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Chapter 1: Fateful Phone Call
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Friday evening, May 11, 2007

He couldn’t take it anymore. 

Young reporter Christopher Gilley grabbed the phone on the tenth ring, setting aside his weekly pile of Wall Street Journals. At the same time, he instinctively checked the huge clock on the far wall. The monster clock ruled when reporters filled the newsroom. But it was 8:15 p.m. and Chris was alone.

Before he could say hello, Chris was captivated by the sultry voice on the phone. 

“Hello Dickie, it’s Vick,” she said in a quiet, breathy voice. 

He heard a slight girlish giggle and a faint sigh. Chris was stunned, speechless. The voice sounded delicious. 

Who was it? A news tip? No. No one ever called in a news tip this late to the die-hard Maryland Inquirer. God, it’s Friday night, way after deadlines, he thought.

He noticed the words “Radisson entertai...” on the phone id screen... Oh wow, the new hotel. Curiosity runs thick in the DNA of cats and newspaper reporters, even rookies like Christopher Gilley.

“It’s Vickie, Dickie? (The voice paused) You knooow sweetie. At the Radisson.” The sultry voice became a whisper. It was the most exciting voice Chris had ever heard. No woman ever spoke to the shy, lonely boy that way.

He looked around the newsroom for someone to pass along the call to. No one was around. 

Reporters and editors at the Inquirer were always out the door by five o’clock p.m., many by three, content to finish copy at home, and then email it in before their deadline. On Fridays, many didn’t come into the paper at all. Copy editors, most of them barely 25 years old, were already home by six o’clock p.m. most days, perhaps, cramming for that MBA course that might ticket a new career path for their superior command of the language. And the Inquirer’s editors? If there was a murder after 7 p.m., or the Governor again caught with a high-priced escort, let the Washington Post and TV cover it, they’d say. 

Young Chris, only 19, was different. He often stayed late. He coveted his new job. He knew he was lucky to have it.

On such a late hour on a slow Friday, he was puzzled by the voice on the phone. That voice. He listened, silently, his ears drinking in the purring tones of the mysterious woman. She was so friendly, so seductive, Christopher couldn’t believe she was whispering to him. 

And then, he remembered. Perhaps she was mistaking Chris’s voice for that of her lover. That lover might be the alleged reporter and full-time playboy, Richard “Dickie” Randim. He used to sit at Chris’s desk. Until Randim got into serious trouble six weeks earlier, Dickie had been the statewide real estate reporter on the business section, now assigned to fledgling Chris Gilley. The editors had to take a chance transferring such a thorny beat to the inexperienced Chris, who had joined the Inquirer only two months earlier. 

“Well, Dickie, can you at least say hello?” the voice said, noticeably perturbed now.

Chris managed a half grunt, “Yeah,” enough to assure the voice that she had indeed reached her arrogant, yet charming Dickie. Chris hoped she’d just keep talking sweetly. Now it was fun. 

The voice was indeed none other than Dickie’s lover, Victoria “Peeps” Martin. She was the concierge at the brand-new Radisson Hotel in Largo Maryland, just across the Capital Beltway from the new Washington Redskins football stadium. Peeps was known for her inviting cleavage and skin-tight outfits. Male co-workers joked among themselves that Victoria was a walking peep show. They wagered on what and how much skin she’d show each day in her always sexy office attire in the hotel lobby.

Vickie kept titillating Chris’s ear, pausing for a momentary tender sigh, “Guess what Dickie, the hotel is finished and I ... I mean we would love you to come by for a pre-opening tour tonight. The opening is tomorrow night, but everything is set up now. Free drinks, pre-opening raw bar. You still love oysters on the half shell? Yeah you, ... you do, I know.” 

She ran on, getting more and more excited... “the lobby and bar and rooftop restaurant, ... well the view isn’t much, just the Capital Beltway really, sorry, and of course ... the rooms are beautiful, and we could test the mattress for bounce, as you always say. You are a real comedian, Dickeee boy...Well, you... well, you haven’t said a word. Still there, I hope?” 

Chris opened his mouth to talk but could not utter one intelligible word. He was getting aroused, and slightly embarrassed. He had no girlfriend; knew virtually no one in his new town of Rhodesville, Maryland.

Irritated, Vickie resorted to street slang, cranking up the volume, “Well, ya comin’ or not, man? Ain’t chu there, or what? Somebody’s with you there, I guess, huh? Who you with, you damned .... Hey, put her on.”

Chris stuttered, “De ... Dickie doesn’t work here any...mm ... more.” He stammered. “Any more in news, that is.”

Vickie went silent, then, “Oh, this is Victoria Martin, concierge at the new Radisson. I beg your pardon, sir.”

“That’s okay, ma’am.”

“Where is Mr. Randim? He’s supposed to be back from the Caribbean this week.”

“Well ma’am, I don’t for sure know because he left the pa ... ap paper, the reporting side of things here ma’am to take that vaca ... cation. Don’t know why or where he mi ... ma ... might be. He’s supposed to be back Monday ... in a job upstairs, I think.” 

“You must be the cleaning staff. Yes, of course, it’s late. I’m so sorry to bother you.” There was a long pause. 

“Ma’am, I’m not housekeeping, I’m a reporter named...” Chris tried but failed to identify himself. She just kept talking rapidly, almost as if on Mylar tape that got stretched in a tape player.

She said, “Okay, will you tell Mr. Randim that the Radisson’s pre-grand opening is this evening, with a reception on Saturday night in the Senator Ballroom and a Sunday lunch with Joe Theisman, the former quarterback with Redsk ...? Well, you know who he is. Well, goodbye.” She hung up abruptly with a loud click. And she was gone that quickly.

Chris took a long, deep breath as he softly hung up the receiver as if it had been a tender kiss at the doorstep after a nervous first date. He imagined Victoria Martin as a curvy blonde in a tight red dress, cross-legged at a glass table, somewhere off to the side of the hotel lobby next to a brass-plated sign “Radisson Entertainment” or “Events” or something, he didn’t care. It was the mental staging that was important. Chris was very lonely.

He glanced again at the monster clock.

8:50 p.m. 

The telephone call awakened a boy’s romantic notion of love, unfulfilled, on another empty Friday night.  There he was again alone in the cavernous and silent newsroom with nothing to do except daydream—usually about winning a Pulitzer Prize for investigative reporting.  

He knew that would take time. Chris was so green that the boy didn’t even own a home computer, yet. Chris was a prodigy writer and a bookworm from a small town in West Virginia. He’d graduated with a scholarship from Northwestern University’s famed journalism school in three years. He was too young to know about former Washington Redskin Joe Theisman, whom Vickie mentioned, or that Joe once played in a Super Bowl and now does hotel and car dealership openings. Besides, everybody in the Gilley family was a Pittsburgh Steelers fan.

“I’ll see if I can ...” he said out loud to himself.

Quick fingers at his keyboard brought the lobby of the new Radisson Hotel up on his screen, and then photographs of a guest room, and then that “bouncy” bed the sexy voice mentioned. He slumped and clicked air from his cheek, cocking his head in resignation as he failed to bring up a photo of his ... or rather... Dickie’s Victoria Martin, indeed listed as the hotel concierge.  

If his old, dull blue Mazda hadn’t been in the shop again, he’d cruise by the Radisson, he thought. It would be a nice evening drive, clear skies, spring sweet air on May 11. 

