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“Satirizes much of what is wrong in the nation’s capital.… Ludlum’s fans who enjoyed Hawkins and Devereaux in The Road to Gandolfo will enjoy The Road to Omaha.”

—Los Angeles Daily News



WHOSE INTERCONTINENTAL BALLISTIC
MISSILES ARE THEY, ANYWAY?

MacKenzie Lochinvar Hawkins—A.k.a. Madman Mac the Hawk, general, U.S. Army (Ret.), retired at the request of the White House, the Pentagon, the State Department, and Washington at large. A rogue elephant—albeit a lovable rogue elephant—he has assumed a new identity: Thunder Head, chief of the Wopotamis.


“Hilarious and ingenious … [Works] on a number of levels: a study in character development, rollicking adventure, political satire and nutty love story.… Mr. Ludlum’s machine-gun banter and his characters’ zany predicaments make The Road to Omaha sing.”

—The Washington Times



Samuel Lansing Devereaux—The brilliant young attorney from Boston whom no one seems to understand, except the Hawk. He is an enigma, full of contradictions—a lawyer who, by some strange twist, also happens to be an honest man.


“Outlandishly on target … the political satire is unerring and brutal.”

—The Plain Dealer, Cleveland



Sunrise Jennifer Redwing—A fiercely loyal daughter of the Wopotami nation, she too is an attorney, she too is brilliant, but she’s prettier by a mile than Sam. She’ll do everything in her power to help her people—and that means making sure they lose their case.


“Hilariously, Ludlum recycles two of his world-class off-the-wall characters from The Road to Gandolfo.… Mano a mano comedy.”

—Digby Diehl



Desi Arnaz I & II—A couple of miscreants from Puerto Rico who have fallen under the Hawk’s spell. Their specialties include hot-wiring cars and picking locks, and if the chips fall right, one of them may soon end up as the director of the CIA.


“[The Road to Omaha] is hard to put down. The plot is amusing, but what keeps one reading is a ravenous curiosity.… [Hawkins and Devereaux are] two of the most outrageous, unintentional clowns in current fiction.”

—The Tampa Tribune Times



Vincent “Vinnie the Bam-Bam” Mangecavallo—The current director of the CIA, he’s a hardworking wise guy who rose up from the ranks of the Brooklyn Mafia to become the administration’s best-kept secret weapon.
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PREFACE

A number of years ago, the undersigned wrote a novel entitled The Road to Gandolfo. It was based on a staggering premise, an earthshaking concept that should have possessed the thunder of the ages … and you don’t hardly come upon them things no more. It was to be a tale told by demons, the legions of Satan marching out of hell to commit a heinous crime that would outrage the world, a mortal blow to all men and women of faith regardless of their specific religion, for it would show how vulnerable are the great spiritual leaders of our times. Stripped to its essentials, the story dealt with the kidnapping of Rome’s Pontiff, a true man of God and of ordinary people everywhere, Pope Francesco the First.

Are you with me? I mean, it’s really heavy, isn’t it? It should have been, but it wasn’t.… Something happened. Poor Fool, the novelist, peeked around the edges, glimpsed the flip side of the coin, and to his eternal condemnation he began to giggle. That’s no way to treat a staggering premise, a magnificent obsession! (Not too shabby a title, by the way.) Unfortunately, Poor Fool could not help himself; he began to think, which is always dangerous for a storyteller. The what-if syndrome came into play.

What if the instigator of this horrible crime wasn’t actually a bad fellow, but in fiction’s reality, a genuine military legend whom the politicians crippled because he vociferously objected to their hypocrisies … and what if the beloved Pope wasn’t actually averse to being kidnapped, as long as his look-alike cousin, a none too bright spear carrier from La Scala Opera, took his place, and the true Pontiff could run the immense responsibilities of the Holy See by remote, without the debilitating agenda of Vatican politics and the endless procession of blessings administered to supplicants expecting to buy their way into Heaven by way of the collection plate? Now there was another story.

I can hear you, I can hear you! He sold himself down his own river of betrayal (I’ve frequently wondered what river the bromide refers to. The Styx, the Nile, the Amazon? Certainly not the Colorado; you’d get hung up on the white-water rocks.)

Well, maybe I did, and maybe I didn’t. I only know that during the intervening years since Gandolfo, a number of readers have asked me by letter, telephone, and outright threats of bodily harm, “Whatever happened to those clowns?” (The perpetrators, not the willing victim.)

In all honesty, those “clowns” were waiting for another staggering premise. And late one night a year ago, the squirrelliest of my insignificant muses shrieked, “By Jove, you’ve got it!” (I’m quite sure she stole the line.)

At any rate, whereas Poor Fool took certain liberties in the areas of religion and economics in The Road to Gandolfo, he hereby freely admits having taken similar liberties in this current scholarly tome with respect to the laws and the courts of the land.

Then again, who doesn’t? Of course, not my attorney or your attorney, but certainly everybody else’s!

The accurate novelization of authentic undocumented history of questionable origin demands that the muse must forego certain ingrained disciplines in the search for improbable truths. And definitely where Blackstone is concerned.

Yet never fear, the moral is here:

Stay out of a courtroom unless you can buy the judge. Or, if in the unlikely event you could, hire my lawyer, which you can’t because he’s all tied up keeping me out of jail.

So, to my many friends who are attorneys (they’re either attorneys, actors, or homicidal killers—is there a running connection?), skip over the finer points of law that are neither fine nor very pointed. However, they may well be inaccurately accurate.

—RL


What Robert Ludlum is too modest to say is that when The Road to Gandolfo was published under his own name, it immediately became an international best-seller in eighteen different countries.

Readers were delighted to discover that his gift for comedy matched his talent for writing entertaining yet meaningful thrillers.

The Publisher
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DRAMATIS PERSONAE


MacKenzie Lochinvar Hawkins—Former general of the army, former by request of the White House, the Pentagon, the State Department, and most of Washington. Twice decorated with the Congressional Medal of Honor. A.k.a. Madman Mac the Hawk.

Samuel Lansing Devereaux—Brilliant young attorney, Harvard Law School, U.S. Army (reluctantly), lawyer for the Hawk in China (disastrously).

Sunrise Jennifer Redwing—Also an attorney, also brilliant, outrageously gorgeous, and a fiercely loyal daughter of the Wopotami Indian nation.

Aaron Pinkus—Soft-spoken giant of Boston law circles, the consummate attorney-statesman who happens to be Sam Devereaux’s employer (unfortunately).

Desi Arnaz I—An impoverished miscreant from Puerto Rico who falls under the Hawk’s spell, and who one day may be the director of the Central Intelligence Agency.

Desi Arnaz II—See above. Less of a leader but a mechanical genius, such as in hot-wiring cars, picking locks, fixing ski lifts, and turning pesto sauce into an anesthetic.

Vincent Mangecavallo—The real director of the CIA, courtesy of the Mafia dons from Palermo to Brooklyn. Any administration’s secret weapon.

Warren Pease—Secretary of State. Every administration’s malfunctioning weapon, but a former prep school “roomie” of the President.

Cyrus M—A black mercenary with a doctorate in chemistry. Screwed by Washington, and a gradual convert to the Hawk’s sense of justice.

Roman Z—A Serbo-Croatian Gypsy who was a cell mate of the above. In chaos he finds total delight, as long as he has an unfair advantage.

Sir Henry Irving Sutton—One of the theater’s finest character actors, and, by happenstance, a hero of World War II’s North African campaign, because “there were no lousy directors to warp my performance.”

Hyman Goldfarb—The greatest linebacker ever to have graced the football fields of the NFL. In his postprofessional days, he was calamitously recruited by the Hawk.





	 
	 



	“Suicidal Six”
	



	Duke
Dustin
Marlon
Sir Larry
Sly
Telly
	Professional actors who have joined the army and are considered the finest antiterrorist unit ever produced by the military. They have never fired a shot.






	 
	 



	Fawning Hill Country Club Members
	



	Bricky
Doozie
Froggie
Moose
Smythie
	Fine fellows from the right schools and the right clubs who passionately support the interests of the country—as long as theirs comes first, way first.





