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CHAPTER ONE


GEORGETOWN–MONDAY EARLY MORNING


“All non-essential White House employees remain home due to ice storm. Update in four hours.”


Samantha Reid stared at the email and pushed a strand of her long brown hair back off her forehead. She knew that most everyone would try to show up for work today because nobody wanted to be thought of as “non-essential.” At least she had a four-wheel drive jeep she’d been driving for years. Not the chicest car that regularly parked on West Exec., the driveway separating the West Wing from the Old Executive Office Building, or OEOB as they all called the big empire place that housed most of the staff. It was a car she’d bought near her parents’ home in Texas where everybody drives jeeps.


She glanced out the picture window of her tiny Georgetown apartment overlooking the Whitehurst Freeway. Just beyond was a narrow park lining the Potomac River, its trees weighted down with icicles. To the right, the Key Bridge was silhouetted in the dim pre-dawn light where a lone taxi, trying to navigate the icy roadway, suddenly spun out and slammed into a guard rail.


Good Lord. It may look like a scene out of Swan Lake, but it really is treacherous out there. She had known a front was moving in, but an ice storm in early December didn’t happen all that often, and nobody had predicted it would be this bad.


She looked down at her computer again. She always checked her personal and secure email accounts as well as texts when she first woke up, as she often got urgent messages from her boss, the head of the White House Office of Homeland Security. They had been working practically round the clock on a whole list of issues and new safety measures, coordinating with the agencies, following up on tips and executing presidential orders.


She had stayed late last night summarizing the fallout from a threat to a big shopping center made the day after Thanksgiving. Thankfully, that one turned out to be a hoax.


Today she knew they would be focusing on other problems including a new missile defense system they were trying to get deployed on a number of commercial airplanes. She checked her schedule and remembered that a group of airline executives was due for an 11:00 a.m. meeting in the Roosevelt Room. The mastermind of a new 360-degree laser defense, Dr. Cameron Talbot, was supposed to join the airline officers. But now, with the storm raging, she doubted if any of them would make it in.


She also had a meeting to follow up on an attack on the Metro. Transit cops had nailed a guy trying to leave a backpack filled with explosives on board a D.C. train headed for the Pentagon. When the Metro was built, some genius had designed a stop directly underneath the building. What were they thinking?


She shoved her computer aside and padded into the tiny galley kitchen. It looked like it could have fit into a train with its shallow cabinets on two walls, sparse counter space and a stove that was a relic from the eighties. Her whole condo was less than four hundred square feet, but she had gladly exchanged size for the convenience of a Georgetown address that put her within minutes of the White House, though this morning, inching along the icy Washington streets, she’d be lucky if she’d make it in an hour’s time.


She flicked on the small TV set that took up way too much space on the kitchen counter and heard a commercial advertising a new drug. There were pictures of a kindly looking grandmother pushing a laughing child on a swing while the announcer said in the tone of an after-thought, “Side effects could include dizziness, nausea, muscle weakness, weight gain and in rare cases, temporary loss of vision, coma or stroke.”


Samantha shook her head at the absurdity of it all, but then heard the news anchor come back on with the weather report. His map showed a wide swath of storms, snow and ice reaching from Oklahoma all the way up to Delaware, with D.C. on the leading edge.


She measured the coffee, stuck an English muffin into the toaster and checked her watch. She’d have to skip her morning workout in the basement fitness center. With the added commute time, maybe they’d delay their usual early morning staff meeting, but she couldn’t take that chance.


As she reached for a coffee mug, she made a mental note to remind her boss about his appearance on CNN at noon to discuss the Metro train arrest and the shopping center situation. She knew she’d have to write his talking points, but wondered what other potential disaster would have to be added at the last minute.





CHAPTER TWO


OKLAHOMA–MONDAY EARLY MORNING


“Honey, wake up! Something’s wrong.”


Her husband rolled over and made a muffled groan.


“Really. Wake up. It’s freezing in here. Furnace must have gone out or something.”


“Uh huh,” he mumbled and burrowed down inside the covers.


“Please, honey. I mean it.” She reached over and tried to turn on the bedside lamp. “Oh great. Just great. The power’s out.”


The windows in the old farm house rattled as a strong gust of wind pushed sheets of ice and snow against the north wall. “It’s gotta be forty degrees in here. We have to get the furnace going or something.” She yanked open the drawer in the table and fumbled until she felt the flashlight. She flicked it on and shoved the man until he finally opened his eyes.


“What the … what do ya mean it’s forty degrees?”


She pulled the heavy quilt to one side, and he snatched it back. “See what I mean?” she asked. “The furnace. Do something.”


He slowly turned the covers back and ambled to the bathroom where his terry cloth robe was hanging on the door. “Okay. Okay. I’ll check it out.”


“Do you want me to go with you?”


“Nah. Stay warm. Gimme the flashlight. With this wind, it’s probably just the pilot light. I figure we should get a new heater one of these days.”


“You know we can’t swing that now, not with the bills and all.”


