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    My family lost three wonderful members far too soon.  This book is dedicated to the memory of my cousins, dazzling Lisa Marie Quinn, hilarious Patrick John Quinn, and wonderful, kind-hearted Mary Jane "M.J." Quinn Leadenham.  You're all still loved and forever missed!

      

    


“Salt and sugar both look the same.  Be careful who you trust.”

—Bill Lewis

––––––––
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“Against stupidity even the gods fight in vain.” 

—Friedrich Schiller

––––––––
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“In a beautiful apple you sometimes find a worm.”

—Yiddish Proverb

Special Note

IN 1977, AT THE HEIGHT of the madness that constituted “The Cold War,” the Soviets began construction on a brand-new embassy compound in Washington, D.C.  

The FBI and the NSA promptly bought the house across the street and began to build a tunnel under the basement.  They planned for the tunnel to proceed across that street, underground, and reach below the new embassy.  The idea was for the Americans to get beneath the embassy so they could bug it and listen to the Russians’ conversations.

Yes.

You read that correctly.

The Americas were planning to install listening devices in the tunnel under that embassy building.  

Of course, the Soviets had their own ways of intercepting Americans’ communications, too, so both sides probably figured, as the old saying goes, “All’s fair in love and war.”  Including a Cold War.

Even so.

Those parts of the following story are true. 

Incredible.  

Almost unbelievable.

But true...
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Chapter One
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Halliwell, Virginia

Summer of 1979

It was one thing to work on the faculty of a high school with some rather unusual colleagues that it was almost impossible to like, Spencer Wynne thought.  

It was quite another matter to find out a highly suspicious fact about one of them, and in a manner like this.

And who had relayed it to him?

His own daughter.

Cecily.  

At the ripe old age of twelve.

Spencer didn’t like it.

The girl had been at the local bookstore looking for one of those perennial favorites of girlhood, a Nancy Drew mystery, to buy with her saved-up allowance.  That was where she saw Zinnia Tepper, who was not only his colleague at the school, but also their new neighbor, and heaven help us with that, he thought.  Zinnia was one of the English teachers at the same school where Spencer worked, Halliwell High School, in their little town of Halliwell, Virginia.

Normally Spencer tried not to think twice about Zinnia, though after what Cecily had just told him, he had no choice.  He couldn’t ignore this.  No patriotic American could have, either.

Zinnia was one of those gals it was impossible to miss.  For one thing, she was in her thirties and very pretty, with the most beautiful light blue eyes Spencer had ever seen.  She had platinum blonde hair that probably came from a bottle of peroxide, wore stylish but tasteful clothes, and had a very graceful way about her.  He couldn’t deny any of that.  Zinnia Tepper didn’t just walk.  She glided across every room she entered, and in expensive designer shoes and dresses, yet.

Making an entrance.

None of that was to say Spencer had the hots for her or anything.  He didn’t.  Far from it!  He was a widower, and one of his fellow faculty members, old Maxie Pendleton, had suggested, many times, that he take a second look at Zinnia, who was still single at thirty-six, not that he had ever asked Maxie for any advice on his personal life in the first place.  He ultimately had to tell Maxie that Zinnia was the last person he wanted to date, ever, thank you very much.  It wasn’t easy for him to pinpoint why.  “She’s not my type” was true enough.  But it didn’t fully cover it.  

Zinnia’s manner somehow took away from her attractiveness.  She set off warning bells in his head.

Still, he had eyes, and he didn’t have a hard time acknowledging that the woman was great looking, even if she did have an ultra-bright fake personality that made her unbearable, at least to him.  She spoke with a phony, clipped accent, as if she was trying to sound British, which was ridiculous.  She was as Southern as all of the rest of them on the staff of the school.  Spencer had sneaked a peak at her employee file one Saturday, when he had gone to the high school to give his friend Phil Carson, the gym teacher, a hand coaching the baseball team.  Nobody else had been in the main office, so Spencer had accessed and opened Zinnia’s file, and confirmed that she was born in Columbia, South Carolina, not London.  

It was a pity she’d left the Carolinas and the Virginians of Halliwell had gotten stuck with her instead, he always thought.

