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THE RAVAGERS
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It was an acid job, and they’re never pleasant to come upon, even when you’re more or less prepared to find something wrong, as I’d been. One of our people had failed to call in when he was supposed to, and I’d been pulled off another job nearby—well, five hundred miles south in the Black Hills of South Dakota—and sent up to investigate. I’d crossed the border into Canada well after dark, I’d found the right motel, named The Plainsman, in the right town, named Regina, in the right province, named Saskatchewan, and I’d given the right knock on the door and received no answer.


Following instructions, I had then circumvented the lock with a special piece of plastic disguised as a credit card, slipped inside, and waited in the dark for a reasonable length of time, to see if anybody cared to jump me or shoot at me. Nobody had. Hearing nothing breathe or move in the room, I’d turned on the light and seen him lying on the floor at the foot of the bed.


It wasn’t pretty. I don’t monkey with the stuff myself. Not many professionals do, although I have met a few— on both sides—who felt there was nothing like a splash of nice corrosive chemical reagent to make the most stubborn subject forget his principles and talk, if that was needed. For quick information, they’d claimed, it beat the thumbscrews and hot pokers all hollow. And as a distraction in a tight spot it was a natural, since people weren’t apt to give much trouble while being painfully consumed alive.


On the other hand, acid is messy, risky to keep around, and hard to use without getting some on yourself; and the resulting burns, on flesh or clothing, are distinctive and hard to explain away. So we generally leave it to the jealous ladies who want to spoil their rivals’ looks. But it had been used here, liberally and viciously. It had made brownish charred splotches on the pale motel carpet, and it had pretty well destroyed the face of the man I’d come here to check up on.


At least I thought he was the man I’d come to find, but it was a little hard to tell. He wasn’t a colleague I’d ever known well, although we’d worked together briefly a couple of times, and the visible part of his face bore little resemblance to what I recalled of the agent we knew as Gregory, normally a wavy-haired, clean-cut, Americanboy type who specialized in the gigolo bit and other techniques requiring youthful masculine charm. The hands, which had presumably gone up in a vain attempt to shield the face, were also seared and blistered almost beyond recognition.


He lay half across his own suitcase, which he’d pulled off the stand at the foot of the bed—or somebody had arranged things to look that way. His belongings were scattered about the floor, as if he’d flung them aside crazily, feeling for something in the bag with his burning hands. Or maybe, blinded and in agony, he’d simply lost his way, fallen over the luggage stand, and thrashed around deliriously, trying to make the bathroom to wash the fiery stuff off...


I’d stepped away from the switch, crouching, after getting light into the room. Now I straightened up slowly, but I didn’t really relax, nor did I put away the little .38 Special revolver I’d neglected to declare at customs when crossing the border. First I made quite sure the room was uninhabited except by me and the motionless figure on the rug. Then I checked the closet and found it unoccupied. That left the bathroom. I stepped over Greg and made my entry in the manner recommended by the training manual. I determined that this cubicle was also empty except for the shiny new US-style plumbing. I drew a long breath, put the gun away, made sure the door to the outside world had latched properly, and returned to kneel beside Greg.


He’d been dead long enough to feel cold to the touch. Well, it takes a certain amount of time to drive five hundred miles, even with your foot flat on the floor. The acid used had been sulfuric—oil of vitriol—I judged from the fact that it gave off no seriously annoying fumes. Most of the others will set you coughing when they’re concentrated enough to do that much damage.


There was a small prescription bottle by his right hand. The name on the label was Michael Green, the name he’d been using. The directions read: Take one (1) at bedtime if needed for sleep. The cap was off and the contents were missing except for a couple of yellow capsules that had got spilled among the tumbled clothing: probably the sedative known as nembutal. If you want to sound hep, you can call them yellow-jackets.


I frowned at the dead man. Apparently I—or the Canadian policeman who’d investigate this—was supposed to think that after the acid attack Greg had gone groping for his sleeping pills to kill himself, as an escape from blindness, disfigurement, and intolerable agony. I didn’t believe it for a moment. Not that Greg might not have reacted in this general way—he’d been vain about his good looks—but it takes a lot of barbiturate to kill and quite a lot of time, and we carry much more effective tickets to oblivion. I made a quick search and found his, never mind where. That’s a business secret, but the significant thing was that, having handy on his person a little pill that would give him death in a few seconds, if that was what he wanted, he’d hardly have gone to the trouble of tearing apart his suitcase for a clumsy substitute.