“I know,” he sighed. “Just wish I didn’t have to keep fixing the damn thing all the time.”


The stairs creaked as he made his way down to the basement and headed to the back. He peered at the furnace and checked the pilot light. Sure enough. Out again. He held the flashlight with his teeth and tried to light the gas, but it wouldn’t come on. He turned the valve on and off and tried again. Nothing. He grabbed the flashlight and muttered, “Damnation. Gas ain’t getting’ through. Must be a clog or somethin’ in the line. Better check the fireplace.”


He climbed the stairs, went into the living room and knelt down in front of the weathered brick hearth. He tried the switch that turned on the gas logs. Nothing. He shivered and pulled the belt on his robe tighter. “Never shoulda put in the damn gas logs,” he whispered to himself, “regular ones burned fine. But no, she says they’re too messy to clean up, so we get the gas logs. Fine mess we’re in now.”


“What’s happening down there?” she called over the banister. There’s still no heat coming on.


“I know, damn it. There’s no gas gettin’ into the house. No furnace, no fireplace. Nothin’ works. Call your sister and see if we can come stay in town till we can get someone to fix the line.”


“I can’t call her now. It’s five-thirty in the morning.”


He got to his feet and started up the stairs to the bedroom. “So we wait an hour. Get back in bed. There’s nothing we can do now but wait.”


Several miles to the south, an underground bunker, covered by a golf course, had been built in the sixties with an elevator taking workers down to a ten thousand square foot facility. It currently is equipped with living quarters, a kitchen, bathrooms, and storage areas, all to support a massive control room where employees of GeoGlobal Oil & Gas monitor their maze of pipe lines.


The supervisor pointed to a large board covering an entire wall featuring a map with red, yellow and green flashing lights that indicate the status of the lines stretching over a multi-state area. Five computer screens have the capability of zooming in on a section of pipeline, checking diagnostics and analyzing their operation.


“Pressure drop on number twelve,” he shouted. “What the hell!”


His assistant rushed over and stared at the map. “What the devil is that?”


“Gotta shut her down,” he called as he hit a series of computer keys.


“Must be a break of some kind. Helluva storm out there, you know.”


“Storms don’t knock out our lines. Where the hell were you during Katrina, huh?”


“Yeah, I know, but … I just wondered …”


“Stop wondering and start acting,” he ordered.


Suddenly several phone lines began ringing at once. The supervisor grabbed the one closest to his console. “Control room here.”


“Hey Joe, that you? This is Sheriff Chapoton. Big fire west of town. My deputy just called it in, and now our phones won’t stop. He says it looks like some gas line exploded. That’s gotta be one of yours.”


“Exploded? How the hell could that happen?”


“You’re the gas guy. You tell me. I’ve got the fire chief on his way out there with his boys.”


“We saw a pressure drop, so we closed down that line. Fire should burn off pretty quick.”


“Fine. But what’s going on out there?”


“Right now I can’t say. But we’ll get our crews over there pronto to check it out. We’re on it.”


The head nurse on the third floor of the small country hospital raced down the hall. “Blankets. We need more blankets,” she called out, almost colliding with a doctor coming out of the neo-natal unit.


“It’s way too cold in there” he exclaimed as he ran out the door.


“With that storm getting worse, we’ll probably lose power now too” the nurse lamented.


“If that happens we’re in deep trouble. No gas coming in, and the generator is being repaired,” the doctor said as he raced toward a storage closet.


“We’ve been begging for a new one for ages.”


“Fat chance,” he said. “Generator, MRI, CT Scan, you name it, we don’t have it. Not in this town.”


“Could you try to get some portable generators from Don over at the hardware?” the nurse suggested, hurrying along to help him.


“I’ll try, but they won’t open for a while.”


She looked distraught as she followed the doctor into the unit where five tiny souls were wrapped in thin pink and blue blankets. “He’s got to help us,” she called over her shoulder as she picked up one of the babies and held her close. The newborn was whimpering. “Whatever happens in this storm, we’ve got to save the babies!”





CHAPTER THREE


THE WHITE HOUSE–MONDAY MORNING


Samantha pulled up to the Southwest Gate of the White House and waved at the agent inside the guardhouse. He could see the sticker on the back of her rear-view mirror. He waved back when he also saw the badge she fished from inside her coat.


The massive black wrought iron gate opened to the driveway on West Exec. She headed toward her assigned parking space, giving a mental thank you to her boss for securing parking spaces for the six heads of his directorates. Gregory Barnes may have an inflated opinion of himself, but she had to admit he looked after his staff, especially the ones who made him look good to the powers that be.


After she had graduated from Princeton with majors in English Lit and Geology, Samantha had quickly figured out she couldn’t make a living with the English part, but Geology opened a whole raft of job offers. Her dad was in the oil and gas business, she had been raised near the Texas oil fields, and it was only natural that she would feel quite at home with a subject where she already knew the history as well as the lingo.


