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In 1989, during his final minutes in the White House, outgoing President Ronald Reagan scribbled a secret note—and, it was reported, a picture of a turkey. The note said, “Don’t let the turkeys get you down.” He then slipped the note into the Oval Office desk and left it for his successor, President George H. W. Bush.


In 1993, President Bush left a private note in the desk for Bill Clinton, who left a note for George W. Bush, who left one for Barack Obama.


But there were two things no one knew.


The tradition didn’t start with Ronald Reagan. It started with George Washington.


And the picture Reagan drew? It most definitely was not a turkey.










Prologue


He knew the room was designed to hold secrets.


Big secrets.


The briefcase from Watergate was opened in a room like this. Same with the first reports from 9/11.


He knew that this room—sometimes called the Tank or the Vault—held presidential secrets, national secrets, and pine-box secrets, as in, the kinds of secrets that came with coffins.


But as he stood in the back corner of the small, plain beige room, swaying in place and flicking the tip of his tongue against the back of his front teeth, the archivist with the scratched black reading glasses knew that the most vital thing in the room wasn’t a classified file or a top-secret sheet of paper—it was the polished, rosy-cheeked man who sat alone at the single long table in the center of the room.


He knew not to talk to the rosy-cheeked man.


He knew not to bother him.


All he had to do was stand there and watch. Like a babysitter.


It was absurd, really.


But that was the job.


For nearly an hour now.


Babysitting the most powerful man in the world: the President of the United States.


Hence the secure room.


Yet for all the secrets that had been in this room, the archivist with the scratched black-framed reading glasses had no idea what he’d soon be asked to hide.


With a silent breath through his nose, the archivist stared at the back of the President, then glanced over at the blond Secret Service agent on his far right.


The visits here had been going on since President Orson Wallace was first elected. Clinton liked to jog. George W. Bush watched baseball games in the White House Residence. Obama played basketball. All Presidents find their own way to relax. More bookish than most, President Orson Wallace traveled the few blocks from the White House and came to the National Archives to, of all things, read.


He’d been doing it for months now. Sometimes he even brought his daughter or eight-year-old son. Sure, he could have every document delivered right to the Oval Office, but as every President knew, there was something about getting out of the house. And so the “reading visits” began. He started with letters that George Washington wrote to Benedict Arnold, moved to classified JFK memos, and on to today’s current objects of fascination: Abraham Lincoln’s handwritten Civil War notes. Back then, if there was a capital case during a court-martial, the vote of “life or death” would come straight to Lincoln’s desk. The President would personally decide. So in the chaos of President Wallace’s current life, there was apparently something reassuring about seeing the odd curves and shaky swirls in Lincoln’s own handwriting.


And that, as Wallace scribbled a few personal notes on his legal pad, was a hell of a lot more calming than playing basketball.


“Four more minutes, sir,” the blond Secret Service agent announced from the back corner, clearing his throat.


President Wallace nodded slightly, beginning to pack up, but never turning around. “Is Ronnie joining us or no?”


At that, the archivist with the scratched reading glasses stood up straight. His supervisor, Ronald Cobb, was one of President Wallace’s oldest friends from law school. It was Cobb who usually managed the visits and selected which priceless files the President would read. But with his recent diagnosis of pancreatic cancer, Cobb wasn’t going anywhere for a bit.


“Mr. Cobb’s at a chemo appointment, sir,” the archivist explained in a voice that seemed strained even to himself.


Again, President Wallace nodded without turning around, flipping his legal pad shut.


It was the quick motion of the legal pad that caught the archivist’s eye. For a moment, as the pale yellow pages fanned forward, he could swear one of the brown, mottled Lincoln letters was tucked inside.


The archivist squinted, trying to see. But from the angle he was at, diagonally behind the left shoulder of the President, the Lincoln document was—


No.


This was the President of the United States. He’d never . . .


No, the archivist told himself.


No. Not a chance. No.


“Before we go, I just need to hit the little vice president’s room,” President Wallace said, using the joke that always got him easy laughs with donors. He stood from his seat and held his legal pad at his side.


According to current research, when faced with an awkward social situation, the average person will wait seventeen seconds before breaking the silence.


“Mr. President,” the archivist called out without even hesitating. “I’m sorry, but—”


President Wallace turned slowly, showing off his calming gray eyes and flashing the warm, fatherly grin that had won him the governorship of Ohio as well as the White House. “Son, I just need to run to the restroom, and then we can—”


“It’ll just take a second,” the archivist promised.


The room was no bigger than a classroom. Before the archivist knew it, he was standing in front of Wallace, blocking the President’s path to the door. The blond agent stepped forward. Wallace motioned him back.


“Tell me the crisis, son,” the President asked, his grin still keeping everything calm.


“I just . . . urr . . .” the archivist stammered, slowly starting to sway. “I’m sure it was just an honest mistake, sir, but I think you may’ve accidentally . . . huhh . . . In your notepad.” The archivist took a deep breath. “One of the Lincoln letters.”


The President laughed and went to step around the archivist.


The archivist laughed back.


And stepped directly in front of the President. Again.


President Wallace’s gray eyes slowly shrank into two black slits. He was far too savvy to lose his temper with a stranger, but that didn’t mean it was easy to keep that grin on his face. “Victor, I need you to excuse us a moment.”


“Sir . . .” the blond agent protested.


“Victor . . .” the President said. That’s all it took.


With a click and a loud metal crunk, the metal door to the Vault opened and Victor joined the other three agents stationed in the corridor outside.


Staring at the archivist, the President squeezed his fist around the legal pad. “Son, I want you to be very careful about what your next words are.”


The archivist craned his neck back, taking in the full height of the President, who was so close the archivist could see the golden eagle and the presidential seal on Wallace’s cuff links. We have a set of LBJ’s cuff links in our collection, the archivist reminded himself for no reason whatsoever. And as he looked up at the most powerful man on the planet—as he studied the leader of the free world—it took far less than seventeen seconds to give his answer.


“I’m sorry, Mr. President. But those Lincoln documents aren’t yours.”


For a moment, the President didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Like he was frozen in time.


There was a deep thunk from behind the archivist. The metal door to the room clicked open.


“I toldja, right, Mr. President?” a familiar midwestern voice called out as the door clanged into the wall. The archivist turned just in time to see his boss, Ronnie Cobb, hobble inside, faster than usual. “I told you he’d come through. No reason to bother with Beecher.”


The President smiled—a real smile—at his old friend and put a hand on the archivist’s shoulder. “Good for you,” he announced.


“I-I don’t understand,” the archivist said, still focused on Cobb. “I thought your chemo . . .” He looked at Cobb, then the President, then back to Cobb, who was beaming like a new father. “What the heck’s going on?”