The woman was pretentious as all get-out.  She had entered the faculty lounge one day with a small shopping bag from a designer shop located in nearby Washington, D.C.  It only had its well-known logo printed on one side of the bag, which to Zinnia classified as a crisis situation.  As soon as she realized that she was carrying it with the blank side showing to her co-workers, what did she do?  

She turned her wrist toward them to make sure the rest of the teachers in the lounge could see the side of the bag bearing the blasted logo!

It was as if she was silently trying to say to the others, “Look at me!  Look at me!  Look at me!  I, Zinnia Tepper, shopped at a high-priced designer store!”

Maybe she had.

And maybe she hadn’t.  It wouldn’t have shocked Spencer one bit if he were to find out she’d just gotten her hands on that shopping bag someplace and pretended to have bought something there.

Ridiculous on the one hand, and insufferable on the other! He thought she was more immature than most of the students.  What an example for the kids that would set.

Then there were her afterschool activities.  

None of them were overtly bad, or wrong, or anything other than wholesome, at least on the surface.  It was how Zinnia always made a big point of presenting them that Spencer didn’t like.

Zinnia was always going off somewhere, and she flew around in a plane every chance she got.  During the summertime and school breaks she usually flew somewhere, utilizing Pan Am instead of a broomstick. That lady went to Caribbean islands Spencer had never even heard of and had visited Paris and Madrid over the years the way the rest of staff went back and forth to Washington, D.C., which was about twenty miles away, for recreational purposes.  She was in D.C. a lot, too, with her subscription to the shows at the Kennedy Center, her weekends spent at cocktail parties, and her visits to official functions at the French embassy, though how she’d gotten in there, Spencer didn’t know. It was probably better not to find out.

Always she’d return from wherever she went with a fistful of photographs and a big, bright smile on her face, complete with her blue eyes sparkling, as she passed the pictures around, telling delightful little stories about her “wonderful” days and “fabulous” nights.  Relaying her fine and elegant tales of her adventures in the nearby nation’s capital, or on the beach in St. Kitts or St. Thomas, or across the pond in Paris, France.  

Perhaps those stories were enchanting to other people.  Phil Carson and Maxie Pendleton, another teacher, fell for them easily enough.  

Not Spencer.  He thought Zinnia was so full of bull that her personality should have been outlawed for disturbing the atmosphere.  

Spencer wasn’t normally such a curmudgeon about anybody.  He was a decent guy, and far from an unreasonable man.  He definitely wasn’t the sort who normally would have wanted to suppress the desire to roll his eyes heavenward when a colleague pulled out her pictures of life outside of work, either.  He didn’t resent Zinnia for going places.  

It was her manner of describing them, with one exaggerated superlative after another, that gave him a case of the willies.

The man really could not put his finger on it, exactly, but there was just something about her that, in his opinion, didn’t add up.  

Too showy.  

Too smiley.  

Too fake.

In other words, too far off.

One day he’d caught her in a rare off-guarded moment.  

It was after another incident in the faculty lounge.  One morning Zinnia had just finished showing a bunch of the teachers her photos of roses at the United States Botanic Garden, on the Mall in D.C.  The high school’s jarring warning bell rang, signaling that Homeroom was about to start, so the lingering teachers scattered to go to their classrooms.  Zinnia stayed behind for a moment to put away her precious pictures.

Spencer caught the look that landed on her face when she no longer had an audience.

It was eerily blank.  

Her beautiful eyes looked dull, lifeless.  

It was worse than even the saying “the lights are on and nobody’s home.”  No lights were on in her eyes, and for a moment there, Zinnia looked like nothing more than a shell of a human being.

Bizarre. 

Creepy, too.

He had been aware of another woman just like her during World War Two, when he was serving in the Army in Europe.  Her name was Irmgard.  He’d become aware of her while he was stationed in Austria, after the fighting was finally over and the unconditional surrender had been signed.  Irmgard had also been overly pleasant.  Delighted with the arrival of the Americans, she said.  Happy the war was over, she told them.  Glad her terrific country finally had a chance at a brand-new day, could overcome the last misguided years, were out from under those accursed Nazis, and on and on she went.

