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  DRAMATIS PERSONAE
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  Timothy Lonnegan—Police chief, Winston-on-Hudson Police Department

  Anthony Colletti—Detective, Winston-on-Hudson Police Department, father of a boy with autism

  Glen Forceski—Detective, Colletti’s partner, Winston-on-Hudson Police Department, father of a boy with autism

  Robert Randazzo—Police officer, Winston-on-Hudson Police Department

  Veronica Fournier—Mother of two boys with autism

  Anne Colletti—Anthony Colletti’s wife

  Akinori Saito—Sensei in the art of jujitsu

  Dr. Robert Bangston—Director of the Division of Vaccine Injury Compensation

  Dr. Phillip Snyder—Vaccine industry and spokesman
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  E. Gordon Calthorpe—Public relations director for The Rollins Group

  Lance Reed—Freelance English journalist

  Russell Sampson—United States senator

  Diana Sampson—Russell Sampson’s wife

  Parker Smithson—United States senator

  Carl Mantkewicz—Chief special master of the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program
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  Jack McLeod—Autism activist, father of a child with autism

  Maria Contessa-Guevera—Research scholar, attorney, mother of a child with autism

  Dr. Bryce Ramsey—English gastroenterologist

  Wilson Garrison—Attorney

  Herman Tyler—Civil rights attorney and college professor

  Susan Miller—Law student with a brother with autism

  Sara Donovan—Investigative journalist at SNN

  Seth Millman—senior news producer at SNN

  Dr. Randall Cook—SNN medical correspondent

  Clyde King—Investigative journalist for the Era of Autism

  Dr. Ronald Washington—Pediatrician

  Raphael Molea—Detective

  Angie Riley—Detective

  John Morris—Detective (retired)

  Eddie Camacho—Supervising probation officer

  Dr. Yuri Leonodovich—Retired Russian public health minister


  Few men are willing to brave the disapproval of their peers, the censure of their colleagues, the wrath of their society. Moral courage is a rarer commodity than bravery in battle or great intelligence. Yet it is the one essential, vital quality for those who seek to change a world that yields most painfully to change.

  —Robert F. Kennedy


  PROLOGUE

  ISTANBUL, TURKEY, 1986

  “Anya, tell Georgi to come inside.”

  Zvi Kokochashvili and his wife, Anya, entered the Hagia Sofia through the main entrance. Although at the height of Istanbul’s tourist season, the ancient Byzantine church was empty, dark, and imposing.

  Anya walked back out into the sunlight and pulled her five-year-old son inside. “There is nothing to be afraid of Georgi,” she said in Georgian. But Anya, ever protective of her son, was lying. There was much to fear.

  “Talk to him in English. Georgi must learn English.” Zvi’s hazel eyes darted around the vast expanse. A brilliant scientist, he was well known in research circles for his ability to analyze complicated data and see patterns when no one else could. Although Zvi was not a risk taker, he was now taking an enormous gamble.

  The family stood together, nervously half-looking at the paintings on the ceiling and the magnificent tile frescoes on the floor. Zvi felt trapped in the cathedral. Was he also trapped by the KGB?

  “Where is he?” Anya asked urgently.

  “He will come. We must not be afraid.”

  But they were, with the fear that people fleeing oppression feel that others do not understand. Zviad Kokochashvili was risking his life and the lives of his family to get away from Soviet oppression. To get away from the bioweapons research. To get away from the escorts who accompanied him to international conferences. To get away from the army of unknown editors who censored his articles. To get away from the army of apparatchiks who directed him to study what the state wanted studied. To get away from the State that had ravaged his homeland for the “greater good.”

  The American emerged from the shadows of an alcove. “Welcome to the Church of Holy Wisdom, Dr. Kokochashvili. I am Mr. Vincent.” The tall man wore a gray suit and a comforting smile. “I trust that the trip through the Kaçkars was scenic?”

  “It was beautiful. The mountains were beautiful, almost as pretty as Sakartvelebi is.”

  “I have your new papers. It is all here, you, your wife, and your son. Your flight is set.”

  “You don’t look like, eh, what’s the name? James Bond.” Zvi forced a smile.

  “He was English. I’m from New Jersey . . . We know that you were not followed. We have a car.” Vincent leaned into Zvi and whispered, “How are your wife and son doing?”

  “They are terrified. And my wife knows that she will never see her family or our home again.”

  “Many people came to America knowing that as well. It is difficult, but years from now you will see that you have brought your family to freedom.”

  “I am not sure that I really understand freedom. I have never known it.”

  The group left the church and walked down to the street. A car pulled up and everyone got in. The Black Sea sparkled in the distance.

  [image: image]

  It took many years before Zviad Kokochashvili understood that the Americans had lied to him.

  His family now lived in a lovely suburb of Atlanta, and his son and daughters who were born in America were happy, young Americans. Georgi was studying to become a doctor. Zvi had a job at the FDA monitoring safety trials on new drugs. His wife could now study literature without it having to be Soviet literature. The family was free to travel without anyone looking over their shoulders or checking their papers.

  They had everything that they could ever want, but Zvi had come to learn that America was not really free. It wasn’t that the government was omnipresent as in the old Soviet Union. The real truth about what had happened to America was much more insidious. Americans did not see what Zvi saw because they were busy being Americans. And it filled him with regret.


  CHAPTER 1

  WINSTON-ON-HUDSON, JANUARY 2011

  Detectives Tony Colletti and Glen Forceski were trying to stay warm in their unmarked car. It was just past dawn and the men were watching the home of a businessman named Bryan Bell, waiting for him to stroll out of his condo. Once Bell got to his BMW, they would arrest him and take him to Winston Town Court where his bail would be set at exactly the amount of money that he owed on all of his traffic infractions.

  “Lights on in the kitchen,” Tony said while downing a little coffee.

  “Go figure this guy,” Forceski responded. “He pulls down six figures in a nice Pine Plains office and he refuses to pay his speeding tickets.”

  “Looks like we will be playing cuff the yuppie in a few minutes,” Tony said.

  The two officers had worked together for years. Colletti was a dark-haired man of medium build with penetrating, dark eyes. He didn’t really exude “cop,” but he had trained for years in the martial arts, and could be intimidating if he had to. He had a well-earned reputation for being a dogged investigator with expert interviewing skills. Chief Lonnegan always said that Colletti could get people to talk just by looking at them in the eye.