She had accepted a position with a consulting firm specializing in energy issues and when one of her op-ed pieces on energy independence was printed in the Wall Street Journal, Greg Barnes called to ask if she’d accept a position at the Department of Energy where he was assistant secretary. She had called her dad to ask his advice on whether to take a pay cut and go into government. She always remembered his reply, “You can either serve yourself or serve your country!” She took the job.


Secretary Barnes came to rely on her to do his research, write his speeches and statements when he had to testify before Congress and pull everything together when he appeared on television news shows. The man could speak in great sound bites and while others in the agency ridiculed his ego behind his back, the talk show hosts loved his act.


When the President asked Greg to be his White House Chief of Homeland Security, figuring he would be a great mouthpiece for the administration, he took Samantha with him. Now, every time there was even the hint of a new threat to the country’s national security, the television stations clamored for Greg Barnes’ take on the situation which meant Samantha often felt like an adjunct to the White House speechwriters’ office, except she wasn’t writing for the president, which would have been a total head trip. No. She was writing sound bites for the biggest egomaniac on the staff. And she was sure that today would be no exception.


As she pulled into her spot, she saw the snow swirling against the wind shield. Suddenly, she was five years old and her dad had just brought home the little glass globe with a tiny house and the snow inside that swirled when she shook it. She thought about her father down in Houston and wondered if he had been affected by the storm. She’d have to remember to give him a call a bit later.


Grabbing her purse and black leather folder with some notes for the CNN interview she had drafted last night, she hurried to the door of the West Wing basement and pushed inside. A blast of warm air greeted her in the vestibule. “Good morning, sir,” she said to the Secret Service agent as she again waved her White House pass hanging on a silver chain around her neck.


“Morning, Ma’am. You made it.”


“Took forever, but I’m glad to be here.” She quickly walked across the blue carpet, past the door to the Situation Room and headed up the narrow stairway to her office on the second floor.


As deputy assistant to the president for Homeland Security, she was one of the lucky few who had an office in the West Wing. Greg had seen to that too. Hers was a tiny cubicle next to his, but she was grateful for desk space in this building.


Most of the staff had expansive offices in the OEOB with sixteen foot ceilings and tall windows. Some even had fire places and conference tables in their offices, complete with leather chairs and bookshelves. Her office didn’t even have a window. But that was all right. She knew that if anyone were asked if he would prefer a conference room in the OEOB or a closet in the West Wing, the answer would be obvious. Proximity to power was the name of the game. At least that’s what it was in Washington, D.C.


Tossing her folder on the desk and stashing her purse in the bottom drawer, she powered up her computer to double check the headlines. She scrolled through updates on the arrest of more opposition party members in Venezuela, trouble with the new virtual fence on the Texas border, the resignation of Congressman Davis Metcher who had been sued for additional child support by a former Congressional page, the extent of the ice storm that now had knocked power out in a number of areas, and a gas line explosion in Oklahoma which killed one and left thousands of people in freezing conditions.


She clicked on the last headline and read the details. A local officer, Sheriff Chapoton was quoted as saying, “There was a huge gas fire that sent flames sky high. One firefighter has died and another one is in the hospital. GeoGlobal Oil & Gas sent their team to investigate, but they told me that so far they haven’t figured out how it could have happened. We’re in a real state of emergency around here. No gas, no electricity, no telling when the line can be repaired.” The article went on to say that hospitals and nursing homes were scrambling to move their patients to other locations. Calls to GeoGlobal had not been returned.


That’s odd. Gas lines don’t just don’t explode. And that poor fireman. This is awful. She remembered that a terrorist group in Mexico had sabotaged a number of gas lines some time ago. It had caused huge problems, but she couldn’t fathom that a group like that would have a reason to do the same thing here in Oklahoma. She added the story to her notes for the morning staff meeting.


“Okay, folks, a lot on our plate today.” Gregory Barnes shuffled some papers as he glanced around the small conference table at the heads of his six directorates. There was the man in charge of the executive secretariat who managed all the paperwork coming in and going out to the various agencies regarding threat levels and the efforts to coordinate policy, especially through the Department of Homeland Security with its some two-hundred and forty-thousand employees.


The deputy in charge of Borders and Transportation had her hands full working on security for the railroads and illegal immigration, especially the Mexican paramilitary groups who were teaming up with drug lords to smuggle people as human decoys to divert border agents from the billions of dollars of cocaine shipments coming across at different locations. Even though three had been arrests of several leaders of the Sinoloa Drug Cartel, the notorious group had still been able to consolidate most of the routes into Arizona, while its rival, the Gulf Cartel was focusing on Texas.


Problems with the virtual fence just added to the challenge. At least the International Narcotics Enforcement Office at State was being cooperative on that one. Samantha had been somewhat amused to learn that this particular office was known as “Drugs and Thugs.”


Next to her sat the head of Chemical and Biological Defense, then came deputies for Preparedness, Response and finally Samantha whose portfolio included Nuclear Defense and Energy, as well as keeping up to speed on all of their issues so she could write Greg’s speeches and interview notes.


As he often did, Greg turned to Samantha first. “Are we set on the talking points for the CNN interview today?”