“Didn’t you ever see Willy Wonka?” Cobb asked as he limped a few steps closer. “The big prize goes to the one who tells the truth.”


The archivist paused a moment, looking at the two men. “What’re you talking about? Why’d you mention Beecher?”


“Relax—we’ve got something a lot better than a spooky chocolate factory,” President Orson Wallace said as he closed the door to the Vault, once again keeping his Secret Service agents outside. “Welcome to the Culper Ring.”










Chapter 1


There are stories no one knows. Hidden stories.


I love those stories.


And since I work in the National Archives, I find those stories for a living. They’re almost always about other people. Not today. Today, I’m finally in the story—a bit player in a story about . . .


“Clementine. Today’s the day, right?” Orlando asks through the phone from his guardpost at the sign-in desk. “Good for you, brother. I’m proud of you.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask suspiciously.


“It means, Good. I’m proud,” he says. “I know what you’ve been through, Beecher. And I know how hard it is to get back in the race.”


Orlando thinks he knows me. And he does. For the past year of my life, I was engaged to be married. He knows what happened to Iris. And what it did to my life—or what’s left of it.


“So Clementine’s your first dip back in the pool, huh?” he asks.


“She’s not a pool.”


“Ooh, she’s a hot tub?”


“Orlando. Please. Stop,” I say, lifting the phone cord so it doesn’t touch the two neat piles I allow on my desk, or the prize of my memorabilia collection: a brass perpetual calendar where the paper scrolls inside are permanently dialed to June 19. The calendar used to belong to Henry Kissinger. June 19 is supposedly the last day he used it, which is why I taped a note across the base of it that says, Do Not Use/Do Not Change.


“So whattya gonna say to her?”


“You mean, besides Hello?” I ask.


“That’s it? Hello?” Orlando asks. “Hello’s what you say to your sister. I thought you wanted to impress her.”


“I don’t need to impress her.”


“Beecher, you haven’t seen this girl in what—fifteen years? You need to impress her.”


I sit on this a moment. He knows I don’t like surprises. Most archivists don’t like surprises. That’s why we work in the past. But as history teaches me every day, the best way to avoid being surprised is to be prepared.


“Just tell me when she’s here,” I say.


“Why, so you can come up with something more mundane than Hello?”


“Will you stop with the mundane. I’m exciting. I am. I go on adventures every day.”


“No, you read about adventures every day. You put your nose in books every day. You’re like Indiana Jones, but just the professor part.”


“That doesn’t make me mundane.”


“Beecher, right now I know you’re wearing your red-and-blue Wednesday tie. And you wanna know why? Because it’s Wednesday.”


I look down at my red-and-blue tie. “Indiana Jones is still cool.”


“No, Indiana Jones was cool. But only when he was out experiencing life. You need to get outta your head and outta your comfort zone.”


“What happened to the earnest you’re-so-proud-of-me speech?”


“I am proud—but it doesn’t mean I don’t see what you’re doing with this girl, Beech. Yes, it’s a horror what happened with Iris. And yes, I understand why it’d make you want to hide in your books. But now that you’re finally trying to heal the scab, who do you pick? The safety-net high school girlfriend from fifteen years in your past. Does that sound like a man embracing his future?”


I shake my head. “She wasn’t my girlfriend.”


“In your head, I bet she was,” Orlando shoots back. “The past may not hurt you, Beecher. But it won’t challenge you either,” he adds. “Oh, and do me a favor: When you run down here, don’t try to do it in under two minutes. It’s just another adventure in your brain.”


Like I said, Orlando knows me. And he knows that when I ride the elevator, or drive to work, or even shower in the morning, I like to time myself—to find my personal best.


“Wednesday is always Wednesday. Do Not Change.” Orlando laughs as I stare at the note on the Kissinger calendar.


“Just tell me when she’s here,” I repeat.


“Why else you think I’m calling, Dr. Jones? Guess who just checked in?”


As he hangs up the phone, my heart flattens in my chest. But what shocks me the most is, it doesn’t feel all that bad. I’m not sure it feels good. Maybe it’s good. It’s hard to tell after Iris. But it feels like someone clawed away a thick spiderweb from my memory, a spiderweb that I didn’t even realize had settled there.


Of course, the memory’s of her. Only she could do this to me.


Back in eighth grade, Clementine Kaye was my very first kiss. It was right after the bright red curtains opened and she won the Battle of the Bands (she was a band of one) with Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock ’n Roll.” I was the short kid who worked the spotlights with the coffee-breath A/V teacher. I was also the very first person Clementine saw backstage, which was when she planted my first real wet one on me.


Think of your first kiss. And what it meant to you.


That’s Clementine to me.


Speedwalking out into the hallway, I fight to play cool. I don’t get sick—I’ve never been sick—but that feeling of flatness has spread through my whole chest. After my two older sisters were born—and all the chaos that came with them—my mother named me Beecher in hopes that my life would be as calm and serene as a beach. This is not that moment.


There’s an elevator waiting with its doors wide open. I make a note. According to a Harvard psychologist, the reason we think that we always choose the slow line in the supermarket is because frustration is more emotionally charged, so the bad moments are more memorable. That’s why we don’t remember all the times we chose the fast line and zipped right through. But I like remembering those times. I need those times. And the moment I stop remembering those times, I need to go back to Wisconsin and leave D.C. “Remember this elevator next time you’re on the slow line,” I whisper to myself, searching for calm. It’s a good trick.


But it doesn’t help.


“Letsgo, letsgo . . .” I mutter as I hold the Door Close button with all my strength. I learned that one during my first week in the Archives: When you have a bigwig who you’re taking around, hold the Door Close button and the elevator won’t stop at any other floors.


We’re supposed to only use it with bigwigs.


But as far as I’m concerned, in my personal universe, there’s no one bigger than this girl—this woman . . . she’s a woman now—who I haven’t seen since her hippie, lounge-singer mom moved her family away in tenth grade and she forever left my life. In our religious Wisconsin town, most people were thrilled to see them go.


I was sixteen. I was crushed.


Today, I’m thirty. And (thanks to her finding me on Facebook) Clementine is just a few seconds away from being back.


As the elevator bounces to a halt, I glance at my digital watch. Two minutes, forty-two seconds. I take Orlando’s advice and decide to go with a compliment. I’ll tell her she looks good. No. Don’t focus on just her looks. You’re not a shallow meathead. You can do better, I decide as I take a deep breath. You really turned out good, I say to myself. That’s nicer. Softer. A true compliment. You really turned out good.


But as the elevator doors part like our old bright red curtains, as I anxiously dart into the lobby, trying with every element of my being to look like I’m not darting at all, I search through the morning crowd of guests and researchers playing bumper cars in their winter coats as they line up to go through the metal detector at security.


