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PROLOGUE

Wheres Charlie?

1997



Mr. Burdett, notify me when youve made up your mind, the Honorable Dagmar Hansen said. Well be in recess until I hear from you.

Amanda Jaffe rose with the rest of the spectators in the courtroom when Judge Hansen left the bench, but her eyes werent on the judge. They were watching the intense conference between her father and his client. Frank Jaffes lips were inches from Sally Popes ear and he was speaking rapidly. Mrs. Popes hand rested on her fathers forearm and her brow knit as she concentrated on what he was saying. Amanda frowned, because she sensed more intimacy than was normal between a lawyer and his client.

Karl Burdett, the Washington County district attorney, looked furious as he stormed through the courtroom doors with his two assistants in tow. Frank Jaffe and Mrs. Pope followed a moment later. Just before the courtroom door closed behind him, Frank gave Amanda a quick thumbs-up. This morning, before leaving for court, Frank had hinted at a major development in the case. Amanda was dying to know what had happened in chambers, but she knew better than to bother her father when he was in the middle of a trial.

Amanda decided to take the stairs to the lobby. The walk would probably be the only exercise she would get today and she felt a twinge of guilt. Amanda had been training furiously this summer while she was home from college. As a junior, she had won the 200 freestyle for Berkeley at the PAC-10 championships and had placed sixth at Nationals. If she shaved a few seconds off her best time, she could place in the top three at Nationals as a senior and have an outside chance of making the 2000 Olympic team. Breakthroughs like that didnt happen if you missed too many practices, but she couldnt pass up a chance to watch her father try the nations most publicized murder case.

Frank Jaffe was one of the best criminal defense attorneys in Oregon, and Amanda had wanted to follow in his footsteps since she was in elementary school. When other girls were reading fashion magazines, she was reading Perry Mason. While other girls dreamed of going to the prom, she dreamed of trying homicide cases, and there had been no Oregon case in recent history that had been as highly publicized as the trial of Sally Pope for the murder of her husband, United States Congressman Arnold Pope Jr. Adding to the buzz was the aura surrounding Sally Popes codefendant, Charlie Marsh, aka the Guru Gabriel Sun, whose rise from petty criminal to national hero and New Age guru had captured the countrys imagination.

Amanda was carrying a copy of The Light Within You, Marshs autobiography, in which he bared his soul about the abuse hed suffered as a child and told how this psychic damage had led him to a life filled with violence. What made the book special was Marshs account of his amazing religious conversion, which occurred at the moment he risked his life to save a prison guard from the attack of an insane prisoner.


Amanda looked at the photo of Marsh on the back of the book. It was no mystery why women flocked to the gurus seminars, where he taught his flock the way to find the inner light that had suffused him during his near-death experience. Marsh had the blond, blue-eyed good looks of a movie idol, but his violent past hinted at a devil within. Sally Pope was one of the most beautiful and self-possessed women Amanda had ever met, but even she had fallen under Marshs spell, if you believed the tabloids.

Sally Popes case had sex, celebrity, and violent death. Only one thing was missingCharlie. WHERE IS THE GURU? screamed the headlines in the national press on the day the trial opened. The question led off every television news hour. Charlie Marsh had disappeared from the Westmont Country Club the instant Arnold Pope Jr. was shot. Like everyone else in America, Amanda wondered where he was now and what he was doing.









PART I
 
The Happy Warrior 2009




















CHAPTER 1



It is coming soon, it is coming soon! Jean-Claude Baptiste, President for Life of the Peoples Republic of Batanga, told Charlie Marsh in the singsong English spoken by Africans who had been raised speaking a tribal dialect. Like most of the other men at the state banquet, Charlie was wearing a tuxedo. President Baptiste, who had never held a rank higher than sergeant, was commander in chief of the Batangan army and dressed in the uniform of a five-star general.

Watch closely! the president said with gleeful anticipation as he jabbed a finger at one of the many huge flat-screen televisions that were mounted along the walls of the banquet hall in the executive mansion. The massive chamber was longer than a football field and was modeled after the Las Vegas casino where Baptiste had won his most important fight. Using flat-screen TVs as wall hangings would have been out of place at Versailles, but they looked perfectly natural amid the mirrored walls, bright lights, and velvet paintings that gave the banquet hall the ambience of a sports bar.