  Forceski, tall, ruddy with blond hair could be downright scary—the bad cop to Colletti’s good cop. Even if criminals knew the old formula, the old formula still worked. While Winston was not a tough town, it had its share of problems. Those in town who lived on the edge of the law knew these two men and that you shouldn’t make a scene if they came to bring you in.

  The radio clicked—it was Sergeant Chavez. “Tony, guess what?”

  “What?”

  “The chief is bringing Dazz in for an ass-tightening.”

  Tony chuckled. “If anyone needs one, it’s Randazzo.”

  “Freakin’ guy,” said Forceski still looking at the condo.

  “We’re waiting out in the cold for public enemy number one. How goes the rest of the empire?”

  “All quiet on the western front,” said Chavez clicking off.

  Tony turned to Forceski, suddenly serious. “Glen, guess what? The chief’s granddaughter just got an autism diagnosis. Keep it to yourself.”

  Forceski shook his head. “What are we at? Eight kids with the diagnosis?”

  “I think ten. But who’s counting.” Tony shook his head. “I saw the kid at the picnic. It was obvious six months ago. She couldn’t talk. Couldn’t look you in the eye. Then I saw her flapping her hands by the kiddies’ pool watching the water fall.”

  Forceski looked away from the condo. “I don’t know what we are going to do, Tony. My guy is fourteen and just about my size. My wife can barely deal with him now.”

  “The car lights just went on,” Tony said. “The guy can afford a remote car starter but won’t pay his tickets. Let’s get ready to do the deed.”
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  Chief Timothy Lonnegan looked out his office window at the ice floes, bobbing in the Hudson River. It was the third week of frigid weather, and the burly chief was already sick of winter. So was everyone else. There was a foot of snow on the ground, and more was on the way tomorrow. Just keeping the roads clear was beginning to be a problem. And when you live in an affluent suburb of New York City, people expect the roads to be cleared. If they are not, they call the police and complain.

  That is the way it is in deep, dark suburbia.

  Lonnegan tugged at his walrus moustache, then walked out of his office and barked at his desk sergeant. “Chavez, how we doing?”

  “Nothing major. Fender-bender on Route 9. Colletti and Forceski are sitting on that warrant. You’re gonna go old school on Randazzo, aren’t you?”

  “You got a problem with that?”

  “No sir.”

  Lonnegan glanced at the daybook. “Call him in.”

  The chief had worked his way up the ranks in what used to be a blue-collar town. He was in year twenty-eight and planned to retire soon and travel with his wife for a while.

  Lonnegan was a mixture of old-school beat cop, professional police administrator, and local politician. The Winston-on-Hudson Town Board was like a reality television show full of dysfunctional, egomaniacs who argued over everything but still got re-elected. No one handled them better than Chief Lonnegan.

  But this time, the problem came from his shop. The problem was the good-looking and charming young officer, Bobby Randazzo. He was a “legacy hire”—retired Captain Vinny Randazzo’s kid. The chief now deeply regretted hiring him. Randazzo decided it was his divine right to have sex with the town supervisor’s twenty-year-old daughter. Colletti told him to break off the relationship. And Randazzo had, but only for a while. But now word had come to him from a board member that Dazzling Bobby Randazzo was at it again.

  It was time for an old-fashioned ass-tightening. What was the kid thinking? Lonnegan asked himself. A good job and a pretty wife with a child on the way. But that wasn’t good enough. Lonnegan wondered how Randazzo would handle adversities in life. What if he suddenly had a child with special needs like so many of his other officers had? Winston-on-Hudson PD had seventy-six sworn officers. Nine of them had children who had autism.

  And now, it was ten.

  The chief had just heard the bad news about his third granddaughter. His beautiful, red-haired, Emily Anne.

  Lonnegan found himself walking through the lockup and staring at the empty cells.
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  John Fournier walked in a circle, flapping his hands and saying “Whooo . . . whooo.” When his mother tried to redirect John to another behavior, he started punching himself in the head, then banging his head against the wall, leaving holes in the Sheetrock.

  John had severe autism and was really having a tough time lately.

  Veronica Fournier was at her wit’s end. She had been up with her sixteen-year-old son for most of the night.

  Veronica’s husband was away on business, and her oldest son was away in college. She was alone, frustrated, and exhausted. Veronica had once been a legal assistant at a well-established Castleton County law firm, but her career had to take a backseat to raising her children. Veronica now worked when she could and tried to do her best for her sons with autism.

  The bus that was supposed to take John and his younger brother Evan to their special school program didn’t show. The school had closed when a pipe broke in the cold, flooding the building. The boys would be home today and Veronica would not have any help.

  John was now back in his room, replaying the same scenes of a Harry Potter DVD over and over again. He had eaten some cornflakes for breakfast, and he seemed less agitated. Evan was in his room playing with his puzzles.

  Veronica went downstairs to call the new psychiatrist in town for a prescription for something, anything that could help John. The receptionist put her on hold.
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  Chavez hailed Bobby Randazzo on the radio. “Randazzo, report to headquarters. The chief wants you.”

  “Copy that.”

  “Now what?” Randazzo thought to himself. The older guys were always busting his nuts. Every time he turned his head, he noticed Colletti, the chief, or Chavez shaking their heads at him. Maybe he should go back to college and try something else.
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  Veronica Fournier couldn’t help it. She was so exhausted that she fell asleep on the couch while on hold with the psychiatrist’s office.

  A few minutes later, John came down the stairs and went into the kitchen. He opened the pantry and took out some cornflakes. He noticed that the house keys were sitting on the counter by the back door. He took the keys and opened the top lock.

  The Fourniers had internally keyed locks on all the doors because John was a wanderer. Like many children with autism, John would simply walk out of his home and wander away. His parents had no idea that he had figured out which key to use.

  John loved being outside. Being in the woods calmed him down and he loved the old town reservoir where his dad would take him and his brothers swimming.

  Wearing nothing more than pajamas and sneakers, John quietly walked out his back door across the snow-covered lawn and into the woods toward the reservoir.


  CHAPTER 2

  Randazzo walked into headquarters and waved to Chavez to buzz him in. “What’s up?”

  “You got me,” said Chavez with an odd smile. “Chief, Randazzo’s here.”

  “Send him down.”

  “It’s lecture time.” Randazzo thought to himself as the chief ushered him in and closed the door.

