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AUTHOR’S NOTE TO REVISED EDITION


When I first wrote Shall We Tell the President? I set the story six or seven years in the future. Now that that future date lies in the past, some of the story’s credibility becomes impaired.


Since that time too I have written The Prodigal Daughter in which the chief character, Florentyna Kane, becomes the first woman President of the United States. It therefore seems logical to me, in recasting Shall We Tell the President?, to introduce my fictional president rather than keep the real-life name of Edward M. Kennedy who was the focus of the original novel. This gives it a natural link to The Prodigal Daughter and also to Kane and Abel.


I have not altered the essential story of Shall We Tell the President? but a number of significant changes, as well as minor ones, have been made in this revised, re-set edition.
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TUESDAY AFTERNOON, 20 JANUARY



12:26 pm


‘I, FLORENTYNA KANE, do solemnly swear . . .’


‘I, Florentyna Kane, do solemnly swear . . .’


‘. . . that I will faithfully execute the office of the President of the United States . . .’


‘. . . that I will faithfully execute the office of the President of the United States . . .’


‘. . . and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States. So help me God.’


‘. . . and will to the best of my ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States. So help me God.’


Her hand still resting on the Douay Bible, the forty-third President smiled at the First Gentleman. It was the end of one struggle and the beginning of another. Florentyna Kane knew about struggles. Her first struggle had been to be elected to Congress, then the Senate and finally four years later when she had become the first woman Vice President of the United States. After a fierce primary campaign, she had only narrowly managed to defeat Senator Ralph Brooks on the fifth ballot at the Democratic National Convention in June. In November she survived an even fiercer battle with the Republican candidate, a former congressman from New York. Florentyna Kane was elected President by 105,000 votes, a mere one per cent, the smallest margin in American history, smaller even than the 118,000 that John F. Kennedy had gained over Richard Nixon back in 1960.


While the applause died down, the President waited for the twenty-one-gun salute to come to an end. Florentyna Kane cleared her throat and faced fifty thousand attentive citizens on the Capitol Plaza and two hundred million more somewhere out there beyond the television transmitters. There was no need today for the blankets and heavy coats which normally accompanied these occasions. The weather was unusually mild for late January, and the crowded grassy area facing the east front of the Capitol, although soggy, was no longer white from the Christmas snow.


‘Vice President Bradley, Mr Chief Justice, President Carter, President Reagan, Reverend clergy, fellow citizens.’


The First Gentleman looked on, smiling occasionally to himself as he recognised some of the words and phrases he had contributed to his wife’s speech.


Their day had begun at about 6:30 am. Neither had slept very well after the splendid pre-Inaugural concert given in their honour the previous evening. Florentyna Kane had gone over her presidential address for the final time, underlining the salient words in red, making only minor changes.


When she rose that morning, Florentyna wasted no time in selecting a blue dress from her wardrobe. She pinned on the tiny brooch her first husband, Richard, had given her just before he had died.


Every time Florentyna wore that brooch she remembered him; how he had been unable to catch the plane that day because of a strike by maintenance workers but still hired a car to be sure he could be by Florentyna’s side when she addressed the Harvard commencement.


Richard never did hear that speech, the one Newsweek described as a launching pad for the Presidency – because by the time she had reached the hospital he was dead.


She snapped back into the real world of which she was the most powerful leader on earth. But still without enough power to bring Richard back. Florentyna checked herself in the mirror. She felt confident. After all, she had already been President for nearly two years since the unexpected death of President Parkin. Historians would be surprised to discover that she had learned of the President’s death while trying to sink a four-foot putt against her oldest friend and future husband, Edward Winchester.


They had both stopped their match when the helicopters had circled overhead. When one of them had landed a Marines Captain had jumped out and run towards her, saluted and said, ‘Madam President, the President is dead.’ Now the American people had confirmed that they were willing to continue living with a woman in the White House. For the first time in its history, the United States had elected a woman to the most coveted position in its political life in her own right. She glanced out of the bedroom window at the broad, placid expanse of the Potomac River, glinting in the early-morning sunlight.


She left the bedroom and went straight to the private dining-room where her husband Edward was chatting to her children William and Annabel. Florentyna kissed all three of them before they sat down to breakfast.


They laughed about the past and talked about the future but when the clock struck eight the President left them to go to the Oval Office. Her Chief of Staff, Janet Brown, was sitting outside in the corridor waiting for her.


‘Good morning, Madam President.’


‘Good morning, Janet. Everything under control?’ She smiled at her.


‘I think so, Madam.’


‘Good. Why don’t you run my day as usual? Don’t worry about me, I’ll just follow your instructions. What do you want me to do first?’


‘There are 842 telegrams and 2,412 letters but they will have to wait, except for the Heads of State. I’ll have replies ready for them by twelve o’clock.’


‘Date them today, they’ll like that, and I’ll sign every one of them as soon as they are ready.’


‘Yes, Madam. I also have your schedule. You start the official day with coffee at eleven with the former Presidents Reagan and Carter, then you will be driven to the Inauguration. After the Inauguration, you’ll attend a luncheon at the Senate before reviewing the Inaugural Parade in front of the White House.’


Janet Brown passed her a sheaf of three-by-five index cards, stapled together, as she had done for fifteen years since she joined her staff when Florentyna had first been elected to Congress. They summarised the President’s hour-by-hour schedule; there was rather less on them than usual. Florentyna glanced over the cards, and thanked her Chief of Staff. Edward Winchester appeared at the door. He smiled as he always did, with a mixture of love and admiration, when she turned towards him. She had never once regretted her almost impulsive decision to marry him after the eighteenth hole on that extraordinary day she was told of President Parkin’s death, and she felt for certain that Richard would have approved.


‘I’ll be working on my papers until eleven,’ she told him. He nodded and left to prepare himself for the day ahead.


A crowd of well-wishers was already gathering outside the White House.


