
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Exhumed

        

        
        
          William Griffin

        

        
          Published by William Griffin, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      EXHUMED

    

    
      First edition. January 20, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 William Griffin.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393541721

    

    
    
      Written by William Griffin.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For My Father

      

    


“For a columnist, words can be as powerful as bullets from a gun. The stories that are written will either exalt or damn the character of a human’s soul.”  – Clive Rowan
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It was as if the sea had a reason to be angry. The roaring surf had been churned by a tropical cyclone, hundreds of miles away. I can remember those loud, monstrous, dark-green waves that continued to crash against the rocks, while sea lions barked wildly at one another. The water was as cold as ice. Fresh gale-force winds were blowing sheets of coarse sand pellets in every direction, and our thin coats offered little protection from nature’s wrath. Nevertheless, my father and I were anxious to find whatever fossils and treasures lay beneath the sand.

I was ten years old, and it was the day after Christmas 1966. My family had spent the holidays in a modest hotel, just above the cliffs, overlooking the ruins of the Pelican’s Perch, at Lands End, in San Francisco.

My father and I made our way down the steep, narrow path and onto the treacherous beach. Many dangers awaited trespassers who ignored the posted warning signs along the stretch of coastline between Seal Rock and Ocean Beach. Among these hazards were landslides, high tides, strong currents, and undertows. It wasn’t uncommon, especially at that time of year, to hear stories of those who wandered off the paths and disappeared from the face of the earth.

My parents knew that I wouldn’t heed their warnings of the dangerous weather and the sea, so they told me stories of children that had been seized and drowned by wicked mermaids. I could no longer be fooled into believing such tales. Still, my imagination ran wild with visions of evanescent forms that I truly believed I saw. They weren’t evil spirits; they just dressed differently and quietly roamed among us. Yet no one else, including my parents, could see them.

High above, at the top of the cliff, my mother looked down while my father and I cautiously stepped across the jagged rocks. Dad searched for prehistoric shark teeth in the crevices between slimy green stones, while I combed the shore with my new metal detector, looking for undiscovered treasure. On this day, I had a good feeling that I was going to find riches. I enjoyed reading stories about pirates, and I knew that scattered somewhere beneath my feet there had to be booty from the wreck of a Spanish galleon.

The continuous rhythm of rolling waves slapped hard against the rocks, sending sea foam and mist into the sky. When I looked out at the mighty surf, I imagined seeing a big wooden ship spinning out of control and crashing into the crags. Pieces of silver, gold, gems, and precious jewels were scattered about. Some of the riches sank to the bottom of the seabed, while some eventually washed up on the shore. The treasure was covered with sand and remained undiscovered for centuries. With the gift in my grip, I believed that I was going to be the first person to find the trove.

The first time I interacted with one of these incorporeal beings was on this very day. It was an old man, dressed in a dark-blue pin-striped suit and a grey silk shoestring-looking tie. I can distinctly remember the shiny silver pocket watch that dangled from a chain outside the pocket of his vest. He was standing in the sand, behind a pile of rocks, at the bottom of the steep cliff wall.

My mother continued to watch from above. She smiled and waved. I couldn’t help but notice that the old man had to be within her sight. Surely my mother had to have seen him? He began to wave his hand, as if he was directing me to walk towards him. He apparently wanted to show me something. At the time, my father was preoccupied with digging for something with his small, metal shovel; he couldn’t have been more than ten yards away. However, my father also never saw the evanescent form.

I will always remember the sad look on the old man’s face as I slowly stepped towards him. He pointed to an area in the wet sand, in front of his polished oxblood shoes. Another wave receded, leaving a trail of bubbles and sea foam behind. For a brief moment, the sun broke through the clouds. It was strange that I could see my own reflection in the wet sand, but there was no image or shadow cast by the tall stranger. He never smiled, and his eyes appeared to pulsate with light, yet I sensed no fear.

