped support them through the lean
times. He saw me as a friend. I reminded him of his younger
days looking to change the world. I challenged him to be a hero
again. And then when I told him I was willing to join him, that
Regina would be so proud, I knew I had him. And the plan
worked beautifully.”

“Except that the grieving widow rejected you once more.
And this time it was far more devastating, because the reason
was she didn’t love you.”

“That actually wasn’t the whole story, which is why we’re here
today.”

King looked at him quizzically. “And then later she
committed suicide. Or did she?”

“She was getting remarried. To a man remarkably similar to
Arnold Ramsey.”

“Thornton Jorst.”



“She must have had a defective gene for such people. I
began to see that my ‘star’ wasn’t so perfect. But after all these
years if I couldn’t have her, no one else could either.”

“So you killed her too.”

“Let’s put it this way: I let her join her miserable husband.”

“And now we come to Bruno.”

“You see, Agent King, every great play has at last three acts.
The first was the national guardsman, the middle act was Ritter.
”

“And all this is the closing curtain. Bruno and me. But why?
Regina is dead. What do you gain by doing all this now?”

“Agent King, you lack the vision to see what I’ve created
here.”

“Sorry, Sid, I’m more of a down-to-earth guy. And I’m not in
the Secret Service anymore, so you can just drop the ‘agent.’”

“No, today you’re a Secret Service agent,” Morse said
firmly.

“Right. And you’re a psychopath. And when this is over, I’ll
make sure you’re reunited with your brother. You can throw the
tennis ball to him.”



Sidney Morse pointed his gun at King’s head. “Let me tell
you exactly what you’re going to do. When the clock reaches
10:30 A.M., you will take up your position behind the rope. All
the rest is taken care of. You have a very important role in this
play. I’m certain you know what it is. I wish you luck in carrying it
out. Bad luck, of course.”

“So will this be an exact replay of 1996?”

“Well, not exactly. I don’t want it to be boring for you.”

“Hey, maybe I’ll have some surprises of my own.”

Morse chuckled. “You’re not in my league, Agent King.
Nowremember, this isn’t a dress rehearsal. It’s the real thing, so
hit your marks. And just so you know, this play will have only a
one-night run.”

Morse disappeared into the shadows, and King sucked in a
long breath. Morse was every bit as intimidating and masterful
as before. King’s nerves were close to running away from him. It
was him against who knew how many. He had one gun, and he
didn’t for a second believe his ammo was anything other than
blanks. He eyed the clock. Ten minutes until it started. He
looked at his own watch. It read almost 12:30. He didn’t know
whether that wasA.M. orP.M. Morse, of course, could have set
his clock for any time he wanted.



He looked around, trying to find something, anything, that
might help him survive. All he saw was a replay of a horrific
event that he’d never wanted to think about, much less relive.

And then it struck him: who was going to play the role of
Arnold Ramsey? The answer came to him in a flash. Like father,
like daughter! That son of a bitch. He really was going to do it
again.

Michelle flitted along the trees, keeping a close eye out for
anyone near the hotel. As she did so, she saw Jefferson Parks
climb into a truck, its wheels kicking up dirt as he raced off.
Okay, one less opponent to worry about, she thought. Satisfied
it was safe to try it, she bent low and crab-walked to the fence.
She was about to start climbing but then drew back. The low
hum had puzzled her, and then she saw the wire running to the
fence. She stepped back, picked up a stick and tossed it
against the chain link. It hit and was immediately fried. Great,
the fence was electrified. She couldn’t use the gap in the fence
because she’d told Parks about it, and they might be watching
for her there, not convinced of her death by drowning. And the
gap was so small she couldn’t have avoided touching the fence
anyway.

She moved back into the woods and thought through the
dilemma. Finally she remembered what she’d seen on her first
visit here and realized it might be her only way in. She ran to the
backof the building where the slope of the land running up to the



fence formed a perfect launch site of sorts. She’d been a
champion long and high jumper in high school, but that had
been a while ago. She measured off the distances, did a few
practice jogs, eyed the height of the fence in relation to where
she’d be jumping from. She removed her low-heeled shoes,
tossed them over the fence, took up her starting position, said a
silent prayer, drew in a long breath and took off at a dead run.
She counted off her steps, just as she’d been coached. She
came within a few seconds of aborting the whole thing as the
electrified fence drew closer and closer. If she failed here, the
defeat would not consist merely of a few tears at being beaten
in a track meet. This one was for keeps.

She lifted off, her legs, arms and back working in unison, her
muscle memory returning just in time as she twisted her body,
arched her back and cleared the top of the fence by six inches.
There was no soft foam to break her fall, and she slowly rose,
aching all over, and put her shoes back on. Threading her way
to the building, she found another broken window and slipped
inside.
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As the time moved to 10:26, a man appeared from the
same doorway King had come through. John Bruno looked
confused, frightened and ready to vomit. King could relate; he
wanted to throw up too. He and Bruno were the Christians
awaiting the lions as the bloodthirsty crowd eagerly anticipated



the coming slaughter. When King approached him, Bruno
instantly recoiled. “Please, please don’t hurt me.”

“I’m not going to hurt you. I’m here to help.”

Bruno looked at him with a bewildered expression. “Who
are you?”

King started to say something and then stopped. How
exactly could he explain this? “I’m your Secret Service agent,”
he finally said.

Surprisingly Bruno seemed to accept this without question.
“What’s going on?” asked Bruno. “Where are we?”

“We’re in a hotel. And something is about to happen. I’m not
exactly sure what.”

“Where’s the rest of your men?”

King looked at him blankly. “I wish I knew... sir.” This was all
beyond insane, but what else was he supposed to do? And he
had to admit, his demeanor as an agent had come back more
easily than he would have thought.

Bruno saw the room’s exit door. “Can’t we just leave?”

“Uh, no, that wouldn’t be a good idea.” King was watching
theclock as it moved to 10:29. Eight years ago Ritter was in



front of him, dealing with the adoring crowd. King wasn’t going
to make that mistake with Bruno. He led him over to the rope. “I
want you to stand behind me. Whatever happens, just keep
behind me.”

“Yes, absolutely.”

Actually King wanted to get behind him. After all these years
here he was: a damn human shield again.

He pulled the gun from his pocket. If the bullets weren’t real,
he had no chance. He eyed the velvet rope. He took a step
forward. He was within an inch of it now, ironically almost in the
exact same spot Ritter was in when Ramsey shot him. As the
hand moved to 10:30, King chambered a round.

“Well, bring on the fat babies to kiss,” mumbled King. “Just
bring it on.”

As Michelle peered around the corner, she saw the man
standing outside the door to the Stonewall Jackson Room. He
was armed with a pistol and rifle and looked to be the man
who’d impersonated the police sniper in the tree before joining
Parks in trying to kill her. She couldn’t see his face clearly, but
she suspected this man was Simmons. If so, she had an
advantage. Should she jump out and tell him to freeze? He
might get a shot off and be lucky enough to hit her. And then she
looked up and saw the sentry glance at his watch and smile.



That could only mean...

She rolled out, her pistol aimed at his chest. She did tell him
to freeze, but she modified that approach somewhat by firing at
the same time as she cried out. The slugs hit him right in the
pecs; he yelled out and dropped. Michelle ran forward, reached
the fallen man, kicked his weapons away, knelt down and
checked his pulse. The booted foot came up and caught her on
the shoulder, and Michelle tumbled back and lost her gun.

The man staggered up, grasping at his chest. How could
that be? She’d nailed him squarely in the upper torso. She
answered herquestion almost immediately as she struggled to
her feet. Body armor. She lunged for her gun but so did he. They
crashed into each other, and he got a stranglehold around her
neck.

“This time,” he hissed in her ear, “you’re going to die, bitch.”
It was the man who’d tried to kill her in her truck.

She couldn’t match him in strength, so she decided to use
her advantage. She jammed her elbow into his left side, right
where she believed she’d shot him that night. He moaned and
his grip broke and he went to his knees. She kicked away from
him, slid across the floor and fumbled for her gun. As her hands
closed around it, she turned and saw Simmons rise up and pull
a knife from his belt.



She aimed and fired, and the round hit him in the dead
center of the forehead. She dragged herself over to him. As she
stared down at his body, she had an idea. It just might work.
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At precisely 10:31 King realized he had a major problem, or
at least another major problem to join all the others. He glanced
at the elevator. If the present held to the past, something was
going to happen with that elevator. The problem was, if those
doors somehow opened and King didn’t look away to see what
it was, he and Bruno might be attacked from that direction. Yet if
he did look to see what it was, as he had eight years ago, that
momentary distraction could spell doom for them both. He
envisioned Sidney Morse watching him ponder this dilemma
and laughing his butt off.

As the clock moved to the fateful minute, King reached back
and grabbed hold of Bruno. “When I tell you to go down,” he
whispered urgently, “you go down!”

It was as though King could see every sliver of the clock’s
movement as the hand moved to 10:32. He readied his pistol.
He thought about firing a round, to see if his ammo was live, but
Morse could very well have only given him one real bullet, and
he would have wasted it. Morse had probably figured that one
too.



He made sweeping arcs with his gun, and his grip on
Bruno’s coat grew tighter. The candidate’s breathing was
accelerating so fast King was afraid he might just faint. He
thought he could hear the smacks of Bruno’s heart and then
realized they were his own. Okay, he was as ready as he was
going to be.

The clock hit 10:32, and the arc of King’s gun became faster
ashe tried to cover every inch of the room. The lights went out,
and they were plunged into total darkness. And then the room
erupted in kaleidoscope lights that would have done any disco
proud. They swept around the room like a flash fire, and the
voices started up on high volume. It was deafening and blinding,
and King had to shield his eyes. Then he remembered and
reached in his pocket and put on his sunglasses. Score one for
the guys in shades.

Then the ding of the elevator came.

“Damn you, Morse!” King called out.

The doors slid open, or was it just a trick? Indecision was
tearing King apart. Should he look over or not?

“Hit the floor!” he told Bruno, and the man dropped instantly.
King turned his head, determined only to look for a split second.
He never made it that far.



Joan Dillinger was right in front of him. Hanging less than ten
feet away, suspended from the ceiling, it appeared. It was as
though she were on a cross, spread-eagle, her face pale and
her eyes closed. King didn’t know if she was real or not. He
took a couple steps forward and reached out his hand, and it
went right through her. Stunned, he jerked his head in the
direction of the elevator. There was Joan, trussed up and
suspended by wire. Her image had been projected by some
mechanical means. She appeared dead.

Looking at the woman, he felt an immense rage. And that
was probably what Morse was counting on. That realization
alone served to calm King down.

As he turned back, he stiffened. Standing directly in front of
him, between two of the cardboard characters, was Kate
Ramsey, her pistol pointed at his chest. “Put down the gun,” she
ordered.

King hesitated, then laid down his gun. The lights returned to
normal and the special effect sounds stopped.

“Get up,” she told Bruno. “Stand up, you bastard,” she
screamed.

Bruno rose on shaky legs, but King kept between the
candidate and his would-be assassin.



“Listen to me, Kate. You don’t want to do this.”

A voice boomed out from somewhere. It was Morse, playing
the role of the director, calling out his next “shot.”