‘I wish it would rain,’ confided H. Stuart Knight, the head of the Secret Service, to his aide; it was also one of the most important days of his life. ‘I know the vast majority of people are harmless, but these occasions give me the jitters.’


The crowd numbered about one hundred and fifty; fifty of them belonged to Mr Knight. The advance car that always goes five minutes ahead of a President was already meticulously checking the route to the White House; Secret Service men were watching small gatherings of people along the way, some waving flags; they were there to witness the Inauguration, and would one day tell their grandchildren how they had seen Florentyna Kane being inaugurated as President of the United States.


At 10:59 the butler opened the front door and the crowds began to cheer.


The President and her husband waved to the smiling eyes and only sensed by experience and professional instinct that fifty people were not looking towards them.


Two black limousines came to a noiseless stop at the North Entrance of the White House at 11:00 am. The Marine Honour Guard stood at attention and saluted the two ex-Presidents and their wives as they were greeted by President Kane on the Portico, a privilege normally accorded only to visiting Heads of State. The President herself guided them through to the library for coffee with Edward, William and Annabel.


The older of the ex-Presidents was grumbling that if he were frail it was because he had had to rely on his wife’s cooking for the past eight years. ‘She hasn’t dirtied a frying pan in ages, but she’s improving every day. To make sure, I’ve given her a copy of The New York Times Cook Book; it’s about the only one of their publications that didn’t criticise me.’ Florentyna laughed nervously. She wanted to get on with the official proceedings, but she was conscious that the ex-Presidents were enjoying being back in the White House so she pretended to listen attentively, donning a mask that was second nature to her after nearly twenty years in politics.


‘Madam President . . .’ Florentyna had to think quickly to prevent anyone noticing her instinctive response to the words. ‘It’s one minute past midday.’ She looked up at her press secretary, rose from her chair, and led the ex-Presidents and their wives to the steps of the White House. The Marine band struck up ‘Hail to the Chief’ for the last time. At one o’clock they would play it again for the first time.


The two former Presidents were escorted to the first car of the motorcade, a black, bubble-topped, bulletproof limousine. The Speaker of the House, Jim Wright, and the Senate Majority Leader, Robert Byrd, representing the Congress, were already seated in the second car. Directly behind the limousine there were two cars filled with Secret Service men. Florentyna and Edward occupied the fifth car in line. Vice President Bradley of New Jersey and his wife rode in the next car.


H. Stuart Knight was going through one more routine check. His fifty men had now grown to a hundred. By noon, counting the local police and the FBI contingent, there would be five hundred. Not forgetting the boys from the CIA, Knight thought ruefully. They certainly didn’t tell him whether they were going to be there or not, and even he could not always spot them in a crowd. He listened to the cheering of the onlookers reaching a crescendo as the presidential limousine pulled out, on its way to the Capitol.


Edward chatted amiably but Florentyna’s thoughts were elsewhere. She waved mechanically at the crowds lining Pennsylvania Avenue, but her mind was once again going over her speech. The renovated Willard Hotel, seven office buildings under construction, the tiered housing units that resembled an Indian cliff-dwelling, the new shops and restaurants and the wide landscaped sidewalks passed by. The J. Edgar Hoover Building, which housed the FBI, was still named after its first Director, despite several efforts by certain senators to have the name changed. How this street had been transformed in fifteen years.


They approached the Capitol and Edward interrupted the President’s reverie. ‘May God be with you, darling.’ She smiled and gripped his hand. The six cars came to a stop.


President Kane entered the Capitol on the ground floor. Edward waited behind for a moment as he thanked the chauffeur. Those who stepped out of the other cars were quickly surrounded by Secret Service agents and, waving to the crowd, they made their way separately to their seats on the platform. Meanwhile the chief usher was taking President Kane quietly through the tunnel into the reception area, Marines saluting at every ten paces. There she was greeted by Vice President Bradley. The two of them stood talking of nothing, neither of them taking in the other’s reply.


The two ex-Presidents came through the tunnel smiling. For the first time the older President was looking his age, his hair seemed to have turned grey overnight. Once again, he and Florentyna went through the formality of shaking hands with one another; they were to do it seven times that day. The chief usher guided them through a small reception room on to the platform. For this, as for all Presidential inaugurations, a temporary platform had been erected on the east steps of the Capitol. The crowds rose and cheered for over a minute as the President and the ex-Presidents waved; finally they sat in silence and waited for the ceremony to begin.


‘My fellow Americans, as I take office the problems facing the United States across the world are vast and threatening. In South Africa, pitiless civil war rages between black and white; in the Middle East the ravages of last year’s battles are being repaired, but both sides are rebuilding their armaments rather than their schools, their hospitals or their farms. On the borders between China and India, and between Russia and Pakistan, there is the potential for war among four of the most populous nations on earth. South America veers between extreme right and extreme left, but neither extreme seems to be able to improve the living conditions of their peoples. Two of the original signatories of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, France and Italy, are on the verge of withdrawing from that pact.


‘In 1949, President Harry S. Truman announced that the United States stood ready with all its might and resources to defend the forces of freedom wherever they might be endangered. Today, some would say that this act of magnanimity has resulted in failure, that America was, and is, too weak to assume the full burden of world leadership. In the face of repeated international crises, any American citizen might well ask why he should care about events so far from home, and why he should feel any responsibility for the defence of freedom outside the United States.


‘I do not have to answer these doubts in my own words. “No man is an island,” John Donne wrote more than three and a half centuries ago. “Every man is a piece of the continent.” The United States stretches from the Atlantic to the Pacific and from the Arctic to the Equator. “I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.”’


Edward liked that part of the speech. It expressed so well his own feelings. He had wondered, though, whether the audience would respond with the same enthusiasm as they had greeted Florentyna’s flights of rhetoric in the past. The thunderous applause assaulting his ears in wave after wave reassured him. The magic was still working.