She nodded and pushed a two-page summary across the table. “I know they’ll be asking you about the Thanksgiving threat and the great save on the Metro Pentagon stop. The guy is still being questioned, but it should be a good opportunity to highlight coordination between the agencies on that one.”


Greg perused the points. “Coordination? Right. Good idea. Most of the time we can’t announce plots that we stop because we can’t compromise sources and methods. The press keeps hitting us for surveillance techniques, saying we might be infringing on somebody’s rights somewhere. But when those contacts pan out and we actually prevent an attack, we can’t take any credit. I mean when does this White House get accolades for things that don’t happen?”


The deputies nodded as their boss went on. “Drives me crazy. At least with the nut job on the Metro, we got lucky. Can you imagine what could have happened if that back pack had been detonated right underneath the Pentagon?”


“There’s an awful lot of concrete between the Metro and first floor of the building, so I’m not so sure …” one of the deputies remarked.


“Forget it. People on the train would have been killed, and we just don’t know what could have happened to the building. Anyway, put that one down in the win column. Don’t have too many these days.”


“Uh, Greg,” Samantha interrupted, “I wanted to mention something I saw in the headlines this morning that you might be asked about.”


“What’s that?”


“The gas line explosion in Oklahoma early this morning.”


“I saw a headline about it too, but so what? It was probably some maintenance issue. That’s the gas company’s baby to fix, not ours.”


“But there was a huge gas fire, one guy is dead, and it reminded me of the terrorist group in Mexico that blew up a whole series of lines down there. Remember?”


“Of course I remember. But that was EPR blowing up state-owned gas lines, Pemex lines and because those zanies …”


“The People’s Revolutionary Army,” Samantha supplied the name.


“Yeah, that group wanted the government to release some of their guys they’ve got in prison. Look, I can’t imagine Mexican rebels coming up here and blowing up a gas line in Oklahoma for God’s sake”


“But what if …”


“Forget it. We’ve got too many other issues right now. As I said, let the gas company handle their own problem. But now that you bring up Mexico, they announced in the senior staff meeting this morning that at least their government has those Bell 412 transport helicopters and CASA CN-235 surveillance planes up and running, the ones we gave them. Mexican police should be using them to track the drug dealers not only at our border, but the speedboats that are bringing the stuff from South America to some of the remote Mexican drop off points. Anyway, we all know it’s a big god-damn problem.”


“So they’ve got the planes, but what about tracking those submarines?” a deputy asked.


“That’s another challenge,” Greg said. “Ever since we found out they were building submarines in the jungles of Colombia, loading them up with as much as twelve tons of cocaine and dropping it off on the west coast to Mexico, it’s just one more huge headache.”


He turned to the deputy, “That reminds me. Get hold of that contact of yours over in the Pentagon and see what they’re doing about those things, if anything. I heard they have a working group trying to figure out a strategy, so check on that. I don’t want to elevate this to the SecDef’s office at this point. But if they don’t come up with some sort of solution, we may have to get some high-level attention for this one.”


Greg then ticked off a number of other issues including an update on the 11:00 a.m. meeting with the airline executives. “That meeting isn’t going to come off today. Dr. Talbot said she could make it in, but with the ice storm grounding so many planes, the airline group can’t get here. I doubt that we’ll get any cooperation from the airlines anyway. They pretty much stiffed the secretary of Transportation over the idea of installing Talbot’s anti-missile laser system on very many of their planes. They’re too broke to take that one on. At least that’s their excuse. The thing is, her system would cost about a million dollars a plane.”


“That’s a hefty price when you consider most of the airlines are in deep shit right now,” said one of the deputies.


“Get off it,” Greg said. “A million bucks? That’s about what their audio systems cost. And you tell me. Would you rather fly on a plane with a fancy music system or one you knew had protection from a possible attack?”


No one said anything.


“Point made,” Greg said. He gathered up his papers and pushed back from the table.


Samantha closed her leather notebook but got up with a feeling of unease about the meeting. They went over national security issues every morning of every week, but something about the storm and the gas line explosion wasn’t sitting right.





CHAPTER FOUR


WASHINGTON, D.C.–MONDAY MORNING


“Any word yet from headquarters on that mess in Oklahoma?” Tripp Adams, vice president of GeoGlobal Oil & Gas, asked his lobbyist as he hung up his overcoat in the closet of the spacious office overlooking K Street.


“They’re really scrambling down there. A whole crew went out at dawn. They shut down the line and finally got the fire out, but you probably heard there was one fireman who died. And now they say it’ll be a while before they can figure out what happened.”


“We’ve had our share of maintenance issues, but nothing like this. I mean, a gas line doesn’t just suddenly explode and burst into a big fireball.”


“You got that one right. Our guys said it looked like something Red Adair, that famous firefighter, would have handled in the old days.”


“Jesus!” Tripp walked over to the bay window and stared out at the empty street. “Amazing sight out there. How’d you get in anyway? Does that Prius of yours make it on ice?”