Now, look, the president said excitedly. On all of the screens mounted along the walls, a younger Baptiste was laughing as he drove Vladimir Topalov, the number tworanked heavyweight in the world, into a corner of the ring. This Baptiste stood six foot six and weighed two hundred and sixty pounds. His skin was as black as ink and the lights in the arena reflected off his smooth, shaved skull. The present-day version of Jean-Claude looked vaguely like the boxer on the screen, but weighed more than three hundred pounds and gave the impression of being two large men who had been glued together.

Look Charlie, it comes now, Baptiste told the blue-eyed man with blond hair and tanned, weathered skin who sat to his left at the end of a teak banquet table that easily sat fifty. Charlie feigned exuberant interest, as did the thirty other guests. Anyone giving the impression that he was not completely enthralled with Baptistes fistic skills risked an attitude adjustment session in the basement of the mansion, from which few emerged alive.

On the screen, Baptistes opponent staggered back a few steps. Blood from a deep cut over his right eye was blinding him. The future president of Batanga feinted with a jab before landing a crushing hook to his victims temple. As Topalov sank to the canvas, both the boxing and presidential Baptistes threw back their heads and laughed uproariously. Though the sound was off, everyone at the banquet knew that Baptistes many fans were chanting ho, ho, ho, as they always did when The Happy Warrior knocked down an opponent. Baptiste had earned his nickname by laughing delightedly whenever he subjected a foe to a particularly awful beating.

Topalov had been hospitalized after the bout. The man who had ruled Batanga before Baptiste had not been so lucky. After his knockout of the Russian, Baptiste returned to Batanga for a victory parade followed by a dinner in his honor given by the previous president of the republic. During dinner, a squad of army officers, bribed with money from Baptistes fight purse, stormed the banquet hall and engineered a coup. Rumor had it that Baptiste had made several excellent jokes while eating the heart of the ex-president in a Juju ceremony that was supposed to infuse him with the deceaseds spiritual essence.

Baptiste smiled, displaying a perfect set of pearly white teeth. Was that not a wonderful punch, Charlie?

Very powerful, Mr. President, answered Marsh. Charlie was a foot shorter and roughly one hundred and fifty pounds lighter than his host. Because he lacked Baptistes courage and vicious temperament, it had taken a considerable effort to hide his terror during dinner. Now he gathered what little nerve he possessed and raised the subject curiosity had prodded him to explore ever since Jean-Claude had invited him to sit in the chair usually occupied by Bernadette Baptiste, the only one of the presidents wives to bear him a child.

Madam Bernadette would have enjoyed your display of virility, Mr. President.

Baptiste nodded agreement. Women want a powerful man, Charlie. They know your power will bring them great pleasure in bed, not so?

Charlie looked down the table at Bernadettes child, five-year-old Alfonse, who sat next to his nanny.

I see your charming son is here, but where is your lovely wife?

Baptistes smile faded. Sadly, she could not join us this evening, but she told me to say hello to you if you asked about her.

Charlies heart seized and it took every ounce of his energy to keep from throwing up.

Ah, dessert, Baptiste sighed as a servant rolled a pastry cart next to his ornate high-backed chair. The benevolent and all-powerful ruler of Batanga loved to eat almost as much as he loved to inflict pain, and he scanned the cart eagerly. It was laden with all of the presidents favorites, most of which hed sampled for the first time in the fast-food restaurants and sumptuous casino buffets of Las Vegas.

That one and that one, I think, he said, indicating a huge piece of German chocolate cake and a three-scoop ice cream sundae heaped high with whipped cream, sprinkled with nuts, dotted with Maraschino cherries, and covered with caramel, strawberry, and chocolate sauces.

The president turned to Charlie. He was smiling broadly. Eat up, my friend.

Charlie had no appetite but he knew better than to disobey any presidential command, even one as benign as an order to eat dessert. As soon as the waiter placed an enormous slice of cherry cheesecake on Charlies plate, Baptiste leaned close to Charlies ear and whispered conspiratorially:

I will tell you a secret, but tell no one else or it will spoil the surprise. After dinner, I have an interesting entertainment planned.

Oh?

Yes, Baptiste responded happily. Its nature is known only to me and Nathan.