  Randazzo stood at attention in his usual lackadaisical way. “Sir, you wanted to see me?”

  Randazzo never saw it coming. The chief landed a right hook into his jaw. Randazzo staggered and fell to the floor holding the side of his face. “What the . . .”

  “Sit up! You listening now?”

  “What . . . what the . . .”

  “Hey, Randazzo, you don’t shit where you eat!”

  “Huh?”

  “Don’t give me that,” Lonnegan said through his clenched teeth. “You know exactly what I am talking about. Colletti talked to you, but you didn’t listen. So now I talked to you.”
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  As Bryan Bell strolled down his walkway to his car in his driveway, he saw Colletti and Forceski walking toward him. He knew who they were and didn’t think anything unusual about their presence. He put his briefcase on the roof of his car as he opened his car door.

  “Hey, guys. PBA donation time?”

  Colletti offered his right hand. “How’d you guess?”

  “My checkbook is in my briefcase,” he said. As Bell reached out to shake Colletti’s hand the cop’s left hand popped a handcuff on him. Bell was turned around and cuffed, hands behind his back, before he knew what happened. “Hey? Hey!”

  “You gotta pay some fines in court, Mr. Bell.” Tony said.

  “Don’t worry,” said Forceski, “I got your briefcase.”

  They placed the stunned man in the patrol car’s backseat, “We didn’t want to arrest you in front of your family,” Tony said smiling. “You’ll be out quick enough. But you’re supposed to pay your tickets in this town.”

  “Sure. Okay. But why the cuffs?”

  “You blew off a court appearance. Judge Lange got the red ass. You got a warrant,” said Forceski. “You’re lucky that we didn’t take you in front of your family.”

  “But I have a client coming. I do have a real job, you know.”
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  Chavez heard the commotion down in the chief’s office and tried not to laugh out loud.

  Then the call came in. A woman was so upset she could hardly get the words out. “My son John escaped . . . he escaped . . . he wanders . . .”

  “Please slow down. Tell me your name.”

  “Fournier. My son John has autism. He can’t talk. Can’t communicate. He wanders. He walked out of the house. I was exhausted.”

  Chavez popped open the Kid Find drawer. He had the address and phone number on the computer screen. “Is it Johnny or Evan?” he asked.

  “It’s Johnny. He left out the back door. I can see tracks in the snow heading toward the woods.”

  Chavez hit the call button, “Chief, we got a kid with autism wandering out into Wampus Park. I’m deploying units.”

  “Copy that. Coming now.”

  This was a situation that Winston police understood well. The department had a program, Kid Find, in place to deal with this kind of situation.

  The chief grabbed his jacket and turned to Randazzo. “Get up! You’re driving me. Let’s go.”

  Randazzo followed, still rubbing his jaw.
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  Colletti and Forceski were rolling back into town when the call came in. Forceski hit the lights and sirens and began accelerating. “Shouldn’t you drop me off first?” said Bell from the backseat.

  “Shut up,” Tony said. “Glen, I know the Fournier family pretty well. They have two. Johnny is the wanderer. Last summer he went swimming at the old reservoir. His father got to him before he got in too deep. Damn near drowned.”

  “If that’s what he’s doing, then we could be looking at an ice rescue.” He called headquarters. “Chavez, get the fire department out to the reservoir. We could be looking at a kid under the ice.”

  “Copy that,” said Chavez over the radio. “I don’t know if the highway department plowed the access road.”

  “That’s why firemen wear boots, Chavez,” Forceski said loudly. “Tell them to get there!”

  The car flew around the ice-covered suburban streets. Brian Bell was getting nervous. “Hey guys. I am still back here. Be careful will ya?!”

  They pulled up in front of the Fournier residence. Forceski popped the trunk. “Damn it! No rope.”

  Veronica Fournier came running out, crying hysterically, and pointing toward the woods in the back of the house. “We’re going,” said Colletti. Both men ran through the deep snow. Their jackets, ties, and dress shoes were for court and not a winter rescue.
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  John never really felt the cold. What confused him was that the water in the lake seemed to be covered in snow. He looked for the trees he knew so well. Even without leaves, he knew the tree line and he followed it out to where there should be water. John looked up at the brilliant blue sky and felt the calm that being in the woods gave him.

  Then the ice gave way, and John fell under the water. He gasped and swallowed freezing water as he sank, watching the blue sky disappear.
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  Tony and Glen slogged through the deep snow as best they could. Sweating and freezing, they picked up a trail of sorts that made the going a little easier. Suddenly they came to a clearing at the edge of the reservoir.

  There were footprints leaving the shoreline and an opening in the ice, fifty feet from the shore.

  “Shit. Tony, we have to go in.”

  “You can’t do that. The heart thing rules you out. I gotta do this. Get a tree branch, something long that I can grab onto after I come up.”

  “When you hit the water, keep your head out so you don’t gasp and suck down freezing water. You have to let your body sort of adapt. Otherwise, I’ll have to go in after you, and then I’ll be really pissed.”

  Tony removed his jacket and shoes. The temperature was in the low twenties, so the water would be just above freezing. This was going to be awful. As he got closer to the opening in the ice, he went down on his belly and pushed himself farther onto the lake.

  The cold water hit like an explosion. Tony gasped and yelled out. Every instinct in his body told him to get out, but he willed himself to stay in the freezing water. He turned to see Forceski sliding toward him pushing a long tree branch. He was bleeding from a cut on his forehead.

  “What the hell happened to you?”

  “Caught a tree branch in the head. Don’t worry about it. How are you?”

  “Freezing! The water is deep. I can’t feel the bottom.”

  Forceski got the branch as close to the opening as he dared. Three people in freezing water would only make everything worse. “Talk to me, Tony. How you gonna play this?”

  “I have to go under.”

  “No, you don’t. I hear sirens. Help is coming.”

  Tony pushed himself under the ice. More shock hit him. He wasn’t sure that he could move his arms and legs. He felt so heavy—not slow—but a weird sort of heaviness.

  The water was clear enough to see bubbles silently running along the ceiling of the ice. Tony looked down. Nothing. Where was the kid? He needed air. He gasped as he hit the surface. The air made him feel even colder.

  Tony surfaced. “Ah! This sucks! I can’t see the kid yet.”

  “Tony! Get out. You tried. Come on!”

  “No way, Bro.” Tony went back under the ice. A slight current to his left was taking bubbles under the ice. He followed the bubbles and looked down.