For two months now, we’ve been chatting via email, but I haven’t seen Clementine in nearly fifteen years. How do I even know what she . . . 


“Nice tie,” Orlando calls from the sign-in desk. He points to the far right corner, by the lobby’s Christmas tree, which is (Archives tradition) decorated with shredded paper. “Look.”


Standing apart from the crowd, a woman with short dyed black hair—dyed even darker than Joan Jett—raises her chin, watching me as carefully as I watch her. Her eye makeup is thick, her skin is pale, and she’s got silver rings on her pinkies and thumbs, making her appear far more New York than D.C. But what catches me off guard is that she looks . . . somehow . . . older than me. Like her ginger brown eyes have seen two lifetimes. But that’s always been who she was. She may’ve been my first kiss, but I know I wasn’t hers. She was the girl who dated the guys two grades above us. More experienced. More advanced.


The exact opposite of Iris.


“Clemmi . . .” I mouth, not saying a word.


“Benjy . . .” she mouths back, her cheeks rising in a smile as she uses the nickname my mom used to call me.


Synapses fire in my brain and I’m right back in church, when I first found out that Clementine had never met her dad (her mom was nineteen and never said who the boy was). My dad died when I was three years old.


Back then, when combined with the kiss, I thought that made Clementine Kaye my destiny—especially for the three-week period when she was home with mono and I was the one picked to bring her assignments home for her. I was going to be in her room—near her guitar and her bra (Me. Puberty.)—and the excitement was so overwhelming, as I knocked on her front door, right there, my nose began to bleed.


Really.


Clementine saw the whole thing—even helped me get the tissues that I rolled into the nerd plugs that I stuffed in my nostrils. I was the short kid. Easy pickings. But she never made fun—never laughed—never told the story of my nosebleed to anyone.


Today, I don’t believe in destiny. But I do believe in history. That’s what Orlando will never understand. There’s nothing more powerful than history, which is the one thing I have with this woman.


“Lookatyou,” she hums in a soulful but lilting voice that sounds like she’s singing even when she’s just talking. It’s the same voice I remember from high school—just scratchier and more worn. For the past few years, she’s been working at a small jazz radio station out in Virginia. I can see why. In just her opening note, a familiar tingly exhilaration crawls below my skin. A feeling like anything’s possible.


A crush.


For the past year, I’d forgotten what it felt like.


“Beecher, you’re so . . . You’re handsome!”


My heart reinflates, nearly bursting a hole in my chest. Did she just—


“You are, Beecher! You turned out great!”


My line. That’s my line, I tell myself, already searching for a new one. Pick something good. Something kind. And genuine. This is your chance. Give her something so perfect, she’ll dream about it.


“So . . . er . . . Clemmi,” I finally say, rolling back and forth from my big toes to my heels as I notice her nose piercing, a sparkling silver stud that winks right at me. “Wanna go see the Declaration of Independence?”


Kill me now.


She lowers her head, and I wait for her to laugh.


“I wish I could, but—” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a folded-up sheet of paper. Around her wrist, two vintage wooden bracelets click-clack together. I almost forgot. The real reason she came here.


“You sure you’re okay doing this?” Clementine asks.


“Will you stop already,” I tell her. “Mysteries are my specialty.”










Chapter 2


Seventeen years ago


Sagamore, Wisconsin


Everyone knows when there’s a fight in the schoolyard.


No one has to say a word—it’s telepathic. From ancient to modern times, the human animal knows how to find fighting. And seventh graders know how to find it faster than anyone.


That’s how it was on this day, after lunch, with everyone humming from their Hawaiian Punch and Oreo cookies, when Vincent Paglinni stole Josh Wert’s basketball.


In truth, the ball didn’t belong to Josh Wert—it belonged to the school—but that wasn’t why Paglinni took it.


When it came to the tribes of seventh grade, Paglinni came from a warrior tribe that was used to taking what wasn’t theirs. Josh Wert came from a chubby tribe and was born different than most, with a genius IQ and the kind of parents who told him never to hide it. Plus, he had a last name like Wert, which appeared in just that order—W-E-R-T—on the keyboard of every computer.


“Give it back!” Josh Wert insisted, not using his big brain and making the mistake of calling attention to what had happened.


Paglinni ignored the demand, refusing to even face him.


“I-I want my ball back!” Josh Wert added, sucking in his gut and trying so hard to stand strong.


By now, the tribe of seventh graders was starting to gather. They knew what was about to happen.


Beecher was one of those people. Like Wert, Beecher was also born with brains. At three, Beecher used to read the newspaper. Not just the comics or the sports scores. The whole newspaper, including the obituaries, which his mom let him read when his dad died. Beecher was barely four.


As he grew older, the obits became Beecher’s favorite part of the newspaper, the very first thing he read every morning. Beecher was fascinated by the past, by lives that mattered so much to so many, but that—like his father—he’d never see. At home, Beecher’s mom, who spent days managing the bakery in the supermarket, and afternoons driving the school bus for the high school, knew that made her son different. And special. But unlike Josh Wert, Beecher knew how to use those brains to steer clear of most schoolyard controversies.


“You want your basketball?” Paglinni asked as he finally turned to face Wert. He held the ball out in his open palm. “Why don’t you come get it?”


This was the moment the tribe was waiting for: when chubby Josh Wert would find out exactly what kind of man he’d grow up to be.


Of course, Wert hesitated.


“Do you want the ball or not, fatface?”


Seventeen years from now, when Beecher was helping people at the National Archives, he’d still remember the fear on Josh Wert’s round face—and the sweat that started to puddle in the chubby ledges that formed the tops of Wert’s cheeks. Behind him, every person in the schoolyard—Andrew Goldberg with his freckled face, Randi Boxer with her perfect braids, Lee Rosenberg who always wore Lee jeans—they were all frozen in place, waiting.


No. That wasn’t true.


There was one person moving through the crowd—a late arrival—slowly making her way to the front of the action and holding a jump rope that dangled down, scraping against the concrete.


Beecher knew who she was. The girl with the long black hair, and the three earrings, and the cool hipster black vest. In this part of Wisconsin, no one wore cool hipster vests. Except the new girl.


Clementine.


In truth, she really wasn’t the new girl—Clementine had been born in Sagamore, and lived there until about a decade ago, when her mom moved them to Detroit to pursue her singing career. It was hard moving away. It was even harder moving home. But there was nothing more humbling than two weeks ago, when the pastor in their church announced that everyone needed to give a big welcome back to Clementine and her mom—especially since there was no dad in their house. The pastor was just trying to be helpful. But in that moment, he reminded everyone that Clementine was that girl: the one with no father.


Beecher didn’t see that at all. To Beecher, she was the one just like him.