Charlie cast a nervous glance at Nathan Tuazama, who was sitting halfway down the banquet table, next to the wife of the Syrian ambassador. Tuazama was the head of the National Education Bureau, Baptistes secret police. The cadaverous black mans head rotated slowly in Charlies direction at the same time Charlie turned toward him, as if Tuazama had read his mind. There were rumors that Tuazama had supernatural powers, and Charlie had not discounted these rumors completely. Tuazamas thin, bloodless lips displayed none of the presidents joy. Unlike his master, Tuazama had no sense of humor. Charlie wasnt even sure that he had any emotions.


After dinner, you will be invited to join me in a most unusual and unforgettable experience, Baptiste said, flashing his bright smile. But enough talk. Come, Charlie, enjoy your cake.



THE BANQUET DRAGGED on for another hour as Baptiste subjected his guests to replays of his favorite fights. Then, a little after one in the morning, he bid a merciful farewell to all but a select group, who had been instructed to stay. Charlie scanned the chosen few and found they included Nathan Tuazama; Alfonse (who could barely keep his eyes open); Madam ODoulou, the childs nanny; a justice of the Batangan Supreme Court whod had the temerity to dissent in a case Baptiste wanted decided in a certain way; and an army general who was rumored to have criticized his commander-in-chief.

Come, my friends, Baptiste said cheerfully. I want to show you something very exciting and much fun.

Baptiste chuckled and his massive stomach shook. Much fun, indeed, he assured everyone.

A failure to laugh when the president said something he deemed amusing amounted to treason, so everyone smiled, except the exhausted Alfonse. As the heir to Batanga, Alfonse wasat least for the near futureexempt from Baptistes homicidal whims. When several Batangan Special Forces troops surrounded the group, it took an effort for Charlie to maintain his smile and it took a supreme act of will to look happy when Baptiste led the group to the special elevator that only went to the basement. The elevators walls glistened because they were cleaned daily to remove the blood and gore that frequently stained them. No one spoke as the elevator descended. Charlie prayed during the ride and he suspected that he wasnt the only one begging the Lord to let him return to the surface in one piece or, at least, to die with a minimum of suffering.


The banquet halls casino-like dcor had been insanely cheerful. Now the elevator doors opened on a dark and joyless world. Flickering low-watt bulbs cast sections of the damp, gray hallway in a sickly yellow glow, while leaving other parts in shadow. Mold grew on the walls and there was a faint smell of feces and disinfectant in the air. Solid steel doors spaced at intervals broke up the monotony of the corridor. As they exited the car, a scream shattered the silence. Alfonses eyes widened and Baptiste took him by the hand.

Do not worry, my lovely child. You are quite safe with Papa. No one will hurt you.

Baptiste led the procession to a door halfway down the narrow hall. Then he knelt so his face was close to his sons.

What happens to boys and girls when they are bad? Baptiste asked.

Alfonse, who was very tired, looked confused.

Come, come, my jewel. You know the answer to this simple question.

They are punished? Alfonse answered tentatively.

Baptiste smiled broadly. Is he not the most intelligent child? he asked.

Charlie nodded, as the mention of punishment sent his heart rate up.

Well, Alfonse, Baptiste said, your mommy was bad. She was cheating, and you know it is very bad to cheat. It is dishonest, is that not so?

Alfonse nodded, but none of the adults moved or breathed.

Do you want to see how we punish a mommy who cheats? Baptiste asked Alfonse.

His son looked concerned but Baptiste did not wait for an answer. He stood up and nodded to Tuazama, who inserted a key in the lock. When the door opened, Charlie stared into total darkness. Then he felt an automatic weapon press into his back as he was herded into the room.

Surprise! yelled Baptiste as Tuazama flipped a light switch.

The nanny fainted. The Supreme Court justice threw up. The general was too stunned to do anything but stare. Alfonse shrieked. Baptistes deep, rolling belly laugh almost drowned out the childs screams.

When the lights flashed on, Charlies eyes were drawn to a long metal table that was the rooms only furniture. Bernadette was lying on it on her stomach. She was naked and her long, smooth legs had been spread apart, exposing her to everyone. It took Charlies paralyzed mind a moment to figure out whatin addition to his lover being deadwas wrong with the scene. When he realized that the toes of Bernadettes feet were pointing up and she was staring at him, even though she was on her stomach, Charlies knees buckled and he almost passed out.

There, there, my friend, Baptiste said as he wrapped one of his huge arms around his guest to keep him from sinking to the floor.

Charlie wished he could faint, but all he could do was stare into Bernadettes dead eyes; a feat made possible by sewing her decapitated head on backward and propping it up on a pillow. Her legs had also been amputated and switched.