I had no idea what the stranger was pointing at, but he nodded as though there was something he wanted me to find, beneath the surface of the sand. Suddenly, my metal detector began to click, as it picked up the signal of an object near my feet. I dropped the gadget, and got down on my knees and began scooping up the wet sand with my hands. While tossing clumps over my shoulder, I turned my head and noticed that the old man was watching me. He nodded, as if he approved of what I was doing. I kept digging frantically and reached for something, with no idea what I was looking for.

I can still remember the suction of the cold, gritty, wet sand pulling my right arm down deeper. Before I knew it, I was lying flat on my side, with my arm buried to the shoulder. I kept wiggling my fingers around, until I touched another layer of the frigid Pacific seabed.

Suddenly, my fingertips came in contact with a small, strange globular mass with sharp ridges. I gripped it tightly in my hand. It had the texture of coarse sand and tiny crushed shells. Excited to see what it was, I began to withdraw my arm, pulling it free from the earth’s grasp.

I was startled to feel the strong, firm grip of a set of hands underneath my arms. I was being lifted up off the ground. I was terrified, thinking that the ghost had me in his grasp. Then, I heard the comforting sound of my father’s voice. As he set me down, he smiled and said, “Clive, it doesn’t take much salt water to destroy electronics! It’s not a toy. Please don’t place it anywhere close to water.”

In an instant, the old man vanished from sight. My father and I sat down upon a rock. I began shaking nervously, while still tightly holding on to the object in my hand. I stared out towards the raging sea and started to cry. My father apologized for unintentionally scaring me. He asked if I had just seen a ghost. I could tell he must have known that I saw something, as I sat there and continued to tremble with fear. He listened, as I described what the old man looked like. 

My father looked up towards the top of the cliff, where my mother was standing. She casually waved and eventually met us below. My father looked for traces of footprints in the sand. He searched around the area where he saw me digging, but discovered nothing that would suggest that someone else had walked the grounds.

My father sat down on a boulder next to me and said, “I bet you thought I was one of those evil mermaids?” Then he asked me what it was that I had in my hand.

After I stopped shaking I opened my fist. Immediately he noticed that the sand-covered object looked man-made. I looked over my father’s shoulder as he kneeled down and dipped it into a shallow tidal pool. He gently shook his wrist from side to side. We watched the shape of a shiny, sparkling, ornate ring become visible.

Later that day my father told my mother and me that he felt the tingling sensation of goose bumps and had a strange feeling of uncertainty, before he looked up and saw me digging for the ring. He said he sensed a genuine presence of someone other than me that had been lurking nearby. Nevertheless, I could tell that my father was having difficulty believing that I actually had an encounter with an eidolon. That evening I heard my parents arguing outside my bedroom door. Their heated conversation was all about how they were going deal with my psychotic disorder.        

I no longer wanted to talk to my parents or anyone else about what I saw on the beach that day. For the next ten years I would avoid discussing anything in relation to the afterlife. 

***
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My thoughts come to life as pages roll off the platen of the typewriter. Writing is my first love and it always will be. I am Clive Rowan, a twenty-year-old columnist. I am working at my first job since graduating from the University of California, seven months ago. It’s a long way from northern California to the nation’s capital. Life in D.C. is much different than it is on the West Coast.

When I was in college, I told my parents that if I never made a penny from this work, I would still one day die a happy man. On those rare occasions when I was at home on the weekend, my father would often show me the want ads, from the pages of the San Francisco Chronicle. Although he didn’t say it, it was his way of letting me know that math, not creative writing, offered multiple opportunities.

From the top to the bottom of the page were listings of companies that were seeking accountants for hire. Each place of employment looked enticing. All of the companies offered generous starting salaries, benefits, and other incentives. I just shook my head and told my father, “It all looks good, but it’s not me.” I chose a career in journalism not for the money, but because it’s the only damn thing I’m good at. One thing is certain in life. You can plan a course to reach your goals, but you can’t control your fate. My father was an example of that motto.

Tonight, I sit at my desk and cover my face with my hands. I have just turned in my final assignment for the day. The story will run in tomorrow’s edition of the Washington Star, on February 23, 1976.