  Nothing.

  It was getting eerily dark away from the hole in the ice. Tony looked down again and saw a hand swaying slowly in the current. It was the kid! He grabbed the arm and pulled the boy toward him. Johnny’s eyes were open but lifeless. Tony turned and tried to locate the opening in the ice. He lost the opening! Fighting dread and panic, Tony turned himself around pulling the boy with him. Then he saw the opening and swam as hard as he could. He burst through the surface gasping.

  “Gl-Glen! I g-got him!”

  “Thank God!” Then to Glen’s horror, Colletti disappeared back under the water.

  “Tony!”

  Suddenly the boy heaved up out of the water and landed sprawling out on the ice. Colletti surfaced behind him and pushed the boy away from the opening with the last of his strength. Forceski grabbed the boy’s shirt and pulled him slowly toward him. “We got you, Johnny. We’re taking you home.”

  They made slow progress toward the shore. Forceski realized he was following the trail of his own blood.

  “Gl-Glen. How does he look?” Colletti held onto the edge of the ice.

  “He’s not breathing. Now you get the heck out of the water.”

  The only problem was Tony couldn’t really move. All he could do was hang on the edge of the ice. He could move his arms, but they had no strength in them. He couldn’t pull himself up.

  The chief and Randazzo appeared out of nowhere. Forceski was getting the boy closer to Randazzo. The chief was behind him, also on his belly.

  Glen looked back and saw Tony still in the water. “Tony, get out!”

  “G-Get the k-kid off the ice.”

  “Glen!” the chief called out, “He can’t move. We’re going to have to go get him.”

  Now Forceski was really pissed off. “Sorry Johnny. I’m going to have to move you out of here now,” He slid the boy forcefully across the ice toward Randazzo.

  Randazzo dragged the boy back to shore. The chief laid him on a blanket and began CPR. Johnny Fournier was blue and didn’t have a pulse. Lonnegan worked compressions furiously. He was beginning to feel desperate. And he had a man in the water who wasn’t doing well either.

  Forceski was sliding toward Tony when he heard a cracking noise and froze. Colletti clung to the edge of the ice. “Tony, how are you doing?”

  “Gl-Glen, I’ve been submerged in freezing water for ten minutes. How d-do you think I am doing?”

  Forceski smiled. Colletti was still acting like Colletti even though he couldn’t seem to move. Then he saw Randazzo sliding toward him. “Dazz, I’m hearing ice cracking here.”

  “Move back, Detective. I’m lighter. We might need you to pull us both out of here. Where is the damn fire department?”

  “Dazz, you’d better move. I don’t want him sliding under again.”

  Randazzo slid on his belly toward Colletti. The good news was that he seemed to have enough rope.

  On shore, things were not going well. The CPR compressions were not working. Forceski moved in. “Let me work him a while, Chief.”

  “What the heck happened to your head?”

  “Caught a branch. I wasn’t ready for a wilderness experience today.”

  Sirens from the fire department and EMT vehicles could be heard in the distance. “Thank God,” the chief said.

  Randazzo finally got to Colletti, who was shivering, blue, and exhausted. “Hey, Detective.”

  “Hey, Dazz, you know the chief w-wanted to talk to you.”

  “Yeah, we had a great meeting . . . I’m sliding this rope around you.”

  “You’re g-going to h-have to. I can’t move my arms.”

  “No problem.” Randazzo had to put his hands in the water. He was already freezing. He couldn’t imagine what Colletti was going through.

  He was about to find out.

  The ice cracked and Randazzo plunged face first into the water. The cold was stunning, and he flailed and swallowed water in a panic. Then he saw Colletti sinking to the bottom.

  Forceski and the chief heard the ice crack and saw Randazzo’s backside and legs slide into the water. A huge opening now appeared with chunks of ice floating around Randazzo.

  “I’m pulling. You work the kid,” the chief said.

  Randazzo reached down and grabbed Colletti’s shirt collar. He burst through the surface screaming, “Help! Help! Ahhh! Shit! This is c-cold!”

  Colletti hit the surface. “G-Good thing you got me.”

  “Pull the rope! I can’t let go of Colletti!” Randazzo screamed.

  Colletti was trying to say something but Randazzo couldn’t make sense of it. “Detective, what is it?”

  “You’re choking me!”
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  The EMTs and firemen administered first aid to the men. Randazzo could walk, but Colletti had to be carried. Both men were loaded in the ambulances that arrived after John Fournier had been taken away. Colletti asked the chief if the boy was doing better.

  “I don’t know, Tony. I’ll let you know. Right now, go get warm.”

  The ambulance door closed. Although he was conscious, Tony was lost in the fog of hypothermia.

  The chief looked in on Randazzo who was bundled up on a stretcher, drinking coffee.

  “You did good today.”

  “Thank you, sir.”
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  The chief got back to headquarters just before Forceski. Chavez stood up. “Sir, we have Wilson and Ramirez delivering Bell to court. I pulled Henry and Wanda in to secure the reservoir site. We got coffee. What the heck happened to you?”

  Chavez meant Forceski who had just walked in, freshly adorned with stitches on his forehead and dried blood on his shirt.

  “Don’t worry about it. How’s Tony?”

  “They’re warming him up at North Castleton Hospital.”

  “I think I should head over.”

  “Go,” the chief said. “I’ll catch up with you.” He turned to Chavez. “Press?”

  “Yeah, Angie says that News 13, CBS, and NBC locals are descending upon us as we speak.”

  “That figures. Remind everyone of the media relations protocols. I talk. No one else. Schwartz call yet?”

  “The town supervisor is on his way over, Chief,” Chavez said, and then paused.

  “What’s wrong?” the chief asked.

  “The kid died. They called three minutes ago.”

  The chief turned and walked down the hall to his office. He quietly shut the door and went to the window. The ice in the Hudson now seemed even colder to him.


  CHAPTER 3

  Tony Colletti sat in his bed at North Castleton Hospital looking out the window into the darkness. The television was on, but he wasn’t watching it. Johnny Fournier had died. Despite everything he had done, the kid died.

  Chief Lonnegan had told the press about the morning’s events and how his heroic officers did everything they could. “This has been one of the worst days of my career,” the chief said. “We now need to support the Fournier family.”