Maybe that’s why Beecher did what he was about to do.


Maybe he saw something he recognized.


Or maybe he saw something that was completely different.


“Do you want the ball back or not?” Paglinni added as a thin smirk spread across his cheeks.


In the impromptu circle that had now formed around the fight, every seventh grader tensed—some excited, some scared—but none of them moving as they waited for blood.


Clementine was the opposite—fidgety and unable to stand still while picking at the strands of the jump rope she was still clutching. As she shifted her weight from one foot to the other, Beecher felt the energy radiating off her. This girl was different from the rest. She wasn’t scared like everyone else.


She was pissed. And she was right. This wasn’t fair . . .


“Give him his ball back!” a new voice shouted.


The crowd turned at once—and even Beecher seemed surprised to find that he was the one who said it.


“What’d you say, Beech Ball!?” Paglinni challenged.


“I-I said . . . give him the ball back,” Beecher said, amazed at how quickly adrenaline could create confidence. His heart pumped fast. His chest felt huge. He stole a quick glance at Clementine.


She shook her head, unimpressed. She knew how stupid this was.


“Or what . . . ” Paglinni asked, the basketball cocked on his hip. “What’re you gonna possibly do?”


Beecher was in seventh grade. He didn’t have an answer. But that didn’t stop him from talking. “If you don’t give Josh the ball back—”


Beecher didn’t even see Paglinni’s fist as he buried it in Beecher’s eye. But he felt it, knocking him off his feet and onto his ass.


Like a panther, Paglinni was all over him, pouncing on Beecher’s chest, pinning his arms back with his knees, and pounding down on his face.


Beecher looked to his right and saw the red plastic handle of the jump rope, sagging on the ground. A burst of white stars exploded in his eye. Then another. He’d never been punched before. It hurt more than he thought.


Within seconds, the tribe was screaming, roaring—Pag! Pag! Pag! Pag!—chanting along with the impact of each punch. There was a pop from Beecher’s nose. The white stars in Beecher’s eyes suddenly went black. He was about to pass out—


“Huuuhhh!”


Paglinni fell backward. All the weight came off Beecher’s chest. Beecher could hear the basketball bouncing across the pavement. Fresh air reentered his lungs. But as Beecher struggled to sit up and catch his breath . . . as he fought to blink the world back into place . . . the first thing he spotted was . . .


Her.


Clementine pulled tight on the jump rope, which was wrapped around Paglinni’s neck. She wasn’t choking him, but she was tugging—hard—using the rope to yank Paglinni backward, off Beecher’s chest.


“—kill you! I’ll kill you!” Paglinni roared, fighting wildly to reach back and grab her.


“You tool—you think I still jump rope in seventh grade?” she challenged, tugging Paglinni back with an eerie calm and reminding Beecher that this wasn’t just some impromptu act. It wasn’t coincidence that Clementine had the jump rope. When she came here, she was prepared. She knew exactly what she was doing.


Still lying on his back, Beecher watched as Clementine let go of the rope. Paglinni was coughing now, down on his rear, but fighting to get up, his fist cocked back and ready to unleash.


Yet as Paglinni jumped to his feet, he could feel the crowd turn. Punching Beecher was one thing. Punching a girl was another. Even someone as dumb as Paglinni wasn’t that dumb.


“You’re a damn psycho, y’know that?” Paglinni growled at Clementine.


“Better than being a penis-less bully,” she shot back, getting a few cheap laughs from the crowd—especially from Josh Wert, who was now holding tight to the basketball.


Enraged, Paglinni stormed off, bursting through the spectators, who parted fast to let him leave. And that was the very first moment that Clementine looked back to check on Beecher.


His nose was bloody. His eyes were already starting to swell. And from the taste of the blood, he knew that his lip was split. Still, he couldn’t help but smile.


“I’m Beecher,” he said, extending a handshake upward.


Standing above him, Clementine looked down and shook her head. “No. You’re a moron,” she said, clearly pissed.


But as the crowd dissipated and Clementine strode across the schoolyard, Beecher sat up and could swear that as he was watching Clementine walk away in the distance . . . as she glanced over her shoulder and took a final look at him . . . there was a small smile on her face.


He saw it.


Definitely a smile.










Chapter 3


Today


Washington, D.C.


Thirty-two minutes later, as Clementine and I are waiting for the arrival of the documents she came looking for, I swipe my security card and hear the usual thunk. Shoving the bank vault of a door open, I make a sharp left into the cold and poorly lit stacks that fill the heart of the Archives. With each row of old files and logbooks we pass, a motion sensor light goes off, shining a small spotlight, one after the other, like synchronized divers in an old Esther Williams movie, that chases us wherever we go.


These days, I’m no longer the short kid. I’m blond, tall (though Clementine still may be a hair taller than me), and dressed in the blue lab coat that all of us archivists wear to protect us from the rotted leather that rubs off our oldest books when we touch them. I’ve also got far more to offer her than a nosebleed. But just to be near this woman who consumed my seventh through tenth grades . . . who I used to fantasize about getting my braces locked together with . . .


“Sorry to do this now. I hope you’re not bored,” I tell her.


“Why would I be bored? Who doesn’t love a dungeon?” she says as we head deeper into the labyrinth of leather books and archival boxes. She’s nearly in front of me, even though she’s got no idea where she’s going. Just like in junior high. Always prepared and completely fearless. “Besides, it’s nice to see you, Beecher.”


“Here . . . it’s . . . here,” I say as the light blinks on above us and I stop at a bookcase of rotted leather-bound logbooks that are packed haphazardly across the shelf. Some are spine out, others are stacked on top of each other. “It’s just that we have a quota of people we have to help and—”


“Stop apologizing,” Clementine offers. “I’m the one who barged in.”


She says something else, but as I pull out the first few volumes and scan their gold-stamped spines, I’m quickly lost in the real treasure of this trip: the ancient browning pages of the volume marked November 1779. Carefully cradling the logbook with one hand, I use my free one to pull out the hidden metal insta-shelf that’s built into each bookcase and creaks straight at us at chest height.


“So these are from the Revolutionary War?” she asks. “They’re real?”


“All we have is real.”


By we, I mean here—the National Archives, which serves as the storehouse for the most important documents of the U.S. government, from the original Declaration of Independence, to the Zapruder film, to reports on opportunities to capture bin Laden, to the anthrax formula and where the government stores the lethal spores, to the best clandestine files from the CIA, FBI, NSA, and every other acronym. As they told me when I first started as an archivist three years ago, the Archives is our nation’s attic. A ten-billion-document scrapbook with nearly every vital file, record, and report that the government produces.


No question, that means this is a building full of secrets. Some big, some small. But every single day, I get to unearth another one.


Like right now.