* * *
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He dreamed that night as he laid on a futon with only a couch, bookshelf and piles of newspapers in a drab room he shared with the cockroaches and mice over Don Quantos’s Puerto Rican Restuarante, across the tracks in East Rhodesville. 

As he dozed off, Chris tried to remember what Vickie said to tell Randim. But he couldn’t. He did remember that voice clearly though, and imagined her lips close to the phone, nipping at his ear. 

And then came the dream—the one he always dreamed: 

Famous Watergate reporter Bob Woodward is speaking at the podium amid a banquet hall festooned with shimmering crystal chandeliers, “The winner of the Pulitzer Prize for the year’s best investigative series for a daily newspaper is Chris Gilley of the Chicago Tribune.” “... Gilley of the Wall Street Journal.” “... of the San Francisco Chronicle.” The dream always changed according to what he’d been reading that day. But on this night, in this dream, his date at the awards dinner was that Victoria woman, the one with the voice.

Chris had no way of knowing that Vickie’s voice would haunt him, change him and greatly impact his new job. How could he yet know that her mistaken phone call was a sure sign of serious trouble ahead, trouble for such an untested, novice reporter, who was ill-prepared for his fate? For Chris, Vickie’s fascinating, lovely voice foretold of a difficult deadline ahead, perhaps a fatal deadline.  
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Chapter 2: Dickie’s Return
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The following Monday morning, early, May 14, 2007

Richard “Dickie” Randim returned from his trip to the tropics as expected to start his new job in public relations upstairs at the Maryland Inquirer, a weekly newspaper chain near Washington, D.C.  

Dickie drove recklessly fast into the parking garage, top down on his new sports car. He was tanned and cocky as usual, with his styled curly blonde hair approaching his shoulders. But on that day, he wore saucer-like sunglasses and a stern, determined expression. It was an unusual look for normally happy-go-lucky Dickie. 

Also, Dickie’s mind seemed to be focused; very unusual. The normally freewheeling fellow was dead set on serious damage control to salvage his employment with the Inquirer. Dickie figured to first smooth things out with the editorial department where he was fired before starting his new job upstairs. Maybe they’d let him return to reporting, though he doubted that possibility. Dickie had messed up royally. Let’s just say, his departure from the news staff had been less than gracious. 

Dickie Randim was a decade older than Christopher Gilley, yet he was less mature than the youthful Chris. Dickie was a total jerk on the job and a notorious womanizer on and off the job. 

Perhaps three maybe four people working for the Inquirer newspaper chain had money. Dickie was one. He was filthy rich. Dickie was raised in affluent Potomac, Maryland by Belle and Jimmy Bob Randim. They invested in cell phone startups in the 1980s. Dickies dad, Jimmy Bob, advertised his businesses in the Inquirer and played golf with the newspaper executives regularly. Dickie was not only wealthy. He was charming, handsome and self-centered. Newspapering, as he called it, was a gas, just fun and quite easy when he set his mind to it. 

By contrast, Chris Gilley, the reporter replacing Dickie in the newsroom, was poor, shy and naive. He wore hand-me-downs from older brothers. Newspaper reporting was serious stuff for Chris. It was also rather easy for him to turn in copy, but a challenge to turn in the best news reporting he possibly could.  

Chris heard about Dickie’s carefree attitude from women reporters who sat nearby and had to put up with Randim’s toxic behavior, they said. But, Chris didn’t yet know why management had fired Dickie.

Richard Dice “Dickie” Randim, 31, had to leave the newspaper’s editorial staff quietly in disgrace. He was forced by the suits upstairs to take an involuntary six-week “vacation.” Punishment? Sure. But everyone knew Dickie would spend the time off having fun on his daddy’s yacht somewhere in the Caribbean. 

The car Dickie drove in that Monday was a new, baby blue Porsche Boxter S convertible. He wore designer clothes. Each morning he doused himself with cologne specially made for him by a former lover, an ex-model at Max Factor he’d met at the annual beauty and cosmetic show at the Washington Convention Center. Dickie never missed an opportunity to be surrounded by gorgeous models, eager for publicity.   

Dickie didn’t need his salary at the Inquirer. Daddy’s trust covered everything. He simply loved acting out the role of a newspaper reporter and voraciously devouring his special kind of perks that came with it: the women, the bribes in exchange for good copy, the gifts, the tickets for the latest shows, sports tickets, and invitations to private parties. 

He cultivated sources with ease for all the wrong reasons. He ignored the rules and would do anything to file his stories quickly and get back to playing in his sandbox—his business/real estate beat. Management had their suspicions about Dickie’s unethical methods. But the charmer had his way, sort of an understanding among his sources: don’t tell, get good coverage. 

Dickie Randim was rarely in a newsroom where good reporters and editors work hard and stick to their newspaper ethics, research stories, and write fair, balanced copy. Dickie didn’t care about that side of reporting. He’d always compose quickly on his laptop and send in stories with little interaction with editors. Copy editors cleaned them up. He got by with plenty of sources, most of which the other reporters never heard of. 

The newsroom veterans were convinced he took favors in exchange for putting opinions of shady characters in print. Dickie was clever enough to hide such deals.

* * *
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When the impressionable young Chris Gilley arrived in the newsroom that Monday, Dickie was due back, and the first thing Chris saw was Dickie sitting at Chris’s desk and computer. Chris’s desk had been Dickie’s six weeks ago before management banished him from the newsroom. 

What’s going on? Chris thought. He glanced at the monster clock and did a double take.   

8:38 a.m. 

Chris thought, Dickie’s in early. And, he’s in my seat! Oh God. 

He didn’t know that Dickie had planted himself there to manipulate him. Sitting at Chris’s computer guaranteed he’d get the kid’s undivided attention. Dickie planned to show the kid the ropes, how to cover the statewide real estate beat with a minimum of effort, while having a good time to boot. Helping train Chris would put Dickie back in good standing with management, he was figuring.  

Chris approached cautiously. He walked slowly across the newsroom and stood a little distance behind Randim’s back. He was suspicious of Dickie’s motives, but without malice or resentment of the strange fellow, whom everyone had an opinion of. He didn’t yet personally know the notorious Dickie Randim.  

As he walked closer, he noticed that Dickie was surfing the Internet on Chris’s PC for photographs of women flight attendants, flashing across the screen in their button-down airline suits. 

Chris’s long reflection in the computer monitor caught Dickie’s eye. Chris came closer to him. Chris’s image on the screen stopped between the Air Jamaica logo and the airline online site’s search function, yet Dickie continued to ignore the approaching young man. Dickie typed ‘Regina Hernandez’ over and over. 

Without turning in Chris’s direction, Dickie said, “She’s got a really fine ass.” He’d later learn that Miss Hernandez had given the handsome, yet pesky newspaper man a fake telephone number after serving him five bourbons on his flight back to Reagan National Airport in Washington, D.C.  

“Hi, Mr. Randim. You’re back.” Chris’s voice hit a high-pitch and cracked.

“Call me Dickie,” he replied, motionless, transfixed on the computer’s monitor, still facing the monitor. “Hey, check her out. The little vixen gave me a phony number. Imagine that?”

Chris was apprehensive and took several steps back as Randim caught him in the corner of his left eye. 

Dickie bent back to greet the boy with a pleasant smile. “Sorry about that Christopher, my man. Little late today, huh? Buses running late?” Randim said sarcastically.  

Chris quickly ticked through annoying possibilities for Dickie’s obviously deliberate encounter with him: Darn it, maybe Randim’s back on covering news. Does he want to replace me already? he thought. 