“Go ahead, Kate. I’ve delivered them both to you, just as I
promised: the man who ruined your father’s career, and the
man who took his life. Your bullets are steel-jacketed. One shot
and you can kill them both. Do it. Do it for your poor father.
These men destroyed him.”

Kate’s finger tightened on the trigger.

“Don’t listen to him, Kate,” said King. “He’s the one who set
up your father. He was the one who got him to kill Ritter. Bruno
had nothing to do with any of it.”

“You’re lying,” she said.

“The man you overhead talking to your father that night. It
was Sidney Morse.”

“You’re wrong. The only name I heard was Thornton Jorst.”

“You didn’t hear his name, Kate, you only thought you did.
What you heard wasn’t ‘Thornton Jorst.’ What you heard was
Trojan horse .”

Kate didn’t look as confident now.



King pressed this small advantage. “I’m sure Morse told you
everything to say to us. But that part you told us was true, only
you didn’t realize its significance.” Kate’s expression became
confused, and her finger relaxed ever so slightly against the
trigger.

King continued, talking fast. “Morse was the Trojan horse,
the inside man on the Ritter campaign. That’s how he explained
it to your father. Morse knew Arnold hated what Ritter was doing
to the country. But Morse didn’t care about Ritter’s politics. So
why did he join the campaign? Because Morse loved your
mother. She was his Broadway-star-to-be. With your father out
of the way, she’d be his. And when that failed, he killed your
mother. And now he’s using you just like he used your father.”

“That’s crazy. If what you say is true, why is he doing all of
this now?”

“I don’t know. He’s insane. Who else would put something
like this together?”

“He’s lying about all of it, Kate,” boomed out Morse. “I’m
doing this all for you. To give you justice. Now shoot them!”

King held Kate’s gaze. “Your father killed, but he did so in
what he believed was a noble cause. That man”—King pointed
in the direction of Morse’s voice—“that man is a cold-blooded
murderer, and he did it out of sheer jealousy.”



“You killed my father,” she said bluntly.

“I was doing my job. I had no choice. You didn’t see your
father’s expression that day. But I did. You know what he looked
like? Do you really want to know?”

She looked at him, tears in her eyes, and slowly nodded.

“He looked surprised, Kate. Surprised. At first I thought it
was the shock of actually killing someone. But then I realized he
was surprised because Morse hadn’t pulled his gun and fired.
Morse was standing right near me. They’d made a pact. Your
father was actually looking at him. It was right then he knew he’d
been deceived.”

Morse called out, “Last chance, Kate. Either shoot them or I
will.”

King looked at her with pleading eyes. “Kate, you can’t do it.
You can’t. I’m telling you the truth. You knowI am. Whatever lies
he’s fed to you, you’re not a killer, and he can’t make you be
one.”

“Now!”screamed Morse.

Instead, Kate started to lower her gun. Suddenly the door to
the room crashed open. This distracted Kate for a moment, and
King grabbed the velvet rope, swung it up and knocked the gun



out of her hands. She screamed and fell back.

King shouted at Bruno, “Run! Out the door!”

Bruno turned and raced toward the exit where Michelle was
just coming through.

The lights came fully on and blinded them all momentarily.
Michelle saw it before anyone else did. She screamed and
launched herself. “Bruno, down!” she yelled.

The gun fired. Michelle lunged in front of the candidate, and
the slug hit her in the chest.

King pointed his pistol in the direction of the shot and fired.
That’s when he discovered Morse had never intended on giving
him a chance. His gun was loaded with blanks.

King screamed out, “Michelle!”

She wasn’t moving, even as Bruno fled out the door. And
then the lights went out again, pitching them into darkness.
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King crouched in the dark, frantically searching for
something. Then the lights came back on, although at a lower
level of brightness. He sensed something behind him and
whirled. Sidney Morse was standing there pointing his gun.



“I knew she didn’t have the guts for it,” said Morse, flicking
his pistol in Kate’s direction where the young woman still lay on
the floor. “Not like your father !” He swept his hand around the
room. “I gave you a grand stage on which to perform, Kate. I
scripted you perfectly; this was the great finale. Your mother
would have given a dazzling performance. You failed miserably.”

King helped Kate up and then stood between her and
Morse.

“A human shield again, Sean, eh,” said Morse, smiling. “It
seems to be your miserable lot in life.”

“Bruno got away, and so help me I’ll kill you for shooting
Michelle.”

Morse eyed him confidently. “Bruno will never leave the
Fairmount alive. As for Maxwell, her luck ran out. At least she
went down in the line of fire. What more could a Secret Service
agent ask for?”

He turned his attention to Kate. “Now, you asked a question.
Why all this now? I’ll tell you. This is no more about John Bruno
than it was about Clyde Ritter.” He pointed his gun at Kate.
“Eight years ago it was about your father. Today it’s all about
you, dear, sweet Kate.”

Her chest heaving and tears streaming down her face, she



said, “Me?”

Morse laughed. “You really are a fool, just like your father.”
He eyed King. “You said that Regina rejected me because she
didn’t love me, she didn’t want the magic. That was only partially
true. I believe that she did love me, but she couldn’t go back
onstage after Arnold died, she couldn’t become my star once
more, because someone else needed her more.” He looked
back at Kate. “You. Your mother couldn’t leave you. You needed
her, she told me. You were her life. How incredibly wrong she
was. What was a single, pathetic teenager to a legendary
career on Broadway, a life with me ?”

“That’s because a man like you can’t understand real love,”
said King. “And how can you blame Kate for that? She knew
nothing about it.”

“I can blame her for any reason I want!” Morse screamed.
“And on top of that, when Regina wanted to marry this Jorst
idiot, Kate was all for it. Oh, yes, I had my spies. She wanted a
man just like her father. That alone is enough to justify her death.
But there’s more. I’ve followed your career, Kate. And you grew
up just like your miserable father with all your pathetic
protesting, marching and being such a noble do-gooder. It was
déjà vu. I had killed Arnold, but there he was again: come back
to life like the Hydra.” Morse’s eyes narrowed as he looked at
the young woman. He said more calmly, “Your father ruined my
life by keeping the woman I needed, the woman I deserved,



away from me. And then you took up the banner after he died.
But for you, Regina would have been mine.”

“I can’t believe my mother ever would have loved someone
like you,” Kate said defiantly. “I can’t believe I ever trusted you.”

“Well, I’m quite an actor myself, dear Kate. And you were so
gullible. When Bruno announced his candidacy, I immediately
thought of you. What a stroke of good fortune. Here was the
very man who’d prosecuted your father for a crime I’d set him
up for, running for the same office as the man your father had
gunned down. Itwas perfect. The idea for the entire reenactment
came to me instantly. And so I came to you, gave you the whole
sad story about your poor father, and you bought every syllable
of it.”

Kate started toward him but King held her back.

She cried out, “You told me you were their friend. That you
helped my father when he was arrested for murder and that
John Bruno had destroyed his career.” She looked at King. “He
brought me all these news clippings. He said he knew my
parents and helped them, long before I was born. They never
mentioned him to me, though. But he said he was at the
Fairmount that day and that you didn’t have to shoot my father;
that he was putting his gun down when you fired. He said you
were really a murderer.” She looked back at Morse. “It was all
lies.”



Morse shook his head. “Of course, it was. It was part of the
play.”

“It’s a dangerous thing to believe a madman, Kate,” said
King.

“Not a madman, Agent King. A visionary. But I’ll grant you,
there’s a fine line between the two. And now,” said Morse with a
dramatic sweep of his hand, “comes the third and final act. The
tragic death of Kate Ramsey as, aided and abetted by the poor,
demented former Secret Service agent Bob Scott, she
avenges her beloved father, taking with her John Bruno and
Sean King—with, of course, all supporting evidence being
found later courtesy of me. When you think about it, the
symmetry really is breathtaking: father and daughter, the
assassins of two presidential candidates perishing on the exact
same spot. It’s really one of the best pieces I’ve ever written.”

“And you really are insane,” said King.

“The mediocre always throw stones at the brilliant,” Morse
said smugly. “And now the last member of the Ramsey family
—the sweet, loving Ramsey family—will finally disappear from
this earth. I’m sure you’ll die beautifully, Kate. And then I can go
on with my life. My artistic power has been completely restored
now. Another new identity and Europe beckons. The
possibilities are limitless, even without your mother.” He pointed
his pistol at Kate.



King raised his gun too. “Actually, Sid, I’ve pared down your
options to one.”

“It only fires blanks,” said Morse. “You found that out a few
minutes ago.”

“Which is why I knocked Kate’s gun out of her hand and
picked it up when the lights went out.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Am I? My gun’s on the floor. But if you try and check, I’ll
shoot you. Sort of like the trick you used with the elevator. And
the two guns look exactly the same anyway. It’ll be impossible to
tell. But go on and take a peek. Then when my bullet slams into
your head, you’ll know you were wrong. You screwed up, Sid.
On a set you never lose track of the gun props. A brilliant
director like you should know that.”

Morse suddenly didn’t look as confident.

King pressed his advantage. “What’s the matter, Sid? A little
nervous? It doesn’t take courage to shoot an unarmed man or
drown old ladies in bathtubs. But now we can see how brave
you really are because you’re not safely behind the scenes
anymore. You’re the star of the show, front and center, and your
audience is waiting.”



“You’re a lousy actor. Your bravado is hardly convincing,”
replied Morse, but there was tension in his voice.

“You’re right, I’m no actor, but I don’t have to be, because
this isn’t make-believe. The bullets are real, and at least one of
us is going to die, and we won’t be getting back up for an
encore. I tell you what, duels make for great theater, so let’s
have one, Sid. Just you and me.” King put his finger on the
trigger. “On the count of three.”

His gaze bored into Morse, who was now pale, his
breathing accelerated.

“Come on now, don’t freak out on me. I’m just an ex–Secret
Service agent. Sure, I’ve gunned down guys who were shooting
at me, but how good can I really be? Like you said, I can’t
possibly be in your league.” King paused and then started to
count. “One...”

Morse’s hand started to tremble and he took a step back.

King squeezed the pistol grip tightly. “I haven’t fired a gun in
eight years. You remember the last time I did, right? I’m so rusty.
In this light even at this close range, I can probably only hit your
torso. But it’ll still kill you.”

Morse’s breathing accelerated even more and he took
another step back.



“Two.” King’s gaze never left Morse’s face. “Make sure you
hit your marks, Sid, and don’t forget to take a bow as you’re
falling to the floor with a big hole in your chest. Don’t worry,
though, death will be instantaneous.”

As King started to count “Three,” Morse screamed. The
lights went out, and King ducked down as the shot sailed over
his head. He breathed a sigh of relief. His ruse had worked.

Aminute later the woman who’d shot Michelle moved
through the darkness past mounted figures on her way toward
King. As soon as the lights had gone out, Tasha slipped on a
pair of night-vision goggles and could see things clearly,
whereas King could see nothing. She passed the fallen
Michelle, then ducked in-between two of the wooden frames.
King had retreated with Kate to a corner, but from here Tasha
had a clean shot. The orders she had just been given were
clear. Regardless of what else happened, Sean King and Kate
Ramsey had to die.

