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Every now and then throughout the human odyssey, forces seem almost accidentally to come together producing men and women of startling wisdom, talent and insight, and the results are wondrous indeed. The arts and the sciences speak for themselves, for they are all around us, embellishing our lives with beauty, longevity, knowledge and convenience. But there is another area of human endeavour that is both an art and a science, and it, too, is all around us - either enriching our lives or destroying them.

It is the guardianship of a given society under the common laws of governance. I’m not a scholar, but the courses in Government and Political Science that I was exposed to in college indelibly left their marks on me. I was hooked, fascinated, smitten, and were it not for stronger proclivities, I might have become the worst politician in the western world. My ‘cool’ levels off around 300 degrees Fahrenheit.

For me, one of the truly great achievements of man is open, representative democracy, and the greatest of all the attempts throughout history to create such a system was the magnificent American experiment as expressed in our Constitution. It’s not perfect, but to paraphrase Churchill, it’s the best damn thing on the block. But wait.

Someone’s always trying to louse it up.

That’s why I wrote Trevayne nearly two decades ago. It was the time of Watergate and my pencil flew across the pages in outrage. Younger - not youthful - intemperance  made my head explode with such words and phrases as  Mendacity! Abuse of Power! Corruption! Police State!


Here was the government, the highest of our elected and appointed officials entrusted with the guardianship of our system, not only lying to the people but collecting millions upon millions to perpetuate the lies and thus the controls they believed were theirs alone to exercise. One of the most frightening statements to come out of the Watergate hearings was the following, delivered, in essence, by the nation’s chief law enforcement officer:

‘There’s nothing I would not do to keep the presidency ...’

I don’t have to complete the exact sentence, the meaning was clear. Ours. The presidency and the country was theirs.  Not yours, or mine, or even the neighbours’ across the street with whom we frequently disagreed on things political. Only  theirs. The rest of us somehow neither relevant nor competent. They knew better, therefore the lies had to continue and the coffers of ideological purity kept full so the impure were blitzkrieged by money and buried at the starting gates of political contests.

I also had to publish Trevayne under another name, hardly because of potential retribution, but because the ‘conventional wisdom’ of the time was that a novelist did not author more than a book a year. Why? Damned if I could figure it out - something to do with ‘marketing psychology’, whatever the hell that is. But wait. All that was nearly twenty years ago.


Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose, say the French. The more things change, the more they stay the same. Or perhaps history repeats its follies ad nauseam because man is a creature of helter-skelter appetites and keeps returning to the troughs of poison that make him ill. Or perhaps the sins of the generational parent are borne by the offspring because the kids are too stupid to learn from our glaring mistakes. Who knows? All that’s truly documented from time immemorial is that man continues to kill without needing the  meat of his quarry; he lies in order to avoid accountability or, conversely, to seize the reins of accountability to the point where the social contract between the government and the governed is his alone to write; he seeks endlessly to enrich himself at the expense of the public weal, and while he’s at it tries all too frequently to turn his personal morality or religion into everyone else’s legality or religiosity, no quarter to the unbelievers of pariahdom. Good heavens, we could go on and on, couldn’t we? But wait.

As I write, the United States of America has just witnessed two of the most disgraceful, debasing, inept, disingenuous and insulting presidential campaigns that living admirers of our system can recall. The candidates were ‘packaged’ by cynical manipulators of the public’s basest fears; ‘sound bite zingers’ were preferable to intelligent statements of position; image took precedence over issues. The presidential debates were neither presidential nor debates but canned Pavlovian ‘responses’ more often than not having little or nothing to do with the questions. The ground rules for these robotic pavanes were drawn up by glib intellectual misfits who thought so ill of their clients that they refused to allow them to speak beyond two minutes! The orators of the cradle that was ancient Athens can be heard vomiting wherever they are. Perhaps one bright day ahead we’ll return to legitimate, civilized campaigns where an open exchange of ideas can be heard, but not, I’m afraid, until those who persuade us to buy deodorants hie back to the armpits. They’ve worn out their welcome in the election process for they have committed the two cardinal sins of their profession - at the same time. They’ve made their ‘products’ simultaneously appear both offensive and boring. Of course, there’s a solution. If I were either candidate, I’d refuse to pay them on the grounds of moral turpitude - hell, it’s as good as any, and which of those image-makers would go into court expounding one way or the other on that one? Enough. The campaigns turned off the country.

And this numbing fiasco followed barely twenty-four  months after we citizens of the Republic were exposed to a series of events so ludicrous they would have been a barrel of laughs but for their obscenity. Stripped of its asininity, unelected (?) officials fuelled the fires of terrorism by selling arms to a terrorist state while demanding that our allies do no such thing. Guilt became innocence; malfeasance brought honour-to-office; zealous, obsequious poseurs were heroes; to be present was to be absent; and to have creatures soiling the basement was a sign of efficient house management. By comparison, Alice’s looking-glass world was a place of incontestable logic. But wait - all right, you’re ahead of me.

Someone’s always trying to louse it up. That great experiment, that wonderful system of ours based on open checks and balances. Mendacity? Abuse of Power? Corruption? Police State?


Well, certainly not with lasting effect as long as citizens can voice such speculations and shout their accusations, however extreme. We can be heard; that’s our strength and it’s indomitable.

So, in a modest way, I’ll try to be heard again in that voice from another time, another era, always remembering that I’m fundamentally and merely a storyteller who hopes you enjoy the entertainment, but perhaps will permit me an idea or two.

Lastly, I have not attempted to ‘update’ the novel or adjust the licences I took with actual events or geography for they served the story I was writing. As anyone who has built or remodelled a home will tell you, once you start tinkering, you might as well throw away the schematics. It becomes another house.

Thanks for your time.


 


Robert Ludlum
 a.k.a. (briefly) Jonathan Ryder
 November 1988




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE

 



 



 



 



The smoothly tarred surface of the road abruptly stopped and became dirt. At this point on the small peninsula the township’s responsibility ended and the area of private property began. According to the United States Post Office, South Greenwich, Connecticut, the delivery route was listed on the map as Shore Road, Northwest, but to the carriers who drove out in the mail trucks it was known simply as High Barnegat, or just Barnegat.

And the carriers drove out frequently, three or four times a week, with special-delivery letters and certified-receipt-requested manila envelopes. They never minded the trip, because they received a dollar each time they made a delivery.

High Barnegat.

Eight acres of ocean property with nearly a half-mile bordering directly on the sound. Most of the acreage was wild, allowed to grow unhampered, untamed. What seemed contradictory in spirit was the compound - the house and grounds seventy yards up from the central beach. The long rambling house was contemporary in design, great expanses of glass encased in wood looking out over the water. The lawns were deep green and thick, manicured and broken up by flagstone paths and a large terrace directly above the boathouse.

It was late August, the best part of the summer at High Barnegat. The water was as warm as it would ever be; the winds came off the sound in gusts which made the sailing  more exciting - or hazardous - depending on one’s point of view; the foliage was at its fullest green. In late August a sense of calm replaced the hectic weeks of summer fun. The season was nearly over. Men thought once again of normal weekends and five full days of business; women began the agonizing process of selection and purchase that signalled the start of the new school year.

Minds and motives were slowly changing gears. Frivolity was ebbing; there were more serious things to consider.

And the steady flow of house guests diminished at High Barnegat.

It was four-thirty in the afternoon, and Phyllis Trevayne reclined in a lounge chair on the terrace, letting the warm sun wash over her body. She thought, with a degree of satisfaction, that her daughter’s bathing suit fitted her rather comfortably. Since she was forty-two and her daughter seventeen, satisfaction could have turned into minor triumph if she allowed herself to dwell on it. But she couldn’t because her thoughts kept returning to the telephone, to the call from New York for Andrew. She had answered on the terrace phone, because the cook was still in town with the children and her husband was still a small white sail far out on the water. She’d nearly let the phone ring unanswered, but only very good friends and very important - her husband preferred the word ‘necessary’ - business associates had the High Barnegat number.

‘Hello, Mrs Trevayne?’ had asked the deep voice on the other end of the line.

‘Yes?’

‘Frank Baldwin here. How are you, Phyllis?’

‘Fine, just fine, Mr Baldwin. And you?’ Phyllis Trevayne had known Franklyn Baldwin for several years, but she still couldn’t bring herself to call the old gentleman by his first name. Baldwin was the last of a dying breed, one of the original giants of New York banking.

‘I’d be a lot better if I knew why your husband hasn’t  returned my calls. Is he all right? Not that I’m so important, God knows, but he’s not ill, is he?’

‘Oh, no. Not at all. He’s been away from the office over a week now. He hasn’t taken any messages. I’m really to blame; I wanted him to rest.’

‘My wife used to cover for me that way, too, young lady. Instinctively. Jumped right into the breach, and always with the right words.’

Phyllis Trevayne laughed pleasantly, aware of the compliment. ‘Really, it’s true, Mr Baldwin. Right now the only reason I know he’s not working is that I can see the sail of the catamaran a mile or so off-shore.’

‘A cat! God! I forget how young you are! In my day no one your age ever got so damned rich. Not by themselves.’