Alfonses unconscious nanny was no help with the hysterical child. Baptiste ignored him and focused all of his attention on Charlie.

Are you okay, my friend? he asked.

Charlie was so terrified he couldnt speak.

I tell you, it hurt me to do this, the president continued, but I discovered something terrible. Baptistes huge arm pulled Charlie so close Charlie could smell the presidents sweat. You will not believe this of my dear Bernadette, but Alfonses mother was having an affair. Baptiste shook his head sadly. What do you think of that?

Its not possible, Mr. President, Charlie croaked. What woman would ever cheat on you?

Yes, yes, I know it makes no sense, but, sadly, it is true. But, you know, there is a mystery here. I do not know the name of the culprit who seduced her, yet. Have you any idea who it might be?

Charlie felt his bowels loosen. There was no way Bernadette would have held up under torture.

No, Mr. President, I never heard anyone say anything bad about Bernadette.

Baptiste shook his head slowly. She and her lover were very careful. They were very clever. But Nathan is working on this problem and I have complete confidence that he will ferret out the identity of the foul person who tempted my beloved Bernadette into breaking her marriage vows.

Then the president smiled. But come, everyone. It is late.

He released Charlie and bent down to pick up his terrified son. Now, now, Alfonse, you must be a man. A man does not cry when he confronts death. Enough of this.

Baptiste stepped over the nannys body. Revive Madam ODoulou and bring her to Alfonses room, he told the soldier in charge of the Special Forces squad.

And this one? the soldier asked, pointing at the judge, who was doubled over after a second round of vomiting.

Leave him with Bernadette. I will decide what to do with him later.








CHAPTER 2




The executive mansion was a six-story, concave monstrosity that resembled a stereo speaker. The exterior was covered by gold disks that reflected the sunlight in the daytime and deflected bullets anytime. Baptistes palace was set back from the road behind a spear-topped, wrought-iron electrified fence. A driveway curved past the front entrance, which was entered by climbing a set of steep marble steps. This enabled soldiers standing at the top to shoot down on anyone who tried to storm the mansion from the front.

Charlie staggered down the steps of the mansion in a daze, ripping off his bow tie, opening his shirt collar, and gulping in fresh air as he went. He squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head from side to side but, try as he might, Charlie could not get the image of the soles of Bernadettes feet out of his head. Positioned as she was, shed seemed so vulnerable.

A limousine provided by Baptiste had driven Charlie to the executive mansion but no car waited at the bottom of the stairs to take him back to his apartment.

Where is my car? Charlie asked one of the soldiers standing guard duty.


All cars gone, the soldier answered tersely.

Then bring a car for me.

The soldiers smile was cold. President Baptiste say no more cars tonight.

Before this evening, Charlie would have reported the soldier for being insolent and would have demanded a car, but he was too upset and frightened to argue. There was a slim possibility that he could locate a minor functionary who would rustle up a car for him, but no power on earth could make him go back inside the mansion to find one.

The absence of his limousine and the soldiers insolence were proof beyond a reasonable doubt that Baptiste knew he was Bernadettes lover. The last time hed been this frightened was twelve years ago, on the evening hed fled from the parking lot of the Westmont Country Club after the congressman was shot. Hed stayed terrified until several weeks after his arrival in Batanga. Charlie remembered the moment the fear had lifted. He had been walking on the white sand behind his house, watching the waves sweep in. Emerald green palm trees had been swaying in the breeze and there wasnt a cloud in the sky. Charlie had breathed in the clear, clean air and exhaled. Then hed smiled and said, out loud, Im safe. It didnt take long for him to discover that what he thought was safety was only an illusion.

Charlies fear drove him down the long driveway to the guard house. Moments after the guard opened the gate, he was trudging toward town along Baptiste Boulevard. Cabs drove by and so did open-backed money buses that took passengers around the city on a set route for a dime, but Charlies apartment was only two miles from the mansion and he needed to walk to clear his head.

The back of the mansion faced the ocean and the cool breeze that blew inland at night chased away the thick, moist heat that folded over the inhabitants of equatorial West Africa most days. Charlie liked the heat. When he thought about it, Charlie realized that the beach weather was one of the few good things about Batanga. Most everything else was shit. Its president was a maniac and most of its citizens lived in fear and abject poverty. Even the rich Batangans lived at the whim of their insane ruler, and the rainy season was long and depressing.

