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Chapter One


“You’re looking well, Mrs. Merritt.”


“I look like hell.”


Vanessa Merritt did indeed look like hell, but Barrie was embarrassed for having been caught paying an insincere compliment. She tried to recover gracefully. “After what you’ve been through, you’re entitled to look a little frazzled. Any other woman, myself included, myself particularly, would settle for looking like you even at your worst.”


“Thank you.” She gave her cappuccino a desultory stir. If nerves conveyed sound, Vanessa Merritt’s would have clattered like her spoon when she shakily returned it to the saucer. “God. For just one cigarette, I’d let you pull out all my fingernails with pliers.”


She’d certainly never been seen smoking in public, so Barrie was surprised to learn that she was a smoker. Although a nicotine addiction might explain why she was so fidgety.


Her hands were never still. She twirled her strand of pearls, played with the discreet diamond studs in her earlobes, and repeatedly adjusted the Ray Bans that almost concealed the dark, puffy circles around her eyes.


Those spectacular eyes were largely responsible for her beauty. Until today. Today, those remarkable baby blues reflected pain and disillusionment. Today they looked like the eyes of an angel who’d just had her first, horrifying glimpse of hell.


“I’m fresh out of pliers,” Barrie said. “But I have these.” From her large leather satchel, she withdrew an unopened pack of cigarettes and slid it across the table.


It was obvious that Mrs. Merritt was tempted. Her haunted eyes nervously scanned the outdoor terrace of the restaurant. Only one other table was occupied, by several men, and one obsequious waiter hovered nearby. Even so, she declined the cigarette. “I’d better not. But feel free.”


“I don’t smoke. I only carry them in case I need to relax someone I’m interviewing.”


“Before you come in for the kill.”


Barrie laughed. “I only wish I were that dangerous.”


“Actually you’re better at human interest stories.”


It came as a pleasant surprise that Mrs. Merritt was even aware of her work. “Thank you.”


“Some of your reports have been quite exceptional. Like the one on the AIDS patient. And the one you did on the homeless single mother of four.”


“That was nominated for an industry award.” Barrie saw no reason to volunteer that she had entered the piece herself.


“It made me cry,” Mrs. Merritt said.


“Me too.”


“In fact, you’re so good, I’ve often wondered why you’re not affiliated with a network.”


“I’ve had some tough breaks.”


Vanessa Merritt’s smooth brow wrinkled. “Wasn’t there an issue over Justice Green that—”


“Yes, there was that,” Barrie interrupted. This wasn’t a conversation in which she wanted her failures itemized. “Why did you contact me, Mrs. Merritt? I’m delighted, but curious.”


Vanessa Merritt’s smile gradually faded. In a low, serious tone, she said, “I made myself clear, didn’t I? This is not an interview.”


“I understand.”


She didn’t. Barrie Travis didn’t have a clue as to why Mrs. Merritt had phoned her out of the blue and invited her to have coffee. They’d been nodding acquaintances for the last few years, certainly not friends.


Even the choice of today’s meeting place was curious. The restaurant was one of several along the shore of the channel that connected the Potomac with the Tidal Basin. After dark, the clubs and eateries along Water Street were filled with people, mostly tourists. Some did a respectable lunch trade, but in the middle of the afternoon, on a workday, the restaurants were virtually deserted.


Maybe this place had been chosen precisely for its seclusion.


Barrie dropped a sugar cube into her cappuccino, then idly stirred it as she stared out over the iron railing of the terrace.


It was a gloomy, overcast day. The channel was choppy. Houseboats and sailboats moored in the marina bobbed in the gray water. The canvas umbrella above their table snapped and popped in the gusty wind that carried the scent of rain and fish. Why were they sitting outside on such a blustery day?


Mrs. Merritt stirred the foamy milk in her cappuccino and finally took a sip. “It’s cold now.”


“Would you like another?” Barrie asked. “I’ll signal the waiter.”


“No, thanks. I didn’t really want that one. Having coffee was just, you know…” She shrugged a shoulder that had once been stylishly slender but was now downright bony.


“It was just an excuse?” Barrie prodded.


Vanessa Merritt raised her head. Through the sunglasses, Barrie saw bleak honesty in the woman’s eyes. “I needed to talk to someone.”


“And you thought of me?”


“Well, yes.”


“Because a couple of my stories made you cry?”


“That, and because of the sympathy note you sent. It touched me. Deeply.”


“I’m glad it gave you some comfort.”


“I… I don’t have many close friends. You and I are about the same age. I thought you’d be a good sounding board.” She lowered her head. A mane of chestnut hair tumbled forward, partially concealing her classic cheekbones and aristocratic chin.


In a quiet voice, Barrie said, “My note couldn’t convey how very sorry I am for what happened.”


“Actually it did. Thank you.” Vanessa Merritt removed a tissue from her handbag and slipped it beneath the sunglasses to blot her eyes. “I don’t know where they come from,” she said of the tears being soaked up by the tissue. “I should be dehydrated by now.”


“Is that what you want to talk about?” Barrie asked gently. “The baby?”


“Robert Rushton Merritt,” she blurted forcefully. “Why does everyone avoid saying his name? He had a name, for heaven’s sake. For three months, he was a person and he had a name.”


“I guess—”


She didn’t give Barrie time to respond. “Rushton was my mother’s maiden name,” Mrs. Merritt explained. “She would have liked having her first grandchild named after her family.”


Staring out over the turbulent waters of the channel, she continued talking in a faraway voice. “And I’ve always fancied the name Robert. It’s a straightforward, no-bullshit name.”


The vulgarity surprised Barrie. It was such a departure from Vanessa Merritt’s southern-lady persona. In her whole life, Barrie had never felt so bereft of something to say. Under the circumstances, what would be appropriate? What could she say to a woman who had recently buried her baby? Nice funeral?


Suddenly Mrs. Merritt asked, “What do you know about it?”


Barrie was caught off guard. Was she being challenged? What do you know about losing a child? What do you really know about anything?


“Are you referring to…? Do you mean the baby’s… I mean, Robert’s death?”


“Yes. What do you know about it?”


“Nobody really knows about SIDS, do they?” Barrie asked, groping for the meaning behind the question.


Obviously changing her mind about the cigarette, Mrs. Merritt tore open the pack. Her motions were like those of a marionette, jerky and disjointed. The fingers that held the cigarette to her lips were trembling. Barrie quickly fished a lighter from her satchel. Vanessa Merritt didn’t continue speaking until she’d deeply inhaled several times. The tobacco didn’t calm her. Instead, she became increasingly agitated.


“Robert was sleeping, on his side, with one of those little pillows propping him up, the way I’d been shown to position him. It happened so fast! How could…” Her voice cracked.


“Are you blaming yourself? Listen.” Barrie reached across the table, took the cigarette from Mrs. Merritt, and ground it out in the ashtray. Then she pressed the woman’s cold hands between hers. The impulsive gesture was noticed by the men at the other table.


“Robert died of crib death. Losing a baby to SIDS happens to thousands of mothers and fathers every year, and there’s not a single one of them who doesn’t second-guess their parenting skills. It’s human nature to assign blame to a tragedy, so people lay a guilt trip on themselves. Don’t fall into that trap. If you start thinking you were responsible for your baby’s death, you might never recover.”


Mrs. Merritt was vigorously shaking her head. “You don’t understand. It was my fault.” Behind her sunglasses, her eyes darted about. She withdrew her hands from Barrie’s, moved them from cheek to tabletop, to lap, to spoon, to neck, in a restless search for peace. “The last few months of my pregnancy were intolerable.”


For several moments she covered her mouth with her hand, as though the last trimester had been unspeakably painful. “Then Robert was born. But instead of getting better, as I’d hoped, it only got worse. I couldn’t…”


“Couldn’t what? Cope? All new mothers experience postpartum and feel overwhelmed,” Barrie assured her.