“Howard . . . Howard . . . Howard,” I whisper to myself, flipping one of the mottled brown pages and running my pointer finger down the alphabetical logbook, barely touching it.


Thirty-four minutes ago, as we put in the request for Clementine’s documents, a puffy middle-aged woman wearing a paisley silk scarf as a cancer wig came into our research entrance looking for details about one of her relatives. She had his name. She had the fact he served in the Revolutionary War.


And she had me.


As an archivist, whether the question comes from a researcher, from a regular person, or from the White House itself, it’s our job to find the answers that—


“Beecher,” Clementine calls out. “Are you listening?”


“Wha?”


“Just now. I asked you three times and—” She stops herself, cocking her head so the piercing in her nose tips downward. But her smile—that same warm smile from seventh grade—is still perfectly in place. “You really get lost in this stuff, don’t you?”


“That woman upstairs . . . I can’t just ignore her.”


Clementine stops, watching me carefully. “You really turned out to be one of the nice ones, didn’t you, Beecher?”


I glance down at the logbook. My eyes spot—


“He was a musician,” I blurt. I point to the thick rotted page, then yank a notepad from my lab coat and copy the information. “That’s why he wasn’t listed in the regular service records. Or even the pension records upstairs. A musician. George Howard was a musician during the Revolution.”


“Y’mean he played ‘Taps’?”


“No . . . ‘Taps’ wasn’t invented until the Civil War. This guy played fife and drum, keeping the rhythm while the soldiers marched. And this entry shows the military pay he got for his service.”


“That’s . . . I don’t even know if it’s interesting—but how’d you even know to come down here? I mean, these books look like they haven’t been opened in centuries.”


“They haven’t. But when I was here last month searching through some leftover ONI spy documents, I saw that we had these old accounting ledgers from the Treasury Department. And no matter what else the government may screw up, when they write a check and give money out, you better believe they keep pristine records.”


I stand up straight, proud of the archeological find. But before I can celebrate—


“I need some ID,” a calm voice calls out behind us, drawing out each syllable so it sounds like Eye. Dee.


We both turn to find a muscular, squat man coming around the far corner of the row. A light pops on above him as he heads our way. Outfitted in full black body armor and gripping a polished matching black rifle, he studies my ID, then looks at the red Visitor badge clipped to Clementine’s shirt.


“Thanks,” he calls out with a nod.


I almost forgot what day it was. When the President comes, so does the . . .


“Secret Service,” Clementine whispers. She cocks a thin, excited eyebrow, tossing me the kind of devilish grin that makes me feel exactly how long I haven’t felt this way.


But the truly sad part is just how wonderful the rush of insecurity feels—like rediscovering an old muscle you hadn’t used since childhood. I’ve been emailing back and forth with Clementine for over two months now. But it’s amazing how seeing your very first kiss can make you feel fourteen years old again. And what’s more amazing is that until she showed up, I didn’t even know I missed it.


When most people see an armed Secret Service agent, they pause a moment. Clementine picks up speed, heading to the end of the row and peeking around the corner to see where he’s going. Forever fearless.


“So these guys protect the documents?” she asks as I catch up to her, leading her out of the stacks.


“Nah, they don’t care about documents. They’re just scouting in advance for him.”


This is Washington, D.C. There’s only one him.


The President of the United States.


“Wait . . . Wallace is here?” Clementine asks. “Can I meet him?”


“Oh for sure,” I say, laughing. “We’re like BFFs and textbuddies and . . . he totally cares about what one of his dozens of archivists thinks. In fact, I think his Valentine’s card list goes: his wife, his kids, his chief of staff . . . then me.”


She doesn’t laugh, doesn’t smile—she just stares at me with deep confidence in her ginger brown eyes. “I think one day, he will care about you,” she says.


I freeze, feeling a blush spread across my face.


Across from me, Clementine pulls up the sleeve of her black sweater, and I notice a splotch of light scars across the outside of her elbow. They’re not red or new—they’re pale and whiter than her skin, which means they’ve been there a long time. But the way they zigzag out in every direction . . . whatever carved into her skin like that caused her real pain.


“Most people stare at my boobs,” she says with a laugh, catching my gaze.


“I-I didn’t mean—”


“Oh jeez—I’m sorry—I embarrassed you, didn’t I?” she asks.


“No. Nonono. No.”


She laughs again. “You know you’re a horrible liar?”


“I know,” I say, still staring at her scars.


“And you know you’re still staring at my scars?”


“I know. I can’t stop myself. If we were in a desert instead of in these dusty stacks, I’d bury myself right now.”


“You really should just go for my boobs,” she says. “At least you get a better view.”


Instinctively, I look—and then just as quickly stare back at her scars. “It looks like a dog bite.”


“Motorcycle crash. My fault. My elbow hyperextended and the bone broke through the skin.”


“Sounds excruciating.”


“It was ten years ago, Beecher,” she says, confidently shrugging the entire world away as her eyes take hold and don’t let go. She’s staring just at me. “Only the good things matter after ten years.”


Before I can agree, my phone vibrates in my pocket, loud enough that we both hear the buzz.


“That them?” Clementine blurts.


I shake my head. Caller ID says it’s my sister, who lives with my mom back in Wisconsin. But at this time of the day, when the supermarket shifts change, I know who’s really dialing: It’s my mom, making her daily check-up-on-me call, which started the day after she heard about Iris. And while I know my mom never liked Iris, she has too much midwestern kindness in her to ever say it to me. The phone buzzes again.


I don’t pick up. But by the time I look back at Clementine, all the confidence, all the conviction, all the fearlessness is gone—and I’m reminded that the real reason she came to the Archives wasn’t to share old scars or see overmuscled Secret Service agents.


Last year, Clementine’s mom died, but it wasn’t until a few months back that Clementine called in sick to the radio station and went back home to clean out her mom’s closet. There, she found an old datebook that her mother had saved from the year Clementine was born. Sure enough, on December 10, there were hand-drawn hearts and tiny balloons on the day of her birth, there was a cute smiley face drawn on the day she came home from the hospital, but what was most interesting to Clementine was when she flipped back in the datebook and saw the entry on March 18, which had a small sad face drawn in it, followed by the words Nick enlists.


From that, she finally had a name and a lead on her dad.


From me, thanks to our recent emails, she had the Archives.


From those, I had only one call to make: to our facility in St. Louis, where we store the more recent army enlistment records.


Ten minutes ago, Clementine was in front of me. But now, as I head for the metal door ahead of us, she starts falling behind, going surprisingly silent.


In life, there’s the way you act when you know people are watching. And then there’s the way you act when no one’s watching, which, let’s be honest, is the real you. That’s what I see in Clementine right now: I spot it for just a half-second, in between breaths, just as I take the lead and she ducks behind me, thinking I can’t see her. She’s wrong. I see her. And feel her.