  But the truth was that the Fourniers had very few friends in town. They were nice people, but their sons’ autism had left the family isolated. When Tony started the Kid Find Program, he went to the Fournier home and talked to Mrs. Fournier at length. She almost refused to let Tony in the house until he told her that he had a son with autism too.

  As Tony talked to other families he heard stories that left him shaking his head. For a small town, there were a surprising number of children with autism. What was eerie was that there were no autistic adults, just children and adolescents.

  Some of the kids were charming and surprisingly endearing. They were impaired, but their family lives didn’t match the media descriptions of autism. There were no “Rain Man” kids. Some kids had some skills and talents, but most were completely dependent on their families. They needed constant, one on one, supervision. It was clear that the children were impacted socially, but many had really good connections to their parents and siblings. They were loved.

  But it was behaviors that defined autism. Some kids were self-abusive; some spent hours doing odd, repetitive behaviors; some obsessed over objects, turning lights on and off, staring at ceiling fans, and replaying DVDs and videos over and over again.

  Tony enjoyed meeting the families and took pride in the Kid Find Program. The chief said that this is what professional policing was about, being proactive and solving problems in the community. Tony was a natural to lead the program because he could always get people to talk. He was famous in Castleton County police circles for his work on the Stracuzza homicide case. Tony got Joey Stracuzza to confess to the murder of his girlfriend, and then Stracuzza actually thanked him for taking the time to listen.

  But right now, Tony didn’t feel like a hero. Despite the program he had started, a kid had died. He knew it wasn’t his fault, but he had never felt such bitterness. What if this had happened to Anthony, Jr.?

  Anne had just left. She was seething when she arrived, her dark eyes cutting right through him. “Still think that you’re twenty-three, don’t you? You had to go in the freezing water. You have kids too, you know.” But as they talked, she began to warm up to him and her Sicilian anger receded.

  “Anne, if Anthony was in that lake, you’d want the cops doing what I did. It’s what we do. You know that.”

  His wife kept holding his hand and shaking her head. As he told her what happened, she kept shaking her head. “You’re a rock head, you know that? But I love you.”

  When you’re freezing to death, you want a warm Sicilian woman with you. But Anne was home now to get the kids to bed. His daughter Sophie called him three times to make sure he was all right.

  Tony kept seeing Johnny Fournier’s eyes, open and peaceful. He thought about the family. It must be the worst night of their lives. Tony remembered his conversation with Veronica Fournier last spring. Once she started talking, she couldn’t stop. And she mentioned something that he had also heard from other parents. “Johnny was a beautiful child, happy. Then everything changed after the vaccines.”

  Tony did not know what to do with that. But he heard it over and over. “I think it was the vaccines.” Something didn’t add up. The parents who talked about this seemed reasonable. Many were reporting similar observations.

  Anthony Colletti, Jr., had also been a happy and healthy boy. Then one morning, he awoke with a terrible scream. He had a fever, horrible diarrhea, and an awful rash.

  And Anthony had gone for some shots the day before . . .

  Anthony was never right again. The happy, gorgeous boy with his wife’s eyes was gone. The next months were a blur of doctor’s visits, neurological tests, meetings with early intervention people, and finally a visit by a psychologist who announced that Anthony was “clearly autistic.”

  Anne called Tony at work with the devastating news that their lives would never be the same.

  Tony found himself asking “Why did this happen to my son?” He was grieving the loss of his child, but his child was still alive. “How will he live after I am gone? Who will take care of Anthony?”

  Tony withdrew and was depressed for weeks until one night after dinner, Anne exploded. “If you are going to sit there with your head in your hands for another night, then get the heck out! We have to start doing things for Anthony. I have too much on my plate, and I have to keep the rest of this place together. I can’t drag you along too!”

  Tony stormed out and walked around the block. Finally, he got into his car and drove twenty miles to the martial arts dojo in Yonkers where he had trained for twenty years. The dojo was always a place where he let go of negativity and got refocused.

  He got there just as the class was starting. “Welcome back, my friend,” said the sensei, Akinori Saito. Colletti bowed to the gray-haired jujitsu master, whose eyes immediately focused on Tony. “I have missed you. I was getting worried. Go put your ghi on.”

  The class began with the customary respects of bowing to the sensei, bowing to classmates, and then bowing to the small group visiting the class that night. Then came stretching, calisthenics, kata exercise forms, and, finally, sparring.

  As always, Colletti found that releasing himself to the art of jujitsu brought him focus and peace. It was the act of “emptying your cup” as Sensei Saito would always say. The ancient art worked its magic, and Tony began relaxing, executing techniques, throwing his classmates, being thrown and hitting the mats.

  And getting back up.

  As the meditation period was ending, Saito made a simple statement: “Life is about change. Resisting change only leads to sorrow. Accept reality as it is and be of service to others.”

  Tony came home three hours later. Anne was reading a book in bed. “Okay,” he said, “what do we have to do?”

  [image: image]

  The Collettis immersed themselves in the enormous amount of work needed to begin dealing with an autistic child. There were dozens of meetings with therapists and the case manager. Setting up and getting Anthony to therapy appointments was a full-time job. All sorts of professional people began working in the Colletti’s home: speech therapists, physical therapists, and behavioral therapists. Little Anthony spent hours working harder than any young boy should have to work just to speak a few words or correctly use a spoon. Applied behavioral analysis therapy helped Anthony focus but it also frustrated him, producing some horrible meltdowns. There were times when Tony came home to find Anne crying.

  It was that hard.

  One night in bed, Anne held Tony and said, “I just wish that he could be free. Free to play. To imagine being a superhero. To be a boy.”

  “I know.”

  “He’s becoming more affectionate, though. I am getting some hugs from him again.”

  Anne kissed Tony’s cheek. “A hug from him is better than hitting the lottery. You know he loves you.”

  Anne began to attend support meetings where parents discussed therapies and interventions. Tony avoided those, but he did talk to the other police officers whose children also had autism. One of them was Glen, “the Polish Hammer” Forceski. The two men, who immediately bonded over their sons’ situations, noticed how many other Winston children had the condition. And some of those kids were “wanderers” who often quietly left their homes and roamed away causing their families to call the police in a panic. That was when Tony got the idea for Kid Find.

  The program caught on, and soon a file drawer at the station house front desk was full of case folders on Winston’s wanderers. The department developed training about children with autism wandering and shared the information with cops from other departments. The innovative program received positive local media attention and an Autism Friendly Community Award from Autism America. The chief, the town manager, Colletti, and Forceski had their pictures taken with the lovely actress, Kate Darby, Autism America’s celebrity spokesperson.