Johnny Calfnose—Information officer of the Wopotami tribe; he picks up a phone and usually lies. He also still owes Sunrise Jennifer bail money. What more can be said?

Arnold Subagaloo—White House Chief of Staff. He flies off the handle (free on government aircraft) whenever anyone mentions that he’s not the President. What more can anyone say?



The rest of the personae may be of lesser importance, but it is vital to remember that there are no small parts, only small players, and none of ours are in that ignominious category. Each carries forth in the grand tradition of Thespis, giving his and her all for the play, no matter how inconsequential the offering. “The play’s the thing wherein [we’ll] catch the conscience of the king!” Or maybe somebody.
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PROLOGUE

The flames roared up into the night sky, creating massive shadows pulsating across the painted faces of the Indians around the bonfire. And then the chief of the tribe, bedecked in the ceremonial garments of his office, his feathered headdress swooping down from his immensely tall frame to the ground below, raised his voice in regal majesty.

“I come before you to tell you that the sins of the white man have brought him nothing but confrontation with the evil spirits! They will devour him and send him into the fires of eternal damnation! Believe me, my brothers, sons, sisters, and daughters, the day of reckoning is before us, and we will emerge triumphant!”

The only problem for many in the chief’s audience was that the chief was a white man.

“What cookie jar did he jump out of?” whispered an elderly member of the Wopotami tribe to the squaw next to him.

“Shhh!” said the woman, “he’s brought us a truckload of souvenirs from China and Japan. Don’t louse up a good thing, Eagle Eyes!”
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The small, decrepit office on the top floor of the government building was from another era, which was to say nobody but the present occupant had used it in sixty-four years and eight months. It was not that there were dark secrets in its walls or malevolent ghosts from the past hovering below the shabby ceiling; quite simply, nobody wanted to use it. And another point should be made clear. It was not actually on the top floor, it was above the top floor, reached by a narrow wooden staircase, the kind the wives of New Bedford whalers climbed to prowl the balconies, hoping—most of the time—for familiar ships that signaled the return of their own particular Ahabs from the angry ocean.

In summer months the office was suffocating, as there was only one small window. During the winter it was freezing, as its wooden shell had no insulation and the window rattled incessantly, impervious to caulking, permitting the cold winds to whip inside as though invited. In essence, this room, this antiquated upper chamber with its sparse furniture purchased around the turn of the century, was the Siberia of the government agency in which it was housed. The last formal employee who toiled there was a discredited American Indian who had the temerity to learn to read English and suggested to his superiors, who themselves could barely read English, that certain restrictions placed on a reservation of the Navajo nation were too severe. It is said the man died in that upper office in the cold January of 1927 and was not discovered until the following May, when the weather was warm and the air suddenly scented. The government agency was, of course, the United States Bureau of Indian Affairs.

For the current occupant, however, the foregoing was not a deterrent but rather an incentive. The lone figure in the nondescript gray suit huddled over the rolltop desk, which wasn’t much of a desk, as all its little drawers had been removed and the rolling top was stuck at half-mast, was General MacKenzie Hawkins, military legend, hero in three wars and twice winner of the Congressional Medal of Honor. This giant of a man, his lean muscular figure belying his elderly years, his steely eyes and tanned leather-lined face perhaps confirming a number of them, had once again gone into combat. However, for the first time in his life, he was not at war with the enemies of his beloved United States of America but with the government of the United States itself. Over something that took place a hundred and twelve years ago.

It didn’t much matter when, he thought, as he squeaked around in his ancient swivel chair and propelled himself to an adjacent table piled high with old leather-bound ledgers and maps. They were the same pricky-shits who had screwed him, stripped him of his uniform, and put him out to military pasture! They were all the goddamned same, whether in their frilly frock coats of a hundred years ago or their piss-elegant, tight-assed pinstripes of today. They were all pricky-shits. Time did not matter, nailing them did!

The general pulled down the chain of a green-shaded, goosenecked lamp—circa early twenties—and studied a map, in his right hand a large magnifying glass. He then spun around to his dilapidated desk and reread the paragraph he had underlined in the ledger whose binding had split with age. His perpetually squinting eyes suddenly were wide and bright with excitement. He reached for the only instrument of communication he had at his disposal, since the installation of a telephone might reveal his more than scholarly presence at the Bureau. It was a small cone attached to a tube; he blew into it twice, the signal of emergency. He waited for a reply; it came over the primitive instrument thirty-eight seconds later.

“Mac?” said the rasping voice over the antediluvian connection.

“Heseltine, I’ve got it!”

“For Christ’s sake, blow into this thing a little easier, will you? My secretary was here and I think she thought my dentures were whistling.”

“She’s out?”

“She’s out,” confirmed Heseltine Brokemichael, director of the Bureau of Indian Affairs. “What is it?”

“I just told you, I’ve got it!”

“Got what?”

“The biggest con job the pricky-shits ever pulled, the same pricky-shits who made us wear civvies, old buddy!”

“Oh, I’d love to get those bastards. Where did it happen and when?”

“In Nebraska. A hundred and twelve years ago.”

Silence. Then:

“Mac, we weren’t around then! Not even you!”

“It doesn’t matter, Heseltine. It’s the same horseshit. The same bastards who did it to them did it to you and me a hundred years later.”

“Who’s ‘them’?”

“An offshoot of the Mohawks called the Wopotami tribe. They migrated to the Nebraska territories in the middle 1800s.”

“So?”

“It’s time for the sealed archives, General Brokemichael.”

“Don’t say that! Nobody can do that!”

“You can, General. I need final confirmation, just a few loose ends to clear up.”

“For what? Why?”

“Because the Wopotamis may still legally own all the land and air rights in and around Omaha, Nebraska.”

“You’re crazy, Mac! That’s the Strategic Air Command!”

“Only a couple of missing items, buried fragments, and the facts are there.… I’ll meet you in the cellars, at the vault to the archives, General Brokemichael.… Or should I call you co-chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, along with me, Heseltine? If I’m right, and I know damn well I am, we’ve got the White House-Pentagon axis in such a bind, their collective tails won’t be able to evacuate until we tell ’em to.”

Silence. Then:

“I’ll let you in, Mac, but then I fade until you tell me I’ve got my uniform back.”

“Fair enough. Incidentally, I’m packing everything I’ve got here and taking it back to my place in Arlington. That poor son of a bitch who died up in this rat’s nest and wasn’t found until the perfume drifted down didn’t die in vain!”

The two generals stalked through the metal shelves of the musty sealed archives, the dull, webbed lights so dim they relied on their flashlights. In the seventh aisle, MacKenzie Hawkins stopped, his beam on an ancient volume whose leather binding was cracked. “I think this is it, Heseltine.”

“Good, and you can’t take it out of here!”

“I understand that, General, so I’ll merely take a few photographs and return it.” Hawkins removed a tiny spy camera with 110 film from his gray suit.

“How many rolls have you got?” asked former General Heseltine Brokemichael as MacKenzie carried the huge book to a steel table at the end of the aisle.

“Eight,” replied Hawkins, opening the yellow-paged volume to the pages he needed.

“I have a couple of others, if you need them,” said Heseltine. “Not that I’m so all fired-up by what you think you may have found, but if there’s any way to get back at Ethelred, I’ll take it!”

“I thought you two had made up,” broke in MacKenzie, while turning pages and snapping pictures.

“Never!”

“It wasn’t Ethelred’s fault, it was that rotten lawyer in the Inspector General’s office, a half-assed kid from Harvard named Devereaux, Sam Devereaux. He made the mistake, not Brokey the Deuce. Two Brokemichaels; he got ’em mixed up, that’s all.”

“Horseshit! Brokey-Two put the finger on me!”

“I think you’re wrong, but that’s not what I’m here for and neither are you.… Brokey, I need the volume next to or near this one. It should say CXII on the binding. Get it for me, will you?” As the head of Indian Affairs walked back into the metal stacks, the Hawk took a single-edged razor out of his pocket and sliced out fifteen successive pages of the archival ledger. Without folding the precious papers, he slipped them under his suit coat.