“More or less. I didn’t really want to buy it, but I figured it might be a good image for an oil and gas lobbyist, you know?” Godfrey Nims said with a grin. “It’s bad enough having to go up to the Hill all the time to meet with the members. I mean, it’s tough up there. Last week, when I was giving the Energy Committee a description of the small amount of land we’d be using if and when they finally give us permission to drill on that lease we want in Alaska, they hit me with so many counter points, I felt like a god-damn piñata.”


“Welcome to Washington!” Tripp said. “Then again, it might have had something to do with the fact that you told them the size of the drilling area compared to the whole wildlife acreage was like the mark of a BB gun on the ass of a grizzly.”


The lobbyist looked slightly chagrined. “Yeah, well.”


“Anyway, I’m glad we both made it in today. I had my own problems getting across Key Bridge. There was a taxi smashed against the guard rail.”


“Anybody hurt?”


“They had a police car there, but I couldn’t tell. At least there weren’t many other cars around, so I got by that one. Guess the admin staff isn’t coming in, right?”


“Right. They’ve been calling. I didn’t expect any of them. I picked up my coffee at Starbucks on the way in. At least that place was open.”


“Rats. I should have thought of that. Do you think there’s any in the kitchen?”


“Sure. You’ll just make your own.”


Tripp sat down in his black leather chair and turned on his computer to check the headlines.


Godfrey called from the hallway, “Take a look at the story in the Washington Post on my big issue.”


Tripp glanced down. “You mean this one about the new hearings on oil and gas exploration?”


“Yep, that one,” his colleague said. “That’s why I was up there last week, trying to forestall those hearings until we can get more of our ducks in order. Since this Congress won’t let us drill where the oil and gas happens to be, a problem like this Oklahoma thing could really screw up what little chance we had with the new bill, you know?”


Tripp furrowed his brow and paused. “Damn. You’re right. And with the bitch from Oregon chairing the hearing, you’re going to have your hands full, my friend.”


“I know. Every time I have to deal with Cassidy Jenkins, I wonder how that woman ever got elected.”


“Are you kidding? She’s got the women’s vote, and every tree hugger in the Northwest thinks she’s their hero.”


“I doubt if she’ll continue in hero status when the price of oil and gas goes up again.”


“Sure she will,” Tripp said. “She’ll just call for more wind power or something.”


“That’s what they’ve got at these hearings.” Godfrey shrugged, then added, “Well, let’s just hope we can get our gas flowing again.”


“We can hope. But with this storm, the ice and the blackouts all over the place, we could have people freezing to death down there.”


“Jesus, Tripp, don’t talk like that. Nobody is going to freeze to death.”


“How the hell do you know that? You know damn well that half the homes in this country are heated with natural gas. A lot of it is ours. And then there are the schools, the hospitals, and the factories that can’t operate either.”


“Let’s not get in some crisis mode here until we find out what’s going on in Oklahoma. They should be calling us pretty soon with an update.”


Tripp stood up, straightening his six foot one frame, and headed toward the door. “Okay. While you wait for the phone to ring, I gotta make some coffee. Can’t get through a day like this without a caffeine fix.”





CHAPTER FIVE


OKLAHOMA–MONDAY MORNING


“Did you see the report about all the people who won’t leave their homes? The sheriff was saying they could freeze to death,” the supervisor in the control room said to his assistant.


“Heard it on the radio a little while ago. Trouble is, schools don’t have heat. Big companies don’t have heat. Where are the folks supposed to go?”


“I hear a lot of them are hunkered down over at the Grange Hall where they’ve got those big fireplaces. At least they have a lot of firewood there. Not sure what the hospitals are doing though.”


“When are our crews going to get that line repaired?”


“I have no idea. They haven’t reported back yet.” He looked up at the map of intertwining lines and colors and studied the display. “Everything else seems to be running smoothly. Did you check the maintenance reports on that number twelve line?”


“Sure did. They ran diagnostics on that one just two weeks ago. It was A-okay. I still can’t figure out what happened.”


The supervisor reached for the remote control and flicked on the TV set. “At least power has been restored in a few areas. Glad we have backup generators though. Gonna check the news. See if the stations are back on. Maybe they have something on the evacuations or the hospitals or something.”


They watched in grim silence as a video of snow plows filled the screen. The announcer was explaining that the plows were trying to clear the roads so the hospitals could be evacuated. The staff could be seen bundled up in heavy coats and boots, loading stretchers into ambulances, trucks, and SUVs.A nurse, her white hat visible under a hooded jacket, was carrying what looked like two small bundles in pink blankets as she scurried toward a waiting car.


“Must be the babies out of that neo-natal unit they have over there,” said the supervisor. “At least the car heaters will keep them warm. I wonder about the incubators though. Maybe they can transport them someplace safe.”


“If this storm keeps up and the power is out for a lot of folks, and we can’t get our line repaired right away, this whole area is going to turn into a major disaster.”


“Remember when those Mexican lines were blown up years back?”


“Sure. But that was a bunch of crazy rebels.”


“Shut down all the factories though. Nobody could go to work. Their economy took a real hit.”