She kneaded her forehead with her fingertips. “You don’t understand,” she repeated in a strained whisper. “Nobody does. There’s no one I can tell. Not even my father. Oh, God, I don’t know what to do!”


Her emotional unraveling was so obvious that the men at the next table had turned to stare. The waiter approached, looking anxious.


Barrie spoke quickly beneath her breath. “Vanessa, please, get a grip. Everybody’s watching.”


Whether it was because Barrie had addressed her by her first name or for some other reason, the emotional collapse immediately reversed itself. Her nervously active hands fell still. Her tears dried instantly. She downed the cold cappuccino she had claimed moments earlier not to want, then finished by daintily blotting her colorless lips with her napkin. Barrie watched the transformation with amazement.


Wholly restored, in a cool, composed voice, she said, “This conversation was strictly off the record, right?”


“Absolutely,” Barrie replied. “You made that understood when you called me.”


“Considering your position, and mine, I see now that it was a mistake to arrange this meeting. I haven’t been myself since Robert died. I thought I needed to talk about it, but I was wrong. Talking about it only makes me more distraught.”


“You’ve lost your baby. You’re entitled to unravel.” Barrie laid her hand on the other woman’s arm. “Be kinder to yourself. SIDS just happens.”


She removed her sunglasses and looked directly into Barrie’s eyes. “Does it?”


Then Vanessa Armbruster Merritt, First Lady of the United States, replaced the Ray Bans, slipped the strap of her handbag onto her shoulder, and stood up. The Secret Service agents at the next table came hastily to their feet. They were joined by three others, who’d been standing post along the iron railing, out of sight.


As a group they closed ranks around the First Lady and escorted her from the terrace of the restaurant to a waiting limousine.




Chapter Two


Barrie dug into her satchel in search of coins for the cold drink machine. “Anybody got a couple of quarters I can borrow?”


“Not for you, sweetcheeks,” replied a videotape editor who was walking past. “You’ve already stiffed me seventy-five cents.”


“I’ll pay you back tomorrow. Swear.”


“Forget it, sugarbuns.”


“You ever heard of sexual harassment in the workplace?” she called after him.


“Sure. I voted for it,” he retorted over his shoulder.


Barrie gave up on retrieving any coins from the bottom of her bag, deciding that a diet drink was hardly worth the effort of the search.


She wove her way through the television station’s newsroom, working the maze of cubicles until she reached her own. One look at the surface of her desk would have made an obsessive-compulsive take a razor to his wrists. Barrie slung her satchel onto the desk, knocking three magazines to the floor in the process.


“Do you ever read any of those?”


The familiar voice caused Barrie to groan. Howie Fripp was the news department’s assignments editor, her immediate supervisor, and an all-around pain in the butt.


“Of course I read them,” she lied. “Cover to cover.”


She subscribed to a number of periodicals. The magazines arrived regularly, creating skyscrapers on her desk until she was forced to throw them away, more often than not unread. She faithfully read her monthly horoscope in Cosmopolitan. That was about the extent of the time she spent with the magazines, but on principle alone she wouldn’t let her subscriptions lapse. All good broadcast journalists were news junkies, reading everything they could get their hands on.


And she was a good broadcast journalist.


She was.


“Doesn’t it bother your conscience to know that thousands of trees give up their lives just to keep you in reading matter that you don’t read?”


“Howie, you’re what bothers me. Besides, you’re one to preach environmental awareness when the smoke from your four packs a day pollutes the atmosphere.”


“Not to mention my farts.”


She despised that evil little grin of his almost as much as she despised the small minds that managed WVUE, a low-budget, substandard, independent television station struggling to survive among the monolithic news operations in Washington, D.C. She’d had to beg for the budget to produce the feature stories that had won the First Lady’s praise. She had ideas for many others. But the station’s management, including Howie, weren’t of a similar mind. Her ideas were blocked by men who lacked vision, talent, and energy. She didn’t belong here.


Isn’t that the belief clung to by prison inmates?


“Thank you, Howie, for not mentioning your farts.”


She plopped down in her desk chair and dug tunnels through her hair with her fingers, holding it off her face. Her coiffure hadn’t been much to brag about, but the damp wind on the restaurant terrace had played havoc with it.


Strange choice of meeting places.


Even stranger was the meeting itself.


What purpose did it serve?


On the drive back to the station, Barrie had reviewed each word that was said during her visit with the First Lady. She’d analyzed every inflection in Vanessa Merritt’s voice, gauged each hand gesture, assessed her body language, reviewed that disturbing final question that had served as her goodbye, but she still couldn’t pinpoint exactly what had happened. Or exactly what hadn’t.


“Checked your e-mail?” Howie asked, interrupting her thoughts.


“Not yet.”


“That tiger that escaped from the traveling carnival? They found him. He hadn’t escaped after all. Ergo, no story.”


“Oh nooo!” she said dramatically. “And I was so looking forward to covering that.”


“Hey, it could’ve been big news. The cat could’ve eaten a kid or something.” He looked genuinely forlorn over the missed opportunity.


“It was a crap assignment, Howie. You always stick me with the crap assignments. Is it because you don’t like me, or because I’m a woman?”


“Jeez, not that feminist routine again. You PMS, or what?”


She sighed. “Howie, you’re hopeless.”


Hopeless. That was it. Vanessa Merritt had seemed hopeless.


Impatient to explore that avenue of thought, Barrie said, “Look, Howie, unless there’s something specific that’s brought you by, I’ve got a lot to do here, as you can see.”


Howie backed up to the partition separating her stall—as she thought of the cramped cubicle—from the neighboring one. Regardless of the season, he wore short-sleeved white shirts. Always. Always with black trousers that were always shiny. His neckties were clip-on. Today’s selection was particularly ugly and had a stain on its fraying tip, which reached only the center of his barrel chest, which was far out of proportion to his nonexistent butt and spindly, bowed legs.


Crossing his arms and ankles simultaneously, he said, “A story would be nice, Barrie. You know, a story. What you’re paid to produce, more or less on a daily basis. How about one for this evening’s news?”


“I was working on one that didn’t pan out,” she muttered as she booted up her computer.


“What was it?”


“Since it didn’t pan out, what’s the point of discussing it?”


Vanessa Merritt had said that the months leading up to her baby’s birth had been intolerable. Even without the strong, descriptive word, her demeanor alone had made it clear that she’d had a very rough time. Following the child’s birth, “intolerable” had gotten worse. But what had been so intolerable? And why tell me?


Howie rambled on, unaware that she was only half-listening. “I’m not asking for live coverage of somebody getting his head blown off, or man’s first steps on Mars, or some extremist from the Nation of Islam holding the pope hostage in the Vatican. A nice, simple little story would do. Something. Anything. Sixty seconds of fill between the second and third commercial breaks. That’s all I’m asking for.”


“How short-sighted of you, Howie,” Barrie remarked. “If that’s the best motivational speech you can give, no wonder you get such unsatisfactory results from your underlings.”


He uncrossed his limbs and drew himself up to his full height of five feet six inches, and that was with elevators in his scuffed wingtips. “You know what your problem is? You’ve got stars in your eyes. You want to be Diane Sawyer. Well, here’s a news flash for you—you aren’t. And you aren’t ever going to be. You aren’t ever going to be married to a famous movie director or have your own news magazine show. You aren’t ever going to have respect and credibility in this business. Because you’re a screw-up and everybody in the industry knows it. So stop waiting for the big story and settle for something that you and your limited talent can handle. Something I can put on the air. Okay?”


Barrie had tuned him out just after the “stars in your eyes” statement. The first time she’d heard this speech was the day he hired her, out of the goodness of his heart, he’d said. Besides, he’d added, management had been after him to hire another “skirt,” and Barrie was “okay-looking.” She’d heard the same speech almost every workday since. Three years of them.