It followed that, since acid burns don’t generally bring death—and then only slowly—unless very large skin areas are affected, and since making a man dripping with acid swallow a large quantity of sedative capsules isn’t really practical, the vitriol thrower must have finished the job by other means. I could see no signs of direct physical violence, so he’d probably used something poisonous, tricky, hard to detect, and impossible to trace. To hell with that. I’d been sent to check on Greg, not to get caught here playing detective around his dead body.


I got up and looked around. Washington would want me to clean up as much as possible, I decided, to make the cover-up easy if it was to be bandied that way. I already had the little death pill that, if discovered at the autopsy, would have revealed that Greg was something other than the innocent U.S. tourist he’d been pretending to be. There was nothing else in the room that wasn’t strictly in character. Well, there wouldn’t be. He’d been a little too cocky to be one of my favorite people, but there had never been any doubt that Greg was a pro, which made it all the more peculiar, his getting caught like this.


As I moved toward the door, I saw something white under a chair close by, and picked it up: a woman’s white kid glove. At least it had been nice and white once. Now it was stained with brown and some other odd colors where the acid had reacted only partially with the soft, expensive leather.


I put the glove into my pocket, hoping it wouldn’t eat a hole there, and slipped out into the night, silent and, I hoped, unseen.
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Regina is a good-sized Canadian town on the great plains some hundred miles north of the border. You couldn’t tell it from a U.S. prairie city if it weren’t for the billboards advertising Canadian brands you never heard of—that is, in addition to such international commodities as Coke and Chevrolet. The money, I had already discovered, is Canadian dollars and cents, currently worth between five and ten per cent less than the equivalent U.S. currency; and the filling stations sell gasoline by the imperial gallon, which has five quarts instead of four. It makes your car’s gas mileage look terrific until you catch on.


The night was dark and starless, with a misty promise of rain that put haloes around the neon lights of the motel and the street lights beyond. I strolled away casually, like a man with nothing on his mind and time on his hands. The little Volkswagen I’d been using in the Black Hills was parked a couple of blocks away. It was apparently the car you got these days if you were west of the Mississippi and east of California and needed four wheels for official purposes. We’re not a big government agency and the budget is limited, so they can’t keep the latest air-conditioned Cadillacs and racing Ferraris spotted around the world for our convenience, although it would be nice.


I was familiar with this particular VW, having used it on an assignment farther south the year before. It had changed color and license since then—it was now painted black instead of pale blue, and it had Colorado instead of Arizona plates—but either the odometer had been set back or it hadn’t seen much use in the intervening months: it had been in good shape when I picked it up in Denver to drive north to Rapid City, S.D.


Now, still farther north by some five hundred hasty miles, I settled myself deliberately behind the wheel, switched on, and spent a few seconds listening to the engine critically. The one thing those little Volkswagen fours won’t take is being strenuously over-revved, and I hadn’t lifted my foot much on the way here, not even on the downgrades. But the mill just made its usual healthy outboard-motor racket. I maneuvered out of the parking space and drove away, jazzing the throttle a bit from time to time and cocking my head to listen—acting the part of a man whose troubles, if any, were strictly mechanical.


I didn’t check the rearview mirror too often, and I was careful not to look around. If anyone had followed me from the motel, I didn’t want to scare him off. I wanted to bring him right along with me until I had instructions telling me what to do with him. Or her.


I found a phone booth at the corner of a shopping center parking lot. The stores were closed at this hour, the lot was empty, and I could stand at the phone undisturbed and watch the street casually through the glass of the booth while waiting for my call to go through. If there was anything significant about any of the cars that passed, I didn’t spot it. “Eric here,” I said, when I heard Mac’s voice on the line. My real name, if it matters, is Matthew Helm, and at the moment I was going under the name of David Clevenger—at least I had been, on the other job— but we use the code names for official conversation.


Two thousand miles, and one international border away, Mac said, “Well?”


I made a face at the Volkswagen standing under the lights of the empty parking lot. “Have you got your red pencil handy, sir?”


“Go on.”