Another good thing about Batanga, from Charlies point of view, was the absence of an extradition treaty with the United States or anywhere else. Batanga was a favorite sanctuary for deposed dictators, terrorists on the run, and wanted criminals. Baptiste extended the hand of friendship to them all, for a price. Twelve years ago, Charlie had fled to Batanga after being indicted for the murder of United States Congressman Arnold Pope Jr. When he had arrived, he had been rich from the royalties earned by his best-selling autobiography, The Light Within You, and the money hed embezzled from Inner Light, Inc. In those early days, everything seemed rosy and hed been treated like a prince. The people Charlie met were rich. They ran Batanga, lived in big houses, ate well, and threw wonderful parties. And the women! They had dangled like ripe fruit, there for the taking and eager to share his bed because he was the presidents favorite. Charlies only contacts with the poor of Batanga were his houseboy and cook, who knew better than to say anything negative about their country or their president in a nation where anyone could be a spy, and where the secret police routinely made people disappear for any reason or no reason at all.

The changes had come so slowly that he didnt realize anything was wrong until it was too late. For the first four years, Charlie had lived in a beautiful house with an ocean view, owned by the president. The rent was steep, but Charlie had several million dollars in his Swiss account, so it seemed like peanuts. So did the taxes he was required to pay for the privilege of living in a country that would not extradite him. Charlie spent lavishly because he was expected to throw the type of parties to which he had been invited. And there were those gifts for the ladies. All of these expenses were no big deal while his book topped the charts, fueled by the publicity surrounding his murder charge. Then another American celebrity killed someone and Charlie was no longer the flavor of the month. His book royalties were paid twice a year at six-month intervals, so it was almost a year before he was aware that something was amiss. The first time he learned that his income was shrinking, he wasnt overly concerned. When the amount in the next statement was even smaller, Charlie started to panic.

Manipulating people was President Baptistes hobby, and he engineered Charlies slow descent from honored guest to lap dog with true genius. When a deposed African dictator fled to Batanga after looting millions from his countrys treasury, Baptiste asked Charlie if he would mind moving to a smaller house that was not on the beach. Charlie, who thought he was untouchable, ignored the suggestion. The president could have had Charlie shot or arrested, but he loved slow torture. The next day, Charlies servants, cook, and gardeners did not show up for work and they never returned. When Charlie complained, Baptiste again suggested that it would be best if Charlie watched his expenses by moving to a smaller place. Charlie stubbornly insisted that he could manage the cost of the villa. The following day, Charlies electricity was cut off and a government official informed him that his rent had been raised. Charlie suddenly saw the big picture. A week later, he was living in a smaller house with only a houseboy, who doubled as his cook. Twelve years after his escape from America, Charlie lived in a squalid apartment and drove a broken-down Volkswagen Bug.


Charlie knew that he was still alive because he amused Baptiste. The president brought him to parties, where he was frequently the foil of the dictators practical jokes. Sometimes Baptiste displayed his pet American on Batangas only television station or at banquets for visiting dignitaries from countries with anti-American policies. Most of the time Baptiste ignored Charlie, which was a good thing.

The route from the mansion to Charlies apartment led through the heart of Baptisteville. The shops were locked and shuttered for the night and the activity in the bars was winding down. Elderly watchmen sat on upturned wooden crates, guarding gated entrances for Lebanese merchants. Packs of emaciated feral dogs roaming the streets in search of food growled at the rare passerby. And there were the ever-present soldiers. Charlie knew that his white skin was no protection from the psychotic teenagers who formed Baptistes terror squads, but Charlie was not afraid of the soldiers, because he carried a presidential pass. Those who didnt have a pass cut a wide swath around the young men toting automatic weapons, who were always unpredictable.

Charlies fear had not abated as he walked downhill toward Waterside. If anything, hurrying along the deserted streets made him more afraid. He imagined one of the black Mercedes favored by the secret police suddenly screeching to a halt beside him. Armed men would grab his arms, a black hood would be thrown over his head, and hed be returned to the mansion to face whatever fate Baptiste held in store for him.

When he reached the bottom of the hill, Charlie heard the sea sweeping into shore behind the native market. The soothing sound accompanied him for another quarter-mile until he arrived at the Kamal S. Dean brick factory, which took up the ground floor of his three-story apartment building. Charlie walked through an arch at the side. As he climbed the partially enclosed stairway, the wind blew the salty smell of sea air at him and he could just make out the white foam on the crest of the waves that broke on the narrow beach below. Charlie was about to step onto the landing in front of his door when a man materialized out of the shadows. Charlie jumped back and threw up his hands to ward off a blow.