  Copies of the photograph were put up all over headquarters. Chavez—always a prankster—started a rumor that Forceski was having an affair with the actress.

  But today’s events only emphasized how tough the lives of the affected families really were. Veronica Fournier dropped her guard for a few minutes because she was exhausted. And now her son was dead.

  To make matters worse, District Attorney Jeanette Borelli had called a press conference to announce that she would seek criminal charges against Mrs. Fournier. Child Protection workers took Johnny’s brother into protective custody when word had leaked out that there were holes in the walls of Johnny’s room. Forceski told Tony that the chief was furious at Borelli, and that the walls at headquarters literally shook from their telephone screaming match.

  Tony lay in the hospital bed thinking “It could have been Anthony in that frozen lake. It could have been Anne who now needed an attorney and who was planning a funeral.” Then he drifted into a fitful sleep.

  Tony was back in the frozen woods under the deep blue sky, in a crowd of people who were walking through the deep snow. Everyone moved in one direction with their heads down away from the frozen lake that they had all just crossed.

  Something told him to turn around and walk back toward the lake. Hundreds of children and their parents were now crossing. All of them had blank looks on their faces. No one would look him in the eye. He tried to say something to them. What was it? The words wouldn’t come out.

  Tony walked out onto the ice and saw the blue sky turning dark purple. He noticed that certain children just stopped as if frozen in place. He tried to yell, “Get off the ice!” But the words still wouldn’t come out. The children were frozen in place.

  And then it began to happen.

  One by one, the children plunged through the ice, their desperate eyes looking at him. Something was pulling them down. Some horrible, faceless force pulled them under the ice. Tony ran to them, but they were gone, and the ice had refrozen as if they had never been there. The other adults continued walking, heads down into the darkness of the woods.

  Tony turned and saw Anthony. He ran toward him screaming, “No!” But like all the others, the ice erupted and pulled his son under, then refroze. Anthony was trapped underneath.

  Sobbing, Tony fell and pounded the ice. He wanted his son back. He wanted the other parents to help, but they just kept marching, heads down. He rose and pulled his gun. He was going to shoot through the ice to get to Anthony. Then he saw what was happening on the other side of the lake. Thousands and thousands of children were lining up.

  Tony awoke to see a nurse standing over him. “Mr. Colletti, are you okay? Are you okay?”

  Tony sat up. “I was having a bad dream.”

  “Well, you had some day from what I saw. Let me take your blood pressure. The sun will be up soon. Did you fill out your breakfast slip?” The nurse slipped the blood pressure cuff around his arm and pumped. “Your numbers look good. The doctor is going to release you in the morning. Oh, one other thing—we offer all of our patients the annual flu shot. It’s flu season. Interested?”


  CHAPTER 4

  The director of the Division of Vaccine Injury compensation, Dr. Robert Bangston, sat alone with his head in his hands in his dimly lit office in the Health and Human Services Building in Washington, DC. Every few minutes, he flipped through the case folder on his desk, read some of it, and then went back to holding his head in his hands.

  Darkness always surrounded Bangston. His staff called his office “The Tomb.” He had been a good looking man in his youth, but, he had become haggard and worn over the years. Bangston now felt as though he was suffocating.

  The lawyers from the United States Department of Justice had decided to settle one of the first cases in the Omnibus Autism Proceedings. They felt that they would lose the case if it went to a hearing. It was devastating.

  The United States was about to concede that vaccines could cause autism.

  “Your people should have caught the Kellerman report!” Department of Justice Attorney Terrence Stone shouted. “Don’t run up to Secretary Chamberlin pointing the finger at us. Your people review these stinking cases.”

  “We can’t concede an autism test case,” Bangston said. “The anti-vaxers will have a field day with this.”

  “Oh? Is it better to let Whittaker go to hearing? Then the petitioners roll Kellerman up there, and he testifies in exquisite detail that the kid developed autism from the vaccines. You do know that Kellerman was supposed to be a witness for us on the other test cases? Come on Bob, he’d be testifying against himself! Lose this one case and we lose ’em all.”

  “Terry, what do I say to the Secretary? ‘Every now and then vaccines do cause autism. Sorry about that.’ Think she’ll be happy?”

  “Robert, this isn’t about making her happy. Look, we got bushwhacked. We have to do a lot of creative writing and, crap, we’ll see if we can contain this. It is what it is.”

  The unstated purpose of creating the Omnibus Autism Proceedings in the National Vaccine Injury Compensation Program, the NVICP, was to end the vaccine-autism issue once and for all. But the Whittaker case was a disaster for the program that Bangston had been running since the program began. The nation’s vaccine program—the cornerstone of American public health policy—was now in jeopardy. The NVICP was created in 1986 to maintain the vaccine supply, protect vaccine manufacturers from liability, and compensate the injured. If the program went down, he would be held responsible.

  Bangston called the Secretary of Health and Human Services. She seemed to take it well but she was known for being nice to people before firing them. “Robert, get to Jennifer and start planning to deal with public relations. There has to be a plan—stat!”

  Bangston still had his job—for now.

  Dr. Jennifer Kesslinger, the director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, was apoplectic when Bangston phoned. “You do understand that we have made dozens of statements that there is no link between autism and vaccines? That vaccination is absolutely the cornerstone of everything we do—everything!”

  Bangston explained the catch-22 to her. It only made her angrier. “You mean the father of this autistic kid is a doctor! Oh come on! Does the guy have any loyalty? And who is this Kellerman guy? You tell him he’s done in this town! You tell him!”

  “You can’t threaten a witness in a federal proceeding . . .”

  “These aren’t federal proceedings! These are our proceedings! This is our program—our game—our rules. Damn it, Robert, we got beat on our own field.”

  “We need a containment plan.”

  “Well, yeah, you’re telling me?” She was smoking again. Bangston could tell by her voice. It was a closely held secret that Kesslinger—one of the nation’s leading health authorities—smoked like a chimney. She could drink a room full of sailors under the table too. “It can’t be government, Robert. It has to be done outside. Figure it out. There are lots of resources from the private sector. Take it from there.”