“Scratch Agent Gregory. Our charm boy’s had it.”


There was a brief silence at the other end of the line, then Mac said flatly: “I see. Details?” I gave them to him, and he said: “Describe the glove.”


“White kid, dressy, somewhat damaged. No manufacturer’s or retailer’s labels. No size marked, but it wasn’t worn by a midget. The lady has long, slim, artistic fingers—or maybe just big, strong ones, it’s hard to tell. Assuming, of course, that the glove was bought for the person who wore it tonight.”


Mac said, “There is always the possibility of a frameup, but in this case it is unlikely.”


“Well, you know more about the over-all situation than I do, sir.”


“You will take over,” Mac said. “The woman with whom we’re dealing is five feet seven and a fraction inches tall, not an Amazon, but big enough to be eligible, I should think, as the advertising gentlemen would say, glove-wise. I can think of no other female candidate at the moment. She is heading east, accompanied by a young girl, her daughter. She is driving a pickup truck, pulling a house trailer.”


I said, “That makes her a Westerner, born or transplanted. No delicate eastern flower would be caught dead in a truck.”


“She has been living in the state of Washington for several years—at the White Falls Project on the Columbia River. You may have heard of it. Her husband is an eminent scientist attached to the project.”


I said, “The picture is becoming clearer. Slowly.”


“Gregory was supposed to make her acquaintance on the road and gain her confidence. However, she was on her guard and his reports indicate that beyond a speaking acquaintance he had so far got nowhere.”


“If he’d got nowhere, why was he killed?” I asked. “That is a very good question,” Mac said dryly. “Perhaps you can find an answer.”


“There’s one catch, sir. My instructions emphasized speed. Secrecy was not, I gathered, of primary importance. You wanted to know why he hadn’t called on schedule, as soon as possible. To find out, I had to enter the motel room. There was no way of doing it without being seen, if anyone was watching. And if anyone was, he’s probably got his eye on me now. Or she has. At least a connection between Greg and me may have been established.”


Mac said, “If it has, it’s unfortunate, but perhaps you can work out a cover story to account for it. Did I remember to ask you to bring along the camping equipment you were using in the Black Hills?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Well, you will find your subject a few miles east of Regina on the Trans-Canada Highway, in a campground provided by the state—that is, the Province. Check trailer space number twenty-three. It should contain a blue Ford truck and a silver trailer. Here are the vehicle license numbers, state of Washington.” He read them off. “If they are still there, have yourself assigned a camping space and stay the night. Check with me in the morning for further instructions.”


“And if they’re gone?”


“Report back immediately. We may be able to relocate them for you. Incidentally, the woman’s name is Drilling. Genevieve Drilling.”


I said, “Nobody’s named Drilling. That’s making a hole where there wasn’t any. Or it’s a special kind of three-barreled gun.”


Mac ignored my feeble attempt at levity. “The daughter’s name is Penelope. She is fifteen years old and wears glasses for myopia and has braces on her teeth. Apparently mother and daughter were staying over a day in Regina to see a dentist for some minor adjustments.”


“Um,” I said. “Spectacles and orthodontal braces. A real little Lolita.”


“The husband and father is Dr. Herbert Drilling, physicist. Mrs. Drilling has left his bed and board, and is presumed to be joining, sooner or later, a man of considerable physical attraction and questionable political affiliations calling himself Hans Ruyter. We have encountered Mr. Ruyter before under other names. Not really first-team material, but competent.”


I sighed. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess. Could it be that Mrs. Drilling just happened to latch onto a few scientific documents of national importance belonging to hubby, as she went out the door to meet her lover?”


“I’m afraid it could be and is.”


I said, “My God! The old secret-formula routine. How corny can we get? I suppose it deals with some kind of nuclear-power super-gizmo? That’s what they’re doing up there on the Columbia, as I recall.”


Mac said, “As a matter of fact, Dr. Drilling’s specialty is lasers, if you know what that is.”


I whistled softly. “Laser-maser. The latter-day death ray; disciplined light waves or something. Okay, so it’s important, but how did we get roped into this one, sir? We’re not the national lost-and-found agency. J. Edgar Hoover’s boys are real sharp on stolen documents, I’m told, and so are the members of several other agencies. What’s so special about this particular batch of misplaced cellulose that they have to call on the wrecking crew, the hit-them-below-the-belt department, to find it?”