‘At home, we will create a medical service that will be the envy of the free world. It will allow all citizens an equal opportunity for the finest medical advice and help. No American must be allowed to die because he cannot afford to live.’


Many Democrats had voted against Florentyna Kane because of her attitude towards Medicare. As one hoary old GP had said to her, ‘Americans must learn to stand on their own two feet.’ ‘How can they if they’re already flat on their backs?’ retorted Florentyna. ‘God deliver us from a woman President,’ replied the doctor, and voted Republican.


‘But the main platform of this administration will be in the field of law and order, and to this end I intend to present to Congress a bill that will make the sale of firearms without a licence illegal.’


The applause from the crowd was not quite so spontaneous.


Florentyna raised her head. ‘And so I say to you, my fellow citizens, let the end of this century be an era in which the United States leads the world in justice as well as in power, in care as well as enterprise, an era in which the United States declares war – war on disease, war on discrimination, and war on poverty.’


The President sat down; in a single motion, the entire audience rose to its feet.


The sixteen-minute speech had been interrupted by applause on ten occasions. But as the nation’s Chief Executive turned from the microphone, now assured that the crowd was with her, her eyes were no longer on the cheering mass. She scanned the dignitaries on the platform for the one person she wanted to see. She walked over to her husband, kissed him on the cheek, and then took his arm before they were accompanied from the platform by the briskly efficient usher.


H. Stuart Knight hated things that didn’t run on schedule, and today nothing had been on time. Everybody was going to be at least thirty minutes late for the lunch.


Seventy-six guests stood as the President entered the room. These were the men and women who now controlled the Democratic party. The Northern establishment who had decided to back the lady were now present, with the exception of those who had supported Senator Ralph Brooks.


Some of those at the luncheon were already members of her cabinet, and everyone present had played some part in returning her to the White House.


The President had neither the opportunity nor the inclination to eat her lunch; everyone wanted to talk to her at once. The menu had been specially made up of her favourite dishes, starting with lobster bisque and going on to roast beef. Finally, the chef’s pièce de résistance was produced, an iced chocolate cake, in the form of the White House. Edward watched his wife ignore the neat wedge of the Oval Office placed in front of her. ‘That’s why she never needs to slim,’ commented Marian Edelman, who was the surprise appointment as Attorney General. Marian had been telling Edward about the importance of children’s rights. Edward tried to listen; perhaps another day.


By the time the last wing of the White House had been demolished and the last hand pumped, the President and her party were forty-five minutes late for the Inaugural Parade. When they did arrive at the reviewing stand in front of the White House, the most relieved to see them, among the crowd of two hundred thousand, was the Presidential Guard of Honour, who had been standing at attention for just over an hour. Once the President had taken her seat the parade began. The State contingent in the military unit marched past, and the United States Marine Band played everything from Sousa to ‘God Bless America’. Floats from each state, some, like that of Illinois, commemorating events from Florentyna’s Polish background, added colour and a lighter touch to what for her was not only a serious occasion but a solemn one.


She still felt this was the only nation on earth that could entrust its highest office to the daughter of an immigrant.


When the three-hour-long parade was finally over and the last float had disappeared down the avenue, Janet Brown, Florentyna Kane’s Chief of Staff, leaned over and asked the President what she would like to do between now and the first Inaugural Ball.


‘Sign all those cabinet appointments, the letters to the Heads of State, and clear my desk for tomorrow,’ was the immediate reply. ‘That should take care of the first four years.’


The President returned directly into the White House. As she walked through the South Portico, the Marine band struck up ‘Hail to the Chief’. The President had taken off her coat even before she reached the Oval Office. She sat herself firmly behind the imposing oak and leather desk. She paused for a moment, looking around the room. Everything was as she wanted it; behind her there was the picture of Richard and William playing touch football. In front of her, a paperweight with the quotation from George Bernard Shaw which Annabel quoted so often: ‘Some men see things as they are and say, why; I dream things that never were and say, why not.’ On Florentyna’s left was the Presidential flag, on her right the flag of the United States. Dominating the middle of the desk was a replica of the Baron Hotel, Warsaw, made out of papier mâché by William when he was fourteen. Coal was burning in the fireplace. A portrait of Abraham Lincoln stared down at the newly sworn-in President while outside the bay windows, the green lawns swept in an unbroken stretch to the Washington Monument. The President smiled. She was back at home.


Florentyna Kane reached for a pile of official papers and glanced over the names of those who would serve in her cabinet; there were over thirty appointments to be made. The President signed each one with a flourish. The final one was Janet Brown as Chief of Staff. The President ordered that they be sent down to the Congress immediately. Her press secretary picked up the pieces of paper that would dictate the next four years in the history of America and said, ‘Thank you, Madam President,’ and then added, ‘What would you like to tackle next?’


‘Always start with the biggest problem is what Lincoln advised, so let’s go over the draft legislation for the Gun Control bill.’


The President’s press secretary shuddered, for she knew only too well that the battle in the House over the next two years was likely to be every bit as vicious and hard-fought as the Civil War Lincoln had faced. So many people still regarded the possession of arms as their inalienable birthright. She only prayed that it all would not end the same way, as a House Divided.









THURSDAY EVENING, 3 MARCH (TWO YEARS LATER)



5:45 pm


NICK STAMES WANTED to go home. He had been at work since seven that morning and it was already 5:45 pm. He couldn’t remember if he had eaten lunch; his wife, Norma, had been grumbling again that he never got home in time for dinner, or, if he did, it was so late that her dinner was no longer worth eating. Come to think of it, when did he last find time to finish a meal? Norma stayed in bed when he left for the office at 6:30 am. Now that the children were away at school, her only real task was to cook dinner for him. He couldn’t win; if he had been a failure, she would have complained about that, too, and he was, goddamn it, by anybody’s standards, a success; the youngest special agent in charge of a Field Office in the FBI and you don’t get a job like that at the age of forty-one by being at home on time for dinner every night. In any case, Nick loved the job. It was his mistress; at least his wife could be thankful for that.