Yet every so often, Irmgard’s eyes would get that same sort of blank look, too, also when she thought no one was looking.  As if she’d gone off someplace else inside of her head.

Within a month it had turned out that Irmgard was helping the Nazi criminal higher-ups try and evade justice by smuggling them across the Alps into Italy.  She wasn’t happy to see the Allies.  Not one bit.  She was furious that the Nazis had been defeated and had been as duplicitous about it as it was possible to be.

Zinnia, in so many ways, reminded him of her.

He always told himself that of course he shouldn’t compare the one to the other.  Irmgard was a brainwashed diehard Nazi.  Zinnia Tepper taught Freshman English and American Classics to Halliwell fourteen-year-olds.  They were hardly one and the same type of person.

Hardly.

Weren’t they?

But all of his usual Zinnia speculations paled in comparison to the recent news he’d heard about her, just that week, during the first week of August 1979.  

It was the wildest report yet.  

He found out that Zinnia had just come back, this time around, from her most outrageous activity of them all.  

School wasn’t in session at the moment, but the story of her latest adventure had been chronicled in the local town paper, The Halliwell Weekly Gazette.

Zinnia hadn’t just been flitting around Washington this time.

She didn’t go swimming in the Caribbean.

She had just returned from a trip to Communist Russia.

The Soviet Union.

It was the craziest thing Spencer had ever heard of in his life, and he had once been a part of the D-Day invasion of Normandy and fought against the Nazis, so it wasn’t like he’d always lived a sheltered existence as a schoolteacher.  He had been a combatant against the Nazis.

So he knew one thing.  

Nobody these days went to the Soviet Union!  Americans were pretty much banned from going there, and by the decree of the U.S. government, yet!

Didn’t that woman know there was a Cold War on?

That the Russian communists were our enemies?

That they seemed to care more about world domination than anything else?

Not to mention the fact that they had stolen our secrets for the nuclear bomb back in the 1950s and could blow us to smithereens?

Yet off she went.  There.

It was outrageous.

Spencer knew history and was up on current events.  He was fully aware of how strange and rare the idea of that woman, or any American, traveling to the Soviet Union during this year of 1979 happened to be.  

According to the article in the Gazette, Zinnia had hooked up with an American museum-sponsored tour of the art of the Soviet Union.  She had joined a contingent of Americans who were put up at the Intourist Hotel in Moscow, set up for foreigners only, and where their every move was monitored by Russian KGB spies, Spencer had heard, although the Gazette hadn’t gone into that part of it.  The tour had taken the group to various Soviet museums.

To make matters even worse, that summer, all wasn’t quiet on the Zinnia front even before she flew to Moscow and stayed in the spies’ hotel in order to go looking at Russian artworks.

Zinnia had recently, in July, moved onto Spencer’s street.

Before that she’d been living in Arlington, a nearby town in easy commuting distance to her job at the school, but far away enough.  Now here she was, living smack in the middle of the cul-de-sac at the end of Spottiswood Lane.  It was a street that was only one block long.  

Now she was ten houses away.

Spottiswood Lane was in easy walking distance of the high school, so it actually made a lot of sense for Zinnia to move there.  Phil Carson also lived on the street, as did the high school principal, Angelo Bustamanti.  Spencer’s house was on the corner.  Zinnia’s was at the other end.

But she was there.  

In his neighborhood.

On his street.

Spencer wasn’t even sure why this disturbed him so.  It just did.

Zinnia, of all people.  On Spottiswood Lane.

His daughter Cecily’s best friend, Susannah Robinette, lived in the house next door to Zinnia, and Cecily was in and out of that house all the time.  That made it worse.  Spencer didn’t like it one bit, the idea of his child and her friend being so close in proximity to that.

And then, that afternoon, along came Cecily, fresh from the Ye Old Halliwell Book Shoppe, with a Zinnia tale that Spencer found almost hard to believe, and yet he also fully believed it at once.  Cecily had even brought home evidence.  

Written proof.