‘We’re lucky. We never forget it.’ Phyllis Trevayne’s voice spoke the truth.

‘That’s a very nice thing to say, young lady.’ Franklyn Baldwin also spoke the truth, and he wanted her to know that. ‘Well, when Captain Ahab bounds ashore, do ask him to call me, will you, please? It’s really most urgent.’

‘I certainly shall.’

‘Goodbye, my dear.’

‘Goodbye, Mr Baldwin.’

But her husband bad been in touch with his office daily. He’d returned dozens of calls to far less important people than Franklyn Baldwin. Besides which, Andrew liked Baldwin; he’d said so a number of times. He’d gone to Baldwin on many occasions for guidance in the tangled webs of international finance.

Her husband owed a great deal to the banker, and now the old gentleman needed him. Why hadn’t Andrew returned the calls? It simply wasn’t like him.

 



The restaurant was small, seating no more than forty people, and situated on Thirty-eighth Street between Park and Madison avenues. Its clientele was generally from the ranks of the approaching-middle age executives with suddenly  more money than they’d ever made before and a desire, a need, perhaps, to hold on to their younger outlooks. The food was only fair, its prices high, and the drinks were expensive. However, the bar area was wide, and the rich panelling reflected the soft, indirect lighting. The effect was a throwback to all those collegiate spots from the fifties that these drinkers remembered with such comfort.

It was designed precisely with that in mind.

Considering this, and he always considered it, the manager was slightly surprised to see a short, well-dressed man in his early sixties walk hesitantly through the door. The man looked around, adjusting his eyes to the dim light. The manager approached him.

‘A table, sir?’

‘No.... Yes, I’m meeting someone.... Never mind, thank you. We have one.’

The well-dressed man spotted the person he was looking for at a table in the rear. He walked abruptly away from the manager and sidled awkwardly past the crowded chairs.

The manager recalled the man at the rear table. He’d insisted on that particular table.

The elderly man sat down. ‘It might have been better to meet someplace other than a restaurant.’

‘Don’t worry, Mr Allen. No one you know comes here.’

‘I certainly hope you’re right.’

A waiter approached, and the order was given for drinks.

‘I’m not so sure you should be concerned,’ said the younger man. ‘It strikes me that I’m the one taking the risk, not you.’

‘You’ll be taken care of; you know that. Let’s not waste time. Where do things stand?’

‘The commission has unanimously approved Andrew Trevayne.’

‘He won’t take it.’

‘The feeling is that he will. Baldwin’s to make the offer; he may have done so already.’

‘If he has, then you’re late.’ The old man creased the flesh  around his eyes and stared at the tablecloth. ‘We heard the rumours; we assumed they were a smokescreen. We relied on you.’ He looked up at Webster. ‘It was our understanding that you would confirm the identity before any final action was taken.’

‘I couldn’t control it; no one at the White House could. That commission’s off-limits. I was lucky to zero in on the name at all.’

‘We’ll come back to that. Why do they think Trevayne will accept? Why should he? His Danforth Foundation is damn near as big as Ford or Rockefeller. Why would he give it up?’ Allen asked.

‘He probably won’t. Just take a leave of absence.’

‘No foundation the size of Danforth would accept a leave for that length of time. Especially not for a job like this. They’re all in trouble.’

‘I don’t follow you....’

‘You think they’re immune?’ asked Allen, interrupting. ‘They need friends in your town. Not enemies.... What’s the procedure? If Baldwin has made the offer. If Trevayne accepts?’

The waiter returned with the drinks and both men fell silent. He left, and Webster answered.

‘The conditions are that whoever the commission selects receives the President’s approval and is subject to a closed hearing with a bipartisan committee in the Senate.’

‘All right, all right.’ Allen raised his glass and swallowed a large portion of his drink. ‘Let’s work from there; we can do something there. We’ll disqualify him at the hearing.’

The younger man looked puzzled. ‘Why? What’s the point? Someone’s going to chair that subcommittee. I gather this Trevayne’s at least a reasonable man.’

‘You gather!’ Allen finished his drink rapidly. ‘Just what  have you gathered? What do you know about Trevayne?’

‘What I’ve read. I did my research. He and his brother-in-law - the brother’s an electronics engineer - started a small company dealing in aerospace research and manufacturing  in New Haven in the middle fifties. They hit the motherlode seven or eight years later; they were both millionaires by the time they were thirty-five. The brother-in-law designed, while Trevayne sold the hell out of the products. He cornered half the early NASA contracts and set up subsidiaries all over the Atlantic seaboard. Trevayne pulled out when he was thirty-seven and took on a job with the State Department. Incidentally, he did a whale of a job for State.’ Webster raised his glass, looking over the rim at Allen. The young man expected to be complimented on his knowledge.

Instead, Allen dismissed his companion’s words. ‘Shit.  Time-magazine material. What’s important is that Trevayne’s an original.... He doesn’t cooperate. We know; we tried reaching him years ago.’

‘Oh?’ Webster put his glass down. ‘I didn’t realize ... Oh, Christ. Then he knows?’

‘Not a great deal; perhaps enough. We’re not sure. But you still miss the point, Mr Webster. It seems to me that you’ve missed the point from the beginning.... We don’t  want him chairing that goddamned subcommittee. We don’t want him or anyone like him! That kind of choice is unthinkable.’

‘What can you do about that?’

‘Force him out ... if he’s actually accepted. The back-up will be the Senate hearing. We’ll make damn sure he’s rejected.’

‘Say you succeed, then what?’

‘We’ll nominate our own man. What should have been done in the first place.’ Allen signalled the waiter, gesturing at both glasses.

‘Mr Allen, why didn’t you stop him? If you were in a position to do that, why didn’t you? You said you heard the rumours about Trevayne; that was the time to step in.’

Allen avoided Webster’s look. He drained the ice water in his glass, and when he spoke, his voice had the sound of a man trying very hard to maintain his authority; with  lessening success. ‘Frank Baldwin, that’s why. Frank Baldwin and that senile son-of-a-bitch Hill.’

‘The Ambassador?’

‘The goddamned Ambassador-at-large with his goddamned embassy in the White House.... Big Billy Hill! Baldwin and Hill; they’re the relics behind this bullshit. Hill has been circling like a hawk for the last two or three years. He talked Baldwin into the Defense Commission. Between them they picked Trevayne.... Baldwin put up his name; who the hell could argue? ... But you should have told us it was final. If we’d been certain, we could have prevented it.’

Webster watched Allen closely. When he replied, there was a hardness he hadn’t displayed before. ‘And I think you’re lying. Somebody else blew it; you or one of the other so-called specialists. First, you thought this investigation would burn itself out in the forming, be killed in committee.... You were wrong. And then it was too late. Trevayne surfaced, and you couldn’t stop it. You’re not even sure you can stop him now. That’s why you wanted to see me.... So let’s dispense with this crap about my being late and missing the point, shall we?’

‘You watch your tongue, young man. Just remember who I represent.’ The statement was made without commensurate strength.

‘And you remember that you’re talking to a man personally appointed by the President of the United States. You may not like it, but that’s why you came to me. Now, what is it? What do you want?’

Allen exhaled slowly, as if to rid himself of anger. ‘Some of us are more alarmed than others ...’

‘You’re one of them,’ interjected Webster quietly.

‘Yes.... Trevayne’s a complicated man. One-part boy genius of industry - which means he knows his way around the board rooms; one-part sceptic - he doesn’t subscribe to certain realities.’

‘Seems to me those assets go together.’

‘Only when a man’s dealing from strength.’

‘Get to the point. What’s Trevayne’s strength?’

‘Let’s say he never needed assistance.’

‘Let’s say he refused it.’

‘All right, all right. That’s valid.’

‘You said you tried reaching him.’

‘Yes. When I was with ... Never mind. It was the early sixties; we were consolidating then and thought he might be a valuable addition to our ... community. We even offered to guarantee the NASA contracts.’

‘Sweet Jesus! And he turned you down.’ Webster made a pronouncement, not an inquiry.

‘He strung us along for a while, then realized he could get the contracts without us. As soon as he knew that, he told us to go to hell. Actually, he went a lot further. He told me to tell my people to get out of the space programme, get out of the government money. He threatened to go to the Attorney General.’

Bobby Webster absently picked up his fork and slowly made indentations on the tablecloth. ‘Suppose it had been the other way around? Suppose he had needed you? Would he have joined your “community”?’

‘That’s what we don’t know. Some of the others think so. But they didn’t talk to him; I did. I was the intermediary. I was the only one he really had.... I never used names, never said who my people were.’

‘But you believe the fact that they were was enough? For him.’

‘The unanswerable question. He threatened us after he got bis; he was sure he didn’t need anyone but himself, his brother-in-law, and his goddamned company in New Haven. We simply can’t afford to take the chance now. We can’t allow him to chair that subcommittee.... He’s unpredictable.’

‘What am I supposed to do?’

‘Take every reasonable risk to get close to Trevayne. The optimum would be for you to be his White House connection. Is that possible?’

Bobby Webster paused, then answered firmly. ‘Yes. The President brought me into the session on the subcommittee. It was a classified meeting; no notes, no transcripts. There was only one other aide; no competition. I’ll work it out.’