Tasha took aim, smiling as she did so. Killing people, that’s
what she did. And now she was about to add two more to her hit
list.

The slight noise behind her caused her to whirl around. The
beam of light from the flashlight hit her right in the eyes, blinding
her, and a far harder object followed. As the bullet slammed into
Tasha’s head, her homicidal career came to an abrupt end.



Michelle rose on shaky legs. She rubbed her chest where
the bullet had ripped into the body armor she’d taken off
Simmons. The impact had actually knocked her out. It stung like
hell but she was alive. Luckily she’d come to just in time.

Using her flashlight, she found King and Kate. “Sorry, I had a
little problem, or I would’ve been backing you up sooner. Are
you all right?”

He nodded. “Did you see Sidney Morse?”

“Sidney, he’s behind this?” King nodded. She looked
puzzled. “I thought it was Peter Morse.”

“I just recently figured it all out myself. Do you have a knife?”

She handed him one. “I pulled it off Simmons along with this
flashlight. What are you going to do?”

“Just wait for me outside the room. And take Kate with you.”

Michelle and Kate headed to the door. King made his way
over to the elevator where Joan was still strung up. He checked
her pulse. She was alive. He cut her down, lifted her over his
shoulder and met Michelle and Kate outside.

Suddenly he put Joan down, leaned over and sucked in long
breaths. The effect of his risky face-off with Morse was now



hitting him.

“What’s the matter?” said Michelle.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” he snapped. “That’s what.”

Kate spoke up. “You were bluffing about the gun, weren’t
you? It wasn’t mine. You just had blanks.”

“I was bluffing about the gun, yes,” he said between gritted
teeth.

Michelle put a hand on his back. “You’ll be okay.”

“I’m too old for this macho crap .” He took a few last deep
breaths and straightened up. “Do you smell smoke?” he asked.

They ran toward the exit and were met by a horrified-looking
Bruno. He pointed down the hall where the flames were already
impenetrable. Another wall of flames blocked the passageway
to the upper floors.

Michelle spotted a black cable on the floor. She pointed it
out to King.

“Is that what I think it is?”

He examined it. When he looked up, his face was pale.
“He’s wired the building with explosives.” He glanced around.



“Okay, wecan’t go out and we can’t go up.” He eyed the other
way down the hall. “And if I remember correctly, that goes to the
basement. And there’s no exit from there.”

“Wait a minute,” said Michelle. “We canget out through the
basement.”
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They reached the lower level as smoke from the growing
inferno followed them. The lights were on down here, so they
could see reasonably well.

“Okay, now what?” said King as he looked at the long
hallway that was blocked by debris about midway down. “I told
you there were no exits down here. We checked that out when
Ritter was here.”

“No, over here,” said Michelle. She opened the door on the
large dumbwaiter. “We’ll take this up to the third floor.”

“The third floor!” exclaimed Bruno angrily. “And then what,
we jump? That’s brilliant, Agent Maxwell, just brilliant!”

Hands on hips, Michelle stood right in front of Bruno. “This
time you’re going to do exactly what I tell you, so just shut up
and get in... sir.” She pushed Bruno into the dumbwaiter and
then turned to Kate.



King stepped forward. “You go up with Bruno, then send it
back down. I’ll follow with Joan and Kate.”

Michelle nodded, then handed him her pistol. “Real bullets.
Just watch yourself.”

She climbed into the dumbwaiter, and she and Bruno
started pulling on the ropes, propelling themselves upward.

As King tried to revive Joan, Kate slumped to the floor.

“You can just leave me. I don’t want to live,” she said.

He knelt beside her. “Morse played with your head and your
heart,and that’s a hard combo to beat. Still, with all that, you
couldn’t pull the trigger.”

“I feel like such a fool. I just want to die.”

“No, you don’t. You have a long life ahead of you.”

“Right. For what, prison?”

“What exactly have you done wrong? You haven’t killed
anybody. As far as I know, Morse kidnapped you too and held
you here.”

She looked at him. “Why are you doing this for me?”



He hesitated, then said, “Because I did take your father
away from you. I was only doing my job, but when you take
someone else’s life, doing your job doesn’t seem a good
enough explanation.” He paused. “And you did try to help us.
You knew the story you told us about the 1974 war protest
wouldn’t wash, didn’t you? You knew you were way in over your
head in something really bad. I’m right, aren’t I?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

They heard the dumbwaiter coming back down.

“Okay, let’s get out of here,” said King.

As he helped her up, Kate’s scream made him whip around.

Coming at them out of the smoke was Sidney Morse. He
swung his metal pole at King; however, King threw himself to
the floor, and Morse missed.

King pulled Michelle’s gun and pointed it at Morse.

“No more bluffs,” Morse said with a sneer.

“No more bluffs,” answered King.

The bullet hit Morse in the chest. Looking astonished, Morse
dropped to his knees and let the pole fall from his hands. He
glanced down, touched the blood streaming out of the wound,



then stared dully back up at King.

King rose slowly, pointing his gun squarely at the man’s
heart. “The first shot was for me. This one’s for Arnold Ramsey.”
King fired and Morse fell backward, dead.

“And you really should have had more respect for the Secret
Service,” said King quietly as he stood over the body.

When King saw the blood on the end of the metal pole, he
froze for an instant, then turned and stared in disbelief. Kate lay
against the wall, the side of her head crushed in. Morse had
missed him and hit her. The young woman’s lifeless eyes stared
at him. Morse had killed both the father and the daughter. King
knelt down and gently closed her eyes.

He could hear Michelle screaming for him through the
dumbwaiter shaft.

He looked at the dead woman for a long moment. “I’m so
sorry, Kate. I’m so damn sorry.”

King picked up Joan and placed her in the dumbwaiter, then
got inside and pulled the rope with all his strength.

Inside a room off the basement corridor, the detonation
timer that Morse had engaged before his murderous attack
clicked to thirty seconds and counting.



On the third floor King lifted Joan out of the dumbwaiter and
explained to Michelle what had happened with Kate and Morse.

“We’re wasting time,” said Bruno, who obviously couldn’t
have cared less about the young woman’s death. “How do we
get out of here?”

“This way,” said Michelle as she ran down the hall. They
reached the end, and she pointed to the garbage chute
attached to the window opening. “There’s a Dumpster at the
end of the chute.”

“I’m not jumping into a garbage bin,” said Bruno indignantly.

Michelle said, “Yes, you are.”

Bruno seemed about to explode in anger before he noted
the deadly serious look in her eyes. He climbed into the chute
and with a shove from Michelle rocketed down, screaming all
the way.

“You’re next, Michelle,” said King.

She climbed into the chute and disappeared.

As King, carrying Joan, climbed into the chute, the
detonation timer clicked to five seconds.

The Fairmount Hotel started to implode right as King and



Joanlanded in the Dumpster. The force of the hotel’s
disintegration knocked the Dumpster over, which was probably
a good thing because the metal bottom shielded them from the
brunt of the concussive force, smoke and debris. In fact, it
pushed the heavy container a good ten feet across the
pavement where it came to a stop a few feet from the electrified
fence.

After the dust cleared, they climbed out and looked at the
pile of rubble that used to be the Fairmount Hotel. Gone were
the ghosts of Arnold Ramsey and Clyde Ritter, as well as the
specter of guilt that had haunted King all these years.

King glanced over as Joan groaned, then slowly sat up and
looked around, her eyes finally focusing. She saw John Bruno
and snapped back. She swung around and spotted King, her
expression one of complete astonishment.

He shrugged and said, “Better start taking catamaran
lessons.”

He looked over at Michelle. She smiled weakly and said,
“It’s over, Sean.”

He gazed at the rubble once more and said, “Yeah, maybe it
finally is.”

Epilogue



Afew days later Sean King sat on a charred hunk of wood
that had been part of his beautiful kitchen as he surveyed the
spot where his home had been. He turned when he heard the
car pulling up.

Joan got out of her BMW.

“You look fully recovered,” he said.

“I’m not sure I ever will be.” She sat next to him. “Look, Sean,
why won’t you take the money? A deal is a deal. You earned it.”

“With all you went through you deserve it more than me.”

“All I went through! My God, I was drugged. You went through
a nightmare fully awake.”

“Just take the money and enjoy life, Joan,” he said.

She took one of his hands. “Well, will you come with me? At
least that way I can support you in the lifestyle you’ve grown
accustomed to.” She attempted a brave smile.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll stay here.”

She looked around at the devastation. “Here? What’s here,
Sean?”

“Well, it’s my life,” he said, and slowly removed his hand



from hers.

She rose, looking embarrassed. “For a moment there I
thought the fairy-tale ending would actually happen.”

“We’d fight all the time.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“Let me know how you’re doing,” he said quietly. “I do want
to know.”

She took a long breath, dabbed at her eyes, then looked at
the mountain vistas. “I don’t think I thanked you for saving my
life.”

“Yes, you did. And you would have done the same for me.”

“Yes, I would have,” she said earnestly. She turned away,
looking so miserable that King rose and held her. She kissed
him on the cheek.

“Take care of yourself,” she said. “Be as happy as you can
be.” She started to walk away.

“Joan?” She turned back. “I didn’t say anything about you
being on that elevator, because I cared for you. I cared for you a
lot.”



King was alone for a while until Michelle drove up and joined
him.

She said, “I’d ask how’s it going, but I guess I know the
answer to that.” She picked up a hunk of drywall. “You can
rebuild, Sean, better than before.”

“Yeah, only it’ll be smaller. I’m in a downsizing phase of life.
Clean, simple lines, maybe even a little clutter here and there.”

“Now, don’t go crazy on me. But where are you going to stay
for now?”

“I’m thinking about renting a houseboat from the lake marina
and docking it here. Spend the winter and maybe the spring on
the water while I rebuild.”

“Sounds like a plan.” She glanced at him nervously. “So
how’s Joan?”

“She’s off with her new life.”

“And her new millions. So why didn’t you take your cut?”

“Indentured servitude isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” He
shrugged. “She’s actually a good person, if you look behind the
titanium exterior. And I think she really loves me. Under different
circumstances maybe it could have worked.”



Michelle looked as though she wanted to know what
circumstances had prevented such a result but decided it was
best not to ask.

“So where have you come from? D.C.?” asked King.

“Yes, closing out a few things. Bruno withdrew from the
election, luckily for America. They caught up to Jefferson Parks
at the Canadian border, by the way. So you suspected him?”

“Right near the end. This whole thing started when Howard
Jennings was relocated to Wrightsburg and came to work for
me. Parks was his handler. He was the only one who could have
arranged that.”

“Well, that one was staring me in the face, and I never even
saw it.” She shook her head and continued, “Parks recruited
Simmons and Tasha Reed, the woman I shot at the hotel; they
were both formerly in witness protection. Morse paid them all to
help. The warrant for Bob Scott was a phony. Parks stashed it
in the box he gave Joan so we’d be led to the bunker that
Morse bought in Scott’s name. They found Scott’s body in the
rubble.”

“All in the name of love,” said King wearily.

“Yeah, Sidney Morse’s sick, twisted version of it anyway.”
Michelle sat down next to him. “So what’s next for you?”