Mac said, “You are jumping to conclusions, Eric. Have I instructed you to find any documents?”


“Oh. Pardon me.”


“There are some rather tricky matters involved,” Mac said. “It seems to be a large and complex operation, only part of which concerns us. After you’ve looked over the ground and the people, I will give you the details, as far as they’ve been entrusted to us. Right now you had better get out there and check the campground while I get on the telephone and try to pull a few international strings to make sure Gregory’s body is discovered by somebody discreet and official.”


“Yes, sir,” I said.


“Study the woman, and at the same time determine whether or not you are in the clear. If not, try to learn who is watching you. Do nothing hasty, however. Unfortunately we are not alone in this, if you know what I mean.”


“I know,” I said. “I hope they know it, too. There’s nothing I hate like being shot by my friends.”


“It’s a chance you will have to take,” Mac said. “As a matter of fact, other agencies have not been informed of our participation, and are not to be informed. Do you understand?”


“Yes, sir,” I said, because it was the easiest thing to say, not because it was the truth.
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I lay in the campground bushes for over an hour, gaining patience from the fact that somebody in the silver trailer had insomnia, indigestion, or a guilty conscience. I could hear a person moving around in there restlessly, from time to time. It was two in the morning by now, late to hope to see anything, but finally the trailer door opened and the shadowy figure of a woman appeared.


Her face was only a vague blur in the darkness. Her figure was even less discernible, being camouflaged by some kind of an elaborate, voluminous robe or housecoat. Once on the ground, she had to stop and get a fresh grip on the long skirts to keep them from dragging. While she was doing this, a small voice called to her from inside the trailer. It seemed to paralyze her for a moment. She stood perfectly still; then she replied without looking back.


“It’s all right, Penny,” she said clearly. “I’m just closing the car windows. It’s starting to rain. You go back to sleep, darling.”


She moved over to the Ford pickup, got in, pulled the tail of her garment in after her, closed the door, and cranked up the windows. She sat there for a while. The truck was parked looking my way. The night was too dark for me to make out her features through the windshield glass, let alone her expression, but I could see enough to know when she suddenly buried her face in her hands and bent over the steering wheel, obviously crying. Well, anybody can cry, and a woman who had recently committed a brutal murder might well want to have her reaction out where her child couldn’t see her and ask why.


I reminded myself that it wasn’t proved that Mrs. Genevieve Drilling had killed anybody, and that I wasn’t here to prove it. From Mac’s instructions, I deduced that I was supposed to gain the lady’s trust and confidence for some altogether different purpose, as yet undisclosed. The fact that she could break down and cry was a promising sign. It indicated that an absorbent male shoulder might not be altogether unwelcome, if properly presented.


I suppose this was a coldblooded way of regarding a fellow-human in distress, a woman in tears. If I hadn’t been cold and damp and cramped, lying there, I might have been ashamed of myself. As it was, I just wished she’d blow her nose and switch on a light so I could get a real look at her, and then climb back into her little tin box on wheels so I could leave without being spotted...


A sound behind me drove these unprofessional thoughts from my mind. There was a faint rustling and scuffling back there, indicating that I no longer had this part of the grove to myself. Somebody else was crawling up to take a peek. Then that person was suddenly quiet, as Mrs. Drilling got out of the truck and moved back to the trailer. She drew a sleeve across her eyes, reached up to pat her hair smoothed, squared her shoulders, opened the door, and made her way inside, leaving me still without a clear impression of her face and figure.


I lay very still. She’d said it was starting to rain. It hadn’t been when she said it, but it was now. The sound of raindrops was a murmur all through the woods, but I could hear the man behind me get up and move away. Cautiously, I turned myself around and squirmed after him. The rain helped, making the dead leaves soft and silent and helping to cover any noise I made, but after a little of it I wasn’t so sure I wouldn’t have preferred to crawl on dry ground and take my chances.


The man ahead of me seemed to be fairly tall, and he moved like a reasonably young man, but he was either bald or very blond and crewcut: I could see his bare head gleaming faintly in the darkness even when I couldn’t distinguish the outlines of his body. He wasn’t much good in the woods. He made plenty of noise and he didn’t seem to be quite sure where he was going. After a while he stopped in a baffled way, looking around. He whistled softly.