“Management asked me to show you the ropes, my man, tell you all my best sources,” Dickie lied without hesitation. “What’s your day like Christopher? It’s just barely Monday—can’t be all that bad, right? Bet nothing is going on in your head ‘cept gettin’ some action from the chickies sittin’ here in your group. Where are they anyway?” 

“I don’t keep their schedules, Dick,” Chris said, slightly bolder, having trouble calling a man-size person ‘Dickie.’ Chris noticed a large cut and a black eye on the right side of Randim’s face.” Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Surfing accident. I’ll be fine,” dismissed Dickie. “So, let’s go out to my car; show you my side of the beat, the good side. You wouldn’t want my best stories to go to waste would ya, now that I’ve been promoted out of this hell hole? I’m your new PR director. Scary huh? Chris, you ever been in a Porch Boxster rag top?”

Chris felt his body relax some. His only assignment that day was to report on bids for the new physics building construction at the University of Maryland in Prince George’s County. Eager to make an impression, Chris was not excited by such a simple story assignment, but he realized it was only part of his editor, Robert “Benny” Bradley’s plan of easing the kid gradually into the rough and tumble real estate beat. He was intrigued with Dickie’s idea and could bang out Benny’s assignment easily when they got back to the newsroom.  

In a few minutes and after a dash to the garage led by a hustling Randim, Chris was squeezing his lanky frame into the Porsche while Dickie stood, waiting for Chris to notice him. He posed by his picture-perfect sports car, and then slowly slipping on a suede Ralph Lauren bomber jacket and his Flavio Briatore Formula One driving gloves. While flipping his blond, curly hair back, he slid into the driver seat—the entire performance wasted on a nearly empty, dimly lit garage.

Dickie pursed his lips and turned the ignition key. He revved the 310-horsepower engine, the roar reverberating through the empty concrete stacks—his performance lost and alone in cold concrete. 

He turned to Chris, “Here, you’ll need this for the real estate beat.” He tossed a little notebook from his shirt pocket into Chris’s lap. “You’ll find the private numbers and email addresses of the people who really run things on my, I mean your, beat. Those are my best sources, my network of informants.” He laughed.  “I mean insiders, for development deals, politics, and who’s bonkin’ who. Or is it whom?” he said, mocking Chris. Even Randim knew the new kid was a stickler for good grammar. 

But Chris was looking at the source notebook and didn’t hear the question. The little book contained only bleach-white pages full of names and numbers, all written in the same ink, all neat and alphabetized by raised alphabet letters on page tabs. It appeared to be a female’s handwriting. And the notebook felt new, not a typically weathered and tattered reporter’s notebook. 

If Dickie had such a book for his reporting, why not just Xerox the pages for the next reporter on the real estate beat? Chris wondered. Why does he want to help me at all? He had just a second to ponder before his body was pushed back violently into the bucket seat. He was startled by a burst of speed. 

Dickie zoomed off with the top down. “Summer air today, Chris. I brought it back. What’s today? May 11?” 

“It’s the 14th, Dickie. Friday was the 11th.” There, I said his crazy name, Chris thought. 

The main offices of the Maryland Inquirer Inc. were in the new Rhodesville Town Center, a multifunctional downtown redevelopment that was a beautiful mixture of commercial ventures in an already high-density urban setting that regularly paralyzed daytime traffic on Rhodesville Pike. 

The Inquirer Company had lobbied the county to include a large parking garage next door to the newspaper’s Rhodesville headquarters. The company owned the public garage, while it charged Inquirer employees to park in it on a five percent discount. 

Dickie booked his Porsche out of the garage. He blindly raced it onto busy Rhodesville Pike, ignoring a red light. He zig-zagged the car at high speed. He drove manically through old, tree-lined residential streets. 

The once quiet homes, now next to commercial clutter, were remnants of old residences of mostly retired Jewish, Italian and Greek retail merchants, who used to run a more homie mercantile Rhodesville. The high volume of traffic within the confines of the pretzel-like layout of the commercial redevelopment permanently trapped original Rhodesville shop owners in the very homes they’d built decades ago, and which used to be an easy walk from their shops. Theirs were the only residences left within the vice grip of steel and glass office towers and twisting one-way streets.

Whizzing out onto I-270 South, Dickie yelled with delight, “That so-called modern Town Center is a joke, huh?” as he began his tour for the kid reporter.

Chris was terrified by Randim’s reckless driving and braced himself in the passenger seat of the open convertible. He swallowed hard and checked the tightness of his seatbelt, again. 

Dickie continued, “Things look pretty in Rhodesville with the new architecture, but who can get in there and back out without a migraine? ... or a zippy blue sports car? Some mighty good deals from Chicago investors got this pretty little puzzle passed by a rotten county council. Those folks, you will learn, now reside amid million-dollar homes in rural Olney, Germantown, and one near to one of my daddy’s homes in Potomac.”

Homes? Plural? Chris thought. 

“Another councilman lives in a nice horse farm in Middleburg, Virginia,” Dickie asserted. “Doesn’t even live in Maryland anymore. Illegal? Of course. Elected officials, like council members, are required to live in the state, but official business is rarely done in person. Nobody knows about the Middleburg alien member of this county but me, I guess. Gives me an edge. Got it? They all have something to hide. This kind of stuff is gold for stories kid, great scandals, and great chips to play. I hear you’re pretty good.” 

Chris thought, Well, I guess Dickie does know some stuff. Better pay attention. Maybe I’ll survive this reckless ride. He then realized that he had forgotten to tell Benny Bradley, assistant business editor, where he was going. His broken voice barely breached the surface, “Where am I going, Dick?”

Dickie seemed puzzled over Chris’s annoyed tone, but said, “A real gold mine of insider stories: Loweville, the King’s County seat, which is 30 miles around the Capital Beltway in what I call McMansion country.”  

Dickie continued, “You will find whole neighborhoods filled with half-empty, three- and four-story brick and shingle mini-mansion homes so big some of them hide 3- and 4-car garages. King’s County led the nation’s suburban counties in $1 million-plus foreclosure homes for three straight years and counting. Great stuff for your paranoid debt-reddened readers, Chris.” 

“Oh right, Dickie. I’m sure that’s great stuff for my readers,” Chris replied, feeling bolder and annoyed by all the negativity. He questioned his judgment in going with Dickie, vaguely remembering someone saying that Randim is a “toxic” person to avoid. Maybe Benny said that, he pondered.

Cruising south at 95 mph on the Washington Beltway, Dickie’s face took on a disturbing expression for a second, perhaps reflecting on a hint of sarcasm in Chris. 

Maybe the fledgling reporter wasn’t buying what Dickie was pitching. Perhaps his plan to make Chris an ally for his return to the Inquirer wouldn’t work, no matter how thick he laid it on, how much he tried to suspend the young crackerjack reporter’s state of disbelief. Maybe he was losing Chris fast. Dickie changed the conversation to his favorite subject, maybe to perk up the boy,  hot looking women. “Chris, by the way, don’t believe all you might hear about me and some of the girls around the paper. One percent of it is not true,” laughed Dickie as he adjusted the rear-view mirror to check himself out.

“Oh,” Chris replied looking the other way as if he didn’t hear.

“You’ve seen Cushions, Chris?”

“Seen her? I have to sit right across the desk from her every day looking right at her.” The conversation had drifted to Melissa Cushen, the attractive reporter on the paper’s county desk. Melissa Cushen, 27, was aptly nicknamed “Cushions” because she always seemed lean forward walking around the newsroom with her huge breasts pointing the way, especially in tight sweaters even in summer. 