  And so Bangston made another call.
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  Dr. Phillip Snyder was playing golf at the Cambridge Beaches Resort in Bermuda. A middle-aged man with graying hair, he was spokesman for the pharmaceutical industry after he made millions on a vaccine he developed. Snyder was not born to wealth and felt a great sense of loyalty to the industry that had made him affluent and respected. For Snyder, respect was everything.

  Snyder had great influence on the prestigious federal Advisory Council on Immunization Protocols, the ACIP. A few years ago the “anti-vaccine people” publicly embarrassed him when he didn’t abstain from a vote approving a vaccine he had developed. An autism blog declared him unethical and ran a short film starring a Muppet-like toad called Snyder the Pharma Toad.

  But all that seemed miles away. Snyder was playing golf and enjoying a stunning view of the Atlantic Ocean. Officially, he was attending the annual conference of the North American Foundation for Infectious Diseases. His team of another doctor and two executives were having a glorious time, courtesy of Xerxes Pharmaceuticals. Snyder was about to putt on the eleventh when his cell phone rang. It was Bangston. “Phil, we have a big problem! Get off the golf course, and call me from your hotel room in twenty minutes.”

  Twenty minutes later Dr. Snyder got the news and threw his wineglass against the wall of his executive suite. “How the hell could this happen? Are the DOJ people out of their minds?! Don’t they know what the anti-vax crowd will do with this?”

  “I told them. They say that they had no choice.” Bangston told Snyder the rest of the saga. Snyder was stunned.

  “Is the family going to talk?”

  “I think so.”

  “I say we settle only if they agree to remain silent. Didn’t something like that happen with the Nebraska family?”

  “You mean the Kansas family.”

  “But they were from Nebraska, weren’t they?”

  “Yes, Phil. That’s why we call them the Kansas family . . . look, what do we do? We need a plan. Jennifer wants it done outside the government.”

  “That guttersnipe wants to make sure that she has a landing pad after she leaves CDC. What a piece of work. She and the rest of those epaulet-wearing idiots can’t solve a problem to save their lives. She still bitching about Hans Jurgenson?”

  “She should be,” said Bangston, pulling back his graying hair with his free hand. “That drunken Viking is like a villain from a James Bond movie. He got a research assistant pregnant so Kesslinger threw him out of Emory.”

  Snyder chuckled. “He produces studies with numbers that we like, Bob. It’s really that simple. Look, I’ll make the call. My people will come up with a plan. It’s what they do. How’re you doing?”

  “I hate this job. I hate this place. I’m sick of sitting on cans of gasoline while everyone around me smokes cigars.”

  “You’re our man, Bob. Come on now, you’re our man.” With that, Snyder hung up the phone and walked out onto his balcony. The sun was setting across the bay. He was about to enjoy a lovely evening in the company of admiring peers. At tonight’s dinner he would receive the Jacob Fletcher Award for all that he had done to promote vaccination. For all that he had done for the greater good.

  And so he went back to the telephone. In a dark, oak paneled office in London, E. Gordon Calthorpe answered the phone and exhaled a stream of cigarette smoke.

  “Hello, Phillip.”

  “Gordon, we have a problem.”

  “Of course, you do, Phillip. Why else would you call me?”


  CHAPTER 5

  Russell Sampson, the US Representative from New York’s Ninth Congressional District, paced around his office in the House Office Building in Washington, DC. Sampson was tall, with a chiseled jaw and an athletic build. Female reporters called him strapping. The Republicans called him their “Dream Candidate.” Because he was.

  And now he was waiting on a phone call from the governor of New York. Maybe, just maybe, Sampson was going to be appointed New York’s junior senator.

  The phone rang. “Sampson here.”

  “You know I bet you are standing there in your uniform, you good-looking bastard,” said Lou Miller.

  “Actually, I’m wearing the red tie you got me for Christmas, Governor. How are you?”

  “I’m in Albany, Russell. You know what that means.” Both men laughed and had a quick conversation about New York politics. Both agreed that it had been a good month in Albany; not one assembly member or state senator had been arrested. Of course, the month wasn’t over. “How’s your wife feeling? Everything good with your new baby?”

  “Yes, Diana and Jordan are both doing great. Thanks for asking.”

  “Hey, how many kids do you have now? Seven? Eight?”

  “Just four. The girls and now Jordan.”

  “Diana just can’t keep her hands off you, can she? Everyone says you’re gorgeous. My wife says you’re gorgeous. In fact, everyone wants to make babies with you.”

  “Well, thank you, Governor.”

  “Your wife is gorgeous. Your kids are gorgeous.” Lou Miller could go on like this. It was part of his charm. Mercifully, he moved on to the purpose of the call. “So, listen, I have a bunch of people telling me that Dean Markos from out on the Island would be a good senator.”

  “He would be, Lou. He is a good man and . . .”

  “Yes, he is, but he isn’t the best man. I’m talking to the best man right now. Yeah, you’re young, and, yeah, the old guard will grumble. But a governor rarely gets to make this kind of decision. Most of the decisions are ones I’d rather not make. So, on this one I’m doing what I want. Do you accept my appointing you to the United States Senate?”

  Sampson got up from his chair and swallowed hard. “Yes, Governor, I do.”

  “Good! You’ll be great, although my rabbi is going to ask why I didn’t pick a Jew.” Sampson laughed. “Seriously, do you know how difficult it is to be a Jewish Republican in New York? Don’t ever ask me how I ended up here. I couldn’t explain it. I mean, I’m not gorgeous or anything, like you. Okay, my office will call your assistant about scheduling. Good day . . . Mr. Senator.”

  Russell Sampson was a good and honest man from middle-class Catholic stock, who believed in national service. His father was a former Marine, so after graduating from Fordham University, Sampson joined the Marines too. He flew jets in the Gulf War and rose through the ranks. When he left the military, he got a law degree, and went to work for the Dutchess County district attorney. The local Republicans recognized talent when they saw it and begged him to run for the Democrat-dominated New York State Assembly. To everyone’s amazement, he easily defeated the Democratic incumbent. As a Republican, Sampson couldn’t do too much, but it didn’t matter. His primary job became being Russell Sampson. He was constantly seen at veterans’ functions with his blonde, blue-eyed wife, Diana, and their growing family.

  Although conservative in just about every way, Sampson resonated with the diverse people in his district. In a stroke of innate political genius, he took to the streets of the failing Hudson River Valley city of Newburgh in 2003 and talked to young gang members. Charisma is charisma, and the young men related to Sampson. They listened to his talks about commitment to community and family. The local police reported that gang violence decreased.