Another man spoke up from some bushes to the left. “Over here, Larry. Well?”


“Christ, I’m soaked. This is a cold damn country.”


“Who cares about you? What about the woman?”


“She’s still with us. I guess she’s too smart to attract attention by pulling out after paying to stay the night. She was sitting out in the truck for some reason. Looked like she was crying.” The tall man laughed scornfully. “Remorse, do you figure? Jeez, what a job she did on that poor guy’s face, if it was she.”


“If you hadn’t let them slip away from you we’d know for sure.”


“Hell, they were at the dentist! Who ever got away from a dentist in less than an hour?”


The unseen man said, “I wonder where the dead guy fits in, hanging around her. Well, fit. I guess he fits in nothing but a coffin, now. A closed coffin.” I heard him get up. “Now that we’ve put her to bed, we’d better get on the phone and let them know the party’s getting rough. Come on.”


I gave the pair plenty of time to get clear. That made me thoroughly drenched by the time I’d crept back to check on the trailer again. Apparently Mrs. Drilling had found the crying jag relaxing. She wasn’t moving around in there any more. I decided it was safe to leave her until morning, while I dried myself off and tried to find something to eat. My last meal had been a drive-in hamburger a couple of hundred miles south. My last sleep had been further away than that, but sleep, of course, means nothing to us iron men of the undercover professions. At least that’s the theory on which we’re supposed to operate.


It was a segregated campground: the peasants with tents were separated from the aristocrats with trailers. I’d been assigned a space pretty well over to the other side of the wooded area, and I’d pitched my tent to establish my claim before sneaking off to play Indian in the brush. The little Volkswagen was parked facing the front of the tent. From a distance it looked very good to me: it looked like dry clothes and a chocolate bar to ward off starvation until something more substantial could be obtained.


As I moved closer, however, the car suddenly began to look less good. There was somebody in it, a woman, by the hair. My first thought was that somehow the woman I’d been watching had beat me here—after all, I knew of no other woman in the case. Then she saw me coming and got out to meet me, and I saw that she was considerably smaller and wirier than Genevieve Drilling.


She stood by the car, waiting for me to reach her. I could make out that she was wearing dark pants and a light trench coat and light gloves. Her hair seemed to be black or very dark. Waiting, she pulled up a kind of hood to protect it from the rain.


“You’re Clevenger?” she said as I stopped in front of her. “That’s what it says on the registration. David P. Clevenger, of Denver, Colorado.”


“That’s me,” I said. “Now let’s talk about you.”


“Not here,” she said. “The Victoria Hotel, room four-eleven. Just as soon as you get cleaned up. You can’t go through the lobby that muddy.”


“The Victoria Hotel,” I said. “What makes you think I’ll come?”


She smiled. She seemed to have nice white teeth; they showed up well in the darkness. I had the impression she might look quite attractive if I could see her clearly.


“Oh, you’ll come,” she said. “Or would you rather tell the Regina police what you were doing in a room at The Plainsman Motel with a dead body? Of course, the body had been dead for quite a while before you sneaked up and picked the lock to get in, but I don’t really think you want to be called upon to explain your behavior officially, in a foreign country. Room four-eleven, Mr. Clevenger.”


I said, “Throw in a drink and a roast beef sandwich and it’s a deal.”


She laughed and turned away. It was a break of sorts, I thought wryly, watching her walk off. Without expending any effort, I’d learned that I had, after all, been observed earlier. I was now taking steps to identify the observer, as I’d been instructed to do.
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She was standing at the dresser in the corner, operating on the cap of an interesting-looking bottle, when I entered the hotel room after knocking on the door and being told it was unlocked, come in.


“Your sandwich is over on the TV,” she said without looking around. “Help yourself, Mr. Clevenger. I’m sorry, they didn’t bring up any mustard or catsup.”


I said, “Who needs it? At the moment I could eat the damn cow with the hair on.”


I went over and took a couple of bites and felt stirrings of returning strength and intelligence. I swung around to look at the small, wiry girl across the room. She was wearing slim black pants, a long-sleeved white silk shirt, and a little open black vest. What the costume was supposed to represent wasn’t immediately clear to me, but then there’s a lot about women’s fashions I don’t dig.