There were a few messages on her e-mail, but nothing that couldn’t be handled later. She turned off her computer and came to her feet. “It’s too late to do anything for tonight, Howie. But I’ll have a story for you tomorrow. Promise.” Grabbing her satchel, she slung it back onto her shoulder.


“Hey! Where’re you going?” he shouted after her as she brushed past him.


“To the library.”


“What for?”


“Research, Howie.”


As she passed the cold drink machine, she banged it with her fist. A Diet Coke rolled out of the chute.


She took that as a good omen.


* * *


Juggling her satchel, an armload of library books, and her keys, Barrie unlocked the back door of her townhouse and stumbled inside. The moment she crossed the threshold, she was subjected to an ardent, wet kiss on the lips.


“Thanks, Cronkite.” She wiped the slobber from her face. “I love you, too.”


Cronkite and the rest of his litter had been destined for euthanasia at the pound on the day that Barrie decided she needed a four-legged companion after a two-legged one announced he needed space and walked out of her life forever.


She’d had a difficult time choosing which pup to spare, but she’d never regretted her choice. Cronkite was large and long-haired, with definite ripples of golden retriever in his gene pool. Big brown eyes adored her worshipfully now, while his tail beat a happy tattoo against her calf.


“Go do your thing,” she told him, nodding toward her patch of backyard. “Use your doggie door.” He whined. Barrie sighed. “Okay, I’ll wait. But hurry. These books are heavy.”


He watered several shrubs happily, then dashed inside ahead of Barrie.


“Let’s see if there’s anything interesting in the mail,” she said as she made her way to the entry where her mail lay in a heap beneath the slot in the front door. “Bill, bill, overdue bill. Invitation to dinner at the White House.” She looked at the dog, who tilted his head inquisitively. “Just checking to see if you were paying attention.”


Cronkite followed her upstairs to her bedroom, where she exchanged her dress and heels for a Redskins jersey that came almost to her knees and a pair of gym socks. After running a brush through her hair, she pulled it into a ponytail. Regarding her reflection in the mirror, she mumbled, “Stunning,” then put her appearance out of her mind and focused on work.


Over the years, she had cultivated numerous sources—clerks, secretaries, illicit lovers, chambermaids, cops, a handful of people in key positions—who occasionally provided her with valuable information and reliable leads. One was a young woman named Anna Chen, who worked in the administration office of D.C. General Hospital. The juicy scuttlebutt Anna Chen picked up through the hospital grapevine frequently led to good stories. She was one of Barrie’s most reliable sources.


Hoping it wasn’t too late to catch her at the office, Barrie looked up her number in her home Rolodex and dialed. The hospital operator put her right through.


“Hi, Anna. This is Barrie Travis. Glad I caught you.”


“I was on my way out. What’s up?”


“What would be my chances of getting a copy of the Merritt baby’s autopsy report?”


“Is this a joke?”


“That slim?”


“Nigh to impossible, Barrie. Sorry.”


“I thought so, but it never hurts to ask.”


“Why do you want it?”


She did some verbal acrobatics as to her reason, which seemed to pacify her source. “Thanks anyway, Anna.”


Disappointed, Barrie hung up. An autopsy report would have been a good starting point, although she was still unclear as to exactly what she was starting.


“What do you want for dinner, Cronkite?” she asked as she loped downstairs to the kitchen. She opened the pantry and recited the menu selections. “Tonight’s specialties include Kibbles and Bits, Alpo chicken and liver, or Gravy Train.” He whined with disappointment. Taking pity, she said, “Luigi’s?” Out came his long, pink tongue, and he began panting like a pervert at a peep show.


Her conscience told her to have a Lean Cuisine for dinner, but what the hell? When you spent your evenings at home in a football jersey and gym socks, conversing with a mongrel and having nothing to look forward to except hours of research, what difference did a few hundred fat grams make?


While she was on the telephone ordering two pizzas, Cronkite began whining to go outside. She covered the telephone mouthpiece. “If it’s that urgent, use your doggie door.” Cronkite glanced disdainfully at the opening cut in the back door. It was large enough to accommodate Cronkite, but not so large that she worried about intruders. As she was reiterating her pizza order, she jabbed her index finger toward the doggie door. Looking humiliated, Cronkite crawled through it. She was off the phone by the time he was ready to come back inside, so she opened the back door for him. “The pizzas are guaranteed in twenty-five minutes or we get them free.”


While waiting for the delivery, she poured a glass of merlot and carried it up to the third floor, which she had converted into a home office. She had cashed in a trust fund to purchase the townhouse, located in the fashionable Dupont Circle district. The building was quaint and had character and was also convenient to everything in the city.


Initially she had leased out the top floor, which was a self-contained apartment. But when her renter moved to Europe with six months left on her lease, Barrie used the extra money to convert the three cramped rooms into one large studio/office.


One entire wall of the room was now devoted to videotape storage. She had shelves upon shelves of them. She saved all her own reports, newscasts of historical significance, and every news magazine show. The tapes were alphabetized according to subject. She went straight to the tape she wanted, loaded it into the VCR, and watched it while slowly sipping her wine.


The death and funeral of Robert Rushton Merritt had been thoroughly documented. The tragedy seemed doubly unfair since it had happened to the Merritts, whose marriage was considered the epitome of perfection.


President David Malcomb Merritt could have been a poster boy for any young American male who aspired to hold the office. He was classically handsome, athletic, attractive, and charismatic to men and women alike.


Vanessa Merritt was the perfect armpiece for her husband. She was gorgeous. Her beauty and southern-bred charm somehow made up for any shortcomings. Such as wit. And wisdom. She wasn’t considered a dynamo in the brains department, but nobody seemed to care. The public had wanted a First Lady with whom to fall in love, and Vanessa Armbruster Merritt had easily fulfilled that need.


David’s parents were long deceased. He had no living relatives. Vanessa’s father, however, more than compensated for this lack. Cletus Armbruster had been the senior senator from Mississippi for as long as anyone could remember. He’d survived more presidents than most Americans remembered voting for.


Together they formed a photogenic triumvirate as famous as any royal family. Not since the Kennedy administration had an American president, his wife, and their personal life attracted so much public attention and adoration, nationwide and around the world. Everything they did, everywhere they went, singly or together, created a stir.


Consequently, America went positively ga-ga when it was announced that the First Lady was pregnant with the couple’s first child. The baby would make perfection even more perfect.


The baby’s birth was given more press than Desert Storm or the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia. Barrie remembered watching, from a newsroom monitor, the umpteenth story on the Merritt baby’s arrival at the White House. Howie had sourly remarked, “Should we be on the lookout for a bright star in the East?”


The only event to receive as much news coverage was that same baby’s death three months later.


The world was plunged into shock and grief. No one wanted to believe it. No one could believe it. America mourned.


Barrie finished her wine, rewound the videotape for the third time, and watched again as the funeral scenes sadly unfolded.


Looking pale and tragically beautiful in her mourning suit, Vanessa Merritt was unable to stand without assistance. It was obvious to all that her heart was broken. It had taken years for her to conceive a child, another personal aspect of her life that had been explored and exploited in great detail by the media. To lose the child she’d struggled to bear made her a truly tragic heroine.


The President looked courageously stoic as tears streaked his lean cheeks and ran into the attractive furrows on either side of his mouth. Pundits commented on his attentiveness to his wife. On that day, David Merritt was seen primarily as a husband and father who happened also to be the chief executive.


Senator Armbruster wept unashamedly into a white handkerchief. His contribution to his grandson’s small coffin was a tiny Mississippi state flag, sticking up among the white roses and baby’s breath.


Had Barrie been in the First Lady’s situation, she would have wanted to grieve privately. She would have resented the cameras and commentators. Even though she knew her colleagues were only doing their jobs—indeed, Barrie herself had been in the thick of it—the funeral had been a public spectacle, shared via satellite with the entire world. How had Vanessa Merritt held up even as well as she had?