“What else? Back to being a lawyer.”

“Are you telling me that after all this excitement you want to
go back to drafting leases and wills?”

“It’s a living.”

“Yeah, but it’s not really living, is it?”

“Well, what about you? I guess you’ve been reinstated at the
Service.”

“Actually I resigned this morning. That’s what I really went to
D.C. for.”

“Michelle, are you crazy? You just threw away years of your
life.”

“No, I saved myself from more years of doing something I
really didn’t want to do.” She rubbed her chest where the slug
meant for Bruno had hit her. “I’ve been a human shield. Not the
healthiest way to spend one’s time. I think I bruised a lung.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“Well, I have a proposition for you.”

“Another proposition from a lovely lady. What did I do to
deserve this?”



Before Michelle could answer, another truck pulled up. It was
an A-1 Security van. Two men clad in work clothes and tool
belts climbed out.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” said the older of the pair as he
looked around at where the house had been. “What happened
here?”

“Really bad timing on my part, getting that A-1 system,” said
King.

“I’ll say. I guess you won’t be needing us today.”

“No, but when I have another house, you’ll be the first person
I call.”

“Was it a fire in the kitchen?”

“No, a bomb in the basement.”

The older man just stared at King, then nervously motioned
for his helper to jump back in the van. They kicked up gravel in
their flight.

King nodded at Michelle. “Okay, your proposition?”

“All right, here it is.” She paused and then announced in a
dramatic tone, “We start a private investigation firm.”



King stared dumbly at her. “You want to hit me with that one
more time?”

“We start our own P.I. firm, Sean.”

“We’re not detectives.”

“Sure we are. We just solved a huge, complicated mystery.”

“We don’t have any clients.”

“We will. My phone’s already been ringing off the hook with
offers. Even Joan’s old firm called; they wanted me to take her
position. But I say, screw that, let’s go into business for
ourselves.”

“You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

“Serious enough that I already put a deposit down on a little
cottage about a mile from here. It has lakefront. I can do
sculling, andI’m also thinking about getting a boat and a wave
runner. Maybe I’ll invite you over. We can race.”

He looked at her and shook his head in amazement. “Do
you always move at the speed of light?”

“I figure if you think too much about things, life sometimes
just passes you by. And my best decisions always have been
made on the fly. So what do you say?” She put out her hand. “Is



it a deal?”

“You want an answer right now?”

“Now’s as good a time as any.”

“Well, if you want an answer right now, it’s going to have to
be...” He looked at her smiling face, and that little spark she
always carried in her eyes, and then he actually thought about
spending the next thirty years of his life crafting brain-numbing
legalese while earning his living in quarter-hour increments. He
shrugged and said, “Then I guess it’s going to have to be yes.”
They shook hands.

“Okay,” she said excitedly, “sit tight, we have to do this right.”

She ran to her truck, opened the door, and a pair of ski
poles and a snowboard promptly fell out.

“I hope your office will be neater than your truck,” said King.

“Oh, it will be, Sean. I’m really very organized in my
professional life.”

“Uh-huh,” he said doubtfully.

She jammed the stuff back in and returned with a bottle of
champagne and two glasses.



“I’ll let you do the honors,” she said, handing him the bottle.

He looked at the label, then popped the cork. “Nice choice.”

“It should be for what I paid for it.”

“So what do we call this fledgling agency?” he asked as he
poured out the champagne.

“I was thinking... King and Maxwell.”

King smiled. “Age before beauty?”

“Something like that,” she answered.

He handed her a glass of the bubbly.

“To King and Maxwell,” said Michelle.

And they officially clinked glasses on it.
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Q: InThe Simple Truth , you return to writing about lawyers



and corruption within our government's highest offices. Why did
you decide to write about the legal world?

A: Foremost, because I know a lot about it. Also, in coming
up with plots I look for classical dilemmas, interesting
confrontations, ordinary people close to powerful epicenters.
Political situations, lawyers, Washington, all allow for those
creative elements. In my novels, I try to have at least one
character represent the “every person.” It’s a way to allow the
reader to relate to the events taking place in the novel and also
to have someone to root for (or against) as the case may be.
Most stories need a moral linchpin as well, and there’s always
one of those (seen via a character) in my stories.

Q: The Supreme Court is constantly the subject of both
fiction and non-fiction books. Why is our nation’s highest court
so captivating?

A: Because people hear about it all the time, but know
almost absolutely nothing about it. People know about the
presidency and the congress, but those nine black-robed
justices are a complete enigma. Secrecy is always seductive,
particularly when there is so much power concentrated in so few
people. And the people who have served on the court over the
years tend to be fascinating characters in their own right. As a
novelist, I found much material simply in studying past courts
and justices. It’s also interesting to see the interplay between
“justice” and the political and governing roles of the Court. As



the Constitution says, the Court is anequal branch of
government. And many of the decisions they make don’t always
have much to do with justice between the two parties in a case,
as ironic as that sounds. I find that incredibly intriguing and think
others will as well.

Q: Were you able to access “inside information” about the
Supreme Court while doing research for this book? Did you
learn anything new?

A: In all of my books I try to find out things that will make my
stories unique and interesting. When I research, I become a
journalist. I do much research from books and written materials,
but the best kind of research is person-to-person. If you want to
find out how someone does his job, the manuals will only give
you part of the story. Human beings are always adapting their
skills, improving on what they do, and that information isn’t often
written down anywhere. You need to interview the people doing
the job to see how it’s really done. That’s where you get the little
details, the nuances that make a story fascinating, interesting to
read, and appear more realistic.

With The Simple Truth I talked to people who worked at the
Court, argued at the Court and who have studied the Court for
many years. I’m also a member of the Supreme Court Bar, I’ve
attended oral arguments there, and have had members of my
law firms argue cases there. I learned a great deal I didn’t know
—I don’t think any one person could ever master the place. I



tried to fill the novel with those details I thought would be most
interesting to the reader. However, the reality is that ninety
percent of the research I do does not end up in the book. But
having amassed all of that knowledge allows me to put ten
percent of the information in a way that does not interrupt the
flow of the story. Books that tend to rip pages from textbooks
and plunk them in the middle of a story do not, in my opinion,
make for greatreading. The goal is seamless integration and no
writer ever gets it a hundred percent right, but all one can do is
try. It takes a lot of work, but the end result is well worth it.

Q: All your novels in some way explore the concepts of
power and corruption. What is at stake for your characters this
time inThe Simple Truth ?

Q: For one character, Rufus Harms, his freedom and his life
are at stake. Also, his honor. He was falsely imprisoned. Most
of his life is already gone. He’s trying to get back the little he
has left. Nothing can ever make him whole, but that’s often the
case in real life when someone has suffered injustice and injury.
The pain stays with you forever, but still, you have to go on. For
another character, John Fiske, he needs to confront serious
problems with his brother in order to get on with his life. Again,
he will never be made whole, but his life will never be worth
living until he works through these issues.

Q: You delve into complex family dynamics in your novel,
particularly among brothers. Why did you create this tension?



A: Family relationships interest me greatly. They are, of
course, highly personal, infuriating at times, complex, emotional
and often impossible to ignore no matter how much we want to.
People have to deal with these issues every day. They are the
heart and soul of classical drama. Ever since there have been
stories, there have been tales of families: suffering, struggling,
fighting, loving, hating, killing. There are few subjects which
strike a chord closer to the souls of us all. The Simple Truth has
two sets of brothers, both from very different walks of life. One
set black, the other white. The brothers are very different from
one another, they don’t agree on much. But despite these
differences, they come to the other’s aid when needed. They
don’t think about it toomuch, or analyze it too much, they just do
it. Sometimes it’s better to trust your core beliefs rather than rely
on the hyperbolized psychobabble that permeates much of
society today.

Q: One of your major characters, Rufus Harms, is framed by
the government for a crime that he did not commit. Do you think
that government conspiracies and cover-ups exist today?

A: Well, if they’re done successfully, we’ll never know, will
we? Of course they exist, some on a bigger scale than others.
The people perpetrating these conspiracies would, I think, take
issue with your nomenclature. They are not conspiracies. They
are people doing their job, with specialized knowledge not
shared by the general public, with the goal of making things



better, not worse for the rest of us. Sometimes the rationale is
complete lunacy, but human beings have an infinite capability to
rationalize any behavior no matter who suffers because of it. I
would venture to say that many people who enter into
“conspiracies” on behalf of the government believe themselves
to be true patriots. Maybe they are, but that doesn’t mean you
have to trust them, particularly if you’re one of the ones they
want to sacrifice for the “greater good.”

Q: The concept of “truth” is rarely simple. Why did you title
your novel,The Simple Truth ?

A: Because the older I get I can’t find the simple truth
anywhere, and I do look for it. I live near Washington, D.C., the
capitol city of SPIN. Truth does not rule here, perception does.
The concept of truth is sometimes merely who gets one set of
facts out first. The problem is we have too much information in
this information age. We have all this high tech media
constantly bombarding our increasingly cluttered minds with so
much that after awhile, people shut down. But they often will
accept as fact the first thing they hear; it just sticks. That does
not bode well for the concept of full andfair disclosure. These
days particularly speed to disseminate seems to be the
controlling factor. My advice to the media: SLOW DOWN,
people will wait for the truth, just give them the chance.

Q: You consistently publish new novels every year. How do
you produce new material so quickly? What inspired you this



time?

A: It’s very difficult to keep up this pace. It takes me from
start to finish about eighteen months to produce a book. I know
some writers who have told me they can write a novel in six
months. It takes me six months just to adequately perform
research for a novel. I will never sacrifice quality for quantity. I
have scrupulously avoided the pitfall of entering into five and six
book contracts to allow me the freedom to write at a
comfortable pace. My inspiration this time was a law in this
country that I feel is terribly unjust. And it’s still the law and
probably will always be the law. For me, it was the perfect
example of why the highest court in the land is really not
designed to deliver justice. The one place you think you can find
it, and, poof, it’s just not there. The other inspiration was the
characters I created to fill this tale. My stories live and die by the
characters. I think I come up with good plots, but I really rely
heavily on the Luther Whitneys and Sidney Archers and LuAnn
Tylers and Rufus Harms to make my stories compelling.

Q: Do you envision this book as a movie? If so, which actors
would you cast as the principle characters?

A: I never envision any of my novels as movies. If you do
then as a writer you tend to fall into the “screenplay disguised
as a novel” trap. Hollywood is a trend town. As a novelist, if you
try to follow the popular trends, by the time you’ve finished your
manuscript you find yourself four trends behind.



It’s a well-known fact that Hollywood fads travel at twicethe
speed of light. Thinking of the book as a movie is tempting but
you’ll find yourself twisting plot and creating characters to fulfill
some cinematic goal rather than the goals of writing a good
book. I’ve written screenplays before, and I think that my novels
are very visual, and the dilemmas in my stories are classical
enough to allow for film opportunities, but I’m in the book
business. Bill Goldman, who wrote the screenplay for Absolute
Power , said that adapting my novel for film was the hardest
project he had ever undertaken in his long and incredibly
successful career. I take that as the highest form of compliment.
However, if Hollywood sees fit to make more of my novels into
movies, God Bless them.