After my first year in college, I went from being a contributing writer to becoming a staff writer for the Daily Cal. By my junior year, I was the feature writer for the college paper. I covered hot topics, including the rise of drug addiction and suicide among young soldiers back home from fighting in the Vietnam War.

I won a prestigious award for my story about a close family friend who was discharged from the Marines and returned home. I interviewed him a week before he took his own life. 

At the time, I was one of very few college journalists who exposed the ugly truth about the psychological battles that many of our young soldiers still had to endure after coming home from the war.

Possibly because I had a childhood encounter with the dead, I’m compelled to write about the dark side of life. People are intrigued and mystified by gore. They initially turn away from it, but are lured to look again by their curiosity.   As a writer, controversial topics are also appealing to me. I can stay awake, working around the clock, as long as I am composing a story that is going to make someone question his or her position on what they believe is the truth.

I have learned that everyone has a dark side; some people are just better at hiding it than others. My high school journalism teacher, Mrs. Edmonson, told me that the truth is always there. “Dig deep,” she would say, “the ugly is waiting for you, just beneath the surface.”

After research and a few interviews, I begin to uncover information about people that I sometimes wish I didn’t know. For a columnist, words can be as powerful as bullets from a gun. Stories that are written will either exalt or damn the character of the human soul. It’s my job to tell on people, for better or worse. I hope my stories will make my readers aware of something that they didn’t already know.

Only a few days after graduation, I received a phone call from Harry Arnold, the city editor at the Washington Star. He told me that if I wanted a job in journalism, that I had better catch the next flight out of San Francisco and be ready for an interview.

Without a second thought, I jumped at the opportunity. The concept of working for a prestigious publication, in another vibrant big city, all sounded too good to be true. A week after my interview, I was offered a position as a columnist. According to Harry, the employee who I replaced had worked at the Star for seven years. One morning, unexpectedly, he called Harry and told him that he wouldn’t be coming back to the office. He told his former boss that he was going to look for greener pastures.

Only a few months into this dream job, I was beginning to understand that the excitement factor was lacking. Harry suggested that I should take his advice and inject his opinion into my stories. Politicians accepting bribes for petty favors, or a statesman engaged in an extramarital affair were a couple of topics he suggested I write about. On many occasions, I attempted to persuade Harry that I wasn’t short on ideas of my own, but he would always come back with the same remark—“D.C. is not San Fran. I know what people are hungry to read about here. For now, take my advice. Your time will come.”

After seven months, I had written hundreds of articles, yet nothing I wrote was going to turn the world upside down. I was still waiting to write my first big story; one that would let Harry know I knew what I was doing.

I looked up at the clock. In the blink of an eye, a quarter of an hour had expired. I should have left the office fifteen minutes ago, in order to catch the bus for the Largo station. From there, I have to catch another one in time, so I can be dropped off only a block away from my apartment. The only things that are always on schedule around here are the Star’s deadlines and the buses. Once again, I will be taking a long walk to my place.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Harry Arnold coming down the hallway. Seconds later, he is standing in front of my desk. He has a pile of folders precariously balanced in his arms. He drops the stack on top of my desk with a loud thud. There is no need to ask when these new assignments are due. Harry’s stone-faced expression, and his short, deep cough before he speaks, tell me that he wants it all finished soon, and not a minute after.

“You can leave here when it’s all done. Julian will need to sign off on your work, by 3:30 AM. Keep ’em sweet, simple, and to the point.”

This is how you write a thousand articles in under 210 days. My eyes are heavy, my head is throbbing, and it has been almost a week since I have taken a shower. I have been living at my desk, and dining from the vending machines down the hall. I reach into the bottom drawer of my desk and take out a cellophane-wrapped, pin-striped shirt that I bought from Macy’s on a rare afternoon off. The garment is folded and taped to a sheet of cardboard, the whole thing is held together with pins. My new shirt needs to be ironed, but there is no time for that in my schedule.

Although it’s bone-chillingly cold outside, the third floor feels like it’s on fire. The office thermostat is set to run the heat all day, even though there are only a few of us still working at this time of the night. “The boiler room” and “the hot seat” are a few names given to the east wing, on the third floor.