Barrie’s doorbell rang.


She glanced at the clock. “Damn! Twenty-four minutes, thirty-nine seconds. You know, Cronkite,” she said as they went down the stairs, “I think they do that on purpose just to build our hopes up.”


Luigi himself delivered. He was a short, rotund Italian with a rosy sweating face, fleshy cherub lips, and a mop of curly black hair—on his chest. His head was completely bald.


“Miss Travis,” he said, tsking as he took in her attire. “I was hoping the extra pizza tonight was for a lover.”


“Nope. The meatball one’s for Cronkite. Hope you didn’t go too heavy on the garlic. It gives him gas. How much?”


“I put it on your bill.”


“Thanks.” She reached for the two boxes, whose aroma was causing Cronkite to do an ecstatic do-si-do around her feet. Cronkite’s circles, the merlot, and hunger were making her dizzy.


Luigi, however, wasn’t going to relinquish the pizzas without the lecture that came as a standing side order. “You’re a movie star—”


“I’m on TV news.”


“Same thing,” he argued. “I say to the missus, ‘Miss Travis is a good customer. Two, three nights a week, she calls us. Good for us, but bad for her. She’s alone too much.’ And the missus says—”


“That maybe Miss Travis prefers being alone.”


“No. She says that you don’t meet men because all the time you work.”


“I meet men, Luigi. But all the good ones are taken. The ones I meet are either married, gay, creepy, or otherwise out of the question. But I appreciate your concern.” Again she reached for the pizzas. Again they were withheld.


“You’re pretty, Miss Travis.”


“I don’t stop traffic.”


“You got nice hair. Nice reddish color. Good skin, too. And very unusual green eyes.”


“Very ordinary hazel.” Not spectacular at all. Not like, say, Vanessa Merritt’s limpid sapphire pools.


“Kinda small up here.” Luigi’s eyes moved to her breasts. Barrie knew from long experience that if she allowed it, he would now begin an evaluation of her figure.


“But not too small,” he reassured her hastily. “You’re slim all over.”


“And getting slimmer.” She snatched the pizza boxes. “Thanks, Luigi. Add a good tip for yourself to my bill, and give my regards to your wife.” She closed the door before he could launch into another lament on her lacking love life.


Cronkite was whipping himself into a frenzy, so she served him his pizza, box and all. Then she sat down at the kitchen table with her pizza, another glass of wine, and the library books she’d checked out that afternoon. The pizza, as always, was scrumptious. The second glass of wine went down even smoother than the first. The research on SIDS was fascinating.


Of the three, the research was the one she finished completely, craving more.




Chapter Three


Frowning skeptically, Howie Fripp dug into his ear canal with the jagged tip of his car key. “I dunno.”


Barrie had a primal urge to leap across his desk and tear out his throat with her teeth. No one else unleashed this feral aspect of her personality. Only Howie. It wasn’t only his disgusting personal habits and his flagrant chauvinism that aroused such savage instincts. It was his whining gutlessness and lack of vision.


“What don’t you like about it?”


“It’s depressing,” he replied, executing a shiver for effect. “Babies dying in their beds. Who wants to watch a series about that?”


“New parents. Prospective parents. Parents to whom it’s happened. Anyone who wants to be informed and enlightened, which I hope includes at least a portion of our viewing audience.”


“You live in a dream world, Barrie. Our audience watches because Cheers reruns come on after the news.”


Barrie tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. If he knew she was getting riled, he would become even more obtuse. “Because of the subject matter, the series won’t be jolly. But it doesn’t have to be maudlin, either. I’ve contacted a couple who lost a child to SIDS two years ago. They’ve since had another baby, and they’re willing to do an on-camera interview about how they’ve coped.”


Coming to her feet, she tried to close the sale. “The thrust will be light at the end of the tunnel. Victory over adversity. It could be very uplifting.”


“You already lined up an interview?”


“Subject to your approval, of course,” she said, giving him a stroke. “I wanted to get my ducks in a row before I came to you, Howie. I’ve been researching this for a week, talking to pediatricians and psychologists. It’s a timely topic, especially since the death of the Merritt baby.”


“Everybody’s sick of hearing about that.”


“But I’m approaching it from several unique angles.”


This wasn’t just part of the sales pitch. The more she’d researched Sudden Infant Death Syndrome, the more fascinated she’d become by spin-off subjects that were just as interesting and worthy of exploration as the core. As she’d studied, she’d come to realize that a single, ninety-second piece wouldn’t begin to cover them.


Only Howie stood in her way. “I dunno,” he repeated. The ignition key was doing a Roto-Rooter on his other ear as he reread her outline. It was detailed but brief. Surely someone of even his limited mental capacity could comprehend it.


She’d asked for three segments, to air on consecutive nights during the two evening newscasts. Each would focus on a different element of SIDS. She’d proposed that they be heavily promoted well in advance.


Ultimately—of course, this wasn’t in the proposal—a news producer in the viewing audience would appreciate her work and offer to hire her away from the leper colony of broadcast journalism, otherwise known as the WVUE news department.


Howie belched. The key had produced a glob of brown wax, which he wiped on the top sheet of her outline. “I’m not convinced—”


“I’ve got an interview with Mrs. Merritt.”


He dropped the gooey key. “Huh?”


It was a lie, of course. But desperate times… “We recently had coffee together.”


“You and the First Lady?”


“That’s right. At her invitation. During the course of our conversation, I mentioned doing a series. She endorsed the idea and agreed to share her thoughts.”


“On camera?”


Barrie had a sudden vision of Vanessa Merritt trying to hide behind her Ray Bans, holding a forbidden cigarette with shaking hands—a vision of the woman as an emotional wreck.


“Of course on camera,” she said, rolling her eyes.


“You don’t say anything about the First Lady in your outline.”


“I was saving her as a surprise.”


“Okay, I’m surprised,” he said dryly.


She’d never been a good liar, but then Howie wasn’t an exceptionally good judge of character, so she thought she was safe.


He leaned forward across his desk. “If Mrs. Merritt consents to an interview—”


“She will.”


“You still gotta turn out one regular story each day.” With that, he sat back and scratched his crotch.


She weighed the condition, then shook her head firmly. “This deserves my full attention, Howie. I’d really like to devote all my time to it.”


“And I’d really like to fuck Sharon Stone. But we don’t always get what we want, do we?”


Barrie reconsidered. “Okay. Provision accepted.”


* * *


“Barrie Travis.”


“Who?”


The First Lady cleared her throat before repeating the name. “Barrie Travis. She’s a reporter for WVUE.”


“Oh, yeah. Sort of a breathy voice?” David Merritt, President of the United States, affixed a cuff link bearing the presidential seal. “I called on her at a recent press conference. Her reports on the White House are usually favorable, aren’t they?”


“Very.”


“So what about her?”


Vanessa, already dressed and seated on a chaise, took a swallow of white wine. “She’s doing a series on SIDS and wants to include an interview with me.”


Merritt slipped on his tuxedo jacket and checked his reflection in the mirror. When he took office, he had decided against having a personal valet. Not even the most experienced haberdasher knew how to take advantage of his physique better than he himself. The cut of his jacket accentuated his broad shoulders and narrow waist. He kept his hair well trimmed but never lacquered into place. Secretly, he preferred it rakishly windblown. He wore formal clothes with elegance and grace. In blue jeans, he was the boy next door.


Liking what he saw in the mirror, he turned to his wife. “And?”


“And she’ll be at the reception tonight. Dalton has promised her an answer.”


Dalton Neely was the White House press secretary. He had been handpicked and well trained by Merritt and his top adviser, Spencer Martin.


“Actually, the formal request came through Dalton’s office.” Vanessa shook out a Valium from the prescription bottle in her beaded evening bag. “Barrie Travis has been calling my office for several days. I haven’t taken her calls, but she’s very persistent.”