‘You understand, it may not be necessary. Certain preventive measures will be taken. If they’re effective, Trevayne will be out of the picture.’

‘I can help you there.’

‘How?’

‘Mario de Spadante.’

‘No! Absolutely no! We’ve told you before, we don’t want any part of him.’

‘He’s been helpful to you people. In more ways than you realize. Or want to acknowledge.’

‘He’s out.’


‘It wouldn’t hurt to establish a minor friendship. If you’re offended, think of the Senate.’

Allen’s wrinkled frown dissolved. He looked almost appreciatively at the presidential aide. ‘I see what you mean.’

‘Of course, it will raise my price considerably.’

‘I thought you believed in what you’re doing.’

‘I believe in protecting my flanks. The best protection is to make you pay.’

‘You’re an obnoxious man.’

‘I’m also very talented.’




CHAPTER TWO

 



 



 



 



Andrew Trevayne ran the twin hulls of the catamaran before the wind, catching the fast current into the shore. He stretched his long legs against a connecting spar and reached over the tiller to make an additional wake in the stern flow. No reason, just a movement, a meaningless gesture. The water was warm; his hand felt as though it was being propelled through a tepid, viscous film.

Just as he was being propelled - inexorably propelled - into an enigma that was not of his choosing. Yet the final decision would be his, and he knew what his choice would be.

That was the most irritating aspect; he understood the furies that propelled him, and he disliked himself for even contemplating submission to them. He had put them behind him.

Long ago.

The cat was within a hundred yards of the Connecticut shoreline when the wind abruptly shifted - as winds do when buffeted against solid ground from open water. Trevayne swung his legs over the starboard hull and pulled the mainsheet taut as the small craft swerved and lurched to the right toward the dock.

Trevayne was a large man. Not immense, just larger than most men, with the kind of supple coordination that bespoke a far more active youth than he ever bothered to reminisce about. He remembered reading an article in Newsweek,  surprised at the descriptions of his former playing-field  prowess. They’d been greatly exaggerated, as all such descriptions were in such articles. He’d been good, but not that good. He always had the feeling that he looked better than he was, or his efforts camouflaged his shortcomings.

But he knew he was a good sailor. Maybe more than good.

The rest was meaningless to him. It always had been, except for the instant of competition.

There would be intolerable competition facing him now. If he made the decision. The kind of competition that allowed no quarter, that involved strategies not listed in any rule-book. He was good at those strategies, too. But not from participation; that was important, immeasurably important to him.

Understand them, be capable of manoeuvre, even skirt the edges, but never participate. Instead, use the knowledge to gain the advantage. Use it without mercy, without quarter.

Andrew kept a small pad fastened to a steel plate on the deck next to the tiller. Attached to the plate was a thin rustproof chain that housed a waterproof casing with a ballpoint pen. He said these were for recording times, markers, wind velocities - whatever. Actually, the pad and pen were for jotting down stray thoughts, ideas, memoranda for himself.

Sometimes things ... just ‘things’ that seemed clearer to him while on the water.

Which was why he was upset when he looked down at the pad now. He had written one word. Written it unconsciously, without realizing it.

Boston.

He ripped off the page, crumpled it with far more intensity than the action called for, and threw it into the sound.

Goddamn! Goddamn it! he thought. No!

The catamaran pulled into the slip, and Trevayne reached over the side and held the edge of the dock with his right hand. With his left he pulled the release sheet, and the sail fluttered as it buckled. He secured the boat and stood up,  pulling down the rest of the canvas, rolling it around the horizontal mast as he did so. In less than four minutes he had dismantled the tiller, stowed the jacket, lashed the sail, and tied off the boat at four corners.

He looked up beyond the stone wall of the terrace to the wood and glass structure that jutted from the edge of the hill. It never ceased to excite him. Not the material possession; that wasn’t important any longer. But that it had all come out the way he and Phyl planned it.

They had done it together; that fact was very important. It might never make up for other things, perhaps. Sadder things. But it helped.

He walked to the stone path by the boathouse and started up the steep incline to the terrace. He could always tell what kind of shape he was in by the time he reached midpoint of the climb. If he was out of breath, or his legs ached, he would silently vow to eat less or exercise more. He was pleased to find that there was little discomfort now. Or perhaps his mind was too preoccupied to relate the stress.

No, he was feeling pretty good, he thought. The week away from the office, the continuous salt air, the pleasantly energetic end of the summer months; he was feeling fine.

And then he remembered the pad and the unconsciously - subconsciously - written word. Boston.


He didn’t really feel fine at all.

He rounded the last steps to the flagstone terrace and saw that his wife was lying back in a deck chair, her eyes open, staring out at the water, seeing nothing he would see. He always felt a slight ache when he watched her like that. The ache of sad, painful memories.

Because of Boston, goddamn it.

He realized that his sneakers had covered the sound of his steps; he didn’t want to startle her.

‘Hi,’ he said softly.

‘Oh?’ Phyllis blinked. ‘Have a good sail, darling?’

‘Fine. Good sleep?’ Trevayne crossed over to her and kissed her lightly on her forehead.

‘Great while it lasted. It was interrupted.’

‘Oh? I thought the kids drove Lillian into town.’

‘It wasn’t the kids. Or Lillian.’

‘You sound ominous.’ Trevayne reached into a large rectangular cooler on the patio table and withdrew a can of beer.

‘Not ominous. But I am curious.’

‘What are you talking about?’ He ripped off the flip-top on the can and drank.

‘Franklyn Baldwin telephoned.... Why haven’t you returned his calls?’

Trevayne held the beer next to his lips and looked at his wife. ‘Haven’t I seen that bathing suit on someone else?’

‘Yes, and I thank you for the compliment - intended or not - and I’d still like to know why you haven’t called him.’

‘I’m trying to avoid him.’

‘I thought you liked him.’

‘I do. Immensely. All the more reason to avoid him. He’s going to ask me for something, and I’m going to refuse him. At least, I think he’ll ask me, and I want to refuse him.’

‘What?’

Trevayne walked absently to the stone wall bordering the terrace and rested the beer can on the edge. ‘Baldwin wants to recruit me. That’s the rumour; I think it’s called a “trial balloon”. He heads up that commission on defence spending. They’re forming a subcommittee to make what they politely phrase an “in-depth study” of Pentagon relationships.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘Four or five companies - conglomerates, really - are responsible for seventy-odd per cent of the defence budget. In one way or another. There’s no effective control any longer. This subcommittee’s supposed to be an investigative arm of the Defense Commission. They’re looking for a chairman.’

‘And you’re it?’

‘I don’t want to be it. I’m happy where I am. What I’m  doing now is positive; chairing that committee would be the most negative thing I can think of. Whoever takes the job will be a national pariah ... if he only half works at it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the Pentagon’s a mess. It’s no secret; read the papers. Any day. It’s not even subtle.’

‘Then why would anyone be a pariah for trying to fix it? I understand making enemies, not a national pariah.’

Trevayne laughed gently as he carried the beer over to a chair next to his wife and sat down. ‘I love you for your New England simplicity. Along with the bathing suit.’

‘You’re pacing too much. Your thinking-feet are working overtime, darling.’

‘No, they’re not; I’m not interested.’

‘Then answer the question. Why a national pariah?’

‘Because the mess is too ingrained. And widespread. To be at all effective, that subcommittee’s going to have to call a lot of people a lot of names. Fundamentally act on a large premise of fear. When you start talking about monopolies, you’re not just talking about influential men shuffling around stock issues. You’re threatening thousands and thousands of jobs. Ultimately, that’s any monopoly’s hold, from top to bottom. You exchange one liability for another. It may be necessary, but you cause a lot of pain.’

‘My God,’ said Phyllis, sitting up. ‘You’ve done a lot of thinking.’

‘Thinking, yes. Not doing.’ Andrew bounced out of the chair and walked to the table, extinguishing his cigarette in an ashtray. ‘Frankly, I was surprised the whole idea got this far. These things - in-depth studies, investigations, call them what you want - are usually proposed loudly and disposed of quietly. In the Senate cloakroom or the House dining room. This time it’s different. I wonder why.’

‘Ask Frank Baldwin.’

‘I’d rather not.’

‘You should. You owe him that, Andy. Why do you think he chose you?’

Trevayne crossed back to the terrace wall and looked out over the Long Island Sound. ‘I’m qualified; Frank knows that. I’ve dealt with those government-contract boys; I’ve been critical in print about the overruns, the open-end arguments. He knows that, too. I’ve even been angry, but that goes back a long time ago.... Mainly, I think, because he knows how much I despise the manipulators. They’ve ruined a lot of good men, one especially. Remember?’ Trevayne turned and looked at his wife. ‘They can’t touch me now. I haven’t a thing to lose but time.’

‘I think you’ve just about convinced yourself.’

Trevayne lit a second cigarette and leaned against the ledge, his arms folded in front of him. He continued to stare at Phyllis. ‘I know. That’s why I’m avoiding Frank Baldwin.’

 



Trevayne pushed the omelette around the plate, not really interested in it. Franklyn Baldwin sat opposite him in the bank’s executive dining room. The old gentleman was speaking intensely.