In his new beat, the shy and often horny, young Gilley found himself sitting every day directly across the desk from the pretty sandy-haired blonde, green-eyed Melissa who was eight years his senior and still single, a miraculous attribute he didn’t get. He often let his eyes drift back to her ample breasts involuntarily.

Dickie said, “Man, let me be the first to tell you, first hand, he said as he held both hands off the wheel chest high squeezing his fingers together, “They’re real!” He tossed his curly blond hair from his face. He struck a pompous expression and checked his movie-star good looks in the rear-view mirror once again. 

“You’ve...?” Chris began asking.

“Well, you didn’t hear it from me. Why that girl is still at the Inquirer all this time and not in entertainment I’ll never know,” said Randim. 

“She’s actually a very good reporter covering the town beat, Dickie. Don’t you like her stuff? Her profiles of the movers and shakers around Rhodesville are good every week. How she gets so much out of those guys is beyond me.”

“Exactly,” Dickie said, glancing at Chris with raised brows. “I like her stuff, yes I do.” Dickie trailed off into a laughing fit so hard he let the car drift left over the warning perforations cut into the edge of the road and then he jerked the car back onto the road.

Chris felt queasy, wished he was back in the newsroom.  

Randim’s voice pierced into Chris’s head, then perhaps daydreaming briefly about Cushion’s figure, “Yea, I like the ladies, sure,” Dickie said, “but, I certainly don’t get tangled up with the wrong kind when I’m working. Women are just good sources. Remember that. But I do love ‘em.” 

Chris could not help watching Dickie Randim driving and bragging continuously. He found himself shaking his head. Never had he encountered someone so self-absorbed. As he tried to fathom the reckless beast next to him in the speeding Porsche, Chris watched with wonder as Randim’s incredibly thick wavy hair blew in the wind, feathering back into a perfect haircut again and again. 

He felt overwhelmed and tried to gain some control. “Hey Dickie, do you know Victoria Martin at the Radisson Hotel in Largo, the new one? She called my phone Friday night trying to reach you, I think.”

Chris noticed Dickie swallow hard as he stiffened his back and said, “I’ve heard of her, yea. A waitress or something? What did she want with me?” 

Chris was pleased. He had struck a nerve. Why though? he thought.

As the newest beat reporter on the staff, Chris didn’t yet know that Vickie was married, though separated, to Johnny “Boss” Martin who was the shadiest developer in Maryland and very dangerous. 

Boss Martin was also one of Dickie’s real estate sources. It was a thrilling challenge, Dickie Randim was currently savoring. It made Vickie all the more exciting.

Chris said, “Victoria wanted to invite you to a party at the hotel Friday or Saturday. I didn’t know how to get a hold of you. I thought you were still on vacation. Sorry.”

“Me, a party? Why me?” Dickie was visibly nervous.

Chris was beginning to have fun. “She seemed to be a manager or something. She said she’d give you a personal tour of the hotel. She made a big deal about the guest rooms ... ah ... Mmmm, yeah, (He put his index finger to his jaw and his eyes skyward as if contemplating.) that’s right, said you’d like the bed, I think, or something, she said. This Ms. Martin seemed pretty friendly, Dick.” 

Chris sensed he’d finally gotten an edge on the cavalier Mr. Hotshot. He smiled devilishly at Randim and waited in ambush. 

“Oh, that Vickie Martin,” said Dickie with a big painful glance to his understudy. “That’s the concierge, I believe. Oh, a real looker, that Vickie, redhead. Stay clear, my man. A real vixen there.”

Chris realized he hadn’t mentioned the name ‘Vickie,’ just Victoria. He realized he was sniffing up a pretty juicy little bit of gossip for the women near him in the newsroom, the Vickie and Dickie story, if they didn’t know about it already. He noticed sweat beads on Dickie’s brow and upper lip, even in the wind. 

Dickie tightened his grip on the steering wheel and changed the subject again. “Do you know why they call this winding part of the Beltway the spur? Old, rich neighborhoods wouldn’t sell out. And because of that, they couldn’t move that big brick structure. That’s Walter Reed Medical Center.” (He was mistaken.) “That’s where all the paraplegic soldiers go. The place is a mess, total disrepair. I wondered for a long time why they never tore it down or turned it into something else. Hell, of a story there, Chris, but you’ll never crack the Army’s silence kid.” 

“Oh?” asked Chris, realizing Dickie hadn’t followed the Washington Post’s coverage of the poor conditions at the famous, and sometimes, infamous Walter Reed recovery wards for wounded warriors. But he stayed quiet and let the Vickie Martin conversation keep sinking into Randim’s thick head. 

Dickie continued as Chris’s tour guide, “If we got off this ramp at Wisconsin Avenue, you’d hit the National Institutes of Health,” he said. “Too serious for me. Yuk, medicine. You’ve probably been seeing stories on smart people who work there and live out in Montgomery, Prince George’s, and King’s Counties. They bring vaccines and stuff out of NIH to launch worthless little biotech startups, soak up government grants and incentives. But that’s about all they do, startup. Never market the shit. Talk with Jean Spicer, cute PR girl at the Maryland Bioscience Tech Council. Make sure to call her Jean Splicer. She hates it. A little tag I gave her at my place over dinner.” 

Further east on the beltway, Dickie offered, “Over there’s the National Agricultural Library, fourteen floors of farm books with a lunchroom at the top. Great place to take a chick, Chris. Nobody knows ya there. The place is crawling with college girls from the University of Maryland.” he said. Another lie.

“I don’t think Benny considers the ag library part of my beat, Dickie. It’s federal government,” said Chris. 

“You mean Benny ‘pain-in-the-ass’ Bradley? He’s not your editor, is he? Damn, I’m sorry Chris. I worked for the business editor Steve Mothershart on this beat and not Bradley. Steve was cool. Hi let me alone.”  

In truth, Randim drove Mothershart crazy by missing deadlines after Bradley begged off trying to supervise Randim. His habits were intolerable in newspaper work. And, Mothershart often could not verify Dickie’s news tips.

Chris said, “They promoted Benny to assistant business page editor while you were away. They say he’s the best. Hey, Dick, by the way, where’d you go on vacation anyway?” 

Dickie let it pass. “Yeah, Bradley is a hardass; I think he must have been hatched from an old rusty printing press in the ’60s. Big time liberal, too. It’s a shame, Chris. Bradley needs to get a life, or maybe a new wife. He’s had four.”

Chris checked his watch. 10:45 a.m. 

Editor Benny Bradley was a fair editor but was a royal pain in the ass to slackers like Randim. 

So far, Chris was lucky. Bradley recognized raw genius in the tall, skinny, slouching boy, who only lacked assertiveness to make it in the Fourth Estate. 

“Hey Dick, do you have a phone in this car,” he asked. “I need to let Benny know what I’m doing.”

“Here, I have a Vertu Signature phone,” Randim said, whipping out a pink and silver mobile device from an inside pocket of his bomber jacket. He tossed it toward Chris, while the car motored at breakneck speed toward the right-hand lane. 

Chris reached his hand out but missed catching the device. It popped up above windshield level. The wind sailed it out of the car. But Dickie stretched his right arm back to snatch the tiny pink projectile from the air.

As he stretched out for the phone, with his left hand still on the steering wheel, the car took on its own path and jerked sharply to the right. It crossed lanes to the right, miraculously missing other cars. It took Dickie and Chris off the highway entirely. 