“Ours could too.”


The news anchor gave a weather forecast that called for more snow and ice for at least the next forty eight hours. Then he launched into an appeal for portable generators since the hardware stores and other suppliers were all sold out.


“No way anybody is going to give up a generator with this storm carrying on,” the assistant said. “But I sure hope the big guns up at headquarters get their act together to send some of those babies down here. They must have some sort of crisis team working on it, don’t you think?”


The phone began to ring and the supervisor grabbed it. “Control room here.” He listened for a while, nodded twice and then leaned forward as he practically shouted into the mouthpiece. “What in the world are you talking about?”


“What is it?” his assistant said.


The other man held up his hand for silence as he continued to listen to the call. “That long?” he bellowed. He listened for another few moments and finally banged the phone down.


“Good grief!”


“What?”


“The explosion, or whatever it was, really tore up the line. Now, with the storm, getting equipment in there, parts and all, they say it could take weeks to get that line operating again.”


“Weeks? We haven’t got weeks.”


The supervisor shook his head, stared at the map of lines again and turned to his assistant. “Listen. If we don’t get that line up and running in a matter of days, maybe hours, what started out as a small disaster could turn into a big God-damned body count.”





CHAPTER SIX


THE WHITE HOUSE–MONDAY MORNING


“Hey, Samantha, did you see this report from France on what’s going on over at the Economic Summit Meeting?”


Samantha glanced over to see her administrative assistant, Joan Tillman, standing in the doorway, waving a copy of the New York Times. “Not yet, I’ve been swamped with Greg’s priorities. As usual. Why? What’s up?”


“This is hilarious. So the president is over there, and they have one of those press briefings and word gets out that first, the president brought along his own drinking water.”


“So? He always does that.”


“But in France? The Evian people are royally pissed off.”


“Evian?” Samantha said. “Did you ever notice that Evian spelled backwards is naïve?”


Joan giggled and continued. “Anyway, then their French chefs practically went out on strike because our food tasters wanted to supervise their sauces. And finally, get this. Some French reporter is claiming that we’ve got Secret Service frogmen in the fountains at Versailles.”


“Do we?” Samantha asked with a wry smile.


“Probably,” Joan replied. “So are you going to watch Greg on CNN at noon?”


“I guess I’ll have to tune in. But I hope they put him at the top of the hour because I’m starved, and I want to get down to the Mess. I’m having lunch with Angela today.”


“Well, when you see her, tell her that I just heard from scheduling that the Association of Alpaca Growers has requested an event in the Rose Garden where they want to present an animal to the president. She’ll probably get a request to support the idea”.


“There’s an Association of Alpaca Growers?” Samantha asked, raising her eyebrows.


“Yep. Turns out Congress passed some sort of Jobs and Tax Relief law a while back that lets small business owners write off one-hundred percent of new assets the first year. So now you’ve got people buying an alpaca for something like $20,000, writing that off and then after a few years, they fatten them up and sell them for half a million. You can put about eight of those things on an acre of land so it’s cheap to feed them and keep them around. Pretty sweet deal, huh?”


Samantha burst out laughing. “I thought we got through the llama craze and then the ostrich craze. Now, you’re telling me we have an alpaca craze?”


“Something like that. They use ’em for fleece, and some of the better ones even get stud fees.”


“Sounds like the law of unintended consequences,” Samantha said.


“Well, we do a lot of that around here. Anyway, I didn’t mean to bother you. Is there anything you need me to follow up on from the staff meeting?”


“As a matter of fact, there is. Did you hear about that gas line explosion down in Oklahoma early this morning?”


“Sure. It was all over the news. You think that’s something for our office?”


“Well, Greg doesn’t think so. Then again, he was pretty focused on his CNN show.”


“He’s always focused on the next TV show,” Joan said.


“Anyway, with the power being out in a ton of places down there, this could be a huge problem.”


“Sorry, but what do we have to do with that?”


“I’m not sure. It’s just that I know a bit about that industry.”


“I know. You grew up in it. So what’s your take?” “Something’s strange. Something’s missing from the reports. I don’t see how one of those gas lines just explodes in the middle of a snowstorm. I mean, it’s weird. Tell you what, find out who owns that line, and see if they’ve got any people in town I could talk to. It’s got to be one of the majors, and they all have offices here. See what you can track down. Set up a meeting if you can swing it. The sooner the better.”


“Got it. Will do.”





CHAPTER SEVEN


THE WHITE HOUSE–MONDAY MID-DAY


Hustling down the narrow winding stairs to the basement of the West Wing, Samantha first walked by the desk of the agent sitting right outside the door to the Situation Room with its numbered keypad and went to the entrance of the White House Mess.


“Good afternoon, Miss Reid,” the maître d’ said. “Miss Marconi is already seated. Right this way.”


Samantha followed as he left his walnut podium and walked past a four-foot-long display case holding a model of the USS Constitution in Plexiglas sitting right outside the door to the dining room.