‘The job’s going to get done, Andrew; you know that. Nothing’s going to prevent it. I just want the best man to do it. And I think you’re the best man. I might add, the commission’s voice was unanimous.’

‘What makes you so sure the job’ll get done? I’m not. The Senate’s always yelling about economies; it’s a hell of an issue, and always will be. That is, until a highway project or an aircraft plant is closed down in some district. Then suddenly the shouting stops.’

‘Not this time. It’s beyond cynicism now. I wouldn’t have become involved if I thought otherwise.’

‘You’re expressing an opinion. There has to be something else, Frank.’

Baldwin removed his steel-rimmed glasses and laid them beside his plate. He blinked several times and gracefully massaged the bridge of his patrician nose. He smiled a half-smile, half-sadly. ‘There is. You’re very perceptive.... Call it the legacy of two old men whose lives - and the lives of  their families for a number of generations - have been made most pleasantly productive in this country of ours. I daresay we’ve contributed, but the rewards have been more than ample. That’s the best way I can put it.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’

‘Of course not. I’ll clarify. William Hill and I have known each other since childhood.’

‘Ambassador Hill?’

‘Yes.... I won’t bore you with the eccentricities of our relationship - not today. Suffice it to say, we can’t possibly stay around too many more years; not sure that I’d want to.... This Defense Commission, the subcommittee - they’ re our ideas. We intend to see them become working realities. That much we can guarantee; in our different ways we’re powerful enough to do that. And to use that dreadful term, sufficiently “respectable”.’

‘What do you think you’ll gain?’

‘The truth. The extent of the truth as we believe it to be.

This country has the right to know that, no matter how much it may hurt. To cure any disease, a correct diagnosis has to be made. Not indiscriminate labels hung by self righteous zealots, nor vindictive charges hurled by malcontents.... The truth, Andrew. Merely the truth. That gift will be ours, Billy’s and mine. Perhaps our last.’

Trevayne had the desire to move, to be physically in motion. The old gentleman opposite him was succeeding in doing exactly what he thought he’d do. The walls were closing in, the corridor defined.

‘Why can this subcommittee do what you say? Others have tried; they failed.’

‘Because, through you, it will be both apolitical and in no way self-seeking.’ Baldwin replaced his glasses; the magnification of his old eyes hypnotized Trevayne. ‘Those are the necessary factors. You’re neither Republican nor Democrat, liberal nor conservative. Both parties have tried to recruit you, and you’ve refused both. You’re a contradiction in this age of nomenclature. You have nothing to gain or lose.  You’ll be believed. That’s the important thing.... We’ve become a polarized people, slotted into intransigent, conflicting positions. We desperately need to believe once again in objective truth.’

‘If I accept, the Pentagon and everyone connected with it will run to the hills - or their public relations’ mimeographs. That’s what they usually do. How are you going to prevent this?’

‘The President. He has assured us; he’s a good man, Andrew.’

‘And I’m responsible to no one?’

‘Not even me. Only yourself.’

‘I hire my own staff; no outside personnel decisions?’

‘Give me a list of those you want. I’ll have it cleared.’

‘I call it as I find it. I get the cooperation I deem necessary.’ Trevayne didn’t ask these last questions, he made statements which, nevertheless, anticipated answers.

‘Total. That I’ll guarantee. That I can promise you.’

‘I don’t want the job.’

‘But you’ll take it.’ Another statement, this time from Franklyn Baldwin.

‘I told Phyllis. You’re persuasive, Frank. That’s why I was avoiding you.’

‘No man can avoid what he’s meant to do. At the moment he’s meant to do it. Do you know where I got that?’

‘Sounds Hebraic.’

‘No.... But close. Mediterranean. Marcus Aurelius. Have you met many bankers who’ve read Aurelius?’

‘Hundreds. They think he’s a mutual fund.’




CHAPTER THREE

 



 



 



 



Steven Trevayne looked at the expressionless mannequins clad in tweed jackets and varying shades of grey flannel slacks. The subdued lighting of the College Shoppe was appropriate for the quietly wealthy image sought after by the residents of Greenwich, Connecticut. Steven looked down at his own Levi’s, soiled sneakers, and then noticed that one of the buttons on his old corduroy jacket was about to fall off.

He consulted his watch and was annoyed. It was nearly nine. He’d told his sister that he’d drive her and her friends back to Barnegat, but he’d stipulated that they were to meet him by eight-thirty. He had to pick up his date over on Cos Cob by nine-fifteen. He was going to be late.

He wished to hell his sister hadn’t picked this particular night to have an all-girl gathering at home, or at least not to have promised rides for everyone. His sister wasn’t allowed to drive at night - an edict Steven Trevayne thought was ridiculous; she was seventeen - so when these occasions arose, he was elected.

If he refused, his father might just find that all their cars were in use and he’d be without wheels.

He was almost nineteen. He’d be off to college in three weeks. Without a car. His father said no car while he was a freshman.

Young Trevayne laughed to himself. His father was right. There was no earthly reason why he should have a car. He didn’t want to travel first class; not that way.

He was about to cross the street to the drugstore and  telephone his date when a police car pulled up to the curb in front of him.

‘You Steven Trevayne?’ asked the patrolman at the near window.

‘Yes, sir.’ The young man was apprehensive; the policeman spoke curtly.

‘Get in.’

‘Why? What’s the matter? I’m just standing here ...’

‘You got a sister named Pamela?’

‘Yes. Yes, I do. I’m waiting for her.’

‘She won’t make it down here. Take my word for it. Get in.’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Look, fella, we can’t reach your folks; they’re in New York. Your sister said you’d be down here, so we came after you. We’re doing you both a favour. Now, get in!’

The young man pulled open the back door of the car and got in quickly. ‘Was there an accident? Is she all right?’

‘It’s always an accident, isn’t it?’ said the policeman who was driving.

Steven Trevayne gripped the back of the front seat. He was frightened now. ‘Please, tell me what happened!’

‘Your sister and a couple of girl friends started out with a pot party,’ answered the other patrolman. ‘At the Swansons’ guest house. The Swansons are in Maine ... naturally. We got a tip about an hour ago. When we got there, we found it was a little more complicated.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘That was the accident, young fellow,’ interjected the driver. ‘Hard stuff. The accident was that we found it.’

Steven Trevayne was stunned. His sister may have had a stick now and then - who hadn’t? - but nothing hard. That was out.

‘I don’t believe you,’ he said emphatically.

‘You’ll see for yoursel£’

The patrol car turned left at the next corner. It was not the way to Police Headquarters.

‘Aren’t they at the station?’

‘They’re not booked. Not yet.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘We don’t want any story out. If they’re booked, we can’t control it. They’re still at the Swansons’.’

‘Are the parents there?’

‘We told you, we haven’t been able to reach them,’ answered the driver. ‘The Swansons are in Maine; your folks are in town.’

‘You said there were others. Girl friends.’

‘Out-of-staters. Friends from boarding school. We want the local parents first on this one. We’ve got to be careful. For everyone’s sake. You see, we found two packages of uncut heroin. An educated guess would put the price around a quarter of a million dollars.’

 



Andrew Trevayne took his wife’s elbow as they walked up the short flight of concrete steps to the rear door of the Greenwich Police Station. It had been agreed that they would use this entrance.

The introductions were polite, abrupt, and the Trevaynes were ushered into a Detective Fowler’s office. Their son was standing by a window and walked rapidly to his parents the moment they entered the door.

‘Mom! Dad! ... This is a bunch of crap!’

‘Just calm down, Steve,’ said the father sternly.

‘Is Pam all right?’

‘Yes, Mother. She’s fine. They’re still at the Swansons’. She’s just confused. They’re all confused, and I don’t blame them one goddamned bit!’

‘I said cool it!’

‘I’m perfectly calm, Dad. I’m just angry. Those kids don’t know what uncut horse is, much less how or where to sell it!’

‘Do you?’ asked Detective Fowler impersonally.

‘I’m not the issue, cop!’

‘I’ll tell you once more, Steve, get hold of yourself or shut up!’

‘No, I won’t! ... I’m sorry, Dad, but I won‘t! These jokers got a phone tip to check out the Swansons’. No name, no reason. They ...’

‘Just a second, young man!’ broke in the police officer. ‘We’re not “jokers” and I would advise you not to use that kind of language!’

‘He’s right,’ added Trevayne. ‘I’m sure Mr Fowler can explain what happened. What was this phone call, Mr Fowler? You didn’t mention it when we spoke.’

‘Dad! He won’t tell you!’

‘I don’t know! ... That’s the truth, Mr Trevayne. At seven-ten this evening the desk got a phone call that there was some grass at the Swansons’; that we should look into it because there was a lot more involved. The caller was male, spoke with kind of a ... well, high-toned speech. Your daughter was the only one mentioned by name. We followed it up.... Four kids. They admitted sharing a single cigarette between them during the last hour or so. It was no party. Frankly, the patrolman suggested we forget it. But by the time they radioed in their report, we’d gotten another call. Same voice. Same person. This time we were told to look in the milk box on the Swansons’ guest-house porch. We found the two packages of heroin. Uncut; we figure two hundred, two hundred and fifty thousand. That’s a lot of involvement.’