Q: You frequently travel across the country and lecture about
being a bestselling novelist. What do people want to know most
about your life?

A: Where do I get my ideas? Where do I write? How much
money do I make? (Like all bestselling writers, more than I
should I tell them.) People want to know if my life has changed
drastically. In some ways, yes, in some ways, no. I think I have
the best case scenario: I’m a truly minor celebrity with complete
anonymity who makes a good living at what he loves to do. I
have no complaints, nor should I.

Q: What is next for you?



A: My next novel, which is taking a great deal of time
because it’s research intensive, even by my standards. I’m also
working on a network TV series that I’m excited about. Last but
certainly not least, I’ve also been doing a lot of charitable work
the last few years, and giving workshops to kids interested in
creative writing. My wife and I have set up scholarships for
deserving students to pursue careers in writing and other
creative arts. I’m very interested in major areas of life that will
have a heavy impact on what kind of world we can expect to
have ten, twenty, fifty years from now.

With two young children of my own, I’ve found that I have to
think about “life” conditions beyond my own lifetime. As all
parents know, that can be a very humbling, troubling and
sobering revelation. I’m intensely interested in matters of
education, equal opportunity and just helping to raise good
kids. We read to them every day, show them there’s a whole
other world out there for them to explore. It’s vast and wonderful
—the power of the written word.

DAVID BALDACCI

THE

SIMPLE TRUTH

Chapter ONE



At this prison the doors are inches thick, steel; once factory
smooth, they now carry multiple dents. Imprints of human faces,
knees, elbows, teeth, residue of blood are harvested large on
their gray surface. Prison hieroglyphics: pain, fear, death, all
permanently recorded here, at least until a new slab of metal
arrives. The doors have a square opening at eye level. The
guards stare through it, use the small space to throw bright
lights at the human cattle on their watch. Without warning,
batons smack against the metal with the pop of gun reports.
The oldies bear it well, looking down at the floor, studying
nothing—meaning their lives—in a subtle act of defiance, not
that anyone notices or cares. The rookies still tense when the
pop or light comes; some dribble pee down their cotton pants,
watch it flow over their black low-quarter shoes. They soon get
over it, smack the damn door back, fight down the push of
schoolboy tears and belly bile. If they want to survive.

At night, the prison cells hold the darkness of a cave butfor
odd shapes here and there. On this night a thunderstorm grips
the area. When a lightning bolt dips from the sky, it splashes
illumination into the cells through the small Plexiglas windows.
The honeycomb pattern of the chicken wire stretched tight
across the glass is reproduced on the opposite wall with each
burst.

During the passage of such light, the man’s face emerges
from the dark, as though having suddenly parted the surface of
water. Unlike those in the other cells, he sits alone, thinks alone,



sees no one in here. The other prisoners fear him; the guards
too, even armed as they are, for he is a man of intimidating
proportions. When he passes by the other cons, hardened,
violent men in their own right, they quickly look away.

His name is Rufus Harms and his reputation at Fort Jackson
Military Prison is that of a destroyer: He will crush you if you
come at him. He never takes the first step, but he will the last.
Twenty-five years of incarceration have taken a considerable
toll on the man. Like the age rings of a tree, the ruts of scars on
Harms’s skin, the poorly healed fractures of bone on his
skeleton are a chronicle of his time here. However, far worse
damage lies within the soft tissue of his brain, within the centers
of his humanity: memory, thought, love, hate, fear, all tainted, all
turned against him. But mostly memory, a humbling tumor of
iron against the tip of his spine.

There is substantial strength left in the massive frame,
though; it is evident in the long, knotty arms, the density of
Harms’s shoulders. Even the wide girth of his middle carries the
promise of exceptional power. But Harms is still a listing oak,
topped out on growth, some limbs dead or dying, beyond the
cure of pruning, the roots ripped out on one side. He is a living
oxymoron: a gentle man, respectful of others, faithful to his God,
irreversibly cast in theimage of a heartless killer. Because of
this the guards and the other prisoners leave him be. And he is
content with that. Until this day. What his brother has brought
him. A package of gold, a surge of hope. A way out of this



place.

Another burst of light shows his eyes brimming with deep
red, as though bloodied, until one sees the tears that stain his
dark, heavy face. As the light recedes, he smooths out the
piece of paper, taking care not to make any sound, an invitation
to the guards to come sniffing. Lights have been extinguished
for several hours now, and he is unable to reverse that. As it has
been for a quarter century, his darkness will end only with the
dawn. The absence of light matters little, though. Harms has
already read the letter, absorbed every word. Each syllable cuts
him like the quick bite of a shiv. The insignia of the United
States Army appears bold at the top of the paper. He knows the
symbol well. The Army has been his employer, his warden for
almost thirty years.

The Army was requesting information from Rufus Harms, a
failed and forgotten private from the era of Vietnam. Detailed
information. Information Harms had no way of giving. His finger
navigating true even without light, Harms touched the place in
the letter that had first aroused fragments of memory drifting
within him all these years. These particles had generated the
incapacitation of endless nightmare, but the nucleus had
seemed forever beyond him. Upon first reading the letter,
Harms had dipped his head low to the paper, as though trying
to reveal to himself the hidden meanings in the typewritten
squiggles, to solve the greatest mystery of his mortal life.
Tonight, those twisted fragments had suddenly coalesced into



firm recollection, into the truth. Finally.

Until he read the letter from the Army, Harms had only two
distinct memories of that night twenty-five years ago:the little
girl; and the rain. It had been a punishing storm, much like
tonight. The girl’s features were delicate; the nose only a bud of
cartilage; the face as yet unlined by sun, age or worry; her
staring eyes blue and innocent, the ambitions of a long life
ahead still forming within their simple depths. Her skin was the
white of sugar, and unblemished except for the red marks
crushed upon a neck as fragile as a flower stem. The marks
had been caused by the hands of Private Rufus Harms, the
same hands that now clutched the letter as his mind careened
dangerously close to that image once more.

Whenever he thought of the dead girl he wept, had to,
couldn’t help it, but he did so silently, with good reason. The
guards and cons were buzzards, sharks, they sniffed blood,
weakness, an opening, from a million miles away; they saw it in
the twitch of your eyes, the widened pores of your skin, even in
the stink of your sweat. Here, every sense was heightened.
Here, strong, fast, tough, nimble equaled life. Or not.

He was kneeling beside her when the MPs found them. Her
thin dress clung to her diminutive frame, which had receded into
the saturated earth, as though she had been dropped from a
great height to form the shallowest of graves. Harms had
looked up at the MPs once, but his mind had registered nothing



more than a confusion of darkened silhouettes. He had never
felt such fury in his life, even as the nausea seized him, his eyes
losing their focus, his pulse rate, respiration, blood pressure all
bottoming out. He had gripped his head as if to prevent his
bursting brain from cleaving through the bone of his skull,
through tissue and hair, and exploding into the soaked air.

When he had looked down once more at the dead girl, and
then at the pair of twitching hands that had ended her life, the
anger had drained from him, as though someonehad jerked
free a plug embedded within. The functions of his body oddly
abandoning him, Harms could only remain kneeling, wet and
shivering, his knees sunk deeply into the mud. A black high
chieftain in green fatigues presiding over a small pale-skinned
sacrifice, was how one stunned witness would later describe it.

The next day he would come to learn the little girl’s name:
Ruth Ann Mosley, ten years old, from Columbia, South Carolina.
She and her family had been visiting her brother, who was
stationed at the base. On that night Harms had only known Ruth
Ann Mosley as a corpse, small—tiny, in fact—compared to the
stunning breadth of his six-foot-five-inch, three-hundred-pound
body. The blurred image of the rifle butt that one of the MPs
smashed against his skull represented the last mental sliver
Harms carried from that night. The blow had dropped him to the
ground right next to her. The girl’s lifeless face pointed upward,
collecting droplets of rain in every still crevice. His face sunken
into the mud, Rufus Harms saw nothing more. Remembered



nothing more.

Until tonight. He swelled his lungs with rain-drenched air and
stared out the half-open window. He was suddenly that still rare
beast: an innocent man in prison.

He had convinced himself over the years that such evil had
been lurking, cancerlike, within him. He had even thought of
suicide, to make penance for stealing the life of another, more
pitiably a child’s. But he was deeply religious, and not a fleeting
jailhouse convert to the Lord. He thus could not commit the sin
of prematurely forcing his last breath. He also knew the girl’s
killing had condemned him to an afterlife a thousand times
worse than the one he was now enduring. He was unwilling to
rush to its embrace. Better this place, this man-made prison, for
now.

Now he understood that his decision to live had beenright.
God had known, had kept him alive for this moment. With
stunning clarity he recalled the men who had come for him that
night at the stockade. His mind once more clearly held every
contorted face, the stripes on the uniforms some of them wore
—his comrades in arms. He recalled the way they circled him,
wolves to prey, emboldened only by their numbers; the telling
hatred of their words. What they had done that night had caused
Ruth Ann Mosley to die. And in a very real sense, Harms had
died as well.



To these men Harms was an able-bodied soldier who had
never fought in defense of his country. Whatever he got, he
deserved, they no doubt believed. Now he was a middle-aged
man slowly dying in a cage as punishment for a crime of long-
ago origin. He had no power to see that any semblance of
justice was done on his behalf. And yet with all that, Rufus
Harms stared into the familiar darkness of his crypt, a single
passion empowering him: After twenty-five years of terrible,
wrenching guilt that had relentlessly taunted him until he was just
barely in possession of a ruined life, he knew that it was now
their turn to suffer. He gripped the worn Bible his mother had
given him, and he promised this to the God who had chosen
never to abandon him.

Chapter TWO

The steps leading up to the United States Supreme Court
building were wide and seemingly endless. Trudging up them
was akin to laboring toward Mount Olympus to request an
audience of Zeus, which in a real sense you were. Engraved in
the facade above the main doorway were the wordsEQUAL
JUSTICE UNDER LAW . The phrase came from no significant
document or court ruling but from Cass Gilbert, the architect
who had designed and built the courthouse. It was a matter of
spacing: The words fit perfectly into the area designated by
Gilbert for a memorable legal phrase.

The majestic building rose four stories above ground level.



Ironically, Congress had appropriated the funds to construct it in
1929, the same year the stock market crashed and helped
bring on the Great Depression. Almost a third of the building’s
$9 million cost had gone to the purchase of marble. Pure
Vermont was on the exterior, hauled down by an army of freight
cars; crystal-lined Georgia rock padded the four interior courts;
and milky Alabama stone lay overmost of the floors and walls of
the interior, except in the Great Hall. Underfoot there was a
darker Italian marble, with African stone in other places. The
columns in the hall had been cast from blocks of Italian marble
quarried from the Montarrenti site and shipped to Knoxville,
Tennessee. There ordinary men struggled to cast the blocks
into thirty-foot shapes to help support the building that had been
the professional home to nine men since 1935 and, since 1981,
to at least one woman, all of extraordinary achievement. Its
supporters deemed the building a fine example of the
Corinthian style of Greek architecture. Its detractors decried it
as a palace for the insane pleasures of kings, rather than a
place for the rational dispensation of justice.