“I can’t find it,” said Brokemichael.

“Never mind, I’ve got what I need.”

“What now, Mac?”

“A long time, Heseltine, maybe a long, long time, perhaps a year or so, but I’ve got to make it right—so right there’s no holes, no holes at all.”

“In what?”

“In a suit I’m going to file against the government of the United States,” replied Hawkins, pulling a mutilated cigar out of his pocket and lighting it with a World War II Zippo. “You wait, Brokey-One, and you watch.”

“Good God, for what?… Don’t smoke! You’re not supposed to smoke in here!”

“Oh, Brokey, you and your cousin, Ethelred, always went too much by the book, and when the book didn’t match the action, you looked for more books. It’s not in the books, Heseltine, not the ones you can read. It’s in your stomach, in your gut. Some things are right and some things are wrong, it’s as simple as that. The gut tells you.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your gut tells you to look for books you’re not supposed to read. In places where they keep secrets, like right in here.”

“Mac, you’re not making sense!”

“Give me a year, maybe two, Brokey, and then you’ll understand. I’ve got to do it right. Real right.” General MacKenzie Hawkins strode out between the metal racks of the archives to the exit. “Goddamn,” he said to himself. “Now I really go to work. Get ready for me, you magnificent Wopotamis. I’m yours!”

Twenty-one months passed, and nobody was ready for Thunder Head, chief of the Wopotamis.
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The President of the United States, his jaw firm, his angry eyes steady and penetrating, accelerated his pace along the steel-gray corridor in the underground complex of the White House. In seconds, he had outdistanced his entourage, his tall, lean frame angled forward as if bucking a torrential wind, an impatient figure wanting only to reach the storm-tossed battlements and survey the bloody costs of war so as to devise a strategy and repel the invading hordes assaulting his realm. He was John of Arc, his racing mind building a counterattack at Orleans, a Harry Five who knew the decisive Agincourt was in the immediate picture.

At the moment, however, his immediate objective was the anxiety-prone Situation Room, buried in the lowest levels of the White House. He reached a door, yanked it open, and strode inside as his subordinates, now trotting and breathless, followed in unison.

“All right, fellas!” he roared. “Let’s skull!”

A brief silence ensued, broken by the tremulous, high-pitched voice of a female aide. “I don’t think in here, Mr. President.”

“What? Why?”

“This is the men’s room, sir.”

“Oh?… What are you doing here?”

“Following you, sir.”

“Golly gee. Wrong turn. Sorry about that. Let’s go. Out!”

The large round table in the Situation Room glistened under the wash of the indirect lighting, reflecting the shadows of the bodies seated around it. These blocks of shadow on the polished wood, like the bodies themselves, remained immobile as the stunned faces attached to those bodies stared in astonishment at the gaunt, bespectacled man who stood behind the President in front of a portable blackboard, on which he had drawn numerous diagrams in four different colors of chalk. The visual aids were somewhat less than effective as two of the crisis management team were colorblind. The bewildered expression on the youthful Vice-President’s face was nothing new and therefore dismissible, but the growing agitation on the part of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff was not so easily dismissed.

“Goddamn it, Washbum, I don’t—”

“That’s Washburn, General.”

“That’s nice. I don’t follow the legal line.”

“It’s the orange one, sir.”

“Which one is that?”

“I just explained, the orange chalk.”

“Point it out.”

Heads turned; the President spoke. “Gee whiz, Zack, can’t you tell?”

“It’s dark in here, Mr. President.”

“Not that dark, Zack. I can see it clearly.”

“Well, I’ve got a minor visual problem,” said the general, abruptly lowering his voice, “… distinguishing certain colors.”

“What, Zack?”

“I heard him,” exclaimed the towheaded, Vice-President, seated next to the J.C. chairman. “He’s colorblind.”

“Golly, Zack, but you’re a soldier!”

“Came on late, Mr. President.”

“It came on early with me,” continued the excitable heir to the Oval Office. “Actually, it’s what kept me out of the real army. I would have given anything to correct the problem!”

“Close it up, gumball,” said the swarthy-skinned director of the Central Intelligence Agency, his voice low but his half-lidded, dark eyes ominous. “The friggin’ campaign’s over.”

“Now, really, Vincent, there’s no cause for that language,” intruded the President. “There’s a lady present.”

“That judgment’s up for grabs, Prez. The lady in question is not unfamiliar with the lingua franca, as it were.” The DCI smiled grimly at the glaring female aide and returned to the man named Washburn at the portable blackboard. “You, our legal expert here, what kind of … creek are we up?”

“That’s better, Vinnie,” added the President. “I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.… Go on, Mr. Lawyer. What kind of deep ca-ca are we really into?”

“Very nice, Vinnie.”

“Please, Big Man, we’re all a little stressed here.” The director leaned forward, his apprehensive eyes on the White House legal aide. “You,” he continued, “put away the chalk and let’s have the news. And do me a favor, don’t spend a week getting there, okay?”

“As you wish, Mr. Mangecavallo,” said the White House attorney, placing the colored chalk on the blackboard ledge. “I was merely trying to diagram the historical precedents relative to the altered laws where the Indian nations were concerned.”

“What nations?” asked the Vice-President, in his voice a trace of arrogance. “They’re tribes, not countries.”

“Go on,” interrupted the director. “He’s not here.”

“Well, I’m sure you all recall the information our mole at the Supreme Court gave us about an obscure, impoverished Indian tribe petitioning the Court over a supposed treaty with the federal government that was allegedly lost or stolen by federal agents. A treaty that if ever found would restore their rights to certain territories currently housing vital military installations.”

“Oh, yes,” said the President. “We had quite a laugh over that. They even sent an extremely long brief to the Court that nobody wanted to read.”

“Some poor people will do anything but get a job!” joined in the Veep. “That is a laugh.”

“Our lawyer isn’t laughing,” observed the director.

“No, I’m not, sir. Our mole sends word that there’ve been some quiet rumors which may mean absolutely nothing, of course, but apparently five or six justices of the Court were so impressed by the brief that they’ve actually debated its merits in chambers. Several feel that the lost Treaty of 1878, negotiated with the Wopotami tribe and the Forty-ninth Congress, may ultimately be legally binding upon the government of the United States.”

“You gotta be outta your lemon tree!” roared Mangecavallo. “They can’t do that!”

“Totally unacceptable,” snapped the pinstriped, acerbic Secretary of State. “Those judicial fruitcakes will never survive the polls!”

“I don’t think they have to, Warren.” The President shook his head slowly. “But I see what you mean. As the great communicator frequently told me, ‘Those mothers couldn’t get parts as extras in Ben-Hur, not even in the Colosseum scenes.’ ”

“Profound,” said the Vice-President, nodding his head. “That really says it. Who’s Benjamin Hurr?”

“Forget it,” replied the balding, portly Attorney General, still breathing heavily from the swift journey through the underground corridors. “The point is they don’t need outside employment. They’re set for life, and there’s nothing we can do about it!”

“Unless they’re all impeached,” offered the nasal-toned Secretary of State, Warren Pease, his thin-lipped smile devoid of bonhomie.

“Forget that, too,” rebutted the Attorney General. “They’re pristine white and immaculate black, even the skirt. I checked the whole spectrum when those pointy-heads shoved that negative poll tax decision down our throats.”

“That was simply grotesque!” cried the Vice-President, his wide eyes searching for approval. “What’s five hundred dollars for the right to vote?”

“Too true,” agreed the occupant of the Oval Office. “The good people could have written it off on their capital gains. For instance, there was an article by a fine economist, an alumnus of ours, as a matter of fact, in The Bank Street Journal, explaining that by converting one’s assets in subsection C to the line item projected losses in—”

“Prez, please?” interrupted the director of the Central Intelligence Agency gently. “That bum’s doing time, six to ten years for fraud, actually.… A lid, please, Big Man, okay?”