Its me, Pierre, the man whispered. Pierre Girard, Bernadettes brother, was wearing a tie-dyed dashiki and tan slacks. He was slender and bookish, with sad brown eyes magnified by the thick lenses of his tortoiseshell glasses.

Charlie collapsed with relief. Oh, Pierre, he said, his voice halfway between a sob and a sigh. Have you heard?

Bernadettes brother nodded but his face showed no emotion.

Im so sorry, Charlie said.

Theres no time for sorrow. Baptiste knows you and Bernadette were lovers. Hes toying with you now but our president has a short attention span. When he tires of his head games hell send Nathan. You must leave Batanga.

Pierre put a hand on Charlies shoulder. Bernadette told me how kind you were to her. She loved you, Charlie.

Thank you for letting me know that.

Theres something else you should know. Bernadette wasnt killed because she was cheating on Baptiste, although that must have made her pain more enjoyable for the bastard. She was tortured for information.

I dont understand.

There are Batangans who want Baptiste dead or gone. She was helping us.

Pierre squeezed Charlies shoulder. Do you want to avenge my sisters death?

Of course, but what can I do? I can barely help myself.

You know Rebecca, the bartender at the Mauna Loa? Charlie nodded.

She can put you in touch with a man who can get you out of the country. He is a mercenary and it will be expensive.

Charlie knew that he would probably die a horrible death if he stayed in Batanga. Even if Baptiste let him live, the best he could hope for was a life of fear in which every breath he took was dependent on the whim of a sadistic, homicidal lunatic. If he returned to the States, he would have to stand trial for murder, but twelve years had passed. Could the state even mount a case after all this time? The bottom line for Charlie was that even if he was convicted he would be better off on death row than in Batanga. In Oregon, the condemned experienced a quick death by lethal injection. In Batanga, the president liked to hear you scream for as long as possible.

I think I know a way to manage it, he told Pierre.

Good. When everything is in place Rebecca will get in touch with you and she will give you something to take with you that Bernadette entrusted to me.

What thing? asked Charlie, who was naturally suspicious and terrified of being caught helping the rebels.

Diamonds, Charlie, many diamonds. We need you to carry them to America. We will take them from you there and use them to buy weapons for our people.

I dont know

Did you love my sister?

Charlies eyes misted and he nodded, too choked with emotion to speak.

Then dont let her death be in vain.

Charlie looked past Pierre to the sea. The odds were that hed be dead before he could help anyone, but if he survived he could finally do something worthwhile with his life by helping Pierre.

All right, Im in.


Pierre smiled. Bernadette knew we could count on you. Thank you, Charlie.

They spoke for a few minutes more. Then Pierre embraced Charlie before slipping over the side of the building and rappelling to the beach down the rope hed used to climb to the landing.

Charlies front door opened into a narrow hall flanked by a kitchen and bedroom on one side and a living room and the spare room he used as a study on the ocean side. He turned on a lamp that stood on a cheap wooden desk in his study. Luckily, there was electricity tonight. Charlie booted up his laptop and logged on to his e-mail provider. He assumed that the police would read any e-mail he sent, so he phrased this one carefully. It was addressed to Martha Brice, the editor in chief of World News, an ultraconservative magazine with a main office in New York.

Dear Ms. Brice: My name is Charlie Marsh. You probably knew me as the Guru Gabriel Sun, author of the inspirational autobiography The Light Within You, an international best-seller. Twelve years ago I was framed for the murder of Congressman Arnold Pope Jr. and was forced to flee from the United States. Since leaving America, I have been living in the wonderful country of Batanga under the protection of its benevolent ruler, President Jean-Claude Baptiste. President Baptiste is a source of enlightenment and a true father to his people. The Western press has falsely labeled him a dictator. I have not given an interview in some time, but I wish to do so now to set the record straight about this courageous leader, who has been so unjustly maligned.

Ive seen you interviewed on TV and Ive followed your career. I believe that the articles in World News present an unbiased view of world affairs. Would your excellent magazine be interested in sending a reporter to write an article that would tell the American people about the wonderful things President Baptiste is doing for the people of Batanga? If so, please contact me so we can arrange the details.