I feel her self-doubt. I feel the way she’s unanchored. And in the midst of that single breath, as her shoulders fall, and she looks down and slowly exhales so she won’t explode, I spot that little dark terrified space that she reserves for just herself. It only exists for that single half-second, but in that half-second I know I’m seeing at least one part of the real Clementine. Not just some fantasized cool jazz DJ. Not just some ballsy girl who took on the bully in seventh grade. The grown her. The true her. The one who learned how to be afraid.


“I should go. I hate when I’m all woe-is-me-ish,” she says, regaining her calm as I tug the metal door and we leave the stacks, squeezing back out into the pale blue hallway. She’s trying to hide. I know what it’s like to hide. I’ve been doing it for the past year of my life.


“Don’t go,” I shoot back, quickly lowering my voice. “There’s no— They said they’ll have the results within the hour and . . . and . . . and . . . and we’ve got so much stuff to see here . . . if you want.” I bite my lip to stop myself from talking. It doesn’t help. “Listen, I didn’t want to have to do this,” I add. “But if you really want, we can take out the Louisiana Purchase and write ‘Clementine Rulz!’ along the bottom.”


She barely grins. “Already did it on the Constitution.”


“Fine, you win,” I say, stopping in the center of the hallway and leaning on the marble wainscoting. “You want to meet the President, I’ll take you to meet the President.”


She doesn’t blink. “You don’t know the President.”


“Maybe. But I know what room he goes to when he does his reading visits.”


“You do?”


“I do. Wanna see?”


She stands up straight and twists her forearm back and forth so her vintage bracelets slide from her wrist toward her elbow and her scars. “Is it far from here or—?”


“Actually, you’re standing right in front of it.”


I point over her shoulder, and she spins to find a metal door that’s painted the same color as the pale blue hallway. Easy to miss, which is the whole point. The only thing that stands out is that the square glass window that looks into the room is blocked by some black fabric. Down by the doorknob, there’s a round combination lock like you’d find on a safe.


“That’s it?” Clementine asks. “Looks like my old gym locker.”


I shake my head. “SCIFs are far safer than gym lockers.”


“What’d you call it? A skiff?”


“SCIF—Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility,” I explain, rapping the knuckle of my middle finger against the door and hearing the deep thud that lets you know just how thick it is. “C’mon, when you read a classified document, you think you just open it at your desk? People are watching from everywhere—through your windows, from listening and video devices—Big Brother doesn’t just work for us anymore. So all around the government, we’ve got rooms built and certified by the CIA.”


“Skiffs,” she says.


“SCIFs. Walls with quarter-inch metal shielding, floors with eight-inch metal plates to stop eavesdropping, no windows, copper foil in the corners to stop transmissions, bars over the vent shafts so Tom Cruise can’t lower himself on his trapeze . . .”


“And you have one of these SCIFs here?”


“You kidding? Our legislative guys alone have sixteen of them. Every major building in D.C.—the White House, the Capitol, every Senate and House building—if you’ve got a bigshot in the building, we’ve got a SCIF in there too. And the biggest bigshots get them in their homes. Tiny little rooms for you to read the world’s most vital secrets.”


“Can we peek inside?” she asks, rapping her own knuckle against the door.


I force a laugh.


She doesn’t laugh back. She’s not trying to pry. She means it as an honest question.


“If you can’t, no big deal,” she adds.


“No, I can . . . I just . . .”


“Beecher, please don’t make that stress face. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”


“No, I’m not uncomfortable.”


“Let’s go do the other stuff,” she says, already walking away.


“Oh, just take the damn girl inside already,” a deep voice echoes on our left. Up the hallway, an older black man with a caterpillar mustache heads our way carrying an oversized cup of coffee. Despite his age, he’s still got the muscular build that first got him the job as one of our uniformed security guards. But one look at his dimpled chin and big-toothed smile, and it’s clear that Orlando Williams is more pussycat than lion.


“This that girl you used to have a crush on? The one that’s gonna mend that broken heart Iris left you?” Orlando shouts even though he’s only a few steps away.


“Who’s Iris?” Clementine asks.


Every office has a loudmouth. Orlando is ours—or more specifically, mine, ever since he found out that:


a) I was from his home state of Wisconsin, and


b) I was the only archivist willing to give his brother-in-law’s boss a private tour of the Treasure Vault.


For better or worse, he’s determined to return the favor.


“Just take her inside—I won’t even put you in my floor report,” he adds, tucking his clipboard under his armpit and taking a deep swig from his coffee cup.


“Orlando, I appreciate the kindness, but would you mind just—”


“What? I’m trynna help you here—show her your love of . . . adventure.” Turning to Clementine, he says, “So he tell you about his wedding photographer days?”


“Orlando . . .” I warn.


“You were a wedding photographer?” Clementine asks.


“After college, I moved here hoping to take photos for the Washington Post. Instead, I spent three years doing weddings in Annapolis. It was fine,” I tell her.


“Until he got the chance to help people directly and then he came here. Now he’s our hero.”


Clementine cocks a grin at Orlando. “I appreciate the unsubtle hype, but you do realize Beecher’s doing just fine without it?”


Orlando cocks a grin right back. He likes her. Of course he does.


“Will you c’mon?” Orlando begs, focused just on her. “The President’s not scheduled here until”—he looks at his watch—“ya got at least an hour, even more if he’s late. Plus, the cart with his files isn’t even in there yet. Who cares if she sees an empty room?”


I stare at the pale blue door and the combination lock, which of course I know by heart. No doubt, it’d be easy, but the rules say—


“Sweet Christmas, Beecher—I’ll open the damn room for her!” Orlando calls out.


He heads for a call box and presses the silver intercom button. A small red indicator light blinks awake as a soft-spoken voice answers, “Security.”


“Venkat, it’s Orlando,” he says, speaking close to the intercom. I recognize the name from our staff list. Venkat Khazei. Deputy chief of security. “I’m opening SCIF 12E1,” Orlando says. “Just doing spot checks.”


“Sounds good. Just remember: Moses is on his way, eh,” Khazei replies through the intercom, using our own internal code name for the President.


“That’s why I’m checking the room first,” Orlando barks back.


The intercom goes quiet, then crackles once more. “Enjoy.”


As Orlando strides back toward us, his toothy grin spreads even wider.


Under my shirt, I wear a thin leather necklace with an old house key on it. During high school, when I worked at Farris’s secondhand bookshop, I found the key being used as a bookmark in some old dictionary. It’s kooky, but that day was the same day I got accepted to Wisconsin, the first step in escaping my little town. The magic key stayed. I’ve been wearing it so long now, I barely even feel it. Except when I’m sweaty and it starts sticking to my chest. Like now.