Nick Stames had been head of the Washington Field Office for nine years. The third largest Field Office in America, although it covered the smallest territory – only sixty-one square miles of Washington, DC – it had twenty-two squads; twelve criminal, ten security. Hell, he was policing the capital of the world. Of course, he must be expected to be late sometimes. Still, tonight he intended to make a special effort. When he had the time to do so, he adored his wife. He was going to be home on time this evening. He picked up his internal phone and called his Criminal Co-ordinator, Grant Nanna.


‘Grant.’


‘Boss.’


‘I’m going home.’


‘I didn’t know you had one.’


‘Not you, too.’


Nick Stames put the phone down, and pushed his hand through his long dark hair. He would have made a better movie criminal than FBI agent, since everything about him was dark – dark eyes, dark skin, dark hair, even a dark suit and dark shoes, but the last two were true of any special agent. On his lapel he wore a pin depicting the flags of the United States and of Greece.


Once, a few years ago, he had been offered promotion and a chance to cross the street to the Bureau Headquarters and join the Director as one of his thirteen assistants. Being an assistant chained to a desk wasn’t his style, so he stayed put. The move would have taken him from a slum to a palace; the Washington Field Office is housed on floors four, five, and eight of the Old Post Office Building on Pennsylvania Avenue, and the rooms are a little like railroad coaches. They would have been condemned as slums if they had been sited in the ghetto.


As the sun began to disappear behind the tall buildings, Nick’s gloomy office grew darker. He walked over to the light switch. ‘Don’t Be Fuelish,’ commented a fluorescent label glued to the switch. Just as the constant movement of men and women in dark sober suits in and out of the Old Post Office Building revealed the location of the FBI Washington Field Office, so this government graffito served notice that the czars of the Federal Energy Administration inhabited two floors of the cavernous building on Pennsylvania Avenue.


Nick stared out of his window across the street at the new FBI Headquarters, which had been completed in 1976, a great ugly monster with elevators that were larger than his office. He didn’t let it bother him. He’d reached Grade 18 in the service, and only the Director was paid more than he was. In any case, he was not going to sit behind a desk until they retired him with a pair of gold handcuffs. He wanted to be in constant touch with the agent in the street, feel the pulse of the Bureau. He would stay put at the Washington Field Office and die standing up, not sitting down. Once again, he touched the intercom. ‘Julie, I’m on my way home.’


Julie Bayers looked up and glanced at her watch as if it were lunchtime.


‘Yes, sir,’ she said, sounding disbelieving.


As he passed through the office he grinned at her. ‘Moussaka, rice pilaf, and the wife; don’t tell the Mafia.’ Nick managed to get one foot out of the door before his private phone rang. One more step and he would have made it to the open lift, but Nick never could resist the ring of a phone. Julie rose and began to walk towards his office. As she did so Nick admired, as he always did, the quick flash of leg. ‘It’s all right, Julie. I’ll get it.’ He strode back into his room and picked up the ringing telephone.


‘Stames.’


‘Good evening, sir. Lieutenant Blake, Metropolitan Police.’


‘Hey, Dave, congratulations on your promotion. I haven’t seen you in . . .’ he paused, ‘. . . it must be five years, you were only a sergeant. How are you?’


‘Thank you, sir, I’m doing just fine.’


‘Well, Lieutenant, moved into big-time crime now, have you? Picked up a fourteen-year-old stealing a pack of chewing gum and need my best men to find where the suspect has hidden the goods?’


Blake laughed. ‘Not quite that bad, Mr Stames. I have a guy in Woodrow Wilson Medical Center who wants to meet the head of the FBI, says he has something vitally important to tell him.’


‘I know the feeling, I’d love to meet him myself. Do you know whether he’s one of our usual informers, Dave?’


‘No, sir.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Angelo Casefikis.’ Blake spelled out the name for Stames.


‘Any description?’ asked Stames.


‘No. I only spoke to him on the phone. All he would say is it will be worse for America if the FBI doesn’t listen.’


‘Did he now? Hold on while I check the name. He could be a nut.’


Nick Stames pressed a button to connect him with the Duty Officer. ‘Who’s on duty?’


‘Paul Fredericks, boss.’


‘Paul, get out the nut box.’


The nut box, as it was affectionately known in the Bureau, was a collection of white index cards containing the names of all the people who liked to call up in the middle of the night and claim that the Martians had landed in their back yards, or that they had discovered a CIA plot to take over the world.


Special Agent Fredericks was back on the line, the nut box in front of him.


‘Right, boss. What’s his name?’


‘Angelo Casefikis,’ said Stames.


‘A crazy Greek,’ said Fredericks. ‘You never know with these foreigners.’


‘Greeks aren’t foreigners,’ snapped Stames. His name, before it was shortened, had been Nick Stamatakis. He never did forgive his father, God rest his soul, for anglicising a magnificent Hellenic surname.


‘Sorry, sir. No name like that in the nut box or the informants’ file. Did this guy mention any agent’s name that he knows?’


‘No, he just wanted the head of the FBI.’


‘Don’t we all?’


‘No more cracks from you, Paul, or you’ll be on complaint duty for more than the statutory week.’


Each agent in the Field Office did one week a year on the nut box, answering the phone all night, fending off canny Martians, foiling dastardly CIA coups, and, above all, never embarrassing the Bureau. Every agent dreaded it. Paul Fredericks put the phone down quickly. Two weeks on this job and you could write out one of the little white cards with your own name on it.


‘Well, have you formed any view?’ said Stames to Blake as he wearily took a cigarette out of his left desk drawer. ‘How did he sound?’


‘Frantic and incoherent. I sent one of my rookies to see him, but he couldn’t get anything out of him other than that America ought to listen to what he’s got to say. He seemed genuinely frightened. He’s got a gunshot wound in his leg and there may be complications. It’s infected; apparently he left it for some days before he went to the hospital.’