‘It’s also the most transparent, trumped-up incrimination I’ve ever heard of. It’s completely unbelievable.’ Trevayne looked at his watch. ‘My attorney should be here within a half-hour; I’m sure he’ll tell you the same thing. Now, I’ll stay and wait, but I know my wife would like to go out to the Swansons’. Is that all right with you?’

The detective sighed audibly. ‘It’s fine.’

‘Do you need my son any longer? May he drive her?’

‘Sure.’

‘Can we take her home?’ asked Phyllis Trevayne anxiously. ‘Take all of them back to our house?’

‘Well, there are certain formalities ...’

‘Never mind, Phyl. Go on out to the Swansons’. We’ll call you as soon as Walter gets here. Don’t worry. Please.’

‘Dad, shouldn’t I stay? I can tell Walter ...’

‘I want you to go with your mother. The keys are in the car. Now, go on.’

Trevayne and Detective Fowler watched the two of them leave. When the door was shut, Trevayne reached into his pocket for a pack of cigarettes. He offered one to the police officer, who refused.

‘No, thanks. I eat pistachio nuts instead these days.’

‘Good for you. Now, do you want to tell me what this is all about? You don’t believe there’s any connection between that heroin and those girls any more than I do.’

‘Why don’t I? It’s a very expensive connection.’

‘Because if you did, you’d have them down here and booked. Precisely because it is expensive. You’re handling the entire situation in a very unorthodox manner.’

‘Yes, I am.’ Fowler walked around his desk and sat down. ‘And you’re right, I don’t believe there’s a connection. On the other hand, I can’t dismiss it. Circumstantially, it’s explosive; I don’t have to tell you that.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘This’ll surprise you, but I may be guided by your attorney.’

‘Which reinforces my statement.’

‘Yes, it does. I don’t think we’re on opposite sides, but I’ve got problems. We’ve got the evidence; I certainly can’t ignore it. On the other hand, the manner of our getting it raises questions. I can’t legally hang it on the kids - not considering everything ...’

‘I’d have you in court on false arrest. That could be expensive.’

‘Oh, come on, Mr Trevayne. Don’t threaten. Legally, those girls, including your daughter, admitted using marijuana. That’s against the law. But it’s minor, and we wouldn’t press it. The other is something else. Greenwich doesn’t want that kind of publicity; and a quarter of a million  dollars’ worth of uncut heroin is a lot of publicity. We don’t want a Darien here.’

Trevayne saw that Fowler was sincere. It was a problem. It was also insane. Why would anyone want to incriminate four young girls to the extent of throwing away such an enormous sum of money? It was an extraordinary gesture.

 



Phyllis Trevayne came down the stairs and walked into the living room. Her husband stood in front of the huge glass wall looking out over the sound. It was long after midnight, and the moon was an August moon, shining brightly on the water.

‘The girls are in the adjoining guest rooms. They’ll be talking till dawn; they’re scared out of their wits. Can I get you a drink?’

‘That’d be nice. We both could use one.’

Phyllis crossed to the small built-in bar to the left of the window. ‘What’s going to happen?’

‘Fowler and Walter worked it out. Fowler will release the finding of the packages and the fact that they were uncovered as a result of telephone tips. He’s forced to do that. But he won’t mention any names or locations on the grounds that an investigation is under way. If he’s pressed, he’ll say that he has no right incriminating innocent people. The girls can’t tell him anything.’

‘Did you talk to the Swansons?’

‘Yes. They panicked; Walter calmed them down. I told them Jean would stay with us and join them tomorrow or the day after. The others are heading home in the morning.’

Phyllis handed her husband a drink. ‘Does it make any sense to you? At all?’

‘No, it doesn’t. We can’t figure it out. The voice on the phone was moneyed, according to Fowler and the desk sergeant. That could mean any of thousands; narrowed somewhat because he knew the Swansons’ guest house. That is, he didn’t hesitate calling it “the guest house”; he didn’t describe it as a separate building or anything like that.’

‘But wby?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe someone has it in for the Swansons;  really in for them, a quarter of a million dollars’ worth. Or...’

‘But, Andy,’ Phyllis interrupted, remembering and choosing her words carefully. ‘The man who called used Pam’s name. Not Jean Swanson’s.’

‘Sure. But the heroin was left on the Swansons’ property.’

‘I see.’

‘Well, I don’t,’ said Trevayne, raising his glass to his lips. ‘It’s all guesswork. Walter’s probably right. Whoever it was was probably caught in the middle of two transactions and panicked. The girls came along; on the surface, rich, spoiled, easy scapegoats for an alibi.’

‘I can’t think like that.’

‘I can’t either, really. I’m quoting Walter.’

The sound of an automobile could be heard in the circular driveway in front of the house.

‘It must be Steve,’ said Phyllis. ‘I told him not to be too late.’

‘Which he is,’ added Trevayne, looking at the mantel clock. ‘But no lectures, I promise. I liked the way he behaved himself tonight. His language left something to be desired, but he wasn’t intimidated. He might have been.’

‘I was proud of him. He was his father’s son.’

‘No, he was just calling it as he saw it. I think the word is “bummer”.’

The front door opened, and Steven Trevayne walked in, closing it slowly, firmly behind him. He seemed disturbed.

Phyllis Trevayne started toward her son.

‘Wait a minute, Mom. Before you come near me, I want to tell you something.... I left the Swansons’ around ten-forty-five. The cop took me downtown for my car. I drove over to Ginny’s, and we both went to the Cos Cob Tavern. We got there about eleven-thirty. I had three bottles of beer, no grass, nothing else.’

‘Why are you telling us this?’ asked Phyllis.

The tall boy stammered, unsure of himself. ‘We left the place about an hour ago and went out to the car. The front seat was a mess; someone had poured whisky or wine or something all over it; the seat covers were ripped, ashtrays emptied. We figured it was a lousy joke, a really lousy joke.... I dropped off Ginny and started for home. When I got near the townline intersection, I was stopped by a police car. I wasn’t speeding or anything; no one chased me. This patrol car just flagged me down at the side of the road. I thought maybe he was stuck, I didn’t know.... The cop came over and asked me for my licence and registration, and then he smelled the inside and told me to get out. I tried to explain, but he wasn’t buying any of it.’

‘Was he from the Greenwich police?’

‘I don’t know, Dad. I don’t think so; I was still in Cos Cob.’

‘Go on.’

‘He searched me; his partner went over the car like it was the French Connection. I thought they were going to haul me in. I sort of hoped they would; I was sober and everything. But they didn’t. They did something else. They took a Polaroid shot of me with my arms against the car - they made me stretch out so they could search my pockets - and then the first cop asked me where I’d come from. I told him, and he went to his patrol car and called someone. He came back and asked me if I’d hit an old man on the road about ten miles back. I said of course not. Then he tells me this old guy is in critical condition in the hospital....’

‘What hospital? What name?’


‘He didn’t say.’

‘Didn’t you ask?’


‘No, Dad! I was scared to death. I didn’t hit anyone. I never even saw anyone walking on the road. Just a couple of cars.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Phyllis Trevayne looked at her husband.

‘What happened then?’

‘The other policeman took more pictures of the car and a  close-up shot of my face. I can still see the flash-bulb.... Christ, I was scared.... Then, just like that, they told me I could go.’ The boy remained in the hall-way, his shoulders slumped, the frightened bewilderment obvious in his eyes.

‘You’ve told me everything?’ asked Trevayne.

‘Yes, sir,’ replied the son, his fear clouding his nearly inaudible voice.

Andrew walked to the end table by the couch and picked up the telephone. He dialled the operator and asked for the number of the Cos Cob Police Department. Phyllis went to her son and led him into the living room.

‘My name is Trevayne, Andrew Trevayne. I understand one of your patrol cars stopped my son on ... where, Steve?’

‘Junction Road, at the intersection. About a quarter of a mile from the railroad station.’

‘... Junction Road, near the station at the intersection; no more than a half-hour ago. Would you mind telling me what the report says? Yes, I’ll hold.’

Andrew looked at his son, sitting in a chair, Phyllis standing beside him. The boy shivered and took several deep breaths. He watched his father, afraid, not understanding.

‘Yes,’ said Trevayne impatiently into the telephone. ‘Junction Road, Cos Cob side.... Of course I’m sure. My son is right here! ... Yes. Yes ... No, I’m not positive.... Just a minute.’ Andrew looked at the boy. ‘On the police car; did you see the Cos Cob name?’

‘I ... I didn’t actually look. It was off on the side. No, I didn’t see it.’

‘No, he didn’t, but it would have to be yours, wouldn’t it? He was in Cos Cob.... Oh? ... I see. You couldn’t check it out for me, could you? He was stopped in your township, after all.... Oh? All right, I understand. I don’t like it, but I see what you mean. Thanks.’

Trevayne replaced the telephone and took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.

‘What is it, Dad? Wasn’t it them?’

‘No. They have two patrol cars, and neither one has been near Junction Road for the past two hours.’

‘Why didn’t you “like” but “understand”?’ asked Phyllis.