And yet since John Marshall’s time, the Court had been the
defender and interpreter of the Constitution. It could declare an
act of Congress unconstitutional. These nine people could force
a sitting president to turn over tapes and documents that would
ultimately lead to his resignation and disgrace. Crafted
alongside the legislative authority of the Congress and the
executive power of the presidency by the Founding Fathers, the
American judiciary, headed by the Supreme Court, was an



equal branch of government. And govern it did, as the Supreme
Court bent and shaped the will of the American people by virtue
of its decisions on any number of significant issues.

The elderly man walking down the Great Hall carried on this
honored tradition. He was tall and bony, with soft brown eyes in
no need of glasses, his eyesight still excellent even after
decades of reading small print. His hair was nearly gone; his
shoulders had narrowed and curved over the years, and he
walked with a slight limp. Still, Chief Justice Harold Ramsey
had a nervous energy about him and a peerless intellect that
more than compensated for any physical slide. Even his
footfalls seemed to carry special purpose.

He was the highest-ranking jurist in the land, and this was
his Court, his building. The “Ramsey Court,” the media had long
deemed it, like the Warren Court and its other predecessors
—his legacy for all time. Ramsey ran his court tight and true,
cobbling together a consistent majority that was now going on
ten years running. He loved the wheeling and dealing that went
on behind the scenes at the Court. A carefully placed word or
paragraph here or there, give a little on one point with the favor
to be repaid later. Waiting patiently for just the right case to
come along as a vehicle for change, sometimes in ways
unexpected by his colleagues. Culling together the five votes
necessary for a majority was an absolute obsession with
Ramsey.



He had come to the Court as an associate justice and then
been elevated to the top rank a decade ago. Merely first among
equals in theory, but something more than that in reality.
Ramsey was a man of intense beliefs and personal
philosophies. Fortunately for him, he had been nominated to the
Court when the selection process had nothing of the political
sophistication of today. There were no bothersome questions
about a candidate’s positions on specific legal issues like
abortion, capital punishment and affirmative action, queries that
now littered the highly politicized process of becoming a
Supreme Court justice. Back then, if the president nominated
you, if you possessed the requisite legal pedigree, and if there
were no particularly bad skeletons lying in wait, you were in.

The Senate had confirmed Ramsey unanimously. It really
had no choice. His educational and legal backgrounds were of
the first order. Multiple degrees, all from Ivy League schools,
and top of his class in every one of them. Next had come an
award-winning stint as a law professor with original, sweeping
theories on the direction the law and, by extension, humanity
should take. Then he had been nominatedto the federal
appellate bench, quickly becoming chief judge of his circuit.
During his tenure on the appellate bench, the Supreme Court
had never reversed one of his majority opinions. Over the years
he had built the right network of contacts, done all the necessary
things in his pursuit of the position he now held as tightly as he
could.



He had earned the position. Nothing had ever been given to
him. That was another of his firm beliefs. If you worked hard, you
would succeed in America. No one was entitled to any
handouts, not the poor, not the rich, not the middle class. The
United States was the land of opportunity, but you had to work
for it, sweat for it, sacrifice for its bounty. Ramsey had no
patience for people’s excuses for not getting ahead. He had
been born to abysmal poverty and an abusive, hard-drinking
father. Ramsey had found no refuge with his mother; his father
had crushed any maternal instincts she might have had. Not a
promising start in life, and look where he now stood. If he could
survive and flourish under those circumstances, then others
could too. And if they didn’t it was their fault, and he would not
hear otherwise.

He let out a contented sigh. Another Court term had just
begun. Things were going smoothly. But there was one hitch. A
chain was only as strong as its weakest leak. And he had one of
those. His potential Waterloo. Things might be going well now,
but what about five years down the road? Those problems were
better dealt with early on, before they surged out of control.

He knew he was close to meeting his match with Elizabeth
Knight. She was as smart as he, and just as tough, perhaps. He
had known this the day her nomination had been approved. A
young-blood female on a court of old men. He had been
working on her from day one. He would assign her opinions
when he thought she was on the fence, with the hope that the



responsibility of penning a draft that wouldbring together a
majority would put her firmly in his camp. He had tried to place
her under his wing, to guide her through the intricacies of the
Court process. Still, she had shown a very stubborn
independent streak. He had watched other chief justices grow
complacent, let their guard down, with the result that their
leadership had been usurped by others more diligent. Ramsey
was determined never to join that group.

“Murphy’s concerned about the Chance case,” Michael
Fiske said to Sara Evans. They were in her office on the
second floor of the Court building. Michael was six-two and
handsome, with the graceful proportions of the athlete he once
was. Most clerks did a one-year stint at the Supreme Court
before moving on to prestigious positions in private practice,
public service or academia. Michael was beginning an almost
unprecedented third year here as senior clerk to Justice
Thomas Murphy, the Court’s legendary liberal.

Michael was the possessor of a truly wondrous mind. His
brain was like a money-sorting machine: Data poured into his
head and was swiftly sorted and sent to its proper location. He
could mentally juggle dozens of complex factual scenarios,
testing each to see how it would impact on the others. At the
Court he happily labored over cases of national importance,
surrounded with mental sabers equal to his own. And Michael
had found that, even in the context of rigorous intellectual
discourse, there was time and opportunity for something



deeper than what the stark words of a law proclaimed. He really
didn’t want to leave the Supreme Court. The outside world held
no appeal for him.

Sara looked concerned. Last term, Murphy had voted to
hear the Chance case. Oral argument was set, and the bench
memo was being prepared. Sara was in her mid-twenties,
about five-five, slender, but her body possessed subtlecurves.
Her face was nicely shaped, the eyes wide and blue. Her hair
was thick and light brown—it still turned blondish in the summer
—and seemed always to carry a fresh, pleasing scent. She was
the senior clerk for Justice Elizabeth Knight. “I don’t understand.
I thought he was behind us on this. It’s right up his alley. Little
person against a big bureaucracy.”

“He’s also a firm believer in upholding precedent.”

“Even if it’s wrong?”

“You’re preaching to the choir, Sara, but I thought I’d pass it
along. Knight’s not going to get five votes without him, you know
that. Even with him she might fall short.”

“Well, what does he want?”

This was how it went most of the time. The famed clerk
network. They hustled and debated and scrounged for votes on
behalf of their justices like the most shameless political



hucksters. It was beneath the justices to openly lobby for votes,
for a particular phrasing in an opinion, or for a specific angle,
addition or deletion, but it wasn’t below the clerks. In fact, most
of them took great pride in the process. It was akin to an
enormous, never-ending gossip column with national interests
at stake. In the hands of twenty-five-year-olds at their first real
job, no less.

“He doesn’t necessarily disagree with Knight’s position. But
if she gets five votes at conference, the opinion will have to be
very narrowly drawn. He’s not going to give away the farm. He
was in the military in World War II. He holds it in the highest
regard. He believes it deserves special consideration. You
need to know that when you’re putting together the draft opinion.
”

She nodded her head in appreciation. The backgrounds of
the justices played more of a role in their decision making than
most people would suspect. “Thanks. But first Knight has to get
the opinion to write.”

“Of course she will. Ramsey is not voting to overturn Feres
and Stanley , you know that. Murphy will probably vote in favor of
Chance at the conference. He’s the senior associate, so he
gets to assign the opinion. If she gets her five votes at
conference, he’ll give Knight her shot. If she delivers the goods
—meaning no broad, sweeping language—we’re all okay.”



United States v. Chancewas one of the most important
cases on the docket for this term. Barbara Chance had been a
private in the Army. She had been bullied, harassed and
frightened into repeatedly having sexual intercourse with
several of her male superiors. The case had gone through the
internal channels of the Army with the result that one of the men
had been court-martialed and imprisoned. Barbara Chance,
however, had not been content with that. After leaving the
military, she had sued the Army for damages, claiming that it
had allowed this hostile environment to exist for her and other
female recruits.

The case had slowly worked its way through the proper legal
channels, Chance losing at each stop. The matter presented
enough gray areas in the law that it had eventually been
plopped like a big tuna on the doorstep of this place.

The current law said that Chance had, ironically, no chance
of winning. The military was virtually immune from suit by its
personnel for any damages, regardless of the cause or the
element of fault. But the justices could change what the law
said. And Knight and Sara Evans were working hard behind the
scenes to do just that. The support of Thomas Murphy was
critical to that plan. Murphy might not support overturning
completely the military’s immunity right, but the Chance case
could at least punch a hole in the Army’s wall of invincibility.

It seemed premature to be discussing resolution of a case



that had not yet been heard, but in many cases and for
manyjustices, oral argument was anticlimactic. By the time it
rolled around, most had already made up their minds. The
argument phase of the process was more an opportunity for the
justices to showcase their positions and concerns to their
colleagues, often by use of extreme hypotheticals. They were
akin to mental scare tactics, as if to say, “See what could
happen, Brother Justice, if you vote that way?”

Michael stood and looked down at her. It was at his urging
that Sara had signed up for another term at the Court. Raised
on a small farm in North Carolina and educated at Stanford,
Sara had, like all the clerks here, a wonderful professional
future waiting once she left the Court. Having a clerkship at the
Supreme Court on one’s résumé was a gold key to entry at just
about any place an attorney would care to put down his
briefcase. That had affected some clerks in a negative way,
giving them inflated egos that their actual accomplishments did
not quite back up. Michael and Sara, though, had remained the
same people they had always been. Which was one reason,
aside from her intelligence, good looks and refreshingly
balanced personality, that Michael had asked her a very
important question a week ago. A question he hoped to receive
an answer to soon. Perhaps now. He had never been a
particularly patient man.

Sara looked up at him expectantly.



“Have you given my question any thought?”

She had known it was coming. She had avoided it long
enough. “That’s all I’ve been thinking about.”

“They say when it takes that long, it’s a bad sign.” He said
this jokingly, but the humor was obviously forced.

“Michael, I like you a lot.”

“ Like?Oh boy, another bad sign.” His face suddenly grew
warm.

She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

He shrugged. “Probably not half as sorry as I am. I’ve never
asked anyone to marry me before.”

“You’re actually my first too. And I can’t tell you how flattered I
am. You’ve got it all.”

“Except for one thing.” Michael looked down at his hands as
they quivered a bit. His skin suddenly seemed too tight for his
body. “I respect your decision. I’m not one of those who thinks
you can learn to love someone over time. It’s either there or not.
”

“You’ll find someone, Michael. And that woman will be very
lucky.” Sara felt so awkward. “I hope this doesn’t mean I’m



losing my best friend on the Court.”

“Probably.” He held up a hand as she started to protest. “I’m
just kidding.” He sighed. “I don’t mean this to sound egotistical,
but this is the first time anybody’s really turned me down for
anything.”

“I wish my life had been so easy.” Sara smiled.

“No, you don’t. It makes rejection a lot harder to accept.”
Michael went over to the doorway. “We’re still friends, Sara.
You’re too much fun to be around. I’m too smart to let that go.
And you’ll find someone too, and he’ll be very lucky.” He didn’t
look at her when he added, “Have you found him yet, by the
way?”

She started slightly. “Why do you ask that?”