“Beecher,” Clementine whispers, “if this is skeeving you out, let’s just skip the room and—”


“I’m fine. No skeeving at all,” I tell her, knowing full well that Iris would’ve had me leave ten minutes ago.


“Here, hold this,” Orlando says, offering me his cup of coffee so he can work on the combo lock.


“No food or drinks allowed in the SCIFs,” I remind him, refusing to take it.


“Really, are those the rules, Beecher?” he shoots back. Before I can answer, he hands Clementine his coffee cup and gives a few quick spins to the lock.


With a click and a low wunk, the door pops open like the safe that it is.


Even Orlando is careful as he cranes his neck and glances inside, just in case someone’s in there.


I do the same, already up on my tiptoes to peer over Orlando’s shoulder and make sure we’re all clear.


Clementine’s different. She doesn’t rush—she’s not overeager in the least bit—but with a quick, confident step she heads inside, totally unafraid. It’s even sexier than telling me to stare at her breasts.


“Our own little Oval Office,” Orlando adds, motioning palms-up like a flight attendant showing off the emergency rows. Yet unlike the Oval and its grand decor, the small windowless room is beige, beige, and more beige, centered around a wide oak table, a secure phone that sits on top, and two wooden library chairs.


When they first see it, most staffers blurt, “That’s it?”


Clementine circles the desk, studying each beige wall like she’s taking in a Picasso. “I like the poster,” she finally says.


Behind me, stuck to the back of the metal door, is a poster featuring a steaming hot cup of coffee and a red-lettered warning:


A lot of information can spill over one of these.


Make sure that your conversation is secure to the last drop.


Yet as I read the words, my brain backflips to—


Crap. Orlando’s coffee.


“No, not on there,” I plead with Clementine just as she’s about to take a seat and lower the open cup onto the President’s desk. If it spills . . .


I reach to grab it; she jerks her hand to protect it. That’s all it takes. The back of my hand brushes against the styrofoam—the cup tips—and the light brown liquid splashes across the desk, racing to Clementine’s side of the table.


A waterfall of coffee pours down, tap-dancing in a fine neat kick-line across the polished floor.


We need to get this clean before the President . . .


Clementine jumps back to avoid the mess, and her legs slam into her chair, sending the wooden seat toppling backward.


“Orlando, go get paper towels!” I yell, ripping off my blue lab coat to use it as a sponge.


The wooden chair hits the floor with a crack . . .


 . . . followed by an odd, hollow thump.


I turn just in time to see the exposed bottom of the chair, where a square piece of wood pops out from the underside, falls to the floor—and reveals the shadow of an object hidden within.


From the table, coffee continues to drip down, slowing its kick-line across the linoleum.


My throat constricts.


And I get my first good look at what was clearly tucked inside the chair’s little hiding spot and is now sitting on the floor, right in the path of the spreading puddle of coffee. It looks like a small file folder.


“Beech?” Orlando whispers behind me.


“Yeah?”


“Please tell me you had no idea that was in there.”


“No idea. Swear to God.”


He picks up the coffee cup and takes a final swig of whatever’s left. As my magic key spot-welds to my chest, I know he’s thinking the same thing I am: If this was put here for, or even worse, by the President . . .


“Beech?” he repeats as the puddled coffee slowly seeps into the folder.


“Yeah?”


“We’re dead.”


“Yeah.”










Chapter 4


Seventeen years ago


Sagamore, Wisconsin


Running up the snowy front path, young Clementine Kaye bounced up the wooden staircase toward the small house with the dangling green shutter. She made sure her left foot was always the first one to touch the steps. Her mom told her most people lead with their right foot. “But hear me on this, Clemmi,” Mom used to say, “what’s the fun in being most people?”


Even now, at thirteen years old, Clementine knew the answer.


Reaching the front door, she didn’t ring the doorbell that went ding, but never dong. She didn’t need to ring the doorbell.


She was prepared. She had a key and let herself inside.


As the door swung open and the whiff of rosewater perfume washed over her, she didn’t call out or ask if anybody was home. She knew no one would answer. Her mom was still traveling—three shows in St. Louis—which meant she’d be gone until next week.


Clementine didn’t even worry about getting help with homework, or what she’d eat for dinner. She’d grown accustomed to figuring things out. Plus, she knew how to cook. Maybe tonight she’d make her sausage stew.


In fact, as Clementine twisted out of her winter coat and let it drop to the linoleum floor, where it deflated and sagged like a body with no bones, she was all smiles. Giving quick chin-tickles to two of the three ginger cats her mom had brought back from various trips, Clementine was still moving quickly as she burst into the overcluttered living room, turned on the CD player that teetered so precariously off the edge of the bookshelf, and inserted the disc labeled Penny Maxwell’s Greatest Hits.


Penny wasn’t just Clementine’s favorite singer. Penny was Clementine’s mother—who still had nearly three hundred copies of her Greatest Hits CD stacked in the closets, under the bed, and in the trunk and backseat of the car. It was yet another of Mom’s brainstorms that brought more storm than brain. (“If you do a Greatest Hits first, it’ll sell faster because people will think they’re missing something.”) Clementine didn’t notice. For her, this was life.


Indeed, as the music began and the sly hook from the trumpet seized the air, Clementine closed her eyes, soaking in the familiar husky voice that’d been singing her to bed—with this same song, Billie Holiday’s “God Bless the Child”—since she was a baby.


Mama may have, Papa may have


But God bless the child that’s got her own


Clementine had no idea that her mom had changed the words so it was about a little girl. And had no idea that Billie Holiday had written the song after a particularly brutal argument with her own mother, over money—which is what that’s got his own really refers to. But right there, as she stood there in the living room, swaying back and forth in the pretend dance she always did with her mom after school, thirteen-year-old Clementine Kaye wasn’t sad about being alone . . . or having to cook dinner . . . or even having to fend for herself.


She was prepared. She was always prepared.


But more than prepared, she was just happy to hear her mom’s voice.










Chapter 5


Today


Washington, D.C.


I don’t see what the big disaster is,” Clementine says in the SCIF.


“Nonono—don’t touch it!” Orlando yells as I reach for the small file folder.


“What? It’s soaking wet,” I argue, snatching it, now dripping, from the coffee puddle.


“We could’ve put it back,” he says.


“It’s soaking. Look. See the soaking?” I hold up the file so he can spot the drip-drip from the corner of the manila folder. “You think I can just shove this back under the chair like nothing happened? We need to report this.”


“Lando, you there? Vault all clear?” a voice crackles through his walkie-talkie.


We all turn toward the upended wooden chair and the gaping hollow hiding spot underneath.


“Y-Yeah, perfect,” Orlando reports back through his walkie.