I asked, “Do I call you by a name or do you answer to any loud noise?”


She said without turning her head, “I’m registered as Elaine Harms. If you’ve got to call me something, that’ll do.”


“Sure.”


“I hope you like Scotch. It’s as cheap as anything up here, which isn’t cheap.”


“Scotch is fine.”


Normally I’m a bourbon-and-martini man, but I don’t consider it a principle worth fighting for at three in the morning in a strange girl’s hotel room. Anyway, I was less interested in her liquor than in the face she was being so careful to hide from me. When she turned, there was something deliberate and challenging in the movement that would have warned me, had I needed warning. She came forward with a drink in each hand and a rather malicious gleam in her eyes, watching me for signs of shock. To hell with her. I’ve played poker since I was a boy; and I’ve seen plenty of men—and women, too— with damaged faces. Only a couple of hours back I’d seen a man with no face at all. She couldn’t scare me.


I took the glass she held out and said, “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver, Miss Harms.”


“I hope your sandwich is all right, Mr. Clevenger.”


“Swell,” I said. “Two more like it would just about bring my day’s intake up to the subsistence level.”


It wasn’t really very shocking. I mean, she’d had smallpox as a kid, that was all. It had left her skin with a general over-all roughness. It was too bad, of course, but not as bad as if she’d had the fragile type of good looks to which a rose-petal complexion is essential.


Instead, she had a kind of street-urchin face with a good big mouth and a small upturned nose. With a smooth skin, she’d merely have looked cute; now she looked both cute and tough. The smallpox scars did for her what a dueling scar does for a man; they gave her a hard and dangerous look. In her pants and silk shirt, she resembled one of the deadly, often similarly pockmarked, sword-packing young dandies of centuries past, who’d skewer you as soon as look at you.


She said, “You sound as if you’d come a long way fast, without taking time to stop and eat.”


“I was down in South Dakota at noon today. Well, yesterday.”


“What brought you up here?”


“A phone call,” I said. “A phone call about a stupid jerk who might have got himself into trouble.” I had worked out some kind of a story, driving over here, utilizing as much of the truth as I safely could. “I was supposed to wipe his nose and send him home to daddy.”


“Who and where is daddy?”


I shook my head. “You want a lot for a roast beef sandwich, Miss Harms.”


She persisted: “What was your connection with Mike?”


I didn’t know what she’d been told by Greg. I gambled and said, “We were in the same line of business.”


“He claimed to be an insurance man from Napa, California. He said he was on vacation, just a tourist.”


I said, “I’ve got a card somewhere that says I sell insurance in Trinidad, Colorado. If you believe it, you’re dumber than I think. If you believed Mike, you’re dumber than I think.”


“But you aren’t saying what you really do?” When I didn’t answer, she said, “We aren’t getting very far, are we?”


“I’ve got no place to get,” I said. “I’m just here because I was invited.”


She studied me thoughtfully. After a little, she said, “The redcoats are attacking Bunker Hill, Mr. Clevenger.”


I don’t suppose that makes much sense to you, in the context, but it made a few things clear to me. It was her way of telling me who she was and asking me to identify myself similarly, if I could. From time to time somebody makes a hopeful attempt to correlate all the various undercover activities of our vast and unwieldy government, to make sure that they synchronize properly, and that nobody unwittingly sticks a thumb in a colleague’s eye. It doesn’t work out very well, for several reasons, one being that no cynical and experienced agent is going to be happy entrusting his life and mission to the irresponsible cretins working for some other department. Half the time we don’t even trust the people in our own outfit.


This girl was not one of ours. Mac would have told me if there was someone around I could call upon for assistance. That made her a member of another agency, and now I was supposed to give her a brotherly kiss of recognition and say something about waiting till we saw the whites of their eyes—that isn’t the countersign we were actually using, of course; but the real one was on about the same level of corniness. They all are.


According to official theory, Miss Harms and I would then sit down and compare notes about the Drilling operation in an atmosphere of mutual trust and confidence, and work out a plan for a joint campaign. You can see how the idea might appeal to a bunch of Washington efficiency experts who’d never been asked to stake their lives on some unknown character’s reliability, on the strength of a widely distributed phrase that could easily have been compromised.
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