“Whoa! Dickie ... What are you doing?” Chris screamed. 

Randim, to himself, said, “Oh damn, not again.”

The Porsche skidded sharply into high grass, digging deep into the soft spring mud as Dickie braked hard. The front tire caught on a half-buried old cement curb. The powder blue chariot with the two reporters flipped in the air several times over thick Euonymus hedges and somehow crash-landed upright. 

They found themselves on a dirt farm road, 90 feet from the beltway, the two men still strapped in with seat belts, unharmed. 

Rush hour continued on the busy road as if nothing had happened. The upright Porsche rested in a cloud of dust, its muscles in idle, and with Dickie and Chris immobilized like scared rabbits. 

No one stopped to help. As far as the two shaken reporters could tell, not one car even slowed to look.

Dickie turned to a severely shaken Chris Gilley and continued in denial that anything extraordinary just happened, “Yea, that little phone was a gift from Vi..., that is, was a gift. ... the phone, Chris, the phone? Hey, you okay buddy? Hey, you look like you’ve never flipped through the air in a Porsche with the top down before?” He forced a chuckle and took a deep breath, perhaps to hide his own terror.
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Chapter 3: Down in “The Hole”


[image: image]


Nothing seemed to bother Randim, not his ‘punishment and demotion,’ not the crash. not the damaged car. He’d likely get another Porsche from his daddy.

Meanwhile, Chris’s pale complexion had flushed crimson. He wanted to say, You damned idiot, of course, I’m not all right. You scared me shitless. Instead, he thought better and said, “Yea. I think I’m okay. You okay, Dickie?”

“Sure. Lucky, ain’t we?” Dickie said with a confident tone, as always. He slouched down into his seat to rest. “I’m fine. Need a nap.”

Chris struggled with the car’s door but finally sprung it open. He walked back toward the highway, his head spinning. He wanted to vomit but didn’t. He had nothing in his stomach. Dickie had stolen those early morning donut moments at the paper before they left. He fell to the grass and tried to compose himself. 

Dickie turned off the engine and leaned back in the leather bucket seat with the steering wheel pinching his crotch. 

The crazy fool is sleeping, Chris thought when he looked back at the mangled car. He got on his feet and decided to look for the flying phone. The pink thing left Dickie’s hand on the second flip of the car. 

Chris gave Dickie time. He started to relax near roaring beltway traffic by looking for familiar signs of mid-spring emerging in the grassy edge along the highway—a botany study habit he’d practiced in open fields since childhood. 

He spotted deep blue-green field cress, ground ivy sprigs, second leaves of smartweed and feather-like Achillea. After 20 minutes of combing through the weeds, he found the phone, almost a letdown after his brief escape in Nature, the best part of his day so far. 

He jumped again into Dickie’s deathtrap where Randim was sleeping like a baby. “Hey, Mario Andretti. Wake up. Pit stops over.” 

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Randim said. He put the beat-up car in first gear and slowly made his way down the narrow dirt road. It turned out to be a long homestead driveway lined with mature red and white cedars. They had landed on the last working farm in north King’s County, the Claggett farm. Dickie wheeled around in a circle at the farmhouse. “Mmm, I think I know this place,” he said.

“How do you work this thing?” Chris asked, holding the pink cell phone, “I wanna call Benny.”

“Oh, it’s easier if I dial. Don’t want to damage it. This baby’s got a sapphire crystal screen and ruby bearings beneath the keypad.”

“What?” Chris could not fathom such ridiculous bragging continuing from his companion after what just happened to them. 

Dickie continued, “But I don’t want to talk with Mr. H. L. latter-day Mencken. Here, take it.”

Chris, confused, took the phone. 

“Hello Benny, this is Chris. Hey, I forgot to tell you I’m on my way to Loweville to cover a story at the courthouse. ... Oh, ah ... it’s an anonymous tip about vacant developments.” Chris watched Dickie give him a cross look. “Oh, my car? Yeah, well, not yet. ... I got a ride ... Oh, ... ah, with Dickie, he’s back. What’s that? Yeah, Richard Randim.” 

He put his hand over the phone and offered the phone to Dickie. “He wants to talk with you.”

Dickie ignored him. He was about to greet a farmer who had climbed down from his front porch and was walking toward the beat-up convertible, which had trespassed on his property. He wore dusty overalls and was eating a juicy red apple, wet spots on his clothes. 

Instead of greeting the man, Dickie turned away from the farmer rudely and grabbed the phone from Chris, keeping the suspicious property owner standing idly by. “Hello, Bradley. This is Dickie. Hey man, don’t tell the suits upstairs that I’m back yet, okay? I wanna surprise them. ... Chris? Yes. I know he’s new. I was worried about you guys. Didn’t want the latest on the stories I left dangling, sources hanging loose, you know, so I grabbed your boy for a little real estate tour. Okay?” 

He knew Bradley would report him to management a nanosecond after their conversation. Just to irritate the fussy New Englander Benny Bradley, Dickie continued in his best fake Virginian hill-country accent he could conjure up. He was from Northern Virginia, not the Virginia mountains, and was practically a Yankee himself. 

“Bradley, you know that human stem cell science deal with Governor Guy Scruppels? I know who caved on the legislation. Let me tell you, buddy, it wasn’t Bishop O’Toole. You want the story? ... Okie dokie, bye bye.” 

He gave the phone back to Chris, “He wants to talk to you again.”

Bradley was upset, but contained and said, “Chris, what the hell? I don’t know how Randim talked you into a joy ride, but....”

“No, no, Benny. I am getting a lift to my story. Dickie’s just chauffeuring me,” Chris answered. He had not lied to Benny before and it stung. 

Dickie’s irreverent attitude was contagious. The lie stuck deep into Chris’s conscience. Bradley would know that absolutely nothing was happening at the courthouse on a beautiful Monday morning in spring except for the tee times attorneys scheduled to kiss up to judges on the links.

But, Bradley conceded, “Whatever. Just be careful. I can show you the beat anytime, Chris. Just get back here in one piece. We need you, kid.” 

Chris was elated. In his embryonic journalism career, no one had yet said they needed him. Some people at the Inquirer considered him a bad hire, a loser, too young. Now, he knew for sure that Benny Bradley thought he was worthy and was on his side. 

They drove off in a cloud of dust, leaving the farmer’s face contorted from the dry earth dug up by the racing tires and Dickie’s disrespectful send-off, “We’re with the Inquirer, Pops. We’re on deadline. Bye.” 

Chris glanced back to see the farmer toss his apple core angrily and a wave of disgusted good riddance. 


* * *
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The King’s County seat of Loweville had always been a town without a modern government office building because of its colonial tradition, which was historically secure until Boss Martin arrived. 

Colonials built it on a country trade road that ran from the hills of Piedmont to the lower end of the 110-mile Patuxent River, more than 100 miles west of its origins northwest of Baltimore. The road served agrarian colonials’ land, to the Chesapeake Bay and early shipping piers. The state’s founding fathers picked the exact center of King George’s grant to establish a governing town on the trading road. They chose a fertile valley near the river and called it Loweville, named for their surveyor and a distant cousin of the colonial governor. The surveyor, Thomas Lowe, was a fraud. He was later convicted of robbing and killing a real land surveyor and stealing his credentials as he held up a carriage on the very road he suggested to his cousin, the governor. 

At the time of the siting, the location seemed like a good decision, but it must have been conceived in a colonial tavern during a sweltering summer drought.   