“Reporters make their living by being persistent.”


“Well, her persistence has put me on the spot. Dalton approached me this afternoon with her request. Both want an answer from me tonight.”


Quickly closing the distance between them, the President grasped her hand and took the small yellow tablet from her palm. He removed the prescription bottle from her evening bag and dropped the pill back into it, then pocketed the bottle.


“I need that, David.”


“No, you don’t. No more of this, either.” He took the wineglass from her and set it aside. “It counteracts your medication.”


“That’s only my second glass.”


“It’s your third. You’re lying to me, Vanessa.”


“Okay, so I lost count. Big deal. I—”


“Not about the wine. About this reporter. She didn’t put you in a spot—you did that yourself. She didn’t start calling your office until your outing with her a couple of weeks ago. Isn’t that the way it happened?”


He’d been informed of their meeting the day it occurred, so he wasn’t surprised by Barrie Travis’s request for an interview. What bothered him was that, without his consent, Vanessa had initiated a conversation with a member of the media. Vanessa and a reporter, especially one reputed to be less than reliable, was a dangerous combination.


“Did you have me spied on?” she fired.


“Why’d you make that date with her, Vanessa?”


“I needed someone to talk to. Is that a crime?”


“You chose a reporter to confide in?” He laughed skeptically.


“She wrote me a touching note. I thought she’d be nice to talk to.”


“Next time try a priest.”


“You’re making a big deal out of nothing, David.”


“If it wasn’t a big deal, then why didn’t you tell me about it?”


“It wasn’t important until she asked for this on-camera interview. Before, our visit wasn’t worth mentioning. She promised that anything I said that afternoon was off the record. I needed someone—a woman—to talk to.”


“About what?”


“What do you think?” she shouted.


She jumped off the chaise, grabbed the glass of wine, and defiantly drained it.


He struggled to rein in his temper. “You’re not yourself, Vanessa.”


“You’re damn right, I’m not. So you’ll be much better off going without me tonight.”


The reception, honoring a goodwill delegation from the Scandinavian countries, was to be her first official function since Robert Rushton’s tragic death. The small, formal gathering seemed well suited for Vanessa’s reemergence into public life. She’d retreated from it following the baby’s death. Three months was enough time. The voting public needed to see her back in action.


“Of course you’re coming,” the President said. “You’ll be the belle of the ball. You always are.”


“But—”


“No buts. I’m tired of making excuses for you. We have to work through this, Vanessa. It’s been twelve weeks.”


“Is there a time limit on grief?”


He ignored the sting in her voice. “Tonight you’ll come through like the Thoroughbred you are. Just be your charming, smiling self, and everything will be fine.”


“I hate all those people, looking at me with pity and remorse and not knowing what to say. And when someone does say something, it’s so trite, I want to scream.”


“Just thank them for the sentiment and leave it at that.”


“God!” she cried, her voice cracking. “How can you just resume—”


“Because I have to, dammit. And so do you.”


He glared at her with such force that she fell back onto the chaise. Stricken, she stared up at him.


He turned away, and when again he spoke, his anger was contained. “I like your evening dress. Is it new?”


Her shoulders slumped. She lowered her head. Watching her in the mirror, he recognized these reflexive gestures as concessions of defeat. “I’ve lost weight,” she mumbled. “Nothing in my closet fits anymore.”


There was a tap on the door. He crossed the room and opened it. “Hey, Spence. Are they ready for us?”


Spencer Martin glanced over David’s shoulder and surveyed the room. Spotting Vanessa, and the empty wineglass on the end table, he reversed David’s question. “Are you ready for them?”


The President purposefully disregarded his adviser’s concern. “Vanessa’s got a mild case of stage fright, but, as you know, she always comes through.”


“Maybe we’re rushing her. If she doesn’t feel up to it—”


“Nonsense. She’s up to it.” He turned toward his wife and extended his arm. “Ready, darling?”


She came to her feet and slowly walked toward them, not looking directly at either man.


One of David’s personality traits was to ignore things he didn’t want to acknowledge, such as the dislike between his wife and his top adviser. To fill the awkward silence, he said, “Doesn’t she look beautiful tonight, Spence?”


“Indeed, Mr. President.”


“Thank you,” Vanessa replied stiffly. As they stepped into the hallway, she took her husband’s arm and asked, “What should Dalton tell Barrie Travis?”


“Barrie Travis the reporter?” Spence cut in. “Tell her about what?” He looked quizzically at the President.


“She’s asked Dalton for an interview with Vanessa.”


“About anything in particular?”


“SIDS,” the President replied.


* * *


Barrie was positively giddy. Her words gushed out like water from a broken fire plug.


“I was going through the receiving line with my date. Don’t get excited. He’s a gay friend who’s still in the closet. We scratched each other’s back, so to speak. He had an invitation to the reception and needed a female date, and I had an opportunity to speak directly to the President and First Lady.


“Anyhow, I’m gliding along the receiving line, acting real cool and blasé, and when I get to the President, he clasps my hand between his, swear to God, and says, ‘Miss Travis, thank you so much for coming. It’s always a pleasure to have you at the White House. You look radiant tonight.’


“Actually, I don’t remember his exact words, but suffice it to say that I wasn’t treated like a stranger, or a passing acquaintance, or even an ordinary reporter. Barbara Walters couldn’t have been more warmly greeted.”


Cronkite yawned and made himself more comfortable in the center of her bed.


“Am I boring you?” Barrie asked, pausing for breath. “You don’t seem to realize the importance of my getting the first exclusive interview with the First Lady since the death of her child.


“Actually the President mentioned it before I did. He said Mrs. Merritt had informed him of my SIDS series. He thinks it’s an excellent idea and said that he urged the First Lady to participate. He commended me for raising public awareness on this heartbreaking phenomenon. Then he said that he and Mrs. Merritt would extend me their full cooperation. I was… Well, let me put it this way. If it had been sex, I would have been having multiple orgasms.”


She climbed in with Cronkite, who took up two thirds of the bed and wouldn’t budge an inch. Balancing on the edge of the mattress, she added, “I only wish Howie had been there to see it.”




Chapter Four


He was aware that the television was on, but it was only background noise until he heard the familiar voice. It brought his head up out of the bathroom sink, where he’d been sluicing cold water over his face. Grabbing a hand towel, he stepped around the corner into the bedroom.


“… which, unfortunately, you and President Merritt share with thousands of other couples.”


He didn’t recognize the reporter. She was thirtyish, maybe older. Shoulder-length auburn hair. Wide eyes and bee-stung lips that promised a good time, although both eyes and lips were unsmiling now. Distinctive, husky voice, unusual for a broadcast journalist; most of them sounded as though they’d graduated from the same school of sterile diction. Her name was superimposed at the bottom of the TV screen. Barrie Travis. It rang no bells.


“The President and I were astounded to learn the number of families who experience this tragedy,” Vanessa Merritt was saying. “Five thousand annually in our country alone.”


This face and voice Gray Bondurant recognized and knew well, even though it was instantly apparent to him that she’d been coached on how to conduct herself during the interview. She held her hands demurely in her lap, no gestures allowed. Facial expressions carefully schooled.


The interviewer segued into a sound bite from Dr. George Allan, the Merritts’ personal physician, who’d had the unpleasant task of pronouncing Robert Rushton Merritt dead in the White House nursery. Dr. Allan explained that medical science is still trying to isolate causes and preventatives of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome.


Then the interview became more personal. “Mrs. Merritt, we all witnessed your and President Merritt’s grief during your son’s funeral.” Scenes from the funeral were edited in. “You’ve had three months’ distance from it. The wounds must surely still be tender, but I know our viewers would be interested in hearing any reflections you might wish to express.”