“Call it a sixth sense. Losing is a little easier to accept if you
know who you lost out to.”

“There’s no one else,” she said quickly.

Michael didn’t look convinced. “Talk to you later.”

Sara stared after him, very troubled.

“I remember my first years on the Court.” Ramsey was
staring out the window, a smile working across his face.



He was seated across from Elizabeth Knight, the Court’s
most junior associate. Elizabeth Knight was in hermid-forties,
average height, with a slender body, and long black hair tied
back in a harsh, unflattering bun. Her face possessed sharply
edged features, and her skin was unlined, as though she never
spent any time outdoors. Knight had quickly established a
reputation as one of the most vocal questioners at oral
argument and as one of the most hardworking of all the justices.

“I’m sure they’re still vivid.” Knight leaned back in her desk
chair as she mentally checked off her work schedule for the rest
of the day.

“It was quite a learning process.”

She stared at him. He was now looking directly at her, his
large hands clasped behind his head.

“It took me five years just to figure out things, really,” Ramsey
continued.

Knight managed not to smile. “Harold, you’re being much
too modest. I’m sure you had it all figured out before you walked
in the door.”

“Seriously, it does take time. And I had many fine examples
with whom to work. Felix Abernathy, old Tom Parks. Respecting
the experience of others is nothing to be ashamed of. It’s an



indoctrination process we all go through. Though you certainly
have progressed faster than most,” he quickly added. “Still,
here, patience is a very cherished virtue indeed. You’ve been
here only three years. I’ve called this place home for over
twenty. I hope you understand my point.”

Knight hid a smile. “I understand you are a little perturbed
that I led the way for U.S. v. Chance to be put on the docket at
the end of the last term.”

Ramsey sat up straight. “Don’t believe everything you hear
around here.”

“On the contrary, I’ve found the clerk grapevine to be
extraordinarily accurate.”

Ramsey sat back once more. “Well, I have to admit that I
was a little surprised about it. The case presents no unsettled
question of law that requires our intervention. Need I say more?”
He threw up his hands.

“In your opinion?”

A tinge of red eased across Ramsey’s face. “In the
published opinions of this Court over the last fifty years. All I ask
is that you accord the Court’s precedents the respect they
deserve.”

“You’ll find no one who holds this institution in higher regard



than I do.”

“Very happy to hear that.”

“And I’ll be delighted to entertain your thoughts further on the
Chance case after we hear oral argument.”

Ramsey looked at her dully. “It will be a very short
discussion, considering that it doesn’t take long to say yes or
no. Bluntly speaking, at the end of the day, I’ll have at least five
votes and you won’t.”

“Well, I convinced three other justices to vote to hear the
case.”

Ramsey looked as though he might laugh. “You’ll quickly
learn that the difference between votes to hear a case and
votes to decide it is enormous. Rest assured, I will have the
majority.”

Knight smiled pleasantly. “Your confidence is inspiring. That I
can learn from.”

Ramsey rose to leave. “Then consider this other lesson:
Small mistakes tend to lead to large ones. Ours is a lifetime
appointment, and all you have is your reputation. Once it’s
gone, it doesn’t come back.” Ramsey went to the door. “I wish
you a productive day, Beth,” he said before leaving her.



David Baldacci and The Christmas Train:

An Interview with TWBookmark

How would you describe the story inThe Christmas Train ?

It’s the classic travel adventure tale. A runaway screwball
comedy on a train, separated by intense moments of personal
strife, quiet introspection, romantic mayhem and puzzling
mysteries.

What was the inspiration forThe Christmas Train ?

I took a train across the country, made a lot of notes,
observations, overheard priceless dialogue and, in sum,
amassed enormous material that was too good to waste. Plus, I
love trains! Every writer should.

What is your favorite holiday memory?

When I was in 7th grade, my father took a week off from
work, something he never did that time of year. I was the lead in
the school play and he would pick me up after rehearsal and the
whole family would go off and do something fun together. It
meant a lot to me.

What book would you like to receive this holiday season?

The manuscript that will be my sister’s first published novel.



How and why did you become a writer?

I love to read. I wanted to make other people feel the magic
of a good story and so I took up my pen too. I’ve always been a
storyteller, since I was a child. And later, in adult life, I was a
lawyer and thus learned a great deal about fiction writing.

What is your favorite book?

The one I’m currently working on. Seriously, it’s hard to list
one. Some favorites: Cider House Rules by John Irving, To Kill
A Mockingbird by Harper L ee, Bonfire of the Vanitiesby Tom
Wolfe, and Sophie’s Choice by William Styron.

What would you consider your method of writing?

Being scared to death of the first blank page and turning
that fear into energy. I also have always been curious about lots
of things and I tend to write about subjects that intrigue me. I like
to entertain and inform.

What would you consider the most rewarding part of the
writer’s life?

Setting your own working hours, no dress code and being
paid to daydream.

What authors do you read?



John Irving, Anne Tyler, David McCullough, Walker Percy,
Nelson Demille, William Styron, Arthur Conan Doyle, Sue
Grafton, Agatha Christie, Patricia Cornwell,Patricia Highsmith,
Elmore Leonard, Charles Dickens, and Tom Wolfe.

You are a great supporter of charities. Why do you feel so
compelled to stay involved with charities?

You only need to see the results of a few good deeds in the
faces of people you help and you’ll be committed for life. There
is so much need, and Americans are very generous. We’re
great at helping others, so come on!

What’s next for David Baldacci?

Did I mention I have this blank page staring at me? More
thrillers, more short stories, more scripts, more newspaper and
magazine pieces, some op-ed pieces, working with my new
family foundation, The Wish You Well Foundation, and lots and
lots of initiatives with literacy.

the christmas train

David Baldacci

Chapter one

Tom Langdon was a journalist, a globetrotting one, because



it was in his blood to roam widely. Where others saw only
instability and fear in life, Tom felt graced by an embracing
independence. He’d spent the bulk of his career in foreign
lands covering wars, insurrections, famines, pestilence, virtually
every earthly despair. His goal had been relatively simple: He
had wanted to change the world by calling attention to its
wrongs. And he did love adventure.

However, after chronicling all these horrific events and still
seeing the conditions of humanity steadily worsen, he’d
returned to America filled with disappointment. Seeking an
antidote to his melancholy he’d started writing drearily light
stories for ladies’ magazines, home-decorating journals,
garden digests, and the like. However, after memorializing the
wonders of compost and the miracle that was do-it-yourself
wood flooring, he wasn’t exactly fulfilled.

It was nearing Christmas, and Tom’s most pressing
dilemma was getting from the East Coast to Los Angeles for
the holidays.He had an age-old motivation for the journey; in LA
was his girlfriend, Lelia Gibson. She’d started out as a movie
actress, but after years of appearing in third-rate horror films
she’d begun doing voiceover work. Now, instead of being
cinematically butchered for her daily bread, she supplied the
character voices for a variety of enormously popular Saturday-
morning cartoons. In the children’s television industry it was
accepted that no one belted out the voices of goofy woodland
creatures with greater flair and versatility than golden-piped



Lelia Gibson. As proof, she had a shelf full of awards, an
outrageously large income, and a healthy share of syndication
rights.

Tom and Lelia had hit it off on an overnight flight from
Southeast Asia to the States. At first he thought it might have
been all the liquor they drank, but when that buzz burned off a
couple hours out of LA, she was still beautiful and interesting—if
a little ditzy and eccentric—and she still seemed attracted to
him. He stayed over in California and they got to know each
other even better. She visited him on the East Coast, and they’d
been a comfortable if informal bi-coastal item ever since.

It might seem strange that a successful Hollywood lady
would go for a nomadic gent who ran through passports like
water, could spout off funny if lewd phrases in thirty languages,
and never would be financially secure. Yet Lelia had tired of the
men in her circle. As she diplomatically explained it once, they
were complete and total lying scum and unreliable to boot. Tom
was a newsman, she said, so at least he occasionally dealt with
the truth. She also loved his rugged good looks. He took that
the mean the deep lines etched on his face from reporting in
windswept desert climates with bullets flying. In fact his face
was more often than not down inthe sand in observance of local
safety regulations.

She listened with rapt attention to Tom’s tales of
coveringmajor stories around the globe. For his part, he



observed with admiration the professional way Lelia went about
her loony-voice career. And they didn’t have to live together
year-round—a decided advantage, Tom believed, over the
complex hurdles facing couples who actually cohabitated.

He’d been briefly married but had never had kids. Today his
exwife wouldn’t accept a collect call from him if he were
hemorrhaging to death on the street. He was forty-one and had
just lost his mother to a stroke; his father had been dead for
several years. Being an only child, he was truly alone now, and
that had made him introspective. Half his time on earth was
gone, and all he had to show for it was a failed marriage, no
offspring, an informal alliance with a California voiceover
queen, a truckload of newsprint, and some awards. By any
reasonable measure, it was a miserable excuse for an
existence.

He’d had an opportunity for a wonderful life with another
woman but the relationship had, inexplicably, fallen apart. He
now fully understood that not marrying Eleanor Carter would
forever stand as the major mistake of his life. Yet, ever the man
of action, and wanderlust upon him once more, Tom was taking
the train to LA for Christmas.

Why the train, one might ask, when there were perfectly
good flights that would get him there in a fraction of the time?
Well, a guy can only take so many of those airport security
search wands venturing into sacrosanct places, or requests to



drop trousers in front of strangers, or ransacking of carry-on
bags, before blowing a big one. The fact was, he’d blown a big
one at La Guardia Airport. Not merely a nuclear meltdown, his
detonation resembled something closer to the utter destruction
of Pompeii.

He’d just flown in from Italy after researching yet another bit
of fluff, this time on wine-making, and imbibing more of
thesubject matter than he probably should have to get through
the ordeal of crash-learning soil diversification and vine rot. As
a result, he was tired, cranky, and hung over. He’d slept for three
hours at a friend’s apartment in New York before heading to the
airport to catch a flight to Texas. He’d been given an
assignment to write about teen beauty pageants there, which
he’d accepted because he enjoyed blood sports as much as
the next person.

At the security gate at La Guardia, the search wand had
smacked delicate things of Tom’s person that it really had no
business engaging, socially or otherwise. Meanwhile, another
security person managed to dump every single thing from
Tom’s bag onto the conveyor belt. He watched helplessly as
very personal possessions rolled by in front of suddenly
interested strangers.

To put a fine finish on this very special moment, he was then
informed that a major warning flag had been raised regarding
his ID, his hair color, his clothing choice, or the size of his nose.



(They were never really clear on that actually.) Thus, instead of
flying to Dallas he’d be enjoying the company of a host of FBI,
DEA, CIA, and NYPD personnel for an unspecified period of
time. The phrase “five-to-ten” was even bandied about. Well,
that, coupled with his exploited physical parts, was his absolute
limit. So, the lava poured forth.

Langdon was six-feet-two and carried about 220 pounds of
fairly hard muscle, and real honest-to-God steam was coming
out his ears. His eruption involved language he ordinarily
wouldn’t use within four miles of any church as he launched
himself at the security team, grabbed their infamous search
wand, and snapped it right in half. He wasn’t proud of his violent
act that day, although the rousing cheers from some of the other
passengers who had heard and seen what had happened to
him did manage to lift his spirits a bit.