As it turned out, the topography of the valley at Loweville often acts as a cauldron of fast-running streams that flood the town every third spring. County offices and the District Courthouse share Main Street with 250-year-old structures holding retail stores and attorney’s offices. Those are mostly empty, sort of ceremonial, until the state legislature or county council convenes.

Driving the damaged Porsche to the edge of Loweville, Dickie Randim and an exasperated Christopher Gilley pulled in to Dunkin’ Donuts for free pastries and coffee from the drive through window, courtesy of another of Dickie’s “sources.” 

As Dickie had hoped, there was pretty Kizzy Washington at the Donkin’ Donuts drive-through window, a young divorced mom of five. Her parents loved Leslie Uggams, the actor who played Kizzy in Alex Haley’s Roots. 

Kizzy leaned out and kissed Dickie as he in turn leaned out to take the free coffees and donuts. “Dickie, there is a party tonight at the office tower here,” Kizzy suggested, “Love to see you there, handsome. It’s Monday, free drinks for the judges and court lawyers, you know.”

He promised to meet her that night at the tower.

Boss Martin’s tower was the first and only modern building ever allowed in town, only because it was Boss Martin’s and he wanted it. 

Dickie zoomed off in his scratched and dented Porsche in a more pensive mood. 

“I don’t think she noticed what happened to your ride, Dickie,” Chris said. 

“Of course not. But, Kizzy hears things around here and I’m good to her.”

He let the car drift down the hill on Main Street and into downtown Loweville. They reached the county seat center at precisely 11:49 a.m. 

* * *
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Chris studied the old historic King’s County Courthouse with its buckteeth of giant marble pillars and expansive steps. But, Dickie surprised Chris by driving right past the old courthouse without pausing or saying a word. Chris had been expecting the courthouse to be a deep well of story leads. He asked Dickie to stop at the big brick Georgian structure; he’d not been inside yet.

Dickie explained, “It’s Monday Chris, nobody’s workin’ today in the legal eagle nest, not really. Besides, the best information in the courthouse is always from the cute receptionists and secretaries who are already out for a two-hour lunch. I know that for a fact.” 

He waved at two young women on the sidewalk who waved back and smiled. “See the courthouse clock? Mid-lunchtime,” he said. It was 11:56 a.m.

“Talk with them long enough, they’re ready to suck you right into their bosses’ confidential drawers,” said Dickie. “I’ve had the pleasure, success with that technique, that is. On the other hand, the politicians and lawyers give you nothing but grief just to rattle your nerves. How are your nerves now kid?” 

Chris wanted to say, Rattled, you fool. Are we done yet? Instead, he said, “Be...tter, Dickie, thanks. If not the courthouse, where are we going?” 

“Over there,” Randim nodded toward Martin’s tower, a glimmering blue, 13-story First Union Credit & Mortgage tower. 

Chris pondered the acronym, FUC&M, and begun to laugh; he had heard the name somewhere before. As he chuckled, his gaze caught hold of the wondrous tower and the contrast it struck in the old town. He was transfixed on the dreamlike image in mid-day sunny splendor, reflecting puffy clouds and blue sky. He was very impressed and wondered, “Hey, this big glass tower is gorgeous, but it does not belong in the town’s colonial setting. “How the heck did this...”

Dickie cut him off, “At its 1998 ribbon cutting ceremony, then Maryland. Governor Marvin Randell hailed the structure as a great symbol of King’s County progress and the supreme triumph of the county’s favorite son.”

“Who’s that?”

“The builder of this magnificent tower was JDR Company’s Johnny Martin. And lucky you, we are going to see him today, I hope.” 

He failed to mention that the locals still seethed from the financial scorching they were inflected from financial sharks inside the stark, steel and blue glass office building. 

In the minds of traditionalists, like shop keepers, cops and school teachers, not to mention a spattering of architects venturing to Loweville to pitch for their new projects, the tower was a monstrosity, ill-fitted to the historic Georgian colonial lines of old Loweville architecture. 

Dickie said no one ever seemed to know how Boss Martin got zoning approval for the big blue thing. Remarkably, it stood tall on the hill directly across from the historic courthouse, circa 1798. Long before Martin constructed the blue tower, the county banned all buildings that would dwarf the five-story courthouse at the center of town. He got it zoned anyway. 

Locals nicknamed the FUC&M structure the FUC’M tower. It housed the worst predatory lenders in Maryland. They were infamous for screwing over home buyers, especially minorities. 

Still, by offering great lending rates and with enticing advertisements, the affable and cunning lenders in the impressive FUC&M tower easily lured first-time homebuyers, who got sucked into the showy edifice like mindless drones, drugged more with emotion to secure their dream home, than by sound finances. 

Dickie, of course, was at home in the glittering nest of crooks, “You’ll find as many corrupt money predators you’d ever want here for coloring a story,” Dickie laughed mockingly. “They’re all in my little book. Today, I want you to meet the interesting people who work in this glass entrapment where they snare and rip off the good citizens. First, though, we’ll meet Boss Martin himself, whose company is on the first floor,” he said. “I called in an appointment for noon.” 

The time was 11:58 and 15 seconds.

He drove around to the back entrance of the office tower, as was his habit to hide his car as well as he could everywhere, everywhere the Inquirer staffers would not see it.  

Occupying the entire first floor was the headquarters of the JDR Builders Inc. the development company owned by Johnny “Boss” Martin and his separated wife Victoria Martin, who was still part of his business, but not more than Johnny’s trophy wife for parties and chamber of commerce events.

One of Dickie’s sick reasons for the tour for Christopher Gilley, kid reporter, was to have him meet the infamous Martin. Dickie intended Chris to meet others, but Martin was key to Dickie’s devious devices. 

Johnny “Boss” Martin and Dickie Randim were “good friends,” said Dickie, unconvincingly with a deep exhale. 

Chris was flabbergasted. This is nuts, he thought. Dickie’s sleeping with Martin’s wife.

Dickie’s plan was to leave Chris to chat with Martin, while “I have further business up in the tower,” he said. 

“Why? And why are you hiding the car back here anyway?” Chris wanted to call the whole thing off. It was too bizarre, with Dickie’s lies, the miraculous survival from the flipping car, then flipping off the farmer, free donuts, no stop at the courthouse, and now leaving him with a notorious sleaze bag named “Boss”? That is enough, he thought, Dickie wants me dead.

“I like parking back here in the shade,” Dickie said, laughing, as he maneuvered his mangled sports car under a scrawny honey locust tree, crunching through a cheap, weedy gravel parking lot. They finally came to a skidding stop, gray dust enveloping them. Dickie eased back the tight torqued muscles of the motor and let it hum. He then just sat admiring the big blue phallic intrusion to the charming old town of Loweville. He checked his Rolex. “Perfect, thirty seconds past 11:59 a.m.”

“Whew, get me out of this thing,” Chris said while springing from the car as if he were finally free of a frightening theme park ride. He slammed shut his battered car door and took a step toward the tower while hoping there was a bus stop in front of it. 

But Randim stayed in the car and was struggling to open the driver side door. “God damn it. Chris, would you come back here? Please pull on this damn door as I push. It’s jammed.” 

“What?” asked Chris¸ already halfway to the tower on foot. “Okay, wait, let me pull.”

Dickie was frantically pile-driving his shoulder into the jammed driver-side door. Chris came around to tug. But the smashed door would not open. 