Charlie read the e-mail twice before sending it. If Baptiste saw it he might hold off killing Charlie in the hope that the interview would be published. This would buy Charlie some time, and time was his most important ally. Time would give Charlie a chance to survive; a slim chance, but a chance nonetheless, and Charlie had always been a man who seized an opportunity when he saw it.

Charlie had drunk a lot at the banquet but the horror in the basement had sobered him. He doubted he could sleep, even though it was almost three in the morning. He poured a glass of scotch and carried it to his balcony, which was the best thing about his dingy apartment. Before sunset, he could watch the native fishermen surf the waves in their canoes as they brought their catch in to shore. After dark, the stars would shine bright in the African sky and he would gaze at the lights of ships anchored in the Freeport. During the rainy season he was presented with lightning storms that were as dramatic as a fireworks display.

Charlie took a stiff drink and tried to imagine what Bernadette had suffered before death had shown her mercy. A tear trickled down his cheek and he brushed it away. The tear was as much for himself as for his dead lover.



THE HEAT OF the sun woke Charlie. He opened his eyes and stared at the sea, wondering why he was outside. There was a chair next to Charlie. In the second after waking he thought he saw Bernadette out of the corner of his eye, sitting beside him, laughing in that way of hers that lit up any room she was in. Then Charlie remembered the events at the mansion and suppressed a sob.

Six years ago, Baptiste had introduced his fourth wife to Batangan high society. Charlie had been taken by her elegant beauty and warm smile but he knew she was untouchable and soon forgot her. Over the next few years, he saw Bernadette from a distance at state dinners and a party or two. He remembered the way her pregnancy suffused her features with a maternal glow and the way she smiled when she gazed at Alfonse. But she wasnt smiling the first time he was alone with her.

A little over a year ago, the secretary of state had hosted a party for a visiting dignitary from Ghana. Charlie was bored by the company, annoyed by the noise, and tired of just about everything else that was going on. A set of stairs led down to the beach from the patio of the secretarys house. Charlie set off along the shore and found Bernadette sitting on a thick log that had washed up in the tide. It was dark and neither the moonshine nor the ambient light from the house were strong enough to breach the shadows that obscured Bernadettes face. When he drew closer, as well as tears glistening on her ebony cheeks, Charlie saw a split lip and a swollen eye. The darkness and the damage to Bernadettes face prevented Charlie from recognizing her right away or he would have fled. God knew what Baptiste would do to a man found alone with his wife. By the time he realized who she was, Bernadettes head was on his shoulder and her tears were dampening his shirt.

Bernadette had given up on kindness and now shed met someone who was tender and compassionate. When she stopped crying and began to think clearly, Bernadette realized the threat she posed to Charlie. She thanked him, squeezed his hand, and left him alone on the beach. But then, a month later, while the president was in Las Vegas, gambling and whoring, Bernadette saw Charlie at a gala at the Batanga Palace, the countrys only luxury hotel. This time she lost her heart to him.

At first, Charlie resisted his desire to be with Bernadette, because he didnt want to be cut into tiny pieces by a chain-saw or slowly turned into barbecue by a blowtorch, two of the presidents favorite methods of execution. But Charlie had never been in love before and he was stunned by the depth of his feeling for this beautiful lost soul. They began meeting in a room at the hotel, which Charlie rented under an assumed name. During their first tryst, Bernadette confided that the all-powerful ruler of the Batangan people was anything but in the sack. Charlie learned that Baptiste blamed Bernadette for his many failures in bed and beat her when he was unable to perform. The beatings had gotten so bad that shed begun to fear for her life.

Bernadette and Charlie talked of escape and a life together, even though they should have known that the affair and their dreams were insane. But people in love lose touch with reality. Charlie never asked himself how it was possible for their trysts to go undiscovered in a country where everyone was a spy and the one person most likely to be the subject of surveillance was the supreme rulers wife. Now Charlie knew that Baptiste had always been aware of every move theyd made.

Charlie wept quietly as he wondered how it was possible for someone as wonderful as Bernadette to be dead. When hed exhausted his tears, he closed his eyes, leaned his head back, and felt the sun on his face and the caress of a sea breeze. Waves were washing over the rocky beach below his apartment as they did every minute of every day. The world continued its beat and Charlie was alive to enjoy it. And as long as he was alive, there was a chance he would survive and win some measure of revenge for his lost love.
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