‘They can’t check the cars of the other towns. Not without a formal request, which has to be recorded in the violations file. They don’t like to do that; they have arrangements. In case police cars cross municipal lines going after someone, they just haul them back informally.’

‘But you’ve got to find out! They took photographs, they said Steve hit someone!’

‘I know. I will.... Steve, go on up and take a shower. You smell like an Eighth Avenue bar. And relax. You didn’t do anything wrong.’

Trevayne moved the telephone to the coffee table and sat down.

Westport, Darien. Wilton. New Canaan. Southport.

Nothing.

‘Dad, I didn’t dream it up!’ Steven Trevayne shouted; he was in his bathrobe.

‘I’m sure you didn’t. We’ll keep trying; we’ll call the New York stations.’

Port Chester. Rye. Harrison. White Plains. Mamaroneck.

The picture of his son stretched forward, hands clamped to the hood of an automobile soaked with alcohol, being questioned by untraceable police on a dark road about an unknown man struck down - photographs, accusations. It made no sense; there was an abstract quality of unbelievability. As unbelievable, as unreal as his daughter and her friends and two hundred and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of uncut heroin found in a milk box on the Swansons’ guesthouse porch.

Insanity.

Yet it all had happened.

‘The girls finally fell asleep,’ said Phyllis, walking into the living room. It was nearly four o‘clock. ‘Anything?’

‘No,’ replied her husband. He turned to his son, who sat in a chair by the large wall window. The boy was staring  outside, his fear intermittently replaced with angry bewilderment. ‘Try to recall, Steve. Was the patrol car some other colour than black? Perhaps dark blue or green?’

‘Dark. That’s all. I suppose it could have been blue or green. It wasn’t white.’

‘Were there any stripes? Any kind of insignia, no matter how vague.’

‘No.... Yes, I guess so. I just didn’t look. I didn’t think...’ The boy brought his hand to his forehead. ‘I didn’t hit anyone! I swear I didn’t!’

‘Of course you didn’t!’ Phyllis went to him and bent down, touching her cheek to his. ‘It’s a terrible mistake, we know that.’

‘On top of a terrible joke,’ added Trevayne, puzzled.

The telephone on the coffee table rang. Its effect was frightening, a jarring intrusion on private fears. Trevayne swiftly picked it up.

‘Hello! ... Yes, yes. This is his residence; I’m his father.’

Steven Trevayne leaped out of the chair and walked rapidly to the back of the couch. Phyllis remained by the window, afraid of the immediate moment.

‘My God! I’ve been phoning all over Connecticut and New York! The boy’s a minor, the car’s in my name! I should have been called immediately! I’d like an explanation, please.’

For the next several minutes Trevayne listened without comment. When finally he spoke, it was five words.

‘Thank you. I’ll expect them.’

He hung up the telephone and turned to his wife and son.

‘Andy? Is everything all right?’

‘Yes.... The Highport Police Station; it’s a small village about fifteen miles north of Cos Cob. Their patrol car was following an automobile down Coast Road, a robbery suspect they were checking out over their radio before an arrest. They lost him and swung west on Briarcliff Avenue, when they saw a man ran down by a car that looked like yours, Steve. They radioed for an ambulance, informed the Cos Cob police, and  after everything was taken care of, started back for Highport. They spotted you on Junction, swung onto a parallel street, and caught up with you a mile down the road by the intersection.... They could have let you go the minute they checked with Cos Cob; the hit-and-run had turned himself in. But they smelled the car and thought they’d give you a scare.... They’re sending us the photographs.’

The terrible night was over.

 



Steven Trevayne lay on his bed looking up at the ceiling; the radio was tuned to one of those endless all-night talk shows where everyone shouted over everyone else. The boy thought the cacophony might help him sleep.

But sleep would not come.

He knew he should have said something; it was stupid not to say anything. But the words wouldn’t come, any more than sleep came now. The relief had been so total, so complete, so needed; he hadn’t dared resurrect a doubt.

His father had first mentioned the words, unknowingly.  Try to recall, Steve. Was the patrol car some other colour than black....


Maybe. Maybe a dark blue or green.

But it was a dark colour.

That’s what he should have remembered when his father said ‘Highport’.

Highport-on-the-Ocean was the name on the sign on Coast Road. Highport was a small village; tiny, actually. It had two or three great beaches - off by themselves, and privately owned. During hot summer nights he and a few friends - never more than a few - often parked a couple of hundred yards down Coast Road and crept through the private property to reach one of the beaches.

But they had to be careful; they always had to keep an eye out for the Yellowbird.

That’s what they called it. The Yellowbird.


The village of Highport-on-the-Ocean’s single patrol car.

It was bright yellow.
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Andrew Trevayne boarded the 707 jet at John F. Kennedy Airport for the hour’s flight to Washington.

He unlatched the seat belt once the aircraft completed its ascent and the warning lights were extinguished. It was three-fifteen, and he’d be late for his meeting with Presidential Assistant Robert Webster. He’d had his office at Danforth call Webster at the White House; say he was detained and that if because of the delay Webster wished to change the meeting place, he should leave instructions for him at Dulles Airport. It didn’t matter to Trevayne; he’d accepted the fact that he’d have to stay overnight.

He reached for the vodka martini from the pretty young stewardess and took a long sip. Placing the glass on the small tray in front of him, Trevayne latched the seat half-way back and spread a hastily purchased New York magazine on his lap.

Suddenly he was aware that the passenger next to him was staring at him. He returned the man’s look and immediately realized he knew the face. The man was large, his head enormous, his complexion deeply tanned - more from birth than from the sun. He was, perhaps, in his early fifties, and wore thick horn-rimmed glasses. The man spoke first.

‘Mr Trevayne, isn’t it?’ The voice was soft but deep, with a trace of a rasp. It was a gentle voice, however.

‘That’s right. I know we’ve met, but forgive me, I don’t remember ...’

‘De Spadante. Mario de Spadante.’

‘Of course,’ said Trevayne, his memory instantly activated. Mario de Spadante went back to the New Haven days, the latter part, at any rate, about nine years ago. De Spadante had represented a construction firm involved with some buildings Trevayne and his brother-in-law were financing. Trevayne had rejected the bid - the builders had an insufficient history. But Mario de Spadante had gone a long way since those days a brief nine years ago. That is, if the newspapers were to be believed. He was reputed to be a power in the underworld now. ‘Mario the Spade’ was the name often used - referring to his swarthy complexion and the fact that he had buried a number of enemies. He was never convicted of the latter, however.

‘Must be nine, ten years ago, I’d say,’ said De Spadante, smiling pleasantly. ‘You remember? You turned me down on a construction job. And you were absolutely correct, Mr Trevayne. Our company didn’t have the experience for it. Yes, you were right.’

‘At best, it’s always an educated guess. Glad you don’t resent it.’

‘Of course not. Never did, to tell you the truth.’ De Spadante winked at Trevayne and laughed quietly. ‘It wasn’t my company. Belonged to a cousin.... Him I resented, not you. He made me do his work. But everything always equals out. I learned the business, his business, better than he did. It’s my company now.... Look, I interrupted your reading. Me, I got to go over some reports - a bunch of long-winded, eight-cylinder paragraphs with figures way beyond any math I ever took at New Haven High. If I get stuck on a word, I’m going to ask you to translate. That’ll make up for your turning me down ten years ago. How about it?’ De Spadante grinned.

Trevayne laughed, taking his martini off the miniature shelf. He raised the glass an inch or two toward De Spadante. ‘It’s the least I can do.’

And he did. About fifteen minutes before landing at Dulles, Mario de Spadante asked him to clarify a particularly  complex paragraph. It was so complicated that Trevayne read it several times before advising De Spadante to have it simplified, put in cleaner form before accepting it.

‘I really can’t make much more sense out of this than to tell you they expect you to figure the large items first before tackling the smaller ones.’

‘So what else is new? I use a square-foot unit plus profit, which includes the whole thing.’

‘I think that’s what this means. I gather you’re a subcontractor.’

‘That’s right.’

‘That general contractor wants it done in stages. At least, I think that’s what it means.’

‘So I build him half a door, or maybe just the frame, and he buys the rest from somebody else?’

‘I’m probably wrong. You’d better get it clarified.’

‘Maybe I won’t. Cost him double with that kind of bidding. Nobody wants to do half of somebody else’s job.... You just made up for ten years ago. I’ll buy you a drink.’

De Spadante took the papers from Trevayne and signalled the stewardess. He placed the papers in a large manila envelope and ordered drinks for Trevayne and himself.

As Trevayne lit a cigarette, he felt the plane gradually descend. De Spadante was looking out the window, and Trevayne noticed the printing - upside down - on the large manila envelope on De Spadante’s lap. It read:
Department of the Army 
Corps of Engineers





Trevayne smiled to himself. No wonder the language was so obscure. The Pentagon engineers were the most exasperating men in Washington when it came to doing business.

He should know.

 



 



The message at the reservation desk consisted of Robert Webster’s name and a Washington telephone number.  When Trevayne called, he was surprised to learn that it was Webster’s private line at the White House. It was only a little after four-thirty; he could have telephoned the switchboard. In Trevayne’s government days presidential aides never gave out their private numbers.