‘How did he get himself shot?’


‘Don’t know yet. We’re still trying to locate witnesses, but we haven’t come up with anything so far, and Casefikis won’t give us the time of day.’


‘Wants the FBI, does he? Only the best, eh?’ said Stames. He regretted the remark the moment he said it; but it was too late. He didn’t attempt to cover himself. ‘Thank you, Lieutenant,’ he said. ‘I’ll put someone on it immediately and brief you in the morning.’ Stames put the telephone down. Six o’clock already – why had he turned back? Damn the phone. Grant Nanna would have handled the job just as well and he wouldn’t have made that thoughtless remark about wanting the best. There was enough friction between the FBI and the Metropolitan Police without his adding to it. Nick picked up his intercom phone and buzzed the head of the Criminal Section.


‘Grant.’


‘I thought you said you had to be home.’


‘Come into my office for a moment, will you?’


‘Sure, be right there, boss.’


Grant Nanna appeared a few seconds later along with his trademark cigar. He had put on his jacket which he only did when he saw Nick in his office.


Nanna’s career had a storybook quality. He was born in El Campo, Texas, and received a BA from Baylor. From there, he went on to get a law degree at SMU. As a young agent assigned to the Pittsburgh Field Office, Nanna met his future wife, Betty, an FBI stenographer. They had four sons, all of whom had attended Virginia Polytechnic Institute: two engineers, a doctor, and a dentist. Nanna had been an agent for over thirty years. Twelve more than Nick. In fact, Nick had been a rookie agent under him. Nanna held no grudge, since he was head of the Criminal Section, and greatly respected Nick – as he called him in private.


‘What’s the problem, boss?’


Stames looked up as Nanna entered the office. He noted that his five-feet-nine, fifty-five-year-old, robust, cigar-chewing Criminal Co-ordinator was certainly not ‘desirable’, as Bureau weight requirements demanded. A man of five-feet-nine was required to keep his weight between a hundred and fifty-four and a hundred and sixty-one pounds. Nanna had always cringed when the quarterly weigh-in of all FBI agents came due. Many times he had been forced to purge his body of excess pounds for that most serious transgression of Bureau rules, especially during the Hoover era, when ‘desirability’ meant lean and mean.


Who cares, thought Stames. Grant’s knowledge and experience were worth a dozen slender, young athletic agents who can be found in the Washington Field Office halls every day. As he had done a hundred times before, he told himself he would deal with Nanna’s weight problem another day.


Nick repeated the story of the strange Greek in Woodrow Wilson Medical Center as it had been relayed to him by Lieutenant Blake. ‘I want you to send down two men. Who’s on duty tonight?’


‘Aspirin, but if you suspect it might be an informer, boss, I certainly can’t send him.’


‘Aspirin’ was the nickname of the oldest agent still employed in the WFO. After his early years under Hoover, he played everything by the book, which gave most people a headache. He was due to retire at the end of the year and exasperation was now being replaced by nostalgia.


‘No, don’t send Aspirin. Send two youngsters.’


‘How about Calvert and Andrews?’


‘Agreed,’ replied Stames. ‘If you brief them right away, I can still make it in time for dinner. Call me at home if it turns out to be anything special.’


Grant Nanna left the office, and Nick smiled a second flirtatious goodbye to his secretary. She was the only attractive thing in the WFO. Julie looked up and smiled nonchalantly. ‘I don’t mind working for an FBI agent, but there is no way I would ever marry one,’ she told her little mirror in the top drawer.


Grant Nanna returned to his office and picked up the extension phone to the Criminal Room.


‘Send in Calvert and Andrews.’


‘Yes, sir.’


There was a firm knock on the door. Two special agents entered. Barry Calvert was big by anybody’s standards, six-feet-six in his stockinged feet and not many people had seen him that way. At thirty-two, he was thought to be one of the most ambitious young men in the Criminal Section. He was wearing a dark green jacket, dark nondescript trousers, and clumpy black leather brogues. His brown hair was cut short and parted neatly on the right. His tear-drop aviator glasses had been his sign of nonconformity. He was always on duty long after the official check-out time of 5:30 and not just because he was fighting his way up the ladder. He loved the job. He didn’t love anybody else, so far as his colleagues knew, or at least not on more than a temporary basis. Calvert was a Midwesterner by birth and he had entered the FBI after leaving college with a BA in sociology from Indiana University and then took the fifteen-week course at Quantico, the FBI Academy. From every angle, he was the archetypal FBI man.


By contrast, Mark Andrews had been one of the more unusual FBI entrants. After majoring in history at Yale he finished his education at Yale Law School, and then decided he wanted some adventure for a few years before he joined a law firm. He felt it would be useful to learn about criminals and the police from the inside. He didn’t give this as his reason for applying to the Bureau – no one is supposed to regard the Bureau as an academic experiment. In fact, Hoover had regarded it so much as a career that he did not allow agents who left the service ever to return. At six feet Mark Andrews looked small next to Calvert. He had a fresh, open face with clear blue eyes and a mop of curly fair hair long enough to skim his shirt collar. At twenty-eight he was one of the youngest agents in the department. His clothes were always smartly fashionable and sometimes not quite regulation. Nick Stames had once caught him in a red sports jacket and brown trousers and relieved him from duty so that he could return home and dress properly. Never embarrass the Bureau. Mark’s charm got him out of a lot of trouble in the Criminal Section, but he had a steadiness of purpose which more than made up for the Ivy League education and manner. He was self-confident, but never pushy or concerned about his own advancement. He didn’t let anyone in the Bureau know about his career plan.


Grant Nanna went over the story of the frightened man waiting for them in Woodrow Wilson.


‘Black?’ queried Calvert.


‘No, Greek.’


Calvert’s surprise showed in his face. Eighty per cent of the inhabitants of Washington were black, and ninety-eight per cent of those arrested on criminal charges were black. One of the reasons the infamous break-in at the Watergate had been suspicious from the beginning to those who knew Washington at all well was the fact that no blacks were involved, though no agents had admitted it.