Vanessa took a moment. “My father has a saying: ‘Adversity is a great opportunity in disguise.’ As always, Daddy’s right,” she said with a fleeting smile. “David and I feel that we’ve become stronger, as a couple and as individuals, because we’ve been tested to the limit of our endurance, and we’ve survived.”


“Bullshit.” He balled up the hand towel and hurled it across the bedroom, then picked up the remote control, unwilling to listen to any more.


But he paused. Vanessa was saying, “The President and I hope that others who experience a similar tragedy can draw courage and comfort from survivors like us. Life does go on.”


Swearing, Bondurant hit the Off button.


Scripted responses, signed, sealed, and delivered to Vanessa to memorize and parrot. Words composed by Dalton Neely. Maybe her father, Clete Armbruster. Possibly even the President, with final approval by Spencer Martin.


However they’d been rehearsed and revised in advance of the interview, they weren’t Vanessa’s words. She had spoken them, but not spontaneously and not from her heart. He doubted that the reporter with the sexy voice was aware that she’d been duped. Vanessa had been as well programmed as a talking doll with a computer chip in her head. Revealing her inner feelings wouldn’t be seemly. It damn sure wouldn’t be politic.


Feeling that the walls of the bedroom were closing in on him, Bondurant stalked to the kitchen to get a beer, then went out onto his front porch. Ten feet deep and shaded by an overhang, the porch extended the width of the house. He flung himself into his rush-seated rocking chair and tipped the beer to his mouth. The muscles of his tanned throat worked as he drank half the can in one long swallow.


He looked like a beer commercial. Pictures of him drinking it bare-chested in these rustic surroundings could have sold millions of cans of any brand-name brew, but he didn’t realize that, or care. He knew he made an impact on people, but he had never bothered to analyze why. Vanity wasn’t in his nature, certainly not during the past year, when weeks would pass without his seeing another living soul. If he drove into Jackson Hole, he might shave. Or he might not.


He was as he was. Take him or leave him. That was, and always had been, his attitude, and he silently communicated it to everyone he met, which was one of the reasons why he hadn’t blended in well with the Washington scene. He was glad to be out of it. A certain amount of conformity was required of presidential confidants; Gray Bondurant was a nonconformist.


His blue eyes as hard and cold as a glacier, he stared at the jagged snow-capped peaks of the Tetons. Actually miles away, they looked close enough to touch. Purple mountains’ majesty. In his front yard. Imagine that.


He crushed the empty beer can as though it were a foil gum wrapper. He wished he could take back the last ten minutes. Why hadn’t he stayed outside a little longer before going in to wash up? What quirk of fate had made him tune his TV to that particular channel at that particular time?


He wished he’d never seen the interview. Thank you so much, Barrie Travis, whoever the hell you are. For days now he would be haunted by thoughts of David, and Vanessa, and the baby who had died in the White House nursery.


What galled him most was that the interview might spark a renewed public interest in him. People would begin thinking, supposing, connecting the dots. And then the shit would start flying all over again.


* * *


David Merritt paced in front of his desk in the Oval Office. His shirtsleeves were rolled to his elbows; his hands were deep in his pockets. Beneath an errant lock of hair, his brow was furrowed. “I’ve never heard of it before. What the hell is it?”


“It’s called Munchausen syndrome by proxy, named after a German count who got off by inflicting pain on himself.”


“I thought that was masochism,” Spencer Martin remarked.


Dr. George Allan shrugged and poured himself another scotch from the President’s private stock. “It’s a little out of my area, and I haven’t thoroughly researched it.”


“Barrie Travis did.” Merritt made it sound like a rebuke, and the doctor took it as such.


Looking abashed, he said, “The ‘by proxy’ kicks in if the pain is inflicted on someone else, typically a child.”


“What’s it got to do with SIDS?” Merritt asked. “Why’d Barrie Travis go into it so deeply?”


Dr. Allan took a quick sip of his scotch. “Because adults afflicted with the disorder sometimes take it to the extreme. They injure their children, sometimes even kill them, in an attempt to get attention and sympathy for themselves. Some mysterious infant deaths, previously attributed to SIDS, are now being reinvestigated as possible murders.”


Muttering a curse, Merritt sat down behind his desk. “Why couldn’t that Travis broad have stuck to the subject without bringing all those horror stories into it? Pour me one of those, will you?”


The doctor did as asked.


“Thanks.” Merritt thoughtfully sipped his drink for a few moments, then looked over at Spence. He didn’t like what he saw. Spence was in his thinking mode, and the matter under consideration was troublesome.


“Maybe I shouldn’t have encouraged Vanessa to grant the interview,” Merritt ventured.


“I disagree. What possible harm’s been done?” the doctor asked.


“For God’s sake, George, you better than anyone should know,” Merritt said testily. “This goddamn series has got her bouncing off the walls again.”


“People are noticing,” Spence remarked quietly. Merritt gave him a sharp glance that demanded names. “Staff, sir. People have noticed the First Lady’s mood swings, and they’re concerned about her.”


In another implied rebuke, Merritt turned to the physician.


“I can’t control her mood swings with medication when she’s drinking as much as she is,” Dr. Allan said.


Merritt dug his fists into his eye sockets. “Clete’s on my ass about that. I keep reminding him that she’s lost her baby. That, coupled with her condition, how can he expect her not to be a little unstable.”


“Everybody responds to tragedy differently,” the doctor said, trying to be helpful. “Some people pitch themselves into their work, hoping to exhaust themselves so they don’t have the energy to dwell on it. Some people find God, light candles, and pray. Some—”


“I get it, I get it,” Merritt snapped. “My father-in-law doesn’t.”


“I’ll talk to him if you’d like,” Spence offered.


The President barked a mirthless laugh. “Clete doesn’t like you, Spence. You’re the last person he’d want commenting on Vanessa’s emotional health. She’s not too crazy about you either.” He turned back to the doctor. “But you, George—maybe if you spoke with him, explained…”


“I’ll call him tomorrow and say that you told me about his concerns. I’ll reassure him that she’s being carefully monitored.”


“Thanks.” Merritt smiled, as though the matter were closed.


“It’s not just Clete we’ve got to worry about,” Spence said. “Next year is an election year. This administration needs its First Lady. We need Vanessa, we need her soon, and we need her well adjusted and ready to campaign.” He turned to the doctor. “Can you deliver?”


“Of course. There’s no alternative.”


“There’s always an alternative.”


Spence’s rejoinder moved like a chill wind through the room.


“Jesus, Spence,” Merritt said. “You sound about as cheerful as a death knell. Forget Mr. Gloom and Doom over there, George,” he said, coming to his feet to shake hands with the physician. “Vanessa’s in your good hands, so I’m not going to worry. And thanks for explaining this Munchausen thing, although it was irrelevant to Robert’s death.”


Peering deeply into the doctor’s eyes, he added, “Robert stopped breathing in his crib. Explanation unknown. That was your official ruling, and you’re standing by it. Correct?”


“Absolutely. SIDS.” Dr. Allan finished his drink, then said his goodbyes.


“He’d better come through,” Spence remarked when he and the President were alone.


“Have no fear. He will.”


“But will Vanessa?”


“She always has, hasn’t she?”


“Before, yes. Now I’m not so sure she can pull herself together.” Only Spencer Martin could have spoken this frankly to the President about the First Lady.


While Merritt appreciated his top adviser’s concern, he thought it was disproportionate to the problem. “I stand by my decision. The public needed to see Vanessa do that interview, Spence. She looked great. Sounded great.”


Spence was still frowning. “Then why do I wish we’d never consented to it? I’m getting bad vibes. It bothers me that she made the initial contact with the reporter, not the other way around.”


“That bothered me, too, at first,” Merritt admitted. “But it turned out all right. It was good p.r. for her and for us. As George said, no harm was done.”


When Spence failed to reply, the President looked at him sharply.