“Certainly, Vincent.… Is he really?”

“Just remember, none of us remember him,” replied the DCI, barely above a whisper. “You forgot his line item procedures when we had him at Treasury? He put half of Defense into Education, but nobody got no schools.”

“It was great PR—”

“Stow it, gumball—”

“ ‘Stow it,’ Vincent? Were you in the navy? ‘Stow it’ is a navy term.”

“Let’s say I’ve been on a lot of small, fast boats, Prez. Caribbean theater of operations, okay?”

“Ships, Vincent. They’re always ‘ships.’ Were you by way of Annapolis?”

“There was a Greek runner from the Aegean who could smell a patrol boat in pitch dark.”

“Ship, Vincent. Ship.… Or maybe not when applied to patrols—”

“Please, Big Man.” Director Mangecavallo stared at the Attorney General. “Maybe you didn’t look good enough into that dirtbag character spectrum of yours, huh? On those judicial fruitcakes, as our high-toned Secretary of State called ’em. Maybe there were omissions, right?”

“I used the entire resources of the Federal Bureau,” replied the obese Attorney General, adjusting his bulk in the inadequate chair while wiping his forehead with a soiled handkerchief. “We couldn’t hang a jaywalking ticket on any of them. They’ve all been in Sunday school since the day they were born.”

“What do those FBI yo-yos know, huh? They cleared me, right? I was the holiest saint in town, right?”

“And both the House and the Senate confirmed you with rather decent majorities, Vincent. That says something about our constitutional checks and balances, doesn’t it?”

“More about checks made out to ‘cash’ than balances, Prez, but we’ll let it slide, okay?… Owl Eyes here says that five or six of the big robes may be leaning the wrong way, right?”

“It could simply be minor speculation,” added Washburn. “And completely in camera.”

“So who’s takin’ pictures?”

“You misunderstand, sir. I mean the debates remain secret, not a word of them leaked to the press or the public. The blackout was actually self-imposed on the grounds of national security, in extremis.”

“In who?”

“Good heavens!” cried Washburn. “This wonderful country, the nation we love, could be placed in the most vulnerable military position in our history if five of those damn fools vote their consciences. We could be obliterated!”

“Okay, okay, cool it,” said Mangecavallo, staring at the others around the table, quickly passing by the eyes of the President and his heir apparent. “So we got us some room by this top-secret status. And we also got five or six judicial fruitcakes to work on, right?… So, as the intelligence expert at this table, I say we should make sure two or three of those Zucchinis stay in the vegetable patch, right? And since this sort of thing is in my personal realm of expertise, I’ll go to work, capisce?”

“You’ll have to work quickly, Mr. Director,” said the bespectacled Washburn. “Our mole tells us that the Chief Justice himself told him he was going to lift the debate blackout in forty-eight hours. In his own words, Chief Justice Reebock said, ‘They’re not the only half-assed ball game in town’—that’s a direct quote, Mr. President. I personally do not use such language.”

“Very commendable, Washbloom—”

“That’s Washburn, sir.”

“Him, too. Let’s skull, men—and you, too, Miss … Miss …”

“Trueheart, Mr. President. Teresa Trueheart.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m your Chief of Staff’s personal secretary, sir.”

“And then some,” mumbled the DCI.

“Stow it, Vinnie.”

“My Chief of Staff …? Gosh ’n’ crackers, where is Arnold? I mean this is a crisis, a real zing doozer!”

“He has his massage every afternoon at this hour, sir,” replied Miss Trueheart brightly.

“Well, I don’t mean to criticize, but—”

“You have every right to criticize, Mr. President,” interrupted the wide-eyed heir apparent.

“On the other hand, Subagaloo’s been under a great deal of stress lately. The press corps call him names and he’s quite sensitive.”

“And there’s nothing that relieves stress more than a massage,” added the Vice-President. “Believe me, I know!”

“So where do we stand, gentlemen? Let’s get a fix on the compass and tighten the halyards.”

“Aye, aye, sir!”

“Mr. Vice-President, give us a break, huh?… The compass we’re locked into, Big Man, should better be fixed on a full moon, ’cause that’s where we’re at—looney-tune time, but nobody’s laughin’.”

“Speaking as your Secretary of Defense, Mr. President,” broke in an extremely short man whose pinched face barely projected above the table and whose eyes glared disapprovingly at the CIA director, “the situation’s utterly preposterous. Those idiots on the Court can’t be allowed to even consider devastating the security of the country over an obscure, long-forgotten, so-called treaty with an Indian tribe nobody’s ever heard of!”

“Oh, I’ve heard of the Wopotamis,” the Vice-President interrupted again. “Of course, American history wasn’t my best subject, but I remember I thought it was a funny name, like the Choppywaws. I thought they were slaughtered or died of starvation or some dumb thing.”

The brief silence was ended with Director Vincent Mangecavallo’s strained whisper as he stared at the young man who was a heartbeat away from being the nation’s Commander in Chief. “You say one more word, butter skull, and you’re gonna be in a cement bathrobe at the bottom of the Potomac, do I make myself clear?”

“Really, Vincent!”

“Listen, Prez, I’m your head honcho for the whole country’s security, right? Well, let me tell you, that kid’s got the loosest mouth in the beltway. I could have him terminated with extreme prejudice for saying and doing what he didn’t even know he said or did. The hit off the record, naturally.”

“That’s not fair!”

“It’s not a fair world, son,” observed the perspiring Attorney General, turning his attention to the White House lawyer at the blackboard. “All right, Blackburn—”

“Washburn—”

“If you say so.… Let’s zero in on this fiasco, and I mean zero to the max! For starters, just who the hell is the bastard, the traitor, who’s behind this totally unpatriotic, un-American appeal to the Court?”

“He calls himself Chief Thunder Head, Native American,” answered Washburn. “And the brief his attorney submitted is considered one of the most brilliant ever received by the judiciary, our informer tells us. They say—confidentially—that it will go down in the annals of jurisprudence as a model of legal analysis.”

“Annals, my ass!” exploded the Attorney General, once more working his soiled handkerchief across his brow. “I’ll have that legal banana peeled to his bare bones! He’s finished, eliminated. By the time the department’s through with him, he won’t get a job selling insurance in Beirut, forget the law! No firm’ll touch him and he won’t find a client in the meat box at Leavenworth. What’s the son of a bitch’s name?”

“Well,” began Washburn hesitantly, his voice squeaking briefly into a falsetto, “… there we have a temporary glitch, as it were.”

“Glitch—what glitch?” The nasal-toned Warren Pease, whose left eye had the unfortunate affliction of straying to the side when he was excited, pecked his head forward like a violated chicken. “Just give us the name, you idiot!”

“There isn’t any to give,” choked Washburn.

“Thank God this moron doesn’t work for the Pentagon,” snarled the diminutive Secretary of Defense. “We’d never find half our missiles.”

“I think they’re in Teheran, Oliver,” offered the President. “Aren’t they?”

“My suggestion was rhetorical, sir.” The pinch-faced head of the Pentagon, seen barely above the surface of the table, shook back and forth in short lateral jabs. “Besides, that was a long time ago and you weren’t there and I wasn’t there. Remember, sir?”

“Yes, yes, of course I don’t.”

“Goddamn it, Blackboard, why isn’t there a name?”

“Legal precedent, sir, and my name is … never mind—”

“What do you mean, ‘never mind,’ you wart? I want the name!”

“That’s not what I meant—”

“What the hell do you mean?”

“Non nomen amicus curiae,” mumbled the bespectacled White House attorney barely above a whisper.

“What are you doin’, a Hail Mary?” asked the DCI softly, his dark Mediterranean eyes bulging in disbelief.

“It goes back to 1826, when the Court permitted a brief to be filed anonymously by a ‘friend of the Court’ on behalf of a plaintiff.”

“I’ll kill him,” mumbled the obese Attorney General, an audible flatus emerging from the seat of his chair.

“Hold it!” yelled the Secretary of State, his left eye swinging back and forth unchecked. “Are you telling us that this brief for the Wopotami tribe was filed by an unnamed attorney or attorneys?”