‘I wasn’t sure when you’d get in; the stack-ups can be terrible,’ was Webster’s explanation.

Trevayne was confused. It was a minor point, not worth mentioning, really, but Trevayne was bothered. The White House switchboard didn’t have hours.

Webster suggested they meet after dinner in the cocktail lounge of Trevayne’s hotel. ‘It’ll give us a chance to go over a few things before tomorrow. The President wants to chat briefly with you around ten or ten-thirty in the morning. I’ll have his firm schedule in an hour or so.’

Trevayne left the telephone booth and walked toward the main exit of the airport terminal. He’d packed only a change of shirt, shorts, and socks; he would have to ascertain the swiftness of the hotel’s cleaning and pressing facilities if he was going to have a White House audience. He wondered why the President wished to see him. It seemed a little premature, the formalities of his acceptance not having been completed. It was possible that the President simply wished to reaffirm personally Franklyn Baldwin’s statement that the highest office in the country was behind the proposed subcommittee.

If so, it was generous and meaningful.

‘Hey, Mr Trevayne!’ It was Mario de Spadante standing by the curb. ‘Can I give you a lift into town?’

‘Oh, I don’t want to inconvenience you. I’ll grab a cab.’

‘No inconvenience. My car just got here.’ De Spadante gestured at a long, dark-blue Cadillac parked several yards to the right.

‘Thanks, I appreciate it.’

De Spadante’s chauffeur opened the back door, and the two men got in.

‘Where are you staying?’

‘The Hilton.’

‘Fine. Just down the street. I’m at the Sheraton.’

Trevayne saw that the interior of the Cadillac was appointed with a telephone, miniature bar, television set, and a back-seat stereo cassette machine. Mario de Spadante had, indeed, come a long way since the New Haven days.

‘Quite a car.’

‘You press buttons and dancing girls come out of the dashboard. Frankly, it’s too ostentatious for my taste. I called it my car, but it’s not. It belongs to a cousin.’

‘You have a lot of cousins.’

‘Big family.... Don’t misunderstand the term. I’m a construction boy from New Haven who made good.’ De Spadante laughed his soft, infectious laugh. ‘Family! What they print about me! Holy Christ! They should be writing movies. I don’t say there’s no mafiosi; I’m not that dumb, but I wouldn’t know one if I fell over him.’

‘They have to sell papers.’ It was the only thing Trevayne could think of saying.

‘Yeah, sure. You know, I got a younger brother, about your age. Even him. He comes up to me and says “What about it, Mario? Is it true?” ... “What about what?” I ask. “You know me, Augie. You know me forty-two years. I got it so easy? I don’t have to spend ten hours a day cutting costs, fighting the unions, trying to get paid on time?” ... Hah! If I was what they say; I’d pick up a phone and scare the bejesus out of them. As it is, I go to the banks with my tail between my guinea ass and plead.’

‘You look like you’re surviving.’

Mario de Spadante laughed once more and winked his innocent, conspiratorial wink, as he had done on the plane. ‘Right on, Mr Trevayne. I survive. It’s not easy, but with the grace of God and a lot of hard work, I manage.... Your foundation got business in Washington?’

‘No. I’m here on another matter, just meeting some people.’

‘That’s Washington. Greatest little meeting place in the  Western Hemisphere. And you know something? Whenever anyone says he’s “just meeting people”, that’s the sign not to ask who he’s meeting.’

Andrew Trevayne just smiled.

‘You still live in Connecticut?’ asked De Spadante.

‘Yes. Outside of Greenwich.’

‘Nice territory. I’m doing some residential work down there. Near the sound.’

‘I’m on the sound. South shore.’

‘Maybe we’ll get together sometime. Maybe I can sell you a wing on your house.’

‘You can try.’

 



Trevayne walked through the arch into the lounge and looked around at the various people seated in the soft easy chairs and low couches. A headwaiter, dressed in a tuxedo, approached.

‘May I help you, sir?’

‘Yes. I’m to meet a Mr Webster here. I don’t know if he made a reservation.’

‘Oh, yes. You’re Mr Trevayne.’

‘That’s right.’

‘Mr Webster telephoned that he’d be a few minutes late. I’ll show you to a table.’

‘Thank you.’

The tuxedoed waiter led Trevayne to a far corner of the lounge that was conspicuous by its lack of customers. It seemed as if this particular location was roped by an invisible cordon to isolate it. Webster had requested such a table, and his position guaranteed it. Trevayne ordered a drink and let his memory wander back to his days in the State Department.

They had been challenging, exciting, almost as stimulating as the early years with the companies. Primarily because few people believed he could accomplish the major assignment given him. It had been to coordinate trade agreements with several eastern satellite countries - guaranteeing the  business sectors of each country the most favourable conditions possible - without upsetting political balances. It hadn’t been difficult. He remembered that at the very first conference he had disarmed both sides by suggesting that the US State Department and its Communist counterpart hold an international press conference in one room categorically rejecting everything the other side stood for, while in the next room the businessmen negotiated their agreements.

The ploy had its effect; the laughter had been sincere, and the tone set for future meetings. Whenever the negotiations got heated, someone would playfully suggest that his adversary belonged in that ‘other room’ - with the propagandists.

He had enjoyed his Washington days. There had been the exhilaration of knowing he was close to corridors of real power, that his judgments were listened to by men of great commitments. And they were men of commitment, regardless of their individual political affiliations.

‘Mr Trevayne?’

‘Mr Webster?’ Trevayne stood up and shook the hand of the presidential assistant. He saw that Webster was about his own age, perhaps a year or two younger, a pleasant-looking man.

‘Sorry as hell to be late. There was a flap over tomorrow’s schedule. The President told the four of us to lock ourselves in a room and not come out till we got it in order.’

‘I gather that was accomplished.’ Trevayne sat down as Webster did the same.

‘Damned if I know.’ Webster laughed, flagging a waiter. ‘I got you cleared for eleven-fifteen and let the rest of them figure out the afternoon.’ He gave his order and collapsed back into the chair, sighing audibly. ‘What’s a nice Ohio farmboy like me doing in a job like this?’

‘I’d say it was quite a leap.’

‘It was. I think they got the names mixed up. My wife keeps telling me there’s a guy named Webster wandering  around the streets of Akron wondering why he spent all that money for campaign contributions.’

‘It’s possible,’ replied Trevayne, knowing well that Webster’s appointment was no mistake. He had been a bright young man who had risen rapidly in Ohio State House politics, credited with keeping the governorship in the President’s column. Franklyn Baldwin had told Trevayne that Webster was a man to watch.

‘Did you have a good flight?’

‘Yes, thanks. Much smoother than your afternoon, I think.’

‘I’m sure of that.’ The waiter returned with Webster’s drink; the two men remained silent until he left. ‘Have you talked with anyone but Baldwin?’

‘No, I haven’t. Frank suggested that I don’t.’

‘The Danforth people have no idea?’

‘There wasn’t any point. Even if Frank hadn’t cautioned me, nothing’s definite yet.’

‘It is as far as we’re concerned. The President’s delighted. He’ll tell you that himself.’

‘There’s still the Senate hearing. They may have different ideas.’

‘On what possible grounds? You’re houndstooth material. The only thing they might spring on you is your favourable press in Soviet publications.’

‘My what?’

‘They like you over at Tass.’

‘I wasn’t aware of it.’

‘It doesn’t matter. They like Henry Ford, too. And you were doing a job for State.’

‘I have no intention of defending myself against something like that.’

‘I said it doesn’t matter.’

‘I would hope not.... However, there is something else, from my point of view. I’ve got to have certain ... well, I guess you’d call them understandings. They’ve got to be clear.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Basically, two things. I mentioned them to Baldwin. Cooperation, and no interference. Both are equally important to me. I can’t do the job without them. I’m not even sure I can do it with them; without them, impossible.’

‘You won’t have any trouble there. That’s a condition anyone would make.’

‘Easily made, difficult to get. Remember, I worked in this town once.’

‘I don’t follow you. How could anyone interfere?’

‘Let’s start with the word “classified”. Then jump to “restricted”. Along with which can be found “secret”, “top-secret”, even “priority”.’

‘Oh, hell, you’re cleared for all that.’

‘I want it spelled out up front. I insist on it.’

‘Then ask for it. You’ll get it.... Unless you’ve managed to fool everyone, your dossier’s a study in respectability; they’d let you carry around the little black box.’

‘No, thanks. It can stay right where it is.’

‘It will.... Now, I wanted to brief you on tomorrow.’

Robert Webster spelled out the routine for a White House audience, and Trevayne realized how little had changed since his past appearances. The arrival time half an hour to forty-five minutes before admittance to the Oval Room; the specific entrance to be used; the pass supplied by Webster; the suggestion that Trevayne carry no metallic objects larger than a key ring; the realization that the meeting was restricted to just so many minutes and might well be cut short - if the Chief Executive had said what he wanted to say or heard what he wanted to hear. If time could be saved, it should be.

Trevayne nodded his understanding and approval.

Their business nearly finished, Webster ordered a second and final drink. ‘I promised you on the phone a couple of explanations; I’m flattered you haven’t pressed me for them.’