“Well, we’ll see,” Spence said, in his foreboding way.


* * *


“All right, who is he?”


“Who?” Barrie didn’t even look up. In her lap was a pile of phone messages, cards, and letters from viewers, all relating to her SIDS series. In her most optimistic dreams, she’d never expected so great a response.


“You’re a sly one, Barrie, hiding this one from us.”


Finally she raised her head. “Oh, my God!”


The newsroom receptionist was completely hidden behind the enormous floral arrangement she had carried into Barrie’s cubicle. “Where do you want it?”


“Uh…” As always, the top of her desk was a hazard zone. “The floor, I guess.”


After depositing the arrangement, the receptionist straightened up. “Whoever he is, even if he looks like a toad, to lay out this many bucks for flowers, I say he’s a keeper.”


Barrie had opened the card attached to the bouquet and was smiling. “I’d say so too, but he’s married.”


“All the good ones are.”


Barrie passed the card to the woman, whose eyes bugged when she read the familiar signature following the handwritten message. Her shriek brought several newsroom staffers crowding into the cubicle.


Barrie reclaimed the card and fanned herself with it. “Just a little token of appreciation from the President, extolling my talent and insight, praising me for the excellence of my series, and thanking me for the patriotic service I’ve performed.”


“One more word and I’m gonna puke.” Howie had joined the group.


Barrie laughed and replaced the card in its envelope. It would be something to show her grandchildren. “You’re just jealous because you’re not a personal friend of the Merritts.” Howie and her other co-workers ambled out, a few grousing about the luck of some people.


When she was alone, Barrie placed a telephone call. Speaking softly, she asked, “Are you free tonight?”


“Are you serious?”


“What’ve you got in your freezer?”


“Two steaks.”


“I’ll bring the wine.” She glanced at the bouquet. “And flowers. I’ll be there in half an hour.”




Chapter Five


“You call that half an hour?”


“Stop bitching and give me a hand.” Barrie, carrying the President’s bouquet, two bottles of wine, and a grocery sack, wedged her way through the front door of Daily Welsh’s house.


“You rob a new grave, or what?” he asked.


“Read the card, smart-ass.”


He plucked the card from the floral arrangement and gave a low whistle. “Pretty impressive.”


She smiled cheekily. “All in a day’s work.”


“What are you going to do for an encore?”


“Any other time, I’d offer a scathing comeback about your unfailing talent of throwing a wet blanket over everything good, but I’m tired, so I’ll just let it pass and open the wine instead.”


“That gets my vote.”


Together they went into the kitchen, which was the most appealing room by default. It was a singularly ugly house. Daily arm-wrestled a stuck drawer to get the corkscrew.


“How are you?” she asked, showing her concern.


“I’m not dead yet.”


But Ted Welsh—or Daily, as he was known to friends—looked like the next labored breath might be his last. He’d developed emphysema from smoking countless cigarettes during the countless days he had worked to provide the public with news.


Fresh out of high school he had begun working as a gofer on a daily newspaper. Hence, his nickname. He’d worked his way up the ranks and through several journalistic media to become news chief at a network affiliate TV station in Richmond, from which he’d taken an early retirement due to the rapid progression of his disease.


Not yet old enough to receive Social Security—and probably never would be—he lived on a modest pension. The “steaks” thawing on the countertop were actually ground meat patties. Fearing as much, Barrie had picked up two T-bones when she stopped to buy the wine. Daily sipped the Sonoma County vintage while she prepared their dinner.


As he rolled his portable oxygen tank closer to his chair and out of her way, he said, “Cronkite will get a hard-on when he gets a whiff of those bones.”


“Unlikely. He’s been neutered.”


“Oh, I forgot. You castrated even him.”


She slammed a jar of meat marinade onto the counter and turned to him. “Don’t start that!”


“But it’s true. You de-ball every guy you meet. It’s your way of rejecting a man before he can reject you.”


“I haven’t rejected you.”


“I don’t count,” he said on a wheezing laugh. “I’m too old and sick to get it up anyhow. I pose no threat. Which brings me to another point. You shouldn’t waste your evenings coming to see me. If I’m the best you can do in the way of male companionship, your life’s pretty pathetic.”


“But I love you, Daily.” She closed the distance between them and kissed his cheek.


“Cut it out.” He pushed her away. “And don’t overcook those steaks. I want mine bloody.”


Barrie wasn’t deceived by his gruffness. Her affection for him was reciprocated. Their friendship had gotten off to a rocky start, but it was now unshakable. They had reached a comfort level where deprecations were almost equivalent to endearments.


“I’d take twenty years off my life for a cigarette,” he remarked as they were enjoying after-dinner coffee in his living room.


“You already have.”


“Oh. Right.” He was seated in his threadbare recliner, his breathing apparatus at the side of the chair. Plastic tubing fed oxygen from the portable tank directly into his nostrils.


Across the room, Barrie was relaxing on the sofa. She pulled her feet up beneath her and hugged a throw pillow to her chest. “I was with someone else recently who was having a nicotine fit. Someone you would never expect.”


“Who?”


“It’s confidential.”


“Who am I gonna tell? Nobody comes here but you.”


“You could have other friends over. You don’t invite anyone.”


“I can’t stand their pity.”


“Then you should join a support group.”


“Who wants to spend time with a bunch of sickies, sucking wind? Literally.”


“We’ve had this conversation before,” she said in a sing-song voice. “Let’s not do it again tonight.”


“Fine with me,” he growled. “Who’s the mystery smoker?”


She hesitated. “Our First Lady.”


His eyebrows lifted with interest. “No shit? Preinterview jitters?”


“No. That day we met for coffee.”


“Now that you’ve interviewed her one on one, do you still think she’s a dimwit?”


“I never thought that.”


He gave her a look. “You’ve called her that a dozen times, sitting right where you are now. Mississippi Belle. Isn’t that your nickname for her? You’ve described her as one of those women who never have an original thought, or pretend not to. All her opinions are formed by men, men she fawns over, namely her father and her husband. She’s vacuous and vapid. Have I left out anything?”


“No, that about covers it.” Sighing, Barrie absently traced the rim of her coffee cup with her finger. “That’s still my opinion, but I also feel sorry for her. I mean, losing your baby. Lord.”


“So?”


Barrie didn’t realize that she’d lapsed into a thoughtful silence until Daily’s question nudged her out of it. “So, what?”


“You’re gnawing your inner cheek, a sure sign that something’s on your mind. I’ve been waiting all evening for you to unload it, whatever it is.”


She could hide her feelings from everyone else, including herself, but never from Daily. When she was puzzled, or troubled, or otherwise stressed, he homed in on it with the inner radar that had made him an excellent newsman.


“I don’t know what it is,” she told him honestly. “It’s just this…”


“Itch at the back of your neck?”


“Something like that.”


“Probably means you’re on to something, but you don’t know what.”


Daily leaned forward in his chair, his eyes shining as brightly as those of a firehouse dog at the first clang of the bell. There was color in his cheeks, making him look healthier than he had in weeks, rejuvenated by the scent of a hot lead.


His keen interest made Barrie feel guilty for having broached the subject. She was setting him up for a big disappointment. There probably was no story here. On the other hand, what harm could come from sharing a few thoughts? Maybe he could make sense of them. Either that, or he could tell her there was no life in her sketchy ideas.


“The SIDS series has generated a lot of interest,” she began. “Did I tell you I got it on the bird?” Her series had been fed to a satellite, allowing it national coverage.


“It’s certainly given your career a kick in the butt,” Daily said. “Which is what you wanted, isn’t it? So what’s the problem?”


She stared into her cup, swirling the coffee that had grown too cool to drink. “When I first met with her, she was having understandable guilt feelings, so I reminded her that no one can be blamed for a crib death—that it just happens. Curiously, she said, ‘Does it?’