“Yes, sir. Chief Thunder Head sent his representative, a young brave who recently passed the state’s bar, to appear before the justices in camera and act as temporary counsel anticipating the necessity of the original anonymous counsel should the brief be held inadequate.… It wasn’t. The majority of the Court deemed it sufficient under the guidelines of non nomen amicus curiae.”

“So we don’t know who the hell prepared the goddamned thing?” shouted the Attorney General, his attacks of duodenal gas unrelenting.

“My wife and I call those ‘bottom burps,’ ” snickered the Vice-President quietly to his single superior.

“We used to call them ‘caboose whistles,’ ” replied the President, grinning conspiratorially.

“For Christ’s sake!” roared the Attorney General. “No, no, not you, sir, or the kid here—I’m referring to Mr. Backwash—”

“That’s … never mind.”

“You mean to tell us we’re not allowed to know who wrote this garbage, this swill that may convince five air-headed judges on the Court to affirm it as law and, not incidentally, destroy the operational core of our national defense?”

“Chief Thunder Head has informed the Court that in due time, after the decision has been rendered and made public and his people set free, he will make known the legal mind behind his tribe’s appeal.”

“That’s nice,” said the chairman of the Joint Chiefs. “Then we’ll put the son of a bitch on the reservation with his redskin buddies and nuke the whole bunch of them off the goddamned map.”

“To do that, General, you’d have to wipe out all of Omaha, Nebraska.”

The emergency meeting in the Situation Room was over; only the President and his Secretary of State remained at the table.

“Golly, Warren,” said the chief executive. “I wanted you to stay because sometimes I don’t understand those people.”

“Well, they certainly never went to our school, old roomie.”

“Gosh, I guess they didn’t but that’s not what I mean. They all got so excited, shouting and cursing and everything.”

“The ill-born are prone to emotional outbursts, we both know that. They have no ingrained restraint. Do you remember when the headmaster’s wife got drunk and began singing ‘One-Ball Reilly’ at the back of the chapel? Only the scholarship boys turned around.”

“Not exactly,” said the President sheepishly. “I did, too.”

“No, I can’t believe it!”

“Well, I sort of peeked. I think I had the hots for her; it started in dancing class—the fox trot, actually.”

“She did that to all of us, the bitch. It’s how she got her kicks.”

“I suppose so, but back to this meeting. You don’t think anything could come of that Indian stuff, do you?”

“Of course not! Chief Justice Reebock is just up to his old tricks, trying to get you mad because he thinks you blackballed him for our Honorary Alumni Society.”

“Gee, I swear I didn’t!”

“I know you didn’t, I did. His politics are quite acceptable, but he’s a very unattractive man and wears terrible clothes. He looks positively ludicrous in a tuxedo. Also, I think he drools—not for us, old roomie. You heard what that Washboard said … he said Reebock told our mole that we ‘weren’t the only half-assed ball game in town.’ What more do you need?”

“Still, everybody got so angry, especially Vincent Manja … Manju … Mango whatever.”

“It’s the Italian in him. It goes with the bloodlines.”

“Maybe, Warren. Still, he bothers me. I’m sure Vincent was a fine naval officer, but he could also be a loose cannon … like you-know-who.”

“Please, Mr. President, don’t give either of us nightmares!”

“I’m just trying to prevent ’em, old roomie. Look, Warren, Vincent doesn’t get along too well with our Attorney General or the Joint Chiefs, and definitely not with the whole Defense Department, so I want you to sort of cultivate him, stay in close touch with him on this problem—be his confidential friend.”

“With a Mangecavallo?”

“Your office calls for it, Warty old boy. State’s got to be involved in something like this.”

“But nothing will come of it!”

“I’m sure it won’t, but think of the reactions worldwide when the Court’s arguments become public. We’re a nation of laws, not whims, and the Supreme Court doesn’t suffer nuisance suits. You have some international spin-control in front of you, roomie.”

“But why me?”

“Golly gosh and zing darn, I just told you, Warty!”

“Why not the Vice-President? He can relay all the news to me.”

“Who?”

“The Vice-President!”

“What is his name, anyway?”
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It was a bright midsummer’s afternoon, and Aaron Pinkus, arguably the finest attorney in Boston, Massachusetts, and certainly one of the kindest and most gentle of powerful men, climbed out of his limousine in the fashionable suburb of Weston and smiled at the uniformed chauffeur who held the door. “I told Shirley this huge car was ostentatious enough, Paddy, but that silly cap with the shiny visor on your head comes perilously close to the sin of false pride.”

“Not in old Southie, Mr. Pinkus, and we got more sins than they got votive candles in a wax factory,” said the large middle-aged driver, whose partially graying hair bespoke a once full crown of bright red. “Besides, you’ve been saying that for years now and it doesn’t do much good. Mrs. Pinkus is a very insistent woman.”

“Mrs. Pinkus’s brain has been refried too often under a beauty shop hair dryer.… I never said that, Paddy.”

“Of course not, sir.”

“I don’t know how long I’ll be, so drive down the block, perhaps around the corner, out of sight—”

“And stay in touch with you over the beeper,” completed the Irishman, grinning, obviously enjoying the subterfuge. “If I spot Mr. Devereaux’s car, I signal you, and you can get out through the back door.”

“You know, Paddy, if our words were part of a transcript, any transcript, we’d lose the case, whatever it was.”

“Not with your office defending us, sir.”

“False pride again, my old friend. Also, criminal law is but a small part of the firm and not really outstanding.”

“Hey, you ain’t doing nothin’ criminal!”

“Then let’s lose the transcript.… Do I look presentable for the grande dame, Paddy?”

“Let me straighten your tie, sir, it slipped a touch down.”

“Thank you,” said Pinkus as the driver adjusted his tie. His eyes strayed to the imposing blue-gray Victorian house, fronted by a white picket fence and profuse with gleaming white trim around the windows and below the high gables. Inside was the matron of this landmark residence, the formidable Mrs. Lansing Devereaux III, mother of Samuel Devereaux, potential attorney-extraordinary and currently an enigma to his employer, one Aaron Pinkus.

“There you are, sir.” The chauffeur stepped back and nodded approvingly. “You’re a grand and splendid sight for one of the opposite sex.”

“Please, Paddy, this is not an assignation, it’s a mission of compassionate inquiry.”

“Yeah, I know, boss. Sam’s been kind of off the wall every now and again.”

“You’ve noticed then?”

“Hell, you’ve had me pick him up at Logan Airport a dozen times or more this year. As I say, every now and again he seemed a little squirrelly, and it wasn’t just the boyo booze. He’s troubled, Mr. Pinkus. The lad’s got a trouble in his head.”

“And that head contains a brilliant legal mind, Paddy. Let’s see if we can find out what the trouble is.”

“Good luck, sir. I’ll be out of sight but in sight, if you know what I mean. And when you hear my beep, get the hell out of there.”

“Why do I feel like a bony, overage Jewish Casanova who couldn’t scale a trellis if a horde of pit bulls was snapping at my rear end?” Pinkus understood that he asked the question of himself, as his driver had raced around the hood of the limousine so as to climb inside and vanish—in sight but out of sight.

Aaron had met Eleanor Devereaux only twice over the years since he had known her son. The first time was the day Samuel came to work for the firm several weeks after his graduation from Harvard Law School, and then, Aaron suspected, it was because his mother wanted to look over her son’s workaday environs as she might inspect the counselors and the facilities of a summer camp. The second and only other time was at the welcome-home party the Pinkuses gave for Sam upon his return from the army, said homecoming one of the strangest in the chronicles of military separation. It took place over five months past the day that Lieutenant Devereaux was to arrive in Boston as an honorably discharged civilian. Five months unaccounted for.

Five months, mused Aaron, as he started toward the gate in the white picket fence, nearly half a year that Sam would not talk about—would not discuss except to say he was not permitted to discuss it, implying some type of top-secret government operation. Well, Pinkus had thought at the time, he certainly could not ask Lieutenant Devereaux to violate a sworn oath, but he was curious, both personally as a friend and professionally in terms of international legal negotiations, and he did have a few connections in Washington.