Before I get started, I have to take a break. I enter the men’s room, take off my shirt that is stained with days of perspiration, and toss it into the wastebasket. Who has time for laundry? Next, I soak a stack of paper towels beneath the faucet, and pat myself down. As I wipe a few of the damp sheets across my chin, the wet recycled paper sticks to my stubble and begins to fall into the sink in clumps. As I look into the mirror, I wonder, How much more of this can I take?

By 2:00 AM, I finally make my way to the bottom of the pile of assignments that I have to complete. The only job left to do is tagged “pending.” After further review, I discover that it is not my assignment after all. Somehow, Harry must have accidently picked up one of Bob Patton’s file folders. Whether it was intentional or not, I’m not going to wait until 6:00 AM, when Harry usually checks to see if all jobs are in circulation, to find out. I take another deep breath and unseal the manila envelope.

If Harry Arnold puts a job jacket on my desk, it is going to get done. Besides, within a week or so, I will be up for quarterly review. After all the late nights I’ve spent, he can’t say that I don’t meet or exceed expectations. I have a stack of receipts from Macy’s for all of the new shirts I’ve bought over the last few months. I try to put a new shirt on my back almost every other day of the week, because I have no time to wash or iron my clothes.

***
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When Harry Arnold called me into his office, at 6:30 AM, he had no idea that I had spent another night behind my desk. After I dropped off my assignments to my copy editor, Julian Cole, a little after 3:00, I was able to doze off for a few hours. As I stood in front of Arnold’s desk, I began to feel light-headed. And suddenly, for the first time in my life, I began to experience sharp pain and tightness in my chest. Maybe it was anxiety, or possibly I was on the verge of having a nervous breakdown? My mind began racing with the idea that I might die of a heart attack at only twenty-one.

Just over a year earlier, during my last year of college, my father had died of a heart attack. He was only fifty. Since then, my mother had warned me to take care of myself, afraid that I might end up like him. Being young and energetic, I never felt as though my health was at risk. The fear of death never crossed my mind. My only focus was becoming a successful journalist. Since high school, it had been a goal of mine to be a columnist for a nationally recognized publication. Like all journalists, I was anxious to make a name for myself. My father always told me not to settle for good, when I could be the best. I was determined to make him proud of me.

***
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Arnold looks sternly into my eyes and says, “I see you got started on Patton’s assignment.” 

“Yes, sir. I got as far as I could go with the story, based upon the bio and notes that were provided. I really need a bit more information about the former First Lady, in order to give my honest opinion, but otherwise the piece is already written.”   

“I gave the story to you because Ellen Campbell is an old, boring person who needs a face-lift. I have Patton working on another assignment that is more his style. I am sure that you will have no trouble making Mrs. Campbell attractive for our readers. I’ve been getting a few phone calls from the powers that be upstairs. Those old goats want us to write a story about her life and her charitable foundation. I don’t know why it’s so important to them that she is depicted as a matriarch. They haven’t asked me to do anything like this before. I certainly do not care if Mrs. Campbell is worthy of veneration and admiration, but for whatever reason, those whom we serve here think she is. I want you to turn the stone and find out what’s so special about her.”

I realize that I’m stuck writing another story that neither I nor the rest of the country will have any interest in. Arnold tells me to make the Ellen Campbell story a top priority. Without the option to refuse the boss’s request, I tell him that I will get right on it. However, I can’t simply walk out the door without letting Arnold know how I honestly feel about all of the monotonous assignments that I’ve been given so far.

“You know that I’m capable of more than this. I don’t believe for a minute that you would have hired me to work here, just to write stories about a bunch of lustful politicians and the wife of the twenty-ninth president. Am I right?”

“I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it again, your opportunity will come. We all start out doing the same thing. When I began working as a columnist, for the Star, back in ’64, I was only given assignments covering the Warren Commission. That’s all I did for a full year. Through my research, I found out that LBJ had handpicked each member of that commission. What was declared by the press to be the official final word, was nothing more than twenty-six volumes of BS.” 