“It’s 10 seconds before noon. We will miss him. Hurry up, kid!” Randim banged his shoulder on the door harder and harder, cursing louder and louder, pounding against and cutting into the soft, calf-skin leather on the inside of the door with the buttons of his bomber jacket over and over, harder and harder. 

Chris pulled and pulled.

As the car door gave way, tumbling both men flat onto the asphalt, all hell broke loose at 12 o’clock high with an ear-splitting explosion. The blast blew out all the bottom windows of the FUC&M tower with a burst of debris and black smoke that reached Dickie and Chris about 60 feet away. 

Seconds later, another, stronger blast hurled fire and debris above their heads. The heat was searing, the smoke suffocating. Luckily, Chris and Dickie were not burned because they landed face down in the gravel with the driver’s side door blanketing both of them from the waist up.

Smoke billowed from the lower windows of the building, blown out by the blast. Glass, bricks and shrapnel of wood and plastic rained from above them and shot past their bodies as they were sprawled on the parking lot, both then curling into a ball like sleeping lovers spooned there.

As Chris recounted later, there was then a full 15 seconds of eerie silence. 

Chris heard people screaming. He opened his eyes and saw people running from smoky tunnels of the building’s back and side fire exits.

He looked up and saw the tower listing to the left. All that glass couldn’t hold, he thought.  

“We better get away from here, fast!” said Randim, pulling young Chris to his feet and jumping into the driver’s seat, leaving the car door in the debris.  

“Come on, get in, get in quick,” said Randim in a panic. Glass crunched under the tires as Dickie drove his car across the scattered rubble covering the gravel toward the back parking lot exit. 

Witnesses later told the police that they saw a badly damaged, “getaway car” and a mangled convertible door left behind. Some said it was a sports car. One witness said a blue Porsche.  

When Dickie and Chris reached the back of the parking lot, Randim braked and slowed the Porsche. 

They looked back, each resting an arm on the leather seats, and facing each other. Dickie spoke first, “It must be terrorists.”

“Terrorists? What? Here? Why?” asked Chris, still groggy. “It is only a local shithouse for money grubbing bastards, you said.” 

“Oh. my God, look,” Randim interrupted. They watched in horror as the building tilted more to the left, then gaining momentum, collapsed and fell to the ground, spewing glass in all directions. Bits of silver and gray rubble blanketed the ground and pavement, a jagged blanket of glass, all pushing a huge cloud of gray construction dust away, in a circle.  

They sat silent, too stunned to speak further.  

At that extraordinary moment, the odd companions, Chris and Dickie, each hoped that would be the last time they would ever have to work together. They shared roughly the same thought, This guy is bad luck.
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Chapter 4: The Gilleys
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Christopher Stanton Gilley was raised in Glasgow, West Virginia, near the Kentucky line, population 92. Glasgow is 234 miles from the Inquirer newsroom in Rhodesville. It was far enough to make a real newspaper man out of Chris and too far for a lonely country boy to drive his laundry home in his crippled old Mazda. 

Chris was blessed with natural writing abilities; a gift not equally sewn into the genomes of Ma Gilley’s other eight children. He was destined to do great things, everyone in Glasgow figured. He was just that smart, all agreed.

His Ma, especially, never let Chris forget his amazing gift for crafting the written word. 

When he was four years old, Chris could read adult books, thanks to his grandfather, who was a Scottish immigrant coal miner, who was held back in school and labeled an illiterate in his new country. The elder Gilley’s illiteracy ended when, still as a young man, he met a school teacher from Charleston, West Virginia while shopping in a drug store. He asked the pretty customer to read a prescription label. She agreed to marry him three days later. 

That kind of grit and resolve carried right on through the Gilley clan including his youngest grandson Christopher.  

Inspired by his educated wife, Chris’s grandfather took on a singular mission: he made sure all the Gilley children would learn how to read as soon as they could say ‘Da Da.’ 

Chris’s mother had six boys and three girls. Chris was the youngest. She doted mostly on baby Chris. She made him behave and to be polite always. And he did, nearly to a fault. He appeared to be incorruptible to his friends in grade school. 

Before college, Chris worked as a gopher at a mountaintop radio station called WSNT, or as the locals called the uninspiring “good music” station, “Wasn’t Radio.” The Dee Jays nicknamed Chris ‘Silly Gilley,’ on and off the air, for his extremely good manners and eagerness to please. Chris didn’t mind being the goat of on-air jokes about his shyness, his stutter, and his gawky looks clothed in pass-me-downs from brother to brother—threadbare remnants of forgotten styles.

After earning a Bachelor of Science degree from the prestigious journalism program at Northwestern University at age 19, Chris’s only other pseudo-journalism job before the Inquirer was writing news copy for the Congressional Roll Call in Washington, D.C. for two months. It followed a career misstep that at least got him into D.C. 

On Ma’s suggestion, he accepted a political public relations internship on Capitol Hill with West Virginia Senator Robert Byrd. The Gilley family was flattered that the Senator recognized the boy’s talents from his college record. But Chris didn’t fit in a political office. He was not assertively partisan; had no political will whatsoever and even less interest in the infectious personal power of working on The Hill. 

The next step was the Inquirer. Chris found himself at the Inquirer in suburban Maryland at the tender age of 19 because of his friend Liza Leah Lopez. The pretty dark-haired Puerto Rican American woman of about 30 also worked on Capitol Hill, for New York Senator Charles Schumer. They met when they tried to ladle some Senator Kennedy Bean Soup, a specialty at the Senate Cafeteria, at the same time and spilled some on each other. The friendship at the legislature would only last two weeks before Liza landed a job at the Maryland Inquirer. She immediately remembered promising to help her friend Chris if she heard of a job at a newspaper or at the bureaus in the National Press Building on 13th Street.  

Chris would never knew how she did it. But the energetic and engaging Liza got Chris an interview with the Inquirer almost immediately upon her arrival at the paper in Rhodesville. It was not the Press Club, but it was a real newspaper, she said to Chris. 

Perhaps Liza recognized that the boy from West Virginia needed such a break to get started in the big city. She told the Inquirer editors, “Gilley was that shy hillbilly boy I met on The Hill, a wonderful writer who doesn’t belong in a political office, but a newspaper.” She didn’t say he was still just 19, but offered, “He might be young, but he is passionate about doing some serious reporting one day. He told me that when I saw him in the Senate lunchroom. Maybe he can copyread or something.” 

Christopher Gilley would be forever grateful, though, curious as to why Liza was so very kind to him, since he still thought of himself as a kid and she, well ... he thought she was just super. 

What counted to Chris was that he now thought he had a best friend at the paper and he would do anything to help her in her new job as well, not as payback, but just to have a friend there.

* * *
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Chris Gilley was all country and not fit for life on The Hill. He loved Reba, the Seldom Scene, motorcycle races though he couldn’t afford a bike of his own, NASCAR, and fishing. Shy and accepting of life as it came to him, not as he took it, Chris was fun loving, but followed the crowd, watched people, and drank quietly when at bars. After a beer or two, he was a wiz at billiards, darts, any other individual game or sport. 

His favorite recreation by far though was the TV cable channel Nick at Nite, the retro-programming cable channel of mostly black and white sitcoms from the 50s and 60s. He was that old-fashioned. He liked things simple.

After he joined Liza at the Inquirer, he soon thought that he was out of place again, although not to the extreme as on The Hill. 