‘Okay, Barry, think you can handle it?’


‘Sure, you want a report on your desk by tomorrow morning?’


‘No, the boss wants you to contact him direct if it turns out to be anything special, otherwise just file a report overnight.’ Nanna’s telephone rang. ‘Mr Stames on the radio line from his car for you, sir,’ said Polly, the night switchboard operator.


‘He never lets up, does he?’ Grant confided to the two junior agents, covering the mouthpiece of the phone with his palm.


‘Hi, boss.’


‘Grant, did I say that the Greek had a bullet wound in his leg, and it was infected?’


‘Yes, boss.’


‘Right, do me a favour, will you? Call Father Gregory at my church, Saint Constantine and Saint Helen, and ask him to go over to the hospital and see him.’


‘Anything you say.’


‘And get yourself home, Grant. Aspirin can handle the office tonight.’


‘I was just going, boss.’


The line went dead.


‘Okay, you two – on your way.’ The two special agents headed down the dirty grey corridor and into the service elevator. It looked, as always, as if it required a crank to start it. Finally outside on Pennsylvania Avenue, they picked up a Bureau car.


Mark guided the dark blue Ford sedan down Pennsylvania Avenue past the National Archives and the Mellon Gallery. He circled around the lush Capitol grounds and picked up Independence Avenue going towards the south-east section of Washington. As the two agents waited for a light to change at 1st Street, near the Library of Congress, Barry scowled at the rush-hour traffic and looked at his watch.


‘Why didn’t they put Aspirin on this damn assignment?’


‘Who’d send Aspirin to a hospital?’ replied Mark.


Mark smiled. The two men had established an immediate rapport when they first met at the FBI Academy at Quantico. On the first day of the training course, every trainee received a telegram confirming his appointment. Each new agent was then asked to check the telegram of the person on his right and his left for authenticity. The manoeuvre was intended to emphasise the need for extreme caution. Mark had glanced at Barry’s telegram and handed it back with a grin. ‘I guess you’re legit,’ he said, ‘if FBI regulations allow King Kong in the ranks.’


‘Listen,’ Calvert had replied, reading Mark’s telegram intently. ‘You may just need King Kong one day, Mr Andrews.’


The light turned green, but a car ahead of Mark and Barry in the inside lane wanted to make a left turn on 1st Street. For the moment, the two impatient FBI men were trapped in a line of traffic.


‘What do you imagine this guy could tell us?’


‘I hope he has something on the downtown bank job,’ replied Barry. ‘I’m still the case agent, and I still don’t have any leads after three weeks. Stames is beginning to get uptight about it.’


‘No, can’t be that, not with a bullet in his leg. He’s more likely to be another candidate for the nut box. Wife probably shot him for not being home on time for his stuffed vine leaves.’


‘You know, the boss would only send a priest to a fellow Greek. You and I could wallow in hell as far as he’s concerned.’


They both laughed. They knew if either of them were to land in trouble, Nick Stames would move the Washington Monument stone by stone if he thought it would help. As the car continued down Independence Avenue into the heart of south-east Washington, the traffic gradually diminished. A few minutes later, they passed 19th Street and the DC Armory and reached Woodrow Wilson Medical Center. They found the visitors’ parking lot and Calvert double-checked the lock on every door. Nothing is more embarrassing for an agent than to have his car stolen and then for the Metropolitan Police to call and ask if he could come and collect it. It was the quickest way to a month on the nut box.


The entrance to the hospital was old and dingy, and the corridors grey and bleak. The girl on night duty at the reception desk told them that Casefikis was on the fourth floor, in Room 4308. Both agents were surprised by the lack of security. They didn’t have to show their credentials, and they were allowed to wander around the building as if they were a couple of interns. No one gave them a second look. Perhaps, as agents, they had become too security conscious.


The elevator took them gradually, grudgingly, to the fourth floor. A man on crutches and a woman in a wheelchair shared the elevator, chatting to one another as though they had a lot of time to spare, oblivious to the slowness of the elevator. When they arrived at the fourth floor, Calvert walked over to a nurse and asked for the doctor on duty.


‘I think Dr Dexter has gone off duty, but I’ll check,’ the staff nurse said and bustled away. She didn’t get a visit from the FBI every day and the shorter one with the clear blue eyes was so good-looking. The nurse and the doctor returned together down the corridor. Dr Dexter came as a surprise to both Calvert and Andrews. They introduced themselves. It must have been the legs, Mark decided. The last time he had seen legs like that was when the Yale Cinema Club had shown a re-run of Anne Bancroft in The Graduate. It was the first time he had ever really looked at a woman’s legs, and he hadn’t stopped looking since.


‘Elizabeth Dexter, MD’ was stamped in black on a piece of red plastic that adorned her starched white coat. Underneath it, Mark could see a red silk shirt and a stylish skirt of black crepe that fell below her knees. Dr Dexter was of medium height and slender to the point of fragility. She wore no make-up, so far as Mark could tell; certainly her clear skin and dark eyes were in no need of any help. This trip was turning out to be worthwhile, after all. Barry, on the other hand, showed no interest whatever in the pretty doctor and asked to see the file on Casefikis. Mark thought quickly for an opening gambit.


‘Are you related to Senator Dexter?’ he asked, slightly emphasising the word Senator.


‘Yes, he’s my father,’ she said flatly, obviously used to the question and rather bored by it – and by those who imagined it was important.


‘I heard him lecture in my final year at Yale Law,’ said Mark, forging ahead, realising he was now showing off, but he realised that Calvert would finish that damn report in a matter of moments.


‘Oh, were you at Yale, too?’ she asked. ‘When did you graduate?’


‘Three years ago, Law School,’ replied Mark.


‘We might even have met. I left Yale Med last year.’