Members of the White House staff who had the rank of special assistant to the president or above were granted the privilege of eating in this most prestigious of all Washington restaurants. Other staff members could get take-out from a window on the other side, but this room with its paneled walls and ship paintings was reserved for senior staff and their guests. Some staff brought business or political contacts to lunch on occasion, but it was verboten to bring in a member of the press who might overhear conversations at nearby tables about unannounced administration plans.


She walked past a large round table with seating for twelve. That one was known as the staff table. Anyone who was eating alone could sit there and pick up all kinds of in-house gossip over the salad or chowder.


She spied her friend, Angela Marconi sitting at a small table for two along the wall. As special assistant to the president for public liaison, Angela had to deal with all sorts of outside groups vying for the president’s attention. At five foot nine, she was just an inch taller than Samantha but Angela was a size twelve to Samantha’s size eight. Then again, coming from an Italian family in the restaurant business, Samantha often wondered how Angela stayed in shape at all.


“Hi there. That pants suit matches your hair,” Samantha remarked as she pulled out a wooden chair and sat down.


“Yes, I know. I’m all tan today. Sometimes I think I look like a bran muffin.”


“You do not!” Samantha said with a smile. “Anyway, in this weather, we all need to wear slacks and jackets. Did you see the forecast? They’re calling for another two days of this snow and ice.”


“At least,” Angela said. She picked up a navy blue menu with a gold presidential seal on the front and a piece of gold braid down the center. A waiter walked up to the table, tablet in hand.


“For you, Miss Marconi?”


“On a day like this, how about some Manhattan chowder and half of a turkey sandwich?”


He jotted it down and turned to Samantha. “And for you, Miss Reid?”


“Soup sounds good to me too. And then just a fruit salad. Thanks.” She turned to her friend, “So what’s happening in your bailiwick today? Everyone make it in okay?”


“Actually, most everyone on my staff got here. Some were late, but you know how it is around here. We all try to get in. It’s the out-of-town groupies that have problems.”


“Which ones?”


“Well, for starters, we had scheduled meetings today with East Europeans pushing for publicity to finish the Romanian bear sanctuary. Then the National Association of Cowgirls wants to get on the president’s calendar because the House passed a resolution congratulating the Wyoming cowgirls on their victory in some tournament, and the national group says all of them are just as important as the Wyoming team.”


Samantha shook her head as Angela went on. “Then there’s that new Food Council that’s monitoring how all the big restaurants are listing calories, fat and sodium on their menus. And they’re trying to get the smaller ones to comply in addition to the chains. And they’re still telling them to call products by their correct names. Now they want support from the White House chef on their campaign.”


“Fat chance,” Samantha laughed. “Can you imagine the calligraphers in the Social Office having to list calories on our cards for State dinners?”


“I know. It’s ridiculous. On the other hand, that group sent me an analysis showing that at one steakhouse, for example, they’ve got Aussie cheese fries that have 2,900 calories and 182 grams of fat. And they’re listed as a starter.”


The waiter came to the table with two bowls of chowder.


“Oh, and did you know that what they call orange roughy is actually a slimehead?” Angela added.


“Glad I didn’t order the fish special. At least you can keep a sense of humor over in your shop. Can’t say the same for mine.”


“So what have you got today? Besides holding up a mirror for Mr. Telegenic to preen some more?” her friend asked.


Samantha tasted the soup and explained. “Greg just did CNN at noon, and they hit him with the Metro bombing. The almost bombing, I mean.”


“I always wondered why they ever put a stop under the Pentagon,” Angela said.


“Exactly. Anyway, he talked a little bit about the shopping mall threat because even though it wasn’t an actual plot, we’re trying to get all the big malls to beef up their security. Then he mentioned the problems with the airlines who say they can’t afford a missile defense system.”


“Of course they can’t. I mean, with the cost of fuel starting to head up, who can blame them?”


“Right. But there’s another idea that might get the ball rolling. If we could get a small appropriation in the defense budget, the Pentagon could put some of those laser systems on the commercial planes that transport our troops overseas. And then, since the system is portable, if there were more threats of a missile strike against an airliner, they could quickly switch the laser system onto other planes.”


“That sounds like a good idea.”


“Yes, I added that talking point at the last minute so Greg could float the idea. Anyway, then there was the gas explosion in Oklahoma,” Samantha said


“But isn’t that an industry problem? We don’t get involved in that stuff. Not at this level, anyway,” Angela replied.


“I know. And Greg wouldn’t even talk about it in our staff meeting, but I figured he should be prepared if they hit him with the question.”


“Did they?”


“No. They ran out of time. Greg’s good at running the clock so he uses up the time on issues he wants to talk about, not the host.” “You’re right about that. Sometimes I wonder whether the president would keep that guy around if he weren’t so articulate. I mean, if we didn’t have television, we’d probably have an entirely different bunch of people in government, don’t you think?”


“Probably,” Samantha agreed. “Come to think of it, if we’d had TV back during the 1860’s, Abraham Lincoln probably wouldn’t have been elected, with that high pitched voice and dour look of his.”