Thankfully, the magistrate Tom appeared before had
recently endured airport security of an extremely overzealous
nature, and when he gave his testimony, she and Tom shared a
knowing look. Also, the red flag raised at the security gate had
been, shockingly, a mistake. Thus Tom only received a stern
warning, with instructions to enroll in anger-management
classes, which he planned to do as soon as his uncontrollable
urge to maim the fellow with the search wand subsided.
However, the other consequence of the blowup was that he’d
been banned from placing his miserable person on any air
carrier that flew within the continental United States for the next



two years. He hadn’t thought they could do that, but then he was
shown the appropriate statutory power in the microscopic print
of the airline’s legal manifesto under the equally tiny section
titled “Lost Luggage Liability Limit—Five Dollars.”

And that’s when he had his epiphany. Being unable to fly, his
usual and necessary way of traveling, was an omen; it had to be
a sign of something divine, something important. Thus he was
going to take the train to LA. He was going to write a story
about it, traveling by rail from sea to shining sea during the
Christmas season. He had a grand motivation, beyond
spending the holiday with Lelia. Tom Langdon was one of the
Elmira, New York, Langdons. To those with a keen knowledge
of literary history, the Elmira Langdons brought to mind Olivia
Langdon. Olivia, besides having been a lovely, resilient, if
ultimately tragic person in her own right, gained lasting fame by
marrying the loquacious orator, irascible personality, and prolific
scribe known to his friends as Samuel Clemens, but otherwise
known to the world and to history as Mark Twain.

Tom had known of this familial connection since he was old
enough to block-letter his name. It had always inspired him to
earn his living with words. For Twain had also been a
journalist,starting at the Territorial Enterprise in Virginia City,
Nevada, before going on to fame, fortune, bankruptcy, and then
fame and fortune again.

Tom, for his part, had been imprisoned twice by terrorist



groups and very nearly killed half a dozen times covering a
variety of wars, skirmishes, coups, and revolutions that
“civilized” societies used to settle their differences. He’d seen
hope replaced with terror, terror replaced with anger, anger
replaced with—well, nothing, for the anger always seemed to
stick around and make trouble for everybody.

Though he’d won major awards, he believed he wasn’t a
writer with the ability to create memorable prose that would
stand tall and strong over the eons. Not like Mark Twain. Yet to
have even a marginal connection to the creator of Huckleberry
Finn, Life on the Mississippi, and The Man Who Corrupted
Hadleyburg, a man whose work wastimeless, made Tom feel
wonderfully, if vicariously, special.

Shortly before he died, Tom’s father had asked his son to
finish something that, according to legend, Twain never had. As
his father told it, Mark Twain, who probably traveled more than
any man of his time, had taken a transcontinental railroad trip
over the Christmas season during the latter part of his life, his
so-called dark years. Apparently he’d wanted to see some
good in the world amid all the tragedy he and his family had
suffered. He’d supposedly taken extensive notes about the trip
but for some reason had never distilled them into a story. That’s
what Tom’s father had asked him to do: take the train ride, write
the story, finish what Twain never had, and do the Langdon side
of the family proud.



At the time Tom had just finished a frantic twenty-hour plane
odyssey from overseas to see his dad before he passed. When
Tom heard his mumbled request, he was struck dumb.Travel
across the country on a train during Christmas, to finish
something Mark Twain allegedly hadn’t? He had thought his
father delirious with his final suffering, and so his dad’s wish
went unfulfilled. Yet now, because he could no longer fly in the
Lower Forty-eight unless he was fingerprinted and shackled, he
was finally going to take that trip for his old man, and maybe for
himself too.

Over almost three thousand miles of America, he was going
to see if he could find himself. He was doing it during the
Christmas season because that was supposed to be a time of
renewal and, for him perhaps, a last chance to clean up
whatever mess he’d made of himself. At least he was going to
try.

However, had he known what life-altering event would
happen to him barely two hours after he boarded the train, he
might have opted to walk to California instead.

the capitol limited

Washington, D.C., to Chicago

Chapter two



As he got out of the cab in front of Union Station in
Washington, D.C., where his train trip would begin, Tom
reflected on the few rail journeys he’d taken in the United
States. They’d all been along the Northeast Corridor—the
routes between D.C., New York, and Boston—on the newest
Amtrak equipment, the Acela high-speed trains. Fast, beautiful,
and spacious, these trains were easily in the class of their
European cousins. They had cool glass doors between train
cars that slid open when one approached, reminding Tom of the
portal on the bridge of the Starship Enterprise . Indeed, the first
time Tom was on the Acela and those doors slid open he
started looking around for a Vulcan in a Starfleet dress uniform.

Tom had reservations in a sleeping-car compartment on the
Capitol Limited train that would carry him from D.C. to Chicago.
He actually had to take two trains to get to the West Coast. The
Capitol Limited constituted the first leg, and the venerable
Southwest Chief would handle the second and much longer
jaunt. The Capitol Limited had a storied history, beingpart of the
fabled Baltimore and Ohio line. The B&O was the first common-
carrier train company in the United States, and it also held the
distinction of being the first to actually haul people.

The “Cap,” as the Limited was affectionately known, was
always considered the most stylish and sophisticated long-
distance train in the country. It had once boasted lobster
Newburg on the menu and china and real glass in the dining
room, and fancy domed train cars out of which to see the



countryside roll by. It also had Pullman cars with legendary
Pullman car attendants who made, it was said, tips of
enormous proportion. In its long history the Cap had carried
kings and princes and presidents and movie stars and titans of
industry from Chicago to D.C. and back again, and the stories
that poured forth from these trips constituted a legendary part of
railroad lore. Tom could have had a lucrative career as a
society reporter simply covering the ribald antics of train
passengers on that route.

In his youth, because of the family connection and his
father’s great interest in the man, Tom had immersed himself in
Mark Twain’s life, work, and wit. In preparation for his
transcontinental trip, he’d reread The Innocents Abroad ,
Twain’s account of a five-month journey on the steamship
Quaker City to Europe and the Holy Land. He thought it one of
the funniest, most irreverent travel books ever written. If one
could imagine Sam Clemens—then a rawboned man fresh
from the Wild West, very removed from the world-famous,
sophisticated man of letters he’d become—in the company of a
boatload of pious Midwesterners on their first sojourn to the Old
World, the outrageous possibilities became readily apparent.
Tom wasn’t going abroad, but in many ways he felt like a pilgrim
traveler in his own country, because, ironically, he’d seen far
more of the rest of the world than he had of America.

The Capitol Limited left D.C. at precisely 4:05P.M.,
madetwelve stops between Washington, D.C., and Chicago,



and arrived the following morning in the Windy City punctually at
9:19A.M. Tom had a layover in Chicago until that afternoon
where he’d board the Southwest Chief and sail on to LA. It was
a good plan and it got his juices going in a way that articles
detailing the best times to prune one’s holly trees or pump out
one’s septic tank never had.

He picked up his tickets, checked his ski equipment with the
baggage agent—Lelia and he were going to the elegantly chic
slopes of Tahoe for Christmas—and observed the grandeur of
Union Station, which, before it was revitalized, came very close
to falling victim to the wrecking ball. In the late 1960s it had
become the National Visitors Center—basically a broken slide
show in a big hole that no one ever visited. After that $30 million
misfire, the National Visitors Center with no visitors was quietly
closed except for one tiny and leaky part of the building where
one could, of all things, actually board a train.

Tom’s father, returning from the Second World War in 1945,
had come through this Romanesque-style train terminal on his
way home. As Tom walked through the lavishly sculpted and
adorned marble halls, he imagined himself retracing his father’s
optimistic steps back to the safety of civilian life after helping to
save the world from tyranny with nothing more than a gun and a
young man’s courage. It seemed fitting that Tom should start his
journey here since his father had ended one life and begun
another through this portal. The son could only hope to do as
much.



Tom took a few minutes to look at the enormous model
Christmas train set up in the main hall’s West End. The area
was packed with children and adults doubtless intrigued by the
miniature metal creations racing through elaborately built town
and country sets. Trains had a nostalgic magnetism that
wasundeniable, even for the many Americans who’d never even
been on one. In this spirit, Tom found himself smiling broadly as
the little cars whizzed by on the tiny tracks.

The train would be boarding shortly, so he headed to the
departure area. Even though some train stations had recently
implemented baggage screening, a person could still literally
arrive at the last minute and make their ride. There were no
security checkpoints, no nosy wands, no inane questions about
whether you’d let a complete stranger load a small
thermonuclear device in your carry-on bag while you were in the
men’s room, as though you wouldn’t have volunteered such
information on your own. You just jumped on and went. In the
modern world of endless rules, the simplicity of it all was
actually very refreshing.

Tom sat down in the Cap waiting area and began studying
his fellow passengers. When he had ridden the Acela to New
York, virtually all the waiting passengers had been
businesspeople, dressed sharply and outfitted with all sorts of
corporate weapons: cell phones, Blackberries, Palm Pilots,
laptops, ear receivers, laser-guided power pointers, plutonium-



charged thingamajigs and hard-drive ready-to-wear. These
were people with a mission, raring to go, and when that door
opened to let the masses board, they boarded with a
vengeance. Tom nearly had all his clothes stripped off because
he didn’t step fast enough. One tiny but determined CEO bore
down on him like he was holding a little red cape, her sole
purpose in life being to expose his entrails to the open air.

The group waiting for the Cap was more varied. There were
whites and African Americans and Native Americans, Muslims
dressed in traditional garb, Asian Americans—a nice sampling
of ethnicity and origins, pretty equally split between men and
women.

An attractive young couple sitting next to Tom were
sippingDiet Cokes and holding hands, looking very nervous.
Perhaps this was their first time away from home. Tom had
traveled so much at such a young age that he could relate to the
anxiety they might be feeling. Next to them was an elderly man
of the cloth taking a little siesta, his feet up on his duffel.

Sitting across from the priest was a slender woman with
very angular features, a geometric project honed from skin and
bone. Tom couldn’t really tell her age because she was wearing
a long, multicolored scarf around her head, almost like a turban.
She also wore wooden shoes the size of thirty-pound
dumbbells. Spread on the chair next to her were Tarot cards,
which she was studiously poring over. When anyone passed



she’d glance up with a look that seemed to say “I know all about
you.” It was a little unnerving, actually. Tom had had his palm
read by an old fellow in the Virgin Islands once. He’d promised
Tom a long life filled with a passel of kids, a loving wife, and
nothing but good times. Tom had often thought about hunting the
liar down and getting his money back.

He watched one elderly lady maneuvering around on a
walker. She reminded him of his mother. After her stroke she
couldn’t speak, so he’d concocted a little system. He’d lay a
photo of her and himself when he was a boy on his mother’s
chest and she’d pick it up with her good hand. That meant
things were okay, that she was still there. He’d never forget the
time he laid the photo down and waited eight hours for her to
pick it up. She never did. She died the next day.

A few minutes later Tom and the other passengers all
grabbed their bags and headed out. The mighty Capitol Limited
was calling his name.