‘If I had met you before, Dr Dexter, I would not have forgotten.’


‘When you two Ivy Leaguers have finished swapping life histories,’ Barry Calvert interrupted, ‘this Midwesterner would like to get on with his job.’


Yes, thought Mark, Barry will end up as Director one day.


‘What can you tell us about this man, Dr Dexter?’ asked Calvert.


‘Very little, I’m afraid,’ the doctor replied, taking back the file on Casefikis. ‘He came in of his own volition and reported a gun wound. The wound was septic and looked as if it had been exposed for about a week; I wish he had come in earlier. I removed the bullet this morning. As you know, Mr Calvert, it is our duty to inform the police immediately when a patient comes in with a gunshot wound, and so we phoned your boys at the Metropolitan Police.’


‘Not our boys,’ corrected Mark.


‘I’m sorry,’ replied Dr Dexter rather formally. ‘To a doctor, a policeman is a policeman.’


‘And to a policeman, an MD is an MD, but you also have specialties – orthopaedics, gynaecology, neurology – don’t you? You don’t mean to tell me I look like one of those flatfoots from the Met Police?’


Dr Dexter was not to be beguiled into a flattering response. She opened the manila folder. ‘All we know is that he is Greek by origin and his name is Angelo Casefikis. He has never been registered in this hospital before. He gave his age as thirty-eight . . . Not a lot to go on, I’m afraid.’


‘Fine, it’s as much as we usually get. Thank you, Dr Dexter,’ said Calvert. ‘Can we see him now?’


‘Of course. Please follow me.’ Elizabeth Dexter turned and led them down the corridor.


The two men followed her, Barry looking for the door marked 4308, Mark looking at her legs. When they arrived, they peered through the small window and saw two men in the room, Angelo Casefikis and a cheerful-looking black, who was staring at a television set which emitted no sound. Calvert turned to Dr Dexter.


‘Would it be possible to see him alone, Dr Dexter?’


‘Why?’ she asked.


‘We don’t know what he is going to tell us, and he may not wish to be overheard.’


‘Well, don’t worry yourself,’ said Dr Dexter, and laughed. ‘My favourite mailman, Benjamin Reynolds, who is in the next bed is as deaf as a post, and until we operate on him next week, he won’t be able to hear Gabriel’s horn on the Day of Judgement, let alone a state secret.’


Calvert smiled for the first time. ‘He’d make a hell of a witness.’


The doctor ushered Calvert and Andrews into the room, then turned and left them. See you soon, lovely lady, Mark promised himself. Calvert looked at Benjamin Reynolds suspiciously, but the black mailman merely gave him a big happy smile, waved, and continued to watch the soundless $25,000 Pyramid; nonetheless, Barry Calvert stood on that side of the bed and blocked his view of Casefikis in case he could lip-read. Barry thought of everything.


‘Mr Casefikis?’


‘Yes.’


Casefikis was a grey, sick-looking individual of medium build, with a prominent nose, bushy eyebrows, and an anxious expression that never left his face. His hair was thick, dark, and unkempt. His hands seemed particularly large on the white bedspread, and the veins stood out prominently. His face was darkened by several days of unshaven beard. One leg was heavily bandaged and rested on the cover of the bed. His eyes darted nervously from one man to the other.


‘I am Special Agent Calvert and this is Special Agent Andrews. We are officers with the Federal Bureau of Investigation. We understand you wanted to see us.’


Both men withdrew their FBI credentials from their right inside coat pockets, and displayed them to Casefikis while holding the credentials in their left hands. Even such a seemingly insignificant manoeuvre was carefully taught to all new FBI agents so that their ‘strong hand’ would be free to withdraw and fire when necessary.


Casefikis studied their credentials with a puzzled frown, pressing his tongue over his lips, obviously not knowing what to look for. The agent’s signature must pass partly over the seal of the Department of Justice to ensure authenticity. He looked at Mark’s card number, 3302, and his badge number, 1721. He didn’t speak, as if wondering where to start, or perhaps whether to change his mind and say nothing at all. He stared at Mark, clearly the more sympathetic, and began his tale.


‘I never been in any trouble with police before,’ he said. ‘Not with any of police.’


Neither agent smiled or spoke.


‘But I in big mess now and, by God, I need help.’


Calvert stepped in. ‘Why do you need our help?’


‘I am illegal immigrant and so is wife. We both Greek nationals, we came in Baltimore on ship and we been working here two years. We’ve nothing to go back to.’


It came out in spurts and dashes.


‘I have information to trade if we not deported.’


‘We can’t make that sort—’ began Mark.


Barry touched Mark’s arm. ‘If it’s important and you are able to help us solve a crime, we will speak to the Immigration authorities. We can promise no more than that.’


Mark mused; with six million illegal immigrants in the United States, another couple was not going to sink the boat.


Casefikis looked desperate. ‘I needed job, I needed money, you understand?’


Both men understood. They faced the same problem a dozen times a week behind a dozen different faces.


‘When I offered this job as waiter in restaurant, my wife very pleased. On second week I was given special job to serve lunch in a hotel room for big man. The only trouble that the man wanted waiter who not speak English. My English very bad so bossman tell me I could go, keep my mouth shut, speak only Greek. For twenty dollars I say yes. We go in back of van to hotel – I think in Georgetown. When we arrive I sent to kitchen, join staff in basement. I dress and start taking food to private dining-room. There five–six men and I heard big man say I no speak English. So they talk on. I don’t listen. Very last cup of coffee, when start talking about President Kane, I like Kane, I listen. I heard say, “We have to blow her away.” Another man say: “The best day would still be 10 March, the way we planned it.” And then I heard: “I agree with Senator, let’s get rid of the bitch.” Someone was staring at me, so I left room. When I downstairs washing up, one man came in and shouted, “Hey, you, catch this.” I looked around, put arms up. All at once he start come for me. I run for door and down street. He shoot gun at me, I feel bit pain in leg but I able to get away because he older, big and slower than me. I hear him shout but I knew he couldn’t catch me. I scared. I get home pretty damn quick, and wife and I move out that night and hide out of town with friend from Greece. Hoped all would be okay, but my leg got bad after few days so Ariana made me come to hospital and call for you because my friend tell they come around to my place look for me because if they find me they kill me.’ He stopped, breathed deeply, his unshaven face covered in sweat, and looked at the two men imploringly.