Spencer always made his daughter laugh with his recounting of the antics of the high school faculty.  She knew he hadn’t been fond of Zinnia for years, even before the lady moved in down the street, and that her dad’s assessment of Zinnia had gotten even worse afterwards.  He was always telling her to steer clear of her.  But what she had seen in that store was beyond bizarre, even for the kinds of stunts they regularly suspected would come from a mountebank like Zinnia.

“I was in the shop,” Cecily explained.  Her green eyes were wide with alarm.  “Dad, that Zinnia Tepper character was there, too, and – well, it’s really weird, Dad.  I’m not exactly sure what she was doing.”

“Posing as if she was being photographed for a magazine when she wasn’t?”  Spencer asked his girl with a grin on his face.  That was another one of Zinnia’s wacky traits.  “Like this?”  He had been sitting on the living room couch and leaped up, putting one hand on his hip, with the other stretched out at his side, like a model cascading down a runway.  

Cecily laughed, which he was glad to see.  She had come home looking overly concerned about whatever she’d seen Zinnia do in the bookstore.  And while such a place was not the sort of venue where most people might have caused any sort of chaos, this was Zinnia, so he could just imagine.

“No,” Cecily said, when she stopped giggling.  “Great impression of her, Dad, but no.  It was something else.”  

“Well, hey, the suspense is killing me here, Cecily.  So you’d better tell me what she got up to before I keel over.”

“You wouldn’t want to fall on the floor now!  Not before you heard about this.”

“Oh, help,” Spencer said dramatically.  “It must be atrocious, then, even for Zinnia, which is quite a statement.”  

Zinnia, atrocious?  So what else is new?  He didn’t say that line out loud, but it popped right into his head.

“You know that little alcove at the back of the store, Dad?  The one with a blue love seat tucked into it, and the beaded curtain that hangs down?”

“I sure do,” replied Spencer.  It was his favorite place to sit and page through whatever book he was considering buying whenever he was there.

“I was sitting there,” Cecily continued.  “Reading the beginning of The Password to Larkspur Lane, the Nancy Drew book I had decided to buy.  I just couldn’t wait to start in on it.  You know?  And I was quiet.  Then I saw through the beads that Zinnia had come in, and was at the other end of that same row of books where the alcove is.  She had a really serious look on her face and didn’t look around at anything else or see me.  But Daddy, she took this out of her jeans pocket and put it into a copy of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain that was on the shelf.  She went straight for that book.”

The girl held up a folded sheet of five-by-eight-inch paper.

“She what?”  Spencer asked.

“Hid this inside of a book,” Cecily replied.  “I saw exactly which one she stuck it in, too.  The cover is mostly blue, and it shows Huckleberry Finn fishing from a raft.”

Spencer took the piece of paper that Cecily proffered. 

It was a handwritten series of numbers, in groups of five.  There were ten rows of numbers across, and twenty columns of groups of numbers down the page.  Numbers like 17188.  23642.  56751.  And so on.  Two hundred groups of five, total, it looked like.

Spencer had heard of documents like this but had never in his life seen anything like it.

“Holy shit,” he breathed.

“What is it?”  Cecily inquired.

“Wait a second,” Spencer said, trying to keep his voice light so he wouldn’t scare her.  “Back up a sec, kiddo.  How exactly did you manage to get this in your possession?”

“Zinnia Tepper left the store right after she put that piece of paper into the book.  I waited a few minutes.  Nobody else was there, and the owner, Mrs. Hunter, wasn’t nearby, either, so I went over to the shelf, opened the book, saw this weird thing in there, and grabbed it.  I put it in my purse.  Then I bought my new book and left for home.”

Spencer should have scolded the kid for that.  

She probably shouldn’t have done it. 

Maybe she simply should have minded her own business and left the thing where it was, since surely Zinnia had put it there deliberately, for somebody else to find it.  God only knew who it was meant for and Spencer didn’t want to take a guess.

But he found he couldn’t say anything to his daughter except, “Good work!”  The sheet of paper might just explain a whole hell of a lot concerning all that was strange about Zinnia.  

Even though it already made his blood run cold.

He didn’t know it yet, but it was going to create quite a few disruptions in his and Cecily’s life, too.