The other young reporters sharing Chris’s low-rung, entry-level status came from affluent families. They all seemed satisfied with just putting in time at the stupid little newspaper chain before moving up to the Washington Post, New York Times or CNN. Some got their jobs at the Inquirer through family connections, landing in the D.C. area from Ivy League schools. 

Those other young newcomers annoyed the hell out of the older reporters, many of whom had begun their careers with less education but survived through good hard reporting of sometimes uninspiring local news and sports. 

Soon after Chris arrived, however, those same veteran reporters, who may have resented the other new kids, accepted Chris without as much as a word of brownnosing from him. They knew Chris was the real deal. Some were even secretly inspired by the kid. He rekindled a spark long-extinguished in their reporting. 

He was almost a mystic presence at the paper. He possessed mature journalistic instincts, which were recognized clearly by the veterans, but never spoken of in the newsroom. They’d say, “That kid’s got a knack,” after Chris would turn a puzzling trial proceeding or complex political scandal into a lucid and succinct news story within an hour.  

Good reporters can call up phrases and modifying clauses unconsciously to color stories better and better with each new source, each new story, each edition, year after year. That sort of quality was already hovering somewhere over the boy like a halo. Everyone he encountered at the paper recognized his potential.

Despite such encouragement from other staffers, Chris’s priorities were to remove himself from a lifetime of poverty, write good copy, and make his mother proud. His Pulitzer dream could wait. 

His mother’s words always nagged him, however, that he was wasting the best brain in the family on a worthless newspaper job, when everybody, even in Glasgow, knew, sadly, that newspapers were dying all across America, replaced by cable news and the Internet. “Why Christopher? It’s a dying profession,” he often heard his Ma saying in his mind. It would only inspire Chris to work harder, write better copy and show her he’d made the right career choice.

Once settled into his first real reporting job, Chris still struggled with his meager salary to pay off repair bills on his 1987 Mazda, a hand-me-down junker that had already managed to survive several of his big brothers before they escaped Glasgow. 

The jalopy was hell bent on falling apart as if the aging heap of metal resented Chris driving her in snarling urban traffic instead of getting to retire to rust away with her compatriots at the Glasgow’s only junkyard, Mike’s Hilltop Junk Heaven. 

Yes, Chris hailed from a poor family and was the youngest of nine children, the oldest 32 years old, all raised in a shotgun cabin in the Appalachian Mountains. But, he was simply a whip. 

Soon after he arrived, everyone at the Inquirer knew he could quickly translate his thoughts into newspaper copy that sang. The country boy had found his way.
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Chapter 5: Gift Wrapped Story
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Moments after the tower was destroyed

From the far edge of the parking lot away from the fallen tower, Chris and Dickie watched in horror as survivors and spectators circled the destruction and stared in disbelief. 

Chris finally said to Dickie Randim, “I know this sounds weird. It’s just awful to say, but I can’t believe our luck in a way.” Chris glanced across and saw fright on the face of the normally unflappable Dickie Randim. 

Dickie nodded but kept staring at the destruction. 

Chris said, “We are not just the first reporters at a major crime scene, but are actual eyewitnesses as it happened. Do you know how rare this must be Dickie?” 

Randim still did not reply; didn’t even look at Chris; just stared at the awful scene with his mouth open.

* * *
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Chris called Benny to tell him what he’s witnessed. 

When Chris told Dickie that Benny was on his way, Dickie turned the ignition on and said, “I’m leaving. I’ll leave you here to go back with Benny.” 

Chris stepped out of the car. His parting words were useless, “Don’t go. We can do this together. Bennie said to gather as much from witnesses as possible before he gets here.”

“No thanks.”  

Bradley and Inquirer executive editor Lloyd Sollem would need about an hour driving to Loweville. Still Dickie was leaving the scene and leaving Benny’s orders entirely with Chris. 

Before he zoomed off, Dickie watched his kid companion for a few minutes wading among the survivors near the rubble to get quotes and background. Chris swung into a bare-knuckles reporter mode, like nothing Dickie had ever done. Chris ran from person to person with a notebook in hand. Dickie was truly impressed with Chris, even a little saddened. Chris seemed to be possessed. 

Dickie’s admiration of the kid faded fast, once he figured that when Bradley got there he would surely want a better explanation why he had driven his boy wonder to the FUC’M tower in the first place. 

He had to split fast. Before leaving the scene, he left his car and tracked down Chris on foot at the courthouse steps. Dickie lent Chris his Nikon 6000 and MacBook Pro laptop after he had crowbarred them out of the smashed trunk. He only made Gilley promise to return his phone and laptop, because, “It’s got all the good numbers on it. Don’t lose it kid, hear?” 

Bradley and Sollem arrived at 1:10 p.m. pale and nervous. Normally the two editors never got out of the newsroom it seemed. They worked as editing opossums, never leaving the newsroom in daylight. Local police in Loweville knew all the regular reporters but didn’t recognize those two. The cops demanded press credentials and triple IDs just to let Bradley and Sollem get to a 7-Eleven store, two blocks from the disaster scene. 

When the police then escorted them to the courthouse, Bradley and Sollem found the paper’s wonder boy on the courthouse steps writing on a laptop. He was well into reporting the story and working on a second update. 

“I got the story,” is all Chris said as he stood for a second, then hunched back down, Dickie’s laptop opened on his knees. 

Christopher Gilley, potentially their best reporter, but still an unknown, was finally into his element. The small-town boy didn’t have to dream any longer of reporting a big story, after honing his skills in college and around Capitol Hill for a couple of months before the Inquirer hired him. 

Using Dickie’s laptop and cell phone, plus the courthouse Wi-Fi hotspot, Chris had already written and filed a story for the Inquirer’s website before his bosses had even entered the county. Eager young copy editors back at the paper, recognizing an amazing scoop, already had Chris’ first story online on the Maryland Inquirer’s home page. It helped that the young copy desk loved Chris. They ran the story on the authority that the editors couldn’t be reached on such fast-breaking news. Instead, they got the sports editor to okay it. 

The story ran online at 1:35 p.m., just an hour and a half after the disaster:

Glass Office Tower Destroyed; Terrorism “Not Likely”

by Christopher Gilley, staff reporter

LOWEVILLE, Md. (May 14)—The monolithic, glass-encased First Union Credit & Mortgage, FUC&M, office building crashed to earth this morning at 12:17 and 12 seconds p.m. following a massive explosion, likely triggered on or near the first-floor offices of JDR Builders, Inc. development company.  

The tower, which is best known locally as an architectural misfit at the center of historic Loweville, was still standing after an initial explosion but was listing at 20 degrees while people inside, screaming and shouting, ran from exits seconds before the structure collapsed on its side. 

It fell after a second explosion caused a horrific roar—the concussion of tons of heavy walls and floors smashing to earth, the whole of it then overtaken by the ear ringing, reverberating sound as tons of glass and steel hit the ground with rubble strewn across the parking lot and parked vehicles.  

Dozens of spectators had collectively gasped out loud when the structure, still intact, seemed to groan and crackle with its first movement. Human voices were then drowned out by a thunderous landing of the tower as it broke into smithereens of glass, drywall, and what were once office desks, chairs, file cabinets and their contents in smoldering tangles of steel I-beams and concrete reinforcing bars.

The number of people killed or injured has not yet been determined. Witnesses said more than 100 people ran from the building, surviving the blast before it fell on its side. Police have not ruled out foul play or terrorism, but say the latter is “not likely.”

County Fire Marshall William W. Windfild said the first explosion occurred only 12 minutes before resulting fire and weakened girders caused the decade old office tower to
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