“It was that question and the way she asked it that prompted me to research SIDS. Then I ran across a bizarre story of a woman who’d had four babies die of the syndrome. Which later proved not to be the case.”


“She had that… that…”


“Munchausen syndrome by proxy,” Barrie supplied. “Some crib deaths are now coming under suspicion. Mothers are being charged with killing their own babies to get attention.


“Well…” She took a deep breath and held it, raised her head, and gave him a puissant look.


He held her stare for a noticeable length of time. Finally he said, “Maybe I should adjust my oxygen level. I’m either not getting enough, or I’m getting too much. For a minute there I thought you were suggesting that the First Lady of the United States killed her own baby.”


Barrie set her cup on the coffee table and came to her feet. “I did no such thing.”


“Sounded like it.”


“That’s not what I’m suggesting, Daily. I swear.”


“Then why all this cheek gnawing?”


“I don’t know! But something’s not right.” She dropped back onto the edge of the sofa and held her head between her hands. “I’ve been with Vanessa Merritt twice in the last few weeks. The first time, she was as strung out as a junkie on the second day of detox—a woman clearly on the verge of emotional collapse. The day of the interview, she was another person entirely. Superior. Cool. Controlled. Correct. And about as… as human as that coffee table.”


“It was a good interview.”


“It was passionless, Daily, and you know it,” she shot back. His wince told her that he agreed. “The interview with Mrs. Merritt should have been the highlight of the series. Instead, it was the low point. She was plastic. If she’d been like that the first time, I probably wouldn’t have noticed. But the contrast between the first Vanessa Merritt and the second was dramatic.”


“So she popped a coupla Valiums before she went on camera,” Daily said, shrugging.


“Probably. I’m sure she was medicated the night I saw her at that reception—either that or she was drunk. Gorgeous as ever, but vague. Almost… I don’t know… afraid. The President covered—


“And that’s another thing,” she said, interrupting herself and launching into another tangent. “He greeted me as though he and I were old chums. Naturally I was flattered by his attention, but I thought it was odd. He was enthusiastic about the series, before and after it was produced. I mean, look at those flowers. What they cost would have made a substantial dent in the national debt.”


“Then that shoots your theory all to hell, doesn’t it? He wouldn’t feel that way toward you and your series if it had shed an unfavorable light on his wife.”


“I’m just surprised by the palsy-walsy treatment. I’ve been covering the White House beat for a long time. Why all of a sudden are the President and I good friends?”


“Barrie, you’re a journalist. He’s an incumbent facing reelection next year. He’s got to schmooze all journalists. Win the press, win the election.”


She had to concede the validity of Daily’s explanation. David Merritt had, from his first term in Congress, known how to court the media. The love affair had lasted through his campaign for the presidency. The gilt was beginning to wear off the romance, although his media coverage remained largely favorable. But Barrie Travis was a small-time reporter who wielded zero influence. Why was he schmoozing her?


Her mind darted from one puzzle to another, as it had ever since her first meeting with Vanessa Merritt. She didn’t stay with any one thought too long because she feared all of them were booby-trapped.


“I could probably shrug off the inconsistencies and still sleep nights, except for one thing,” she told Daily. “And I think this is the real kicker. When we completed the interview, she hugged me. Me.”


Daily continued playing devil’s advocate. “It was good p.r.”


“No, it was an excuse.”


“For what?”


“To get close enough to whisper something in my ear that couldn’t be overheard. She said, ‘Barrie, please help me. Don’t you know what I’m trying to tell you?’ ”


“Damn!”


“My sentiments exactly, Daily. That was the first and only time she displayed any honest emotion. She sounded desperate. What do you think she meant?”


“How the hell should I know? It could mean, Help me get my husband reelected. Or, Help me generate public awareness of SIDS. Or, Help me recover from my grief. It could mean anything or nothing.”


“If it’s nothing, it’s nothing,” Barrie said. “But if it’s something, the implications are explosive.”


He shook his head. “I still don’t buy it. Why would she kill her baby after trying so hard to have one?”


“I thought we’d established that. Munchausen syndrome.”


“She doesn’t fit the profile,” he argued. “Women afflicted with the disorder are usually looking for sympathy and attention. Vanessa Merritt has outdistanced Princess Di in terms of press. She gets more attention than any other woman in the world.”


“But does she get it from the one who really counts?”


“The President? You think she’s a neglected wife, and she did this to rattle his cage?”


“It’s a possibility.”


“A slim one.”


“But possible,” Barrie stressed. “Look at the public sympathy Jackie Kennedy received when little Patrick died. She became an icon.”


“For many more reasons than losing a newborn.”


“But that tragedy contributed to the legend she became. Maybe this First Lady wants to create a similar aura for herself.”


“Next theory,” Daily said with a dismissive gesture.


“HIV. What if one of them is carrying the virus? The child could test positive. Mrs. Merritt couldn’t risk the humiliation of the world finding out about her or her husband’s sexual history.”


“Another very slim possibility,” Daily said. “If either of them was HIV positive, it would have come out before now—say, when she got pregnant. The President gets routine physical checkups. A secret like that wouldn’t remain a secret for very long.”


“I suppose you’re right.” She thought about it for another moment. “Maybe we’re overlooking the obvious. What if her motive was plain ol’ everyday spite? She impresses me as a woman accustomed to getting her way, a woman who wouldn’t tolerate rejection.”


“What’s your point?”


“She killed their son to punish the President for his affairs.”


“Rumored affairs.”


“Come on, Daily.” Barrie groaned. “Everybody knows he’s a womanizer. He just hasn’t been caught with a naked lady in bed with him, yet.”


“And until he is, and the 60 Minutes crew is there to tape it, and Mike Wallace gets his confession on video, his escapades remain a rumor.”


“Mrs. Merritt must know.”


“Of course she knows. But she’ll smile and pretend that she doesn’t, just like every wife of every horny public official has done throughout the history of elected office.”


“I still think the woman-scorned motivation is a damn strong one.”


Daily tugged thoughtfully on his lower lip. “Barrie, this story has won you industry attention. Positive attention this time.”


“My moment in the limelight has nothing to do with this.”


“You sure? This series was so good, it’s temporarily overshadowed the Justice Green debacle and proved your critics wrong. You deserve the accolades, but beware of getting greedy. Are you sure that you’re not exploiting your sudden attention by inventing another story? Could you be using all this hype as a ticket out of professional purgatory?”


She was about to answer a firm and unarguable no, but she paused to reexamine her motives. Was she shaping the facts to suit her own purposes? Was she letting ambition color her objectivity? Worse, was she falling back into her habit of jumping to the wrong conclusion in order to create a much more dramatic story?


“Honestly, no. I’ve looked at this objectively and from every possible angle. The woman lost her child. For that, she has my heartfelt sympathy. But isn’t it possible that instead of being a victim of cruel fate, she’s the victim of unfathomable malice, which drove her to commit the worst crime imaginable? That’s the question that’s got its hooks into me.


“From the start, it smelled fishy. Why’d she call and invite me to meet her? She’s never done that before—not with any reporter I know of. And while we were talking, it was as though she was trying to communicate something without coming right out and saying it. What if that something was a confession?


“If she were anyone other than the First Lady, I wouldn’t have waited this long to investigate her story. I think I owe it to myself to dig a little deeper. And, at the risk of sounding incredibly corny, I think I owe it to our nation.”


“Okay,” Daily said. “Let me ask you just one more thing.”


“Shoot.”


“What the hell are you hanging around here for?”




Chapter Six


After a week of zealously following leads that led nowhere, Barrie’s ardor began to cool. All she had to show for the time she’d spent pursuing the story of Robert Rushton Merritt’s death was frustration.


She’d explored every angle that she and Daily had discussed, but none had panned out. She was trapped in a Catch-22: The story called for a full-fledged investigation, which couldn’t be conducted without revealing the story.
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