“Just what kind of note is this, Dad?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” he answered her honestly, deciding to give her as much of the truth as she could understand, “but it looks to me like it’s a cipher.  A numerical code.”  In the spirit of in for a penny, in for a pound, he added, “Like the ones that spies use.  Real spies, not the television and movie variety.”

“You mean, like the Pink Panther or James Bond?”

Spencer burst out laughing in spite of himself, imagining Zinnia Tepper in her designer duds on a par with either one of those two fictitious characters.  

Just the same, what Cecily had found in that book was highly disturbing to him.  “I used to hear about methods like this when I was in the war.  People leaving coded messages.  The numbers stand for letters of the alphabet, usually.”

“It could be Zinnia is with the Reds, then, couldn’t it?” Cecily asked, turning serious for a moment while referring to the Soviet Russians.  She knew all about them from Uncle Preston, ever since she’d asked him once, about a year back, if he knew why the Americans and the Russians were always at each other’s throats, at least figuratively.  

He had explained that World War One had started in 1914, involving many countries in Europe, and later, had been helped with troops from the United States.  Russia was ruled by a tsar, a king, and his imperial relatives who lived high on the hog in palaces.  Meanwhile the war was causing food shortages in Russia, and elsewhere, too, of course.  Working-class Russians were starving, though, and by 1917, they’d had it.

The country started to split into two factions, the “Reds” and the “Whites.”  Long story short, her uncle had said, the Reds were Bolsheviks.  They were in favor of getting rid of the tsar and changing Russia into a “communist” system where everyone was considered equal, could get their hands on bread, and could live like they were all in it together. 

They were opposed by the  “Whites,” imperialists who were siding with the tsar.  

The Red Army and the White Army wound up having a civil war.  The Whites were defeated, the Reds had prevailed, and Russia became a communist nation.

A lot of that seemed to have something to do with their monetary system, which Cecily didn’t quite understand.  But it was said everyone in the Soviet Union, as Russia was now called, was guaranteed a job, a place to live, and access to food.  It didn’t always work out perfectly, Uncle Preston told her.  Sometimes entire big families had been assigned a place to live, all right, but they were all residing in one little room.

Still, that was a lot better than homelessness.  

When World War Two began, America and Russia had been allies, fighting the German Nazis under what her uncle called “that maniac Adolf Hitler” and “that Japanese nut job Hirohito” together.  The Germans and the Japanese fought America and Russia in the war, which had a lot to do with conquering new territory for Germany and Japan.  America and Russia were pals, way back then.

But finally a few occurrences started to split them apart.

American scientists had developed powerful atomic bombs to use as weapons.  Two of them were dropped on Japan, each killing thousands in a single clip, and after many long years of warfare, that’s what finally ended World War Two.

The Russians wanted to have the bomb technology too.  America wouldn’t give it up.  Finally some American Communist turncoats gave Russia the plans to build the bomb, and then, they had it, too.

Now the two sides were both terrified because one could blow the other to smithereens.  “And that,” Uncle Preston had said to Cecily, “was the start of what we call the Cold War.  ‘Cold’ because nobody’s shooting one another or blowing each other up.  At least, not yet.  It’s like a competition between our country and theirs.  So there’s Reds who spy on us to see what we’re up to, and our side spies on them, too.”

She had heard the phrase “The Cold war” on the news, and didn’t have any trouble understanding the spying aspects of all this.  It was rather cool in a way, like something out of a movie.  She loved it that her uncle’s work at the FBI had something to do with catching spies.

Now, in answer to his daughter’s question about Zinnia being one of the Reds, Spencer answered her, “Well, yes, it’s possible she’s with them.  It’s also possible she’s working for us, and I’ve already told you what the third possibility is.  It could be all in good fun.  Maybe she’s, I don’t know, running a scavenger hunt or something, and that message is a part of it.  Anything is possible with a situation like this, with her dropping a code message into a book.  But we can’t jump to conclusions without knowing the whole story.” 

“Do you think we could figure out which code number on this paper stands for what?”  The girl asked her father eagerly, running a hand through her unruly mop of natural golden-brown curls.

“Probably not,” replied Spencer.  “There’s usually a secret key to these kinds of codes, and we don’t have it.”