“My column wasn’t my words,” Arnold continues. “My editor couldn’t have cared less about my opinion. He tore my work apart and implemented the publication’s agenda: the Warren Report was irrefutable. Readers no longer gave a hoot about my column, but I still had my job, and eventually got promoted. Your duty is to take all the stinking dung that this nation has dropped and somehow make it smell good. It doesn’t matter if the Washington Star is a library of lies, as long as the paper sells. That’s the way the world turns. Get used to it!  

“I’m interested in seeing if you have what it takes to do this line of work. The war is over, we stopped going to the moon, and Watergate isn’t news anymore. The last employee that sat at your desk was a flake. He couldn’t handle the workload. Now and then, we write top-notch award-winning stories, but crap fills up pages just as well. As long as people are buying it, you and I have a job. If you want to write stories that are going to make me cry, go ahead and write some fiction. Someone will buy it. All I want from you are piles of dirty laundry on the scumbags that are running our country. The people want to read about politicians lying, embezzling, and sleeping with other people’s wives.” 

I tell him, “I hear what you are saying. But tell me, what makes you think a story about a former First Lady talking about charity and her love for needy children, while sipping her tea, is going to be interesting enough to sell newspapers?” 

Arnold replies, “It’s not what you and I already know about Ellen Campbell that is intriguing, it is all those things about her that we don’t know. You can read everything written about the former First Lady and find nothing out of the ordinary about her. Is her reputation at stake? I think so. For what reason, I can’t say. The bigwigs upstairs are obviously nervous about us finding something ugly about her, otherwise they would leave us alone and let us do our jobs. The more I think about it, the more suspicious I become. What do they know that we don’t?”

I say, “All I know about sweet, little old Ellen Campbell is the big rumor that dates back to the Roaring Twenties. It was said that she married the old man for his money. But all of those stories were soon put to rest, not long after the president died.” 

“Yeah, Ellen’s personal physician, whose name I don’t recall, came to her defense. He claimed that she had to be treated for depression after Oliver croaked. For ten consecutive years after his death, she made her own financial records available for the public to see. Supposedly, she did it in hopes that the press would stop the rumor that she married him to get rich. The records showed that since he died she had not spent a penny from his bank accounts. In fact, she donated all of his liquidated assets from his entire estate to charity. However, back in the day, most people believed that there had to be something more to the story.”

“Are you thinking about some form of fraud that’s tied to her organization? Maybe there are a few donors upstairs that have something to lose, if it ever comes out that the charity is actually a front for something else.”

Arnold smirks. “Leave no stone unturned. I’m willing to bet that you’ll find something about her that we don’t like. Everyone has skeletons in their closets.”

***
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Clive sorts through the microfiche library in the photo archives department, located in the basement of the Star office building. He soon learns that there isn’t much more information to be found about the life of Ellen Campbell on record from the press since 1946. He also discovers that presidents who died tragically but who aren’t named Lincoln or Kennedy are not considered to be subjects of interest or historical significance.

After about two hours of tedious research, Clive comes across copies of the same document files that he was given, which had to have been pulled, printed and placed inside the assignment’s job jacket. Clive concludes that nothing newsworthy had happened in Ellen Campbell’s life since the death of her husband in 1921, or the stories had been buried out of respect for her privacy. 

Ellen was the youngest former First Lady ever, and wasn’t married long enough to give the press time to question her behavior, or connect her to a scandalous affair. She had been married to Oliver Campbell less than a year when the president died unexpectedly. The official cause of death was reported as a heart attack/natural causes.

Clive remembers his college history professor, Mr. Hickman, mentioning the death of President Campbell during one of his lectures. He recalls a few of the details that his professor mentioned. The president was nearing the end of a Northwest campaign trip for reelection when he suddenly died of a heart attack on board a train. Clive did not recollect that his professor mentioned the exact geographic location, or time of day, when Oliver Campbell died. All of those bits of information seemed irrelevant, until now. 

From the pages of one of the old newspapers Clive discovers that Campbell died approximately a mile from Sutro Heights, in San Francisco. Clive has childhood memories of being there before. It was in this district of the city where he and his parents spent their Christmas vacation in 1966.