So he telephoned the President on the private White House line that rang in the upstairs living quarters and explained his conundrum to the chief executive.

“You think he may have been involved in a covert operation, Aaron?” the President had asked.

“Speaking frankly, I wouldn’t think he’s at all the type.”

“Sometimes they go for that, Pinky. You know, rotten casting turns out the best casting. Also speaking frankly, a lot of these lousy long-haired, dirty-minded directors stink up the big screen with that kind of thing. I hear they wanted Myrna to use the S word a couple of years ago, can you believe it?”

“It’s difficult, Mr. President. But I know you’re busy—”

“Heck no, Pinky. Mommy and I are just watching Wheel of Fortune. You know, she beats me a lot, but I don’t care. I’m President and she’s not.”

“Very understanding. Could you just possibly make a few inquiries for me on this matter?”

“Oh, sure. I wrote it down. Devereaux—D-e-v-a-r-o, right?”

“That will do, sir.”

Twenty minutes later the President had called him back. “Oh, wow, Pinky! I think you stepped into it!”

“Into what, Mr. President?”

“My people tell me that ‘outside of China’—those were the words—whatever this Devereaux did had ‘absolutely nothing to do with the United States government’—those, too, were the exact words, I wrote them down. Then when I pressed them, they told me I didn’t ‘want to know’—”

“Yes, of course, the exact words. It’s called deniability, Mr. President.”

“There’s a lot of that going around, isn’t there?”

Aaron paused on the path and looked up at the grand old house, thinking about Sam Devereaux and the rather odd, even touching way he had grown up in this gracefully restored relic from a far more graceful era. In truth, considered the vaunted attorney, the sparkling restoration had not always been in evidence; for years there had been the aura of neat but shabby gentility about the place rather than the current facade of spanking new paint and a manicured front law. These days, care was lavished continuously, no expense spared—spared, that was, ever since Sam had returned to civilian life after a five-month disappearing act. As a matter of course, Pinkus always studied the personal and academic histories of each potential employee of his firm so as to avoid heartbreak or a mistake. Young Devereaux’s résumé had caught his eye as well as his curiosity, and he had frequently driven by the old house in Weston, wondering what secrets were held within its Victorian walls.

The father, Lansing Devereaux III, had been a scion of the Boston Brahmin elite on a par with the Cabots and the Lodges, but with one glaring aberration. He was a bold risktaker in the world of high finance, far more capable of losing money than hoarding it. He had been a good man, if somewhat wild and tempestuous, a hard worker who had opened doors of opportunity for many, but for himself saw too few initiatives come to fruition. While watching a stock market report on television, he had died of a stroke when Sam was a boy of nine, leaving his widow and his son a fine name, a grand residence, and insufficient insurance to maintain the lifestyle to which they were accustomed and the appearance of which Eleanor refused to abandon.

As a result, Samuel Lansing Devereaux became that contradiction among the wealthy, a scholarship boy who waited on tables at Phillips Andover. While his classmates attended proms, he tended a snack bar at those proms; and when his increasingly distant acquaintances in the social set entered regattas on the Cape, he worked on the roads they traveled leading to Dennis and Hyannis. He also worked on his studies, like a young man possessed, fully understanding that academia was the only route back to the affluent world of the ancestral Devereauxes. Besides, he was sick of being merely an observer of the good life instead of a participant.

More generous scholarships followed at Harvard and its Law School, his expense monies supplemented quite nicely by a heavy schedule of tutoring his brother and sister classmates, the preponderance of whom were the latter as there were frequently bonuses having nothing to do with finance. There followed an auspicious beginning at Aaron Pinkus Associates, menacingly interrupted by the United States Army, which, in the era of massive Pentagon expansion, desperately needed all the lawyers it could dredge up to forestall wholesale indictments of its procurement personnel on bases at home and abroad. The fascist military computers unearthed a long-forgotten deferment granted one Samuel Lansing Devereaux, and the armed services gained a handsome, if pathetic, soldier, but one with a superb legal brain, which they used and obviously abused.

What had happened to him? questioned Pinkus in the silence of his mind. What horrible events had taken place years ago that had come back to haunt him now? To warp and, at times, to short-circuit that extraordinary mind, a mind that cut through legalistic abstractions and made common sense out of the most abstruse constitutional interpretations, so that judges and juries alike were in awe of his erudition and his deeply penetrating analyses.

Something had happened, concluded Aaron, approaching the huge front door, replete with antique beveled panes of glass in the upper panel. Also, where did Sam ever get the money to restore the damn house to begin with? Pinkus was, indeed, generous with his outstanding and, in truth, his favorite employee, but not to the extent that he could pour a minimum of a hundred thousand dollars into the renovation of the family residence. Where had the cash come from? Drugs? Laundering money? Insider trading? Selling illegal armaments abroad? None made sense where Sam Devereaux was concerned. He’d be a total bust at any of those endeavors; he was a klutz where subterfuge was concerned. He was—God in heaven be praised—a truly honest man in a world of worms. This judgment, however, did not explain the apparently inexplicable—the money. Several years ago, when Aaron had casually mentioned the fine improvements made on the house, which he drove by frequently on his way home, Samuel had, with equal casualness, offered that a well-to-do Devereaux relative had passed away and left his mother a very decent bequest.

Pinkus had pored over the probate rolls and the taxable inheritance records only to discover that there was no such relative and no such bequest. And he knew deep in his religious heart that whatever was plaguing Sam now had something to do with his unexplained affluence. What was it? Perhaps the answer was hidden inside this grand old house. He rang the bell—bass-toned chimes, naturally.

A full minute passed before the door was opened by a plumpish middle-aged maid in a starched green and white uniform. “Sir?” she said, somewhat more coldly than was necessary, thought Aaron.

“Mrs. Devereaux,” replied Pinkus. “I believe she’s expecting me.”

“Oh, you’re the one,” responded the maid, perhaps even more icily, thought Aaron. “Well, I hope you like the damn chamomile tea, Buster, it sure isn’t my taste. Come on in.”

“Thank you.” The celebrated but less than physically imposing attorney walked into the foyer of Norwegian rose marble, his mental computer estimating its extravagant cost. “And what variety do you prefer, my dear?” he asked pointlessly.

“A cup laced with rye!” exclaimed the woman, laughing raucously and jabbing her elbow into Pinkus’s frail shoulder.

“I’ll remember that when we have high tea at the Ritz some afternoon.”

“That’ll be the Jesus-lovin’ day, won’t it, little fella?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Go on through those double doors over there,” continued the maid, gesturing to her left. “The hoity-toity’s waiting for you. Me, I got work to do.” With that command-cum-explanation, the woman turned and walked without precision across the expensive floor, disappearing beyond the elegantly balustraded winding staircase.

Aaron approached the closed double doors, opened the right panel, and peered inside. At the far end of the ornate Victorian room sat Eleanor Devereaux on a brocaded white couch, a glistening silver tea service on the coffee table in front of her. She was as he remembered her, an erect, fine-boned woman, with an aging face that must have launched a thousand yachts in its prime, and with large blue eyes that said far more than she would ever reveal.

“Mrs. Devereaux, how good to see you again.”

“Mr. Pinkus, how good to see you. Please come and sit down.”

“Thank you.” Aaron walked inside, conscious of the huge, priceless Oriental rug beneath his feet. He lowered himself into the white brocaded armchair to the right of the sofa, the spot indicated by a nod of Mrs. Devereaux’s aristocratic head.

“From the rather frantic laughter I heard in the hallway,” said the grand lady, “I gather you’ve met Cousin Cora, our maid.”

“Your cousin …?”

“If she weren’t, do you think she’d last five minutes in this house? In a family sense, being more fortunate imposes certain obligations, doesn’t it?”

“Noblesse oblige, madam. And very nicely said.”