“Good, because company’s coming,” the voice crackles back. “Service says ten minutes till departure.”


From here, the White House is a ten-minute trip. But only three if you’re coming by motorcade.


“We need to get out of here,” I say, trying to sop up the coffee with my lab coat.


Orlando stays focused on the chair. On the side of it, just underneath the actual seat, there’s a narrow slot—like a mail slot—cut into the piece of wood that connects the left front leg with the back leg. “D’you have any idea what this—?” He shakes his head, his toothy grin long gone. “You were right. We gotta report this.”


“I take that back. Let’s think about this.”


“Beech, if someone’s using this room as a dead drop . . .”


“You don’t know that.”


“A dead drop?” Clementine asks.


“Like a hiding spot,” Orlando says.


Reading her confusion, I add, “It’s a place where you leave something for another person, so you don’t have to risk a face-to-face meeting. Like taping something below a mailbox, or in a hollowed-out tree, or . . .”


“. . . in a chair,” Clementine says, quickly seeing the full picture. With the narrow mail slot underneath the seat, it’d be simple to slide an item into the chair seat, then take it out through the removable hollow bottom. “So if this SCIF is used only by President Wallace, and there’s something hidden here for him . . .”


“Or by him,” Orlando points out.


“Don’t say that. We don’t know that. We don’t know anything,” I insist.


“And you believe those words as they leave your lips? You really think this is all just some innocent Three’s Company misunderstanding, Chrissy?” Orlando asks. “Or are you just worried that if I file an official report, your name will be permanently linked to whatever presidential bullcrap we just tripped into?”


On the corner of the file folder, a single drip of coffee builds to a pregnant swell, but never falls.


“We should open it and see what’s inside,” Clementine offers, far calmer than the two of us.


“No. Don’t open it,” I insist.


“What’re you talking about?” Orlando asks.


“You ever seen a horror movie? There’s that moment where they hear the noise in the woods and some dumbass says, Let’s go see what’s making that noise! And of course you know right there he’s number one in the body count. Well . . . we’re in the horror movie: At this exact moment, this little file folder is Pandora’s box. And as long as we keep it shut—as long as we don’t know what’s inside the box—we can still walk away.”


“Unless there’s a real monster in the box,” Orlando points out.


“Orlando . . .”


“Don’t Orlando me. This is my job, Beecher.”


“Yeah and two seconds ago you were telling me to put it back.”


“It’s still my job. I walk the halls, I check IDs—that’s why it’s called Security. Now I’m sorry if I find something in the President’s reading room, but we did. And if he or anyone else is committing a crime or sneaking classified papers in or out of this building, you really think we should just walk away and pretend we didn’t see it?”


I don’t look up, but on my right, I can see the red-lettered warning poster on the back of the closed steel door. It doesn’t bother me nearly as much as the disappointed expression on Clementine, who clearly doesn’t deal well with weakness. The way her ginger eyes drill me, she has no idea which way I’m going to vote.


I wish she knew me better than that.


I toss the damp folder toward the desk. “Just remember, when the CIA grabs us in the middle of the night and puts the black Ziplocs over our heads, this is the moment where we could’ve avoided it.” The folder hits the table with a ptttt.


Clementine doesn’t say a word. But as she takes a half-step forward, she cocks her head, like she’s seeing something brand-new on my face. I see the same on hers. I’ve known this girl since seventh grade. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her impressed.


“Beecher, it’ll take two seconds, then we can leave,” Orlando promises. “You’ll never regret doing the right thing.”


But as he peels open the folder, as he finally sees what’s hidden inside, I can already tell he’s wrong.










Chapter 6


Sweet Christmas,” Orlando mutters.


“I don’t get it. What is it?” Clementine asks, squeezing in next to me, though careful not to touch anything.


I have no such concern. From the pockets of my coffee-stained lab coat, I pull out the pair of cotton gloves all archivists carry, put them on, pick up the folder like it’s live dynamite, and open it. Inside, it’s not a top-secret memo, or the whereabouts of bin Laden, or a target list for our spy satellites.


“It’s a book,” Clementine says.


She’s partly right. It has the cover of a book—cracked and mottled black leather with faded red triangles in each of the top and bottom corners. But the guts of it—almost all the interior pages—are ripped out. It’s the same with the spine: torn away, revealing exposed, ancient glue and torn stitching. Without its insides, the whole book barely has the thickness of a clipboard.


I rub two gloved fingers across the cover. From the red rot (the aged, powdery residue that rubs off on my gloves), I’m guessing it dates back to at least the Civil War.


“Entick’s New Spelling Dictionary,” Orlando reads from the cover.


I check my watch. If we’re lucky, Wallace still hasn’t left the White House.


“Why would someone hide an old, torn-up dictionary for the President?” Clementine asks.


“Maybe the President’s hiding it for someone else,” Orlando offers. “Maybe when he’s alone in the room, he puts it in the chair for someone to pick up later, and they still haven’t picked it up yet.”


“Or for all we know, this has nothing to do with the President, and this book has been hidden in that chair for years,” I point out.


I swear, I can hear Orlando roll his eyes.


“What, like that’s so crazy?” I ask.


“Beecher, y’remember when that sweaty researcher with the pug nose and the buggy eyes was coming in here and stealing our old maps?”


“Yeah.”


“And when that looney-toon woman was nabbed for swiping those old Teddy Roosevelt letters because she thought she’d take better care of them than we were?”


“What’s your point?”


“The point is, y’know how they both got away with their crimes for so long? They took a tiny penknife and sliced each page out of the bound collection, page by page so no one would notice, until almost nothing was left,” he says, motioning with a thick finger at the old dictionary like he’s Sherlock Holmes himself.


“And that’s your grand theory? That Orson Wallace—the President of the United States, a man who can have any document brought right to him at any moment—is not only stealing from us, but stealing worthless dictionary pages?”


For the first time in the past five minutes, the office loudmouth is silent.


But not for long.


“The real point,” Orlando finally says, “is that this book—this dictionary, whatever it is—is property of the Archives.”


“We don’t even know that! The spine’s ripped off, so there’s no record group number. And if you look for . . .” Flipping the front cover open, I search for the circular blue National Archives stamp that’s in some of the older books in our collection. “Even the stamp’s not—” I stop abruptly.


“What?” Orlando asks as I stare down at the inside cover. “You find something?”


Leaning both palms on the desk, I read the handwritten inscription for the second and third time.


Exitus 


Acta 


Probat


“Exitus acta probat?” Clementine reads aloud over my shoulder.

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
2. 3

THE NUMBER ONE NEW YORK TIMéS BESTSELLER

THE DARKEST SECRET OF THE U.S. PRESIDENCY
/IS ABOUT TO BE REVEALED

BRAD'MELTZER






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