Clive comes across several other articles from national newspapers that circulated in the months following the president’s death. After reading the stories, he concludes that many of the articles were based upon rumors rather than facts. He could find no credible documentation that Campbell might have been engaged in sex or any other strenuous activity prior to his heart attack. 

Unless a fabrication is contested, it becomes a fact within twenty-four hours. In 1921, fact-checking took much more time. Headlines sold newspapers, and editors were often willing to bet their reputations on a hunch, especially if sex was part of the story. The idea that the old man probably wasn’t fit to keep up with a twenty-year-old beauty under the sheets wasn’t too hard for readers to believe. A couple of articles carried headlines like “If Looks Could Kill” and “Beauty Killed the King?” Unfortunately for the young Ellen Campbell, these kinds of provocative stories ignited wildfires of rumors and gossip.

On the front page of the July 28, 1922, San Francisco Dispatch, there was a large feature photo of Ellen and Oliver Campbell seated side by side, cheek-to-cheek, and smiling. It was taken just an hour before the president’s death. Above the photo was the headline “The Black Widow.” After reading the article, Clive found the story to be nothing more than insensitive speculation. 

In the days that followed the release of the story condemning the former First Lady, Campbell’s personal physician came to Ellen’s defense. He went on record attacking the editor of the Dispatch for allowing the story to run with the intent to defame Ellen’s good name. In an article from another newspaper, dated August 5, 1922, the doctor stated that the paper’s slanderous assertions had no merit. 

Not long afterwards, Ellen Campbell finally felt compelled to make a public appearance. She threatened to take the publisher of the Dispatch to court over the story. To avoid being sued for slander, or worse, to lose the public’s trust, the publisher and other newspapers immediately began to retract their ludicrous and unfounded accusations against the former First Lady. 

The majority of people took the side of the young and beautiful grieving widow. Ellen Campbell convinced just about everyone that she was broken, not only from the sudden loss of her husband, but from the callous headlines and stories made by the press. Before long, the average people had troubles of their own to deal with. They forgot about Ellen and moved on with their lives.

Clive can’t find a motive as to why Ellen would have wanted her husband dead. Additionally, he can’t find any published reports or documentation that she was ever considered a suspect by the authorities. He reasons that if Oliver had died from foul play, it was possible that it may have been by someone else’s hands. 

After 1921, Ellen is only known for her role as the director of the Campbell American Children’s Foundation. For the last fifty-five years, she has lived a quiet and secluded life. Ellen purposely lives in the shadows, not wanting any attention focused on her, but rather on her charitable institution and its good works.

While Clive is reviewing the records, he meets the paper’s image archivist, Breezy Sinclair. He finds the attractive young woman open, friendly, and witty. She is assigned to find photos to accompany the articles that will run in the paper. The photographic prints that she makes for Clive include almost all of the images in the Star’s library under the names of Oliver and Ellen Campbell.

Breezy makes several large contact sheets made up of the five-by-seven-inch images. All prints are developed from a set of old negatives that the Star has on file. Clive needs a recent photo of Ellen. After she shoots and processes the images, Breezy walks upstairs and delivers the contact sheets to Clive at his desk.

***
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As he sifts through the stack of images, looking for a current photo of Ellen, he sees that every image appears to be from President Campbell’s final West Coast railroad excursion in 1921. He tells Breezy that he recognizes a few of the photos that were printed along with the older newspaper articles he recently read. However, there are many others that he hasn’t seen before. Clive says that he finds them all to be interesting, but she has to know that none of them will be suitable to use for his upcoming story about Ellen. 

“I’m sorry, Clive, that’s all the pictures our department has on her.”

“It looks like you will be taking your camera to the interview with me.”

Out of curiosity, and respect for Breezy’s time, Clive takes another look at the many pages of photos that she printed. Most are of the beautiful and elegant young woman sitting next to her husband. Ellen and Oliver were the main guests at the formal gathering, which took place inside of a large banquet hall. In one photo, a large banner is draped above their heads; it reads, “Welcome Mr. President to Sutro Heights.” 