“Oh, can’t we try?  I want to read this, and I can’t because it’s in code!”  Cecily sounded excited at the prospect.  She even had a bright smile on her face.

Spencer hated to have to say it would probably be impossible, but he told her the truth anyway.  “Chances are very slim that regular folks like us, non-spies, that is, would be able to make the message out unless we have the key, unfortunately.”

“But I want so much to find out what it says, Daddy!”

“So do I,” Spencer admitted.  Much more than he was willing to tell his twelve-year-old.  Bits and pieces about Zinnia were starting to fall into place for him, though he didn’t come right out and reveal them to his daughter.  “I think this is a job for your Uncle Preston, my dear.  I’m going to call him to come over and take a look at this.”  

If anybody would know what this was all about, Preston probably would.  Preston was a Counterintelligence Division Agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, at an office located just blocks from the White House.  Monitoring the activities of Russian diplomats who were suspected of actually being honest-to-goodness spies was Preston’s main job.  

He was also Spencer’s big brother and might just give him an explanation about the note, that’s if he knew what it was, even though he wasn’t supposed to.  Family was family, after all.  Spencer couldn’t wait to see him about this.

“Could he decode it?” Cecily asked hopefully.

“We won’t know until he sees it.  Again, though, without more information, it’s probably going to be doubtful that he can figure out what it says.  But Cecily?”

“Yes, Dad?”

“You have to keep this between us.  Between you, me, and Uncle Preston.  Nobody can know what you found in that copy of Huckleberry Finn.  Not even your friends like Susannah and Traci.  Okay?  Maybe it’s just a joke, and Zinnia left it there for a friend of hers to pick up, so if she finds out you appropriated it, she won’t be happy.  She’s even likely to have a conniption fit over it, and watching Zinnia Tepper explode in a meltdown is not something either one of us needs to see.  You know?”

“Yeah.  I know,” Cecily agreed.  She didn’t much like Zinnia, from what she had seen of her, either.  “But if you really think it’s a joke, Dad,” she added with a mischievous grin, “between Zinnia and somebody else, then why would you want to call Uncle Preston in over it?”

Why, indeed?

Because he knew full well that whatever this was, it probably wasn’t any kind of joke at all.  

That was why.

His amazing daughter didn’t miss a trick.
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Chapter Two
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Halliwell, Virginia, was a twenty-minute drive away from Washington, D.C.  The nation’s capital was accessible simply by heading over one of the bridges across the Potomac River.  

While Washington may have been the seat of the American federal government, quite a few parts of it were a crime-ridden mess, so lots of those who worked there lived in suburban Virginia or Maryland instead.  

Even so, Halliwell was close enough to the District of Columbia that a lot of the same nefarious types who slunk around there, and were up to no good, operated in Halliwell, too, or at least, they could if they wanted to.  

That was why Spencer was so disturbed at the sight of the coded note his daughter had found, though he hadn’t wanted to let her know it.  Better for her to think it was just crazy Zinnia playing some kind of stupid game with a friend.

Yet the Cold War between the United States and the communist world was ongoing, and raging.  

Rumor had it that the newly built Soviet Embassy, opened in 1977, was equipped with all manner of state-of-the-art surveillance devices.  Preston had told him his agency suspected that that blasted embassy could even, somehow, record the conversations taking place in the Capitol building and the White House!

Just thinking about it was eerie.  

Spencer had to wonder what it must be like for poor Preston to have to work with such knowledge, day after day.  He himself wouldn’t have been able to last for a minute in the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

He thought back to his service in Europe during World War Two.  The Nazi sympathizer, Irmgard, had lived in one of those picturesque half-timbered white Alpine houses.  There were two large flowerpots right on either side of the path leading to the door.  They contained thriving red geraniums.  The flowerpot on the left side of the path was smaller than the one on the right.  

Whenever a Nazi fugitive wanted to get in touch with Irmgard, either he, or someone acting on his behalf, would leave a folded message in an envelope on a piece of paper right under that flowerpot.

Nothing went through the mail.

The messages were never handed over to Irmgard in person.  

No, they were just left underneath that potted geranium, concealed.  
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