“Right. So, back to the gas line. What’s your take on that? Do you think it’s some kind of maintenance issue?” Angela said.


“I have no idea, but I’ve asked Joan to set up a meeting with whoever owns that line.”


The waiter cleared their soup bowls and brought Angela’s sandwich and Samantha’s fruit salad. Then he replenished their water glasses and quietly slipped away.


“Trouble is,” Angela said, “the owner of the line probably can’t even get to the White House in this storm. Guess you could just talk on the phone though.”


“I’d rather have a face to face on this one. I have a strange feeling that something weird is going on. I saw a report on CNN right after Greg’s interview that showed people being evacuated to buildings in Oklahoma that had big fireplaces. But there are still tons of folks out in farm country where the power is out along with gas supplies. And with the roads being so bad, what are they supposed to do with no heat and a power failure besides?”


“What about the hospitals?” Angela asked.


“That’s the worst of it. They said that one of the preemies almost died.”


“A baby? Oh my God,” Angela exclaimed. “They’ve got to save the babies.”


“That’s exactly what a nurse said that they had on camera.”


“Well, I for one am glad you’re going to follow up on this one. What if it’s some crazies or some bunch of terrorists or something?”


“I have to admit that’s pretty far-fetched,” Samantha said, taking a bite of her fruit.


“What if it’s an inside job?”


“What? You mean some gas company’s employees would attack their own line? And in this weather?”


Angela sat back and thought for a moment. “No, I guess that doesn’t make a lot of sense, even if they were offered a bunch of money. It just doesn’t track. Especially in a place like Oklahoma. I mean, what’s more American than the state of Oklahoma?”


“When I was a kid, that musical, Oklahoma, was the first show my parents took me to. I loved it,” Samantha said.


“They don’t make them like that anymore, it seems. Anyway, let me know how your meeting turns out. That is, if you get a meeting.”


As they finished their lunch, Angela motioned to a nearby table and whispered, “See that guy over there?”


Samantha looked over her shoulder. “You mean Hunt Daniels? He’s on the NSC staff.”


“I know. Do you think there would be a hunk on the White House staff that I haven’t checked out?”


“So what about Hunt?”


“Well, he always seems to keep such a low profile, I wondered what he’s up to,” Angela said with a glint in her eye.


“I know what you mean about the low profile,” Samantha said. “When everybody around here looks like they’re trying to leap frog over everybody else, Hunt seems to be doing the limbo.”


Angela snickered. “I know. So I just wondered if he was still seeing that scientist?”


“You mean, Dr. Cameron Talbot?”


Angela nodded.


“Last I heard they were still an item. She was supposed to come to a meeting with the airline people today, but the planes can’t land in the storm, so we called it off. She’s totally brilliant, you know.”


“I know the story. I mean who doesn’t know that she invents all of these missile defense systems. Hunt is probably smitten. Guess it follows since he’s into defense issues here.”


“Why do you ask?”


“Just hoping he might be available, that’s all,” Angela said, sneaking another look at the handsome man sitting at the staff table.


“Forget it, friend. He’s taken,” Samantha said. “Besides, I thought you were still seeing that guy your mother fixed you up with. The guy who’s buying a restaurant near DuPont Circle.”


“I did go out with him a couple of times, but he’s new to the city. All he talks about is food, and he has no clue what’s going on around here. He thinks Rock Creek Park is the new Korean ambassador.”


Samantha burst out laughing and put down her fork. “So now you’re back on the prowl, huh?”


“Until Mister Right comes along, I guess I’m always on the prowl. But how about you? You haven’t been out with anybody.”


Samantha’s shoulders suddenly sagged, and she looked down at her plate. “I just don’t feel like it. You know that.”


Angela reached across the table and touched Samantha’s arm. “Hey, I know how tough it’s been since Dexter died. Sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. But that was, what? Two years ago? I know he was a great guy, a good husband, and you sure had a great life together.”


Samantha looked up, her eyes glistening. “He was the best. And the way it happened. I mean, his falling like that.”


“I know. I know. It was a freak deal. You guys climbing the Tetons and all. You were both good climbers, but then that storm came up with the wind and all. You told me how he fell and landed on a ledge and you couldn’t get help for a long time.”


Samantha faltered as she remembered the horrible scene. She and her husband had reached a ridge and were just starting their next climb when huge gusts of wind hit them and Dexter lost his footing. When he fell, she was swept over the edge too. His body broke her fall as she cried out.


When she rolled to the side, she saw that he was lying at an odd angle. They were on a narrow outcropping some thirty feet below the trail. She had felt for a pulse. It was there, but very weak. She screamed but apparently there were no other hikers in the area. She grabbed her cell phone to get help. But by the time the medics made their way up the mountain and air lifted them both out, his internal injuries were too severe, and he had died at the Jackson hospital.


Ever since that horrible day, Samantha couldn’t bring herself to look down from any height. Whenever she even got on a glass elevator, she had to face the door for fear of bringing back the haunting vision of the man she loved fighting for his life. She took a sip of water and faced her friend.
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