‘They weren’t important and I assumed that the President would answer the one uppermost in my mind.’

‘That being ... why he wants to see you tomorrow?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s all related. It’s why you have my private number and why you and I will make arrangements so that you’ll be able to reach me anytime of day or night, no matter where I am, here or overseas.’

‘Is that necessary?’

‘I’m not sure. But it’s the way the President wants it. I’m not going to argue.’

‘Neither am I.’

‘The President naturally wants to convey his support for the subcommittee, and his personal endorsement of you. That’s primary. And there’s another aspect - I’ll put it in my words, not his; if I make a mistake, it’s my mistake, not his.’

Trevayne watched Webster carefully. ‘But you’ve discussed what you’re about to tell me, so the variation would be minor.’

‘Naturally. Don’t look so concerned; it’s for your benefit.... The President has been through the political wars, Trevayne. He’s a savvy old duck. The State machine, the House, the Senate - he’s been where the action is, and he knows what you’re going to face. He’s made a lot of friends and I’m sure that slate is balanced by an equal number of enemies. Of course, his office removes him from those battles now, but it also allows him certain latitudes, certain pressure points. He wants you to know they’re at your disposal.’

‘I appreciate it.’

‘But there’s a catch. You’re never to try to reach him by yourself. I’m your sole contact, your only bridge to him.’

‘It would never occur to me to try to reach him personally.’

‘And I’m sure it never occurred to you that the official weight of the presidency was behind you in the most practical way. Namely, at the moment you may need it.’

‘No, I guess I didn’t. I’m a corporation man; I’m used to the structures. I see what you mean. I do appreciate it.’

‘But he’s never to be mentioned, you understand that.’ Webster’s statement was spoken firmly. He wanted no room for doubt.

‘I understand.’

‘Good. If he brings it up tomorrow, just tell him we’ve discussed everything. Even if he doesn’t, you might volunteer that you’re aware of his offer; you’re grateful, or however you want to put it.’

Webster finished his drink and stood up. ‘Wow! It’s not even ten-thirty yet. I’ll be home before eleven; my wife won’t believe it. See you tomorrow.’ Webster reached down to shake Trevayne’s hand.

‘Fine. Good night.’

Trevayne watched the younger man dodge between the armchairs, making his way rapidly toward the arch. Webster was filled with that particular energy which was at once the fuel he needed and the sustenance he took from his work. The exhilaration syndrome, Trevayne reflected. This was the town for it; it was never really the same anywhere else. There were semblances of it in the arts, or in advertising, but the rates of failure were too pronounced in those fields - there was always an underlying sense of fear. Not in Washington. You were either in or out. If you were in, you were on top. If you were at the White House, you were standing on the summit.

The electorate got a lot of talent for the money it paid, Trevayne had long ago decided. All in exchange for the syndrome.

He looked at his watch; it was too early to try to sleep, and he didn’t feel like reading. He’d go up to his room and call Phyllis and then look at the newspaper. Perhaps there was a movie on television.

He signed the check and started out, feeling his coat pocket to make sure the room key was there. He walked through the arch and turned left toward the bank of elevators. As he passed the newsstand he saw two men in neat, pressed suits watching him from the counter. They  started toward him, and when he stopped in front of the first elevator, they approached.

The man on the right spoke, while taking a small black identification case from his pocket. The other man also removed his identification.

‘Mr Trevayne?’

‘Yes?’

‘Secret Service. White House detail,’ said the agent softly. ‘May we speak with you over here, sir?’ He indicated an area away from the elevators.

‘Of course.’

The second man held his case forward. ‘Would you mind confirming, Mr Trevayne? I’m going outside for a minute.’

Trevayne checked the photograph against the man’s face. It was authentic, and he nodded. The agent turned and walked away.

‘What is this?’

‘I’d like to wait until my partner returns, sir. He’ll make sure everything’s clear. Would you care for a cigarette?’

‘No, thank you. But I would like to know what this is all about.’

‘The President would like to see you tonight.’




CHAPTER FIVE

 



 



 



 



The brown Secret Service car was parked at the side entrance to the hotel. The two agents rushed Trevayne down the step while the driver held the rear door open. They sped off down the street, turning south on Nebraska Avenue.

‘We’re not going to the White House, Mr Trevayne. The President’s in Georgetown. His schedule is such that it’s more convenient this way.’

After several minutes the car bounced along the narrow cobblestone streets that marked the residential area. Trevayne saw that they were heading east toward the section with the large, five-story townhouses, rebuilt remnants of a gracious era. They drove up in front of a particularly wide brownstone structure with many windows and sculptured trees on the sidewalk. The Secret Service man on the curb side got out, signalling Trevayne to do the same. There were two other plainclothesmen at the front door, and the minute they recognized their fellow agent, they nodded to each other and removed their hands from their pockets.

The man who first had spoken to Trevayne in the hotel led him inside through the hallway to a tiny elevator at the end of the corridor. They entered; the agent pulled the brass grille shut and pushed the automatic button: four.

‘Close quarters in here,’ said Trevayne.

‘The Ambassador says his grandchildren play in it for hours when they visit. I think it’s really a kiddie elevator.’

‘The Ambassador?’

‘Ambassador Hill. William Hill. This is his house.’ Trevayne pictured the man. William Hill was in his seventies now. A wealthy eastern industrialist, friend-to-Presidents, roving diplomat, war hero. ‘Big Billy Hill’ was the irreverent nickname given by Time magazine to the articulate, soft-spoken gentleman.

The elevator stopped, and the two men got out. There was another hallway and another plainclothesman in front of another door. As Trevayne and the agent approached him, the man unobtrusively withdrew a small object from his pocket, slightly larger than a pack of cigarettes, and made several crisscross motions in Trevayne’s direction.

‘Like being given a benediction, isn’t it?’ said the agent. ‘Consider yourself blessed.’

‘What is it?’

‘A scanner. Routine, don’t be insulted. Come on.’ The man with the tiny machine opened the door for them.

The room beyond the door was an immense library-study. The bookcases were floor-to-ceiling, the Oriental carpets thick, the furniture heavy wood and masculine. The lighting was indirect from a half-dozen lamps. There were several leather armchairs and a large mahogany table which served as the desk. Behind the table sat Ambassador William Hill. In an armchair to the right sat the President of the United States.

‘Mr President. Mr Ambassador.... Mr Trevayne.’ The Secret Service man turned and walked out, closing the door behind him.

Hill and the President rose as Trevayne approached the latter, gripping the hand extended to him. ‘Mr President.’

‘Mr Trevayne, good of you to come. I hope I didn’t inconvenience you.’

‘Not at all, sir.’

‘You know Mr Hill?’

Trevayne and the Ambassador shook hands. ‘A pleasure, sir.’

‘I doubt it, at this hour,’ William Hill laughed, coming  around the table. ‘Let me get you a drink, Trevayne. Nothing in the Constitution says you have to be abstemious during any meeting called after six o’clock.’

‘I wasn’t aware that there were any strictures before six, either,’ said the President.

‘Oh, I’m sure there are some eighteenth-century phrases which might apply. What’ll you have, Trevayne?’ asked the old gentleman.

Trevayne told him, realizing that the two men were trying to put him at ease. The President gestured for him to sit down and Hill brought him his glass.

‘We met once before, but I don’t suppose you recall, Mr Trevayne.’

‘Of course, I do, Mr President. It was four years ago, I think.’

‘That’s right. I was in the Senate, and you had done a remarkable job for State. I heard about your opening remarks at the trade conference. Did you know that the then-Secretary of State was very annoyed with you?’

‘I heard rumours. He never said anything to me, though.’

‘How could he?’ interjected Hill. ‘You got the job done. He’d boxed himself into a corner.’

‘That’s what made it so amusing,’ added the President.

‘At the time, it seemed the only way to thaw the freeze,’ said Trevayne.

‘Excellent work. Excellent.’ The President leaned forward in the armchair, looking at Trevayne. ‘I meant what I said about inconveniencing you this evening. I know we’ll meet again in the morning, but I felt tonight was important. I won’t waste words; I’m sure you’d like to get back to your hotel.’

‘No hurry, sir.’

‘That’s kind of you.’ The Chief Executive smiled. ‘I know you met with Bobby Webster. How did it go?’

‘Very well, sir. I think I understand everything; I appreciate your offer of assistance.’

‘You’re going to need it. We weren’t sure we were going  to ask you to come out here tonight. It depended on Webster.... The minute he left you he telephoned me here. On my instructions. Then we knew we had to get you over.’

‘Oh? Why was that?’

‘You told Webster that you’d spoken with no one but Frank Baldwin about the subcommittee. Is that correct?’

‘Yes, sir. Frank indicated that I shouldn’t. At any rate, there was no reason to talk to anyone about it; nothing was set.’

The President of the United States looked over at William Hill, who stared intently at Trevayne. Hill returned the Chief Executive’s look, then pulled his attention back to Trevayne. Hill spoke softly, but with concern.

‘Are you absolutely sure!’

‘Of course.’

‘Did you mention it to your wife? Could she have said anything?’
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