“Yes, I suppose so, but I wish to hell nobody ever had to say it. One day she’ll choke on the whisky she steals and the obligation will be over, won’t it?”

“A logical conclusion.”

“But you’re not here to discuss Cora, are you?… Chamomile tea, Mr. Pinkus? Cream or lemon, sugar or no?”

“Forgive me, Mrs. Devereaux, but I must resist. An old man’s aversion to volatile oil.”

“Good! An old woman’s, too. This fourth little dear I fill myself.” Eleanor picked up a Limoges teapot to the left of the silver service. “A fine thirty-year-old brandy, Mr. Pinkus, and its kind of acid couldn’t hurt anybody. I also wash the damn thing myself, so Cora doesn’t get ideas.”

“My very favorite, Mrs. Devereaux,” said Aaron. “And I shan’t tell my doctor, so he won’t get any ideas.”

“L’chaim, Mr. Pinkus,” toasted Eleanor Devereaux, pouring them each a good dram and then raising her teacup.

“À votre santé, Mrs. Devereaux,” said Aaron.

“No, no, Mr. Pinkus. The Devereaux name may be French, but my husband’s ancestors migrated to England in the fifteenth century—actually they were captured during the battle of Crécy but stayed long enough to raise their own armies and be knighted by the crown. We’re High Anglican.”

“So what should I say?”

“How about ‘Up your banners’?”

“That’s religious?”

“If you’re convinced He’s on your side, I imagine it is.” They both sipped, and replaced their cups in the delicate saucers. “That’s a good beginning, Mr. Pinkus. And now shall we plunge right into the puzzling issue at hand—namely, my son?”

“I believe it would be prudent,” nodded Aaron, glancing at his watch. “Right now he’s about to go into a conference entailing an extremely complex litigation that should take the better part of several hours. However, as we both agreed over the telephone, these past months he’s frequently displayed erratic behavior; he might very well leave the conference in midsentence and drive home.”

“Or go to a museum or a movie or, God forbid, to the airport and take a plane to heaven knows where,” interrupted Eleanor Devereaux. “I’m all too aware of Sam’s impetuous proclivities. Only two Sundays ago I returned from church and discovered a note that he’d left for me on the kitchen table. In it he wrote that he was out and would call me later. He did so during dinner. From Switzerland.”

“Our experiences are too painfully similar, so I will not take up our time recounting my and my firm’s variations.”

“Is my son in danger of losing his position, Mr. Pinkus?”

“Not if I can help it, Mrs. Devereaux. I’ve looked too long and too hard for a successor to give up so easily. But I’d be less than honest if I told you that the status quo was acceptable. It isn’t. It’s not fair to Sam or to the firm.”

“I’m in total agreement. What can we do—what can I do?”

“At the risk of presuming on the privilege of privacy, and I do so only out of affection and professional concern of the highest regard, what can you tell me about your son that might shed light on his increasingly enigmatic behavior? I assure you that whatever is said between us will remain in the strictest confidence—as it were, a lawyer-client relationship, although I would never presume to be your attorney of choice.”

“Dear Mr. Pinkus, a number of years ago I could never presume to approach you to be my attorney of choice. Had I felt that I was capable of paying your fee, I might have salvaged large sums of money owed my husband’s estate after his death.”

“Oh …?”

“Lansing Devereaux steered a great many of his colleagues into immensely lucrative situations with the understanding of reasonable participation after their venture capital was recouped. Once he died, only a few honored those agreements, a precious few.”

“Agreements? Written agreements?”

“Lansing was not the most precise person when it came to specifics. However, there were minutes of meetings, synopses of business conversations, that sort of thing.”

“You have copies of these?”

“Of course. I was told they were worthless.”

“Your son, Samuel, confirmed that judgment?”

“I’ve never shown him those papers and I never will.… He had a rather painful adolescence in some regards, no doubt character building, but why open healed wounds?”

“One day we may go back to those ‘worthless’ papers, Mrs. Devereaux, but at the moment let’s return—to the moment. What happened to your son in the army? Have you any idea?”

“He had a ‘rather good show,’ as the British say. He was a legal officer both here and overseas and, I’m told, did outstanding work in the Far East. When he was discharged, he was an adjutant in the office of the Inspector General with the temporary rank of major. You don’t do much better than that.”

“The Far East?” said Aaron, his antennae picking up a nuance. “What did he do in the Far East?”

“China, of course. You probably wouldn’t remember because his contribution was ‘played down,’ as they say politically, but he negotiated the release of that crazy American general in Beijing, the one who shot the … private parts … off a venerated statue in the Forbidden City.”

“ ‘Madman’ MacKenzie Hawkins?”

“Yes, I believe that was his name.”

“The most certifiable lunatic of the lunatic fringe? The gorilla’s guerilla who almost plunged the entire planet into World War Three? Sam represented him?”

“Yes. In China. Apparently he did a fine job.”

Aaron swallowed several times before he found his voice again. “Your son never mentioned any of this to me,” he said barely audibly.

“Well, Mr. Pinkus, you know the military. So much is hush-hush, as I understand it.”

“Hush-hush, mush-mush,” mumbled Boston’s celebrated attorney, in his voice a Talmudic prayer. “Tell me, Mrs. Devereaux, did Sammy—”

“Sam or Samuel, Mr. Pinkus.”

“Yes, of course.… Did Sam ever mention this General Hawkins to you after his separation from the army?”

“Not with that title or that name, and never when he was entirely sober.… I should explain that before he was discharged and came back to Boston, somewhat later than we expected, I should add—”

“Don’t add to me, Mrs. Devereaux. Explain to the deli that supplied fifty pounds of lox why he never showed up.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It’s insignificant. What were you saying?”

“Well, a colonel in the Inspector General’s office phoned me and told me that Sam had been put through ‘pressure-point-max’ in China. When I asked him what that meant, he became rather abusive and said that as a ‘decent army wife’ I should understand. And when I explained that I wasn’t Sam’s wife but his mother, that very abusive man said something to the effect that he ‘figured the clown was a little weird,’ and told me that I should expect a couple of months of mood swings and conceivably some heavy drinking.”

“What did you say to that?”

“I wasn’t married to Lansing Devereaux without learning a few things, Mr. Pinkus. I know damned well that when a man gets broiled because the pressures become too much, it’s a reasonable petcock to let off steam. Those Janie-come-lately liberated females should give a little in that department. The man still has to keep the lion from invading the cave; that hasn’t changed, and biologically it shouldn’t. He’s the poor fool who has to take the heat—physically, morally, and legally.”

“I’m beginning to see where Sam gets his acumen.”

“Then you’d be wrong, Aaron—may I call you Aaron?”

“With the greatest of my pleasure … Eleanor.”

“You see, ‘acumen’ or perception or whatever you want to call it can only be useful if there’s imagination first. That’s what my Lansing had, only the macho times restricted my supplying a stronger balance, the supplemental caution, if you like.”

“You’re a remarkable woman … Eleanor.”

“Another brandy, Aaron?”

“Why not? I’m a student in the presence of a teacher of things I have never really considered. I may go home to my wife and fall on my knees.”

“Don’t overplay it. We like to believe we’re manipulators.”

“Back to your son,” said Pinkus, sipping his brandy in two swallows rather than one. “You say he didn’t refer to General Hawkins by name or by title, but you implied that he did allude to him … when not necessarily sober, which is perfectly understandable. What did he say?”

“He’d ramble on about ‘the Hawk,’ that’s what he called him,” mused Eleanor softly, her head arched back in the brocaded sofa. “Sam said he was a legitimate hero, a military genius abandoned by the very people who once praised him as their spokesman, their idol, but who fled from him the moment he became an embarrassment. An embarrassment despite the fact that in his actions he was fulfilling their fantasies, their dreams. But he was doing it for real, and that terrified them, because, again, they knew that their fantasies, if acted upon, might lead to disaster. Like most fanatics who’ve never been in a real fight, they find embarrassment and death unattractive.”

“And Sam?”