Once more, Clive remembers the family Christmas vacation in 1966. The Rowans lodged at a hotel on top of a hill overlooking the ruins of the once famous Pelican’s Perch restaurant. Until recently, Clive had not made the connection that this historic place is only a few hundred feet away from where his family stayed. In 1921, the restaurant happened to be the same place where Oliver Campbell had his last meal.

In the next photo, the president and the First Lady are seated next to each other at their table. Their glasses are held high, to toast the occasion. The joyous moment probably took place within an hour of President Oliver Campbell’s untimely death. Clive stares intently at the photo for a moment and then he slowly sets his cup of coffee down, on top of his desk. He rolls his chair back, his eyes fixed upon an area in the photo. Breezy notices the quizzical expression on his face. He smiles and shakes his head. 

For anyone other than Clive Rowan, the object in the photo probably has no significance. However, the ring on Ellen Campbell’s finger is unmistakably something Clive is familiar with. It’s as if a door from his past has been opened. The haunting memories that he tried so hard to bury have now surfaced. Clive begins to wonder, what if the ring he found as a child is the same ring that Ellen Campbell is wearing in the photograph? He scratches his head. He can’t imagine how it can be possible.

***
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Breezy stands behind Clive to look at the photo that has caught his fancy. “She was definitely a babe. Take a look at those eyes. I can see why the old man was hot for her. Too bad we can’t just crop him out, and use her lovely face as the head shot for your story.”

“She definitely gave him a heart attack.”

“If you really like this photo of her, I can make it a poster-sized pinup for you.”

“Thanks, but no thanks. Do you see what I see?”

“I don’t know what you’re looking at—her hair, her smile, her bosom?”

“Nope, look closer. Do you see it?”

Breezy takes the photo from his hands, holds it up and examines the details. She gazes at it for a moment, then laughs and shakes her head from side to side. “Oh, wow, I think I see it.”

Clive looks at her, waiting for her reply.

“Could it be a sliver of a green bean stuck between her two front teeth?” 

The two share a moment of laughter. Clive realizes all of a sudden that Breezy is quite beautiful. 

“Take a look at the ring on her finger.”

“Okay, what’s so special about it? Don’t tell me. It was a gift from her secret admirer?” 

“How much larger can you increase the size of the image, showing the details of the ring?”  

“With the stat camera, I can blow up the negative another two to three hundred percent. After that, the higher I scale it up, the grainier the details are going to be.”

“Were you able to print everything you found?”

“There are a few more negatives that I haven’t had a chance to print yet. I figured that you probably wouldn’t consider using these for your story, but I thought they looked interesting. I stumbled across most of the film by accident. It was misfiled and under the name of Melinda Campbell. I found it odd that these were not in a folder with the Ellen and Oliver batch. I doubt that most of these images have ever been published before.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I couldn’t find any fingerprints, scratches, or sticky residue on the edges of the negatives, which makes me believe that prints were never made from the film before now. I can also tell that the film came from the White House press photographer’s office. The negatives were still inside a bunch of old envelopes, with the presidential gold-foil seal embossed on the outside of the flap. I bet the negatives probably were mistakenly put in the wrong folder, and have gone unnoticed since 1921. You would be surprised how old some of the stuff is down there.”

“When you get through making the new prints, bring the rest of the negatives up here. I’d like to take a look at them.”

“That means that Brandon, Melanie, Jack, and Bullet Bob are all going to have to wait a little while longer, before I can get their stats shot for their stories.”

“Okay, only make enlargements of the images that show the ring on her finger. I will need to see full-frame-sized prints too. There may be details in other areas of the film which might be clues.”

“I’ll get right on it. I am dying to know what is so special about the ring on Ellen’s finger.”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

***
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CHAPTER 8
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Harry Arnold signs off on the agreement for the interview between Clive Rowan and the seventy-six-year-old former First Lady. He also explains that this will only be her second interview with the press since 1922. Ellen agrees to the interview, as long as it’s on her terms. It is common knowledge among the press and her closest friends that any inquiry about Oliver’s death will go unanswered. She considers her personal life to be off-limits. 
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