‘What’s your full name?’ said Calvert, sounding about as excited as he would if he were issuing a traffic ticket.


‘Angelo Mexis Casefikis.’


Calvert made him spell it in full.


‘Where do you live?’


‘Now at Blue Ridge Manor Apartments, 1501 Elkin Street, Wheaton. Home of my friend, good man, please don’t give trouble.’


‘When did this incident take place?’


‘Last Thursday,’ Casefikis said instantly.


Calvert checked the date. ‘24 February?’


The Greek shrugged. ‘Last Thursday,’ he repeated.


‘Where is the restaurant you were working in?’


‘A few streets from me. It called Golden Duck.’


Calvert continued taking notes. ‘And where was this hotel you were taken to?’


‘Don’t know, in Georgetown. Maybe could take you there when out of hospital.’


‘Now, Mr Casefikis, please be careful about this. Was there anyone else working at this luncheon who might have overheard the conversation in that room?’


‘No, sir; I only waiter attend in room.’


‘Have you told anyone what you overheard? Your wife? The friend whose house you’re staying at? Anyone?’


‘No, sir. Only you. No tell wife what I hear. No tell no one, too scared.’


Calvert continued to interview, asking for descriptions of the other men in the room and making the Greek repeat everything to see if the story remained the same. It did. Mark looked on silently.


‘Okay, Mr Casefikis, that’s all we can do for this evening. We’ll return in the morning and have you sign a written statement.’


‘But they going to kill me. They going to kill me.’


‘No need to worry, Mr Casefikis. We’ll put a police guard on your room as soon as possible; no one is going to kill you.’


Casefikis dropped his eyes, not reassured.


‘We’ll see you again in the morning,’ said Calvert, closing his notebook. ‘You just get some rest. Good night, Mr Casefikis.’


Calvert glanced back at a happy Benjamin, still deeply absorbed in $25,000 Pyramid with no words, just money. He waved again at them and smiled, showing all three of his teeth, two black and one gold. Calvert and Andrews returned to the corridor.


‘I don’t believe a word of it,’ Barry said immediately. ‘With his English, he could easily have got hold of the wrong end of the stick. It was probably quite innocent. People curse the President all the time. My father does, but that doesn’t mean he would kill her.’


‘Maybe, but what about that gunshot wound? That’s for real,’ said Mark.


‘I know. I guess that’s the one thing that worries me,’ Barry said. ‘It could just be a cover for something completely different. I think I’ll speak to the boss to be on the safe side.’


Calvert headed for the pay phone by the side of the elevator and took out two quarters. All agents carry a pocketful of quarters; there are no special telephone privileges for members of the Bureau.


‘Well, was he hoping to rob Fort Knox?’ Elizabeth Dexter’s voice startled Mark, although he had half-expected her to return. She was obviously on her way home: the white coat had been replaced by a red jacket.


‘Not exactly,’ replied Mark. ‘We’ll have to come around tomorrow morning to tidy things up; probably get him to sign a written statement and take his fingerprints, then we’ll pick up the gold.’


‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Dr Delgado will be on duty tomorrow.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘You’ll like her, too.’


‘Is this hospital entirely staffed by beautiful lady doctors?’ said Mark. ‘How does one get to stay the night?’


‘Well,’ she said, ‘the flu is the fashionable disease this month. Even President Kane has had it.’


Calvert looked around sharply at the mention of the President’s name. Elizabeth Dexter glanced at her watch.


‘I’ve just completed two hours’ unpaid overtime,’ she said. ‘If you don’t have any more questions, Mr Andrews, I ought to get home now.’ She smiled and turned to go, her heels tapping sharply against the tiled floor.


‘Just one more question, Dr Dexter,’ said Mark, following her around the corner beyond the range of Barry Calvert’s disapproving eyes and ears. ‘What would you say to having dinner with me later tonight?’


‘What would I say?’ she said teasingly. ‘Let me see, I think I’d accept gracefully and not too eagerly. It might be interesting to find out what G-men are really like.’


‘We bite,’ said Mark. They smiled at each other. ‘Okay, it’s 7:15 now. If you’re willing to take a chance on it, I could probably pick you up by 8:30.’


Elizabeth jotted her address and phone number on a page of his diary.


‘So you’re a left-hander, are you, Liz?’


The dark eyes flashed momentarily up to meet his. ‘Only my lovers call me Liz,’ she said, and was gone.


‘It’s Calvert, boss. I can’t make my mind up about this one. I don’t know if he’s a jerk or for real so I’d like to run it past you.’


‘Fine, Barry. Shoot.’


‘Well, it could be serious, or just a hoax. He may even be nothing more than a small-time thief trying to get off the hook for something bigger. But I can’t be sure. And if every word he said turned out to be true, I figured you ought to know immediately.’ Barry relayed the salient parts of the interview without mentioning the Senator, stressing that there was an added factor he did not want to discuss over the phone.


‘What are you trying to do, get me in the divorce courts – I suppose I’ll have to come back to the office,’ said Nick Stames, avoiding his wife’s expression of annoyance. ‘Okay, okay. Thank God I got to eat at least some of the moussaka. I’ll see you in thirty minutes, Barry.’


‘Right, boss.’


Calvert depressed the telephone cradle with his hand momentarily and then dialled the Metropolitan Police. Two more quarters, leaving sixteen in his pockets. He often thought the quickest way to check out an FBI agent would be to make him turn his pockets inside out; if he produced twenty quarters, he was a genuine member of the Bureau.
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