“He claimed he never agreed with the Hawk, never wanted to be associated with him, but was somehow forced to—how I don’t know. Sometimes when he just wanted to talk, he’d make up incredible stories, pure nonsense, like meeting hired killers at night on a golf course—he actually named a country club on Long Island.”

“Long Island, as in New York?”

“Yes. And how he negotiated contracts worth a great deal of money with British traitors in London’s Belgrave Square and with former Nazis on chicken farms in Germany … even Arab sheiks in the desert who were actually slumlords in Tel Aviv and wouldn’t permit Egypt’s army to shell their properties during the Yom Kippur war. Insane stories, Aaron, I tell you they were—are—totally mad.”

“Totally mad,” repeated Pinkus quietly, weakly, a knot forming in his stomach. “You say, ‘are’? He still tells these crazy stories?”

“Not as much as he used to, but yes, when he’s terribly distressed or has had that extra martini he didn’t need, and wanders down from his lair.”

“His lair, like in cave, perhaps?”

“That’s what he calls it, his ‘château’s lair.’ ”

“ ‘Château,’ like in a very big house or a castle?”

“Yes, he even speaks now and then of a great château in Zermatt, Switzerland, and of his ‘Lady Anne’ and ‘Uncle Zio’—pure unadulterated fantasies! I believe the word is ‘nuts.’ ”

“I sincerely hope so,” mumbled Pinkus.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Oh, nothing. Does Samuel spend much time in his ‘lair,’ Eleanor?”

“He never leaves it except for an occasional dinner with me. It’s actually the east wing of the house, shut off from the rest of us with its own entrance and facilities—two bedrooms, office, kitchen—the usual amenities. Even his own cleaning service—oddly enough, they’re Muslims.”

“His own apartment, really.”

“Yes, and he thinks he has the only keys—”

“But he doesn’t?” asked Aaron quickly.

“Good heavens, no. The insurance people insisted that Cora and I should have access. Cora stole his key ring one morning and had duplicates made.… Aaron Pinkus!” Eleanor Devereaux looked into the attorney’s deep-set eyes and saw the message in them. “Do you really think we might learn something by … by going through the château’s lair? Isn’t that illegal?”

“You’re his mother, my dear lady, and you’re justifiably concerned about his current state of mind. That’s a calling beyond any law. However, before you make that decision, one or two more questions.… This house, this grand old house, has had many splendid things done to it over the past years. From the outside alone, I judged the expenditures to be in the neighborhood of a hundred thousand dollars. Now, seeing the inside, I’d have to place the figure at many times that. Where did the money come from? Did Sam tell you?”

“Well, not in so many words; that is, not precisely.… He said that while he was in Europe on this very secret mission after his discharge, he invested in some works of art, newly discovered religious artifacts actually, and in a matter of months the market exploded and he did enormously well.”

“I see,” said Pinkus, the knot in his stomach tightening, but nothing clear, only the rumbling of distant thunder in his mind. “Religious artifacts.… And this ‘Lady Anne’ you say he talked about. What did he say?”

“It was all pure rubbish. In my son’s delusions, or deliriums, if you will, this Lady Anne, this fantasy of his that he calls the perpetual love of his existence on earth, left him and ran away with a Pope.”

“Oh, dear God of Abraham,” whispered Pinkus, reaching for his teacup.

“We of the High Church of England can’t really accept that connection, Aaron. Henry the Eighth aside, the apostasy of any pontiff’s infallibility simply doesn’t wash. He’s a reasonable, if somewhat pretentious, symbol, but not a scratch more.”

“I think it’s time you made your decision, dear Eleanor,” said Pinkus, swallowing the rest of his brandy, wishing the spreading pain in his stomach would go away. “To glance over the château’s lair, I mean.”

“You really think it might help us?”

“I’m not sure what I think, but I am sure that we’d better.”

“Come along, then.” Lady Devereaux rose from the couch, a touch unsteadily, and gestured toward the double doors. “The keys are in a flower pot in the foyer. ‘Flower pot in the foyer,’ that’s a hell of a mouthful, isn’t it? Try it backwards, Aaron.”

“Foyer, flowerflot, flowernot, floyer,” attempted Pinkus, getting to his feet, not entirely sure where they were.

They approached the thick, heavy door of Samuel Lansing Devereaux’s château’s lair, and Sam’s mother inserted the key with the gentle assistance of the man who was now her attorney of choice. They entered the sanctum sanctorum, walking down a narrow corridor that opened onto a wider hallway, the rays of the afternoon sun streaming through an imposing, seemingly impenetrable glass-paneled door on the left, which was the apartment’s separate entrance. They turned right, and the first open door they came to revealed a darkened room; the Venetian blinds were securely down and closed.

“What’s in here?” asked Aaron.

“I believe it’s his office,” replied Eleanor, blinking. “I haven’t been up here since I can’t remember when—probably when the construction was finished and Sam showed me through.”

“Let’s take a look. Do you know where the lights are?”

“The switch is usually on the wall.” It was, and three floor lamps lit up the three visible walls of a large pine-paneled office. The walls themselves, however, could barely be seen, as they were covered with framed photographs and, contrarily, Scotch-taped newspaper articles, many askew as if hastily, perhaps angrily, stuck to the surfaces between the profusion of photographs. “This place is a bloody mess!” exclaimed the mother of the inhabitant. “I’ll insist he clean it up!”

“I wouldn’t even consider it,” remarked Pinkus, approaching the nearest newspaper clippings on the left wall. In the main, they depicted a white-habited nun dispensing food and clothing to indigent people—white, black, and Hispanic—in various parts of the world, SISTER ANNE THE BENEVOLENT CARRIES HER MESSAGE TO ALL POINTS OF THE GLOBE, cried one headline over a photograph of a slum in Rio de Janeiro, the mountain crucifix seen clearly in the upper distance of that jet-set city. The other clippings were a variation of the same theme—photos of a markedly attractive nun in Africa, Asia, Central America, and the leper islands in the Pacific, SISTER ANNE, SISTER OF CHARITY, SISTER OF HOPE and, finally, ANNE THE BENEVOLENT, A CANDIDATE FOR SAINTHOOD?

Aaron, putting on his steel-rimmed glasses, studied the photographs. They were all taken at some extravagant retreat reeking of edelweiss, the Alps generally in the background, the subjects in the photographs happy and carefree, the enjoyment of life lighting up their faces. Several were instantly recognizable: a somewhat younger Sam Devereaux; the tall, aggressive figure of the maniac general, ‘Madman’ MacKenzie Hawkins; an ash-blond woman in shorts and a halter—voluptuous, indeed, and unmistakably Anne the Benevolent; and a fourth figure, a stout, smiling, jovial fellow in a short chef’s apron that barely concealed his lederhosen. Who was he? The face was familiar but—no, no, NO!

“The God of Abraham has deserted us,” whispered Aaron Pinkus, trembling.

“What in the name of the Celtics are you talking about?” asked Eleanor Devereaux.

“You probably wouldn’t remember, because it meant nothing to you,” answered Aaron rapidly, unsteadily, a distinct quaver in his soft voice. “But a number of years ago the Vatican was in disarray—financial disarray. Monies were flowing out of its treasury in … in megabuckets, supporting causes so unlikely as third-rate opera companies and carnivals and houses throughout Europe to rehabilitate prostitutes, all manner of insanities. The people thought the Pope had gone crazy, that he was, as they say, pazzo! Then, just before the Eternal City’s complete collapse, which would have resulted in panic throughout the investment world, everything suddenly returned to normal. The Pontiff was back in control, his old self! The media everywhere said it was like he had been two people—one pazzo, the other the fine good man they all knew and loved.”

“My dear Mr. Pinkus, you’re not making the slightest bit of sense.”

“Look, look!” cried Aaron, pointing at a smiling, fleshed-out face in one of the photographs. “That’s him!”

“Who?”

“The Pope! That’s where the money came from. The ransom! The press was right, they were two people! General Hawkins and your son kidnapped the Pope!… Eleanor, Eleanor?” Aaron turned from the wall.

Lady Devereaux had collapsed to the floor unconscious.
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