  Sampson’s appearance on a talk show made him famous for one particular comment. “Mr. Sampson,” asked the host, “do you really believe that you can get these gang members to change by just talking to them?”

  His answer made headlines: “Only if I listen to them first.”

  One year later, Sampson was elected to the House of Representatives. And now he was going to the United States Senate.


  CHAPTER 6

  E. Gordon Calthorpe entered his oak-paneled office and lit a cigarette. His assistant, Donna Willoughby, said, “The callers are lining up, sir.”

  “Excellent. They are behaving exactly as I expected.” Calthorpe said, exhaling smoke from his nose as though he were a dragon.

  Calthorpe was a senior partner in the Rollins Group, the world’s premier private public relations firm. The Rollins Group was vital to the world’s elite, yet most ordinary people didn’t even know the company existed. Because of its power and influence, Rollins could do things that no other public relations firm could. As Calthorpe liked to say, “We shape truth. We create reality.”

  Calthorpe relished the power and the influence that the firm had. It created financial opportunities that went well beyond the public relations world. And that only fueled more power and more influence, particularly with Rollins’s media allies. When the interests of the elite were challenged, Calthorpe and his people were called upon to “adjust” the situation. Often, the people targeted did not realize that they had been targeted until a negative news story came out about that person’s business or character.

  This was just the beginning. Eventually, someone in government—and it didn’t matter who—would see the gain in going after the targeted person. It was all just a matter of altering the terrain in the way that Rollins wanted. As Calthorpe would say, “It’s time to release the dogs.” Eventually, the dogs did what dogs do. Altering the terrain simply made it easier.

  This did mean, of course, that you sometimes had to lie down with some bad dogs.

  Although Calthorpe began his career as a gifted barrister, he was bored by practicing law and wanted the power to impact the world beyond the courtrooms of England. He always convinced juries that his clients were right, but it was the public that he wanted to mold. Why not create a world where your client’s interests were so well protected that no one dare challenge them? Rollins Group was a perfect fit. Calthorpe and Rollins made millions. And they were about to make millions more. His gray reptilian eyes calmly focused on the telephone in anticipation of the conference call.

  “George Patel for party A on the line,” said an Indian-accented voice over the phone.

  “Good to hear you again, George. How are you?”

  “Very well, Gordon. Very well.”

  “Wilson Egley for party B.”

  “Hello, Wilson. How is Manhattan today?”

  “Freezing.”

  “Heinz Obermayer for party C.”

  “Hello, Heinz.”

  “Deborah Johnson for party D, Mr. Calthorpe.”

  “How is your father, Deborah? Last I heard, he was unwell.”

  “Still with us.”

  “Juan Romero-Santiago for party . . . party E.”

  “Buenos dias, Juan,” Calthorpe said, breathing out more smoke through his teeth. “Very well then, we are assembled. Everyone here understands the reason for this gathering. You have received the documents retaining our services. Rollins shall endeavor to be of great service to you. This matter will receive our utmost attention and, as you certainly know, we never fail to protect our clients. Donna, please inform the gathering of the situation.”

  Willoughby rose to her feet as though addressing people who were actually in the room. “We learned two days ago that the US Vaccine Injury Compensation Program is going to settle one of the test cases in what they are calling the Omnibus Autism Proceedings. We expect that this family will eventually choose to speak out and . . .”

  Johnson interrupted, “Is the US government actually going to admit that a vaccine caused autism? If so, why?”

  “Because,” said Willoughby, “the child’s father is a Harvard-trained physician, the mother is an attorney, and the doctor who submitted an expert report on behalf of the family explains in exquisite detail how the vaccinations led directly to the autism outcome. Further, this same expert was also slated to be a witness for the respondent, who happens to be the Secretary of Health and Human Services.”

  “In other words,” Calthorpe said, “the matter has to be settled—taking the case to a hearing would be a disaster. It would have established bad precedent.”

  The phone lines were silent until Patel spoke up, “My friends, this is a disaster. I can tell you that my clients will be very concerned. There will be a massive impact on the financials in this market.”

  Romero-Santiago spoke next. “We all understand that this marketplace is totally unique. Our clients all enjoy a level of product liability protection that is . . .”

  “Quite correct, my friend,” Calthorpe said. “You have almost achieved complete protection from American civil law. That is now threatened. Right now there are a handful of cases moving through the American courts that may eventually result in real exposure outside of the compensation program.”

  “This is a disaster for the entire industry,” said Obermayer. “With so many other drugs going off patent, vaccines have become critical protected income that we all have become dependent on.”

  “Same here,” said Egley. “This market is vital to our interests as well. This is very bad news. Isn’t there some way to convince this family to remain silent?”

  “You do understand your countrymen, don’t you?” said Calthorpe. “These people will talk. We know already that Clyde King plans to release the story on the bloody Pulsipher Post.”

  “Can we keep the networks from getting this?” asked Johnson.

  “Part of the strategy will be to insert corks in those bottles,” Calthorpe said,

  “Word of this issue—vaccines and autism – really took off with the use of the Internet,” Egley said. “Can we do anything about these annoying bloggers?”

  “One can’t control the Internet, but we can get our side out on it as well. Tit for tat,” Calthorpe said.

  “We just need to keep the press from getting specifics!” said Egley.

  “Actually,” said Calthorpe, “that is quite right. Spot on. Vague language should be used. We want a lot of gray here.”

  Obermayer pressed for details. “What exactly will you do?”

  “We shall implement a plan that renders this case a footnote in the history of your industry. We shall restore trust in your vaccines and protect your market.”

  “We need to do something,” said Johnson. “One of these cases will eventually get up to the Supreme Court. We all know how that could end. There are upward of 700,000 American children with this disorder. Our industry could well find ourselves held responsible for the largest mass poisoning in history.”

  Patel interjected, “This is a disaster from a world health perspective. We can’t have people in the Third World believing that vaccines cause autism and having American courts saying that. We must do something.”

  Calthorpe relished their panic. They were eating out of his hands. “My friends, please be comforted by our capabilities to shape public perception. This is what we do. We are making plans. We already have significant resources in this arena, particularly here in the UK. We just have to ramp it all up and build some more opportunities to prepare the battlefield in the US. We have already dispensed advice to the Americans. We just need commitments from all of you. Agreed?”
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