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Dedication

 


This one is for the politicians, the G-men (and
women), the movers and the shakers, and the little guy who every
now and then stumbles across an acorn.
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by

Thomas C. Stone

 


 


I

 


Treasury Agent James Molder
slumped in the darkened front seat of his nondescript sedan. Walsh
Street was clear of traffic. In front of the old brownstone
building he watched a man in a chauffeur’s uniform as he waited for
a giant white poodle to do its business. A yellow Porsche roadster
pulled to a stop at the corner as Molder watched the dog walker.
The car pulled onto Walsh, proceeded to the garage, and turned
inside.

She was punctual. In all the time he’d
watched her, she was always where she was supposed to be. Never any
surprises. Work, home, the occasional dinner party or a movie with
friends, nothing unusual. Just another beltway professional, except
for her association with one particular individual.

Molder checked his wristwatch, jotted the
time into a notepad and looked back to the building. Exactly two
minutes passed before a light appeared in a window on the fourth
floor. She was home and most likely in for the night. Now he could
take his dinner break.

Dropping his chin to his collar, Molder spoke
into a tiny microphone. “Howard? Everything okay?”

“Just fine,” came the reply through his
earpiece. “She’s already in the shower.”

“How’s the view?”

“Pretty incredible, actually.”

“Howard, you’re a dog.”

“Goes with the job.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t have to starve like a
dog. I’m going for a pastrami.”

“Okay. See you in an hour?”

“Probably less. Call you when I’m back.”

“Roger that.”

Molder stepped from the sedan and stretched.
Watching the woman was an easy job but it meant hours on end of
just sitting. It had rained earlier so the evening air was fresh.
Early summer had caught most Washington residents by surprise and
not a few missed the cool breezes of the short spring.

Molder walked to the end of the block and
rounded the corner. Just as he reached the deli, another car, a
sleek silver Lexus, slowed outside the brownstone and passed
unnoticed into the underground garage. It parked in the empty
supervisor’s space and a middle-aged man climbed out.

*

Six months prior, a tenant was mugged in the
same underground garage, so now it was Carter’s habit to take
unusual precautions. He patted the pistol tucked away inside his
coat pocket. He didn’t like carrying it and was uncertain if he
would use it if the occasion arose but somehow the weight lent him
confidence and he felt the gun reassuringly.

He went to the rear of the Lexus and pulled a
cardboard box from the trunk, then carried the box to the elevator.
At ground level, he stepped from the lift and walked to the super’s
apartment where he leaned on the bell.

A voice floated from the intercom. “Who is
it?”

“It’s me. Open up, will you? I’ve got the
cleaning stuff.”

“Okay, just a minute.”

Carter waited at the door and shifted his
hold on the box. As expected, Fritz took his time. Finally, the
locks clicked and the door swung open. Fritz was still using the
wheelchair.

“How long until the cast comes off?”

“Doctor says another three weeks.”

Carter sniffed the air. “What’s that
smell?”

Fritz looked surprised. “Oh. That. That’s
some incense I got to cover cooking odors.”

Carter frowned. “Yeah, right. Look, if you’ve
got to smoke that stuff, at least do it in the bathroom with the
vent on. If the old man knew, he’d tell me to fire you. Besides,
Roselyn will smell it on my clothes.”

Fritz held up his hands. “Okay, okay. I’m
sitting in here all day with a busted leg, can’t get out, you know
how it is. Say, you want a beer? Put the box down. You in a
hurry?”

Carter placed the box on the kitchen table.
“Yeah, I guess I’ll have a beer.” Carter helped himself to a bottle
from the refrigerator and walked into the living room. Fritz taxied
in behind. The TV was on and a commentator described the projected
effects of the President’s latest stimulus package. Carter sat on
the couch and popped the beer.

“Three more weeks, huh?

“That’s what the doctor said.”

“Any problems with the tenants?”

“A couple, but I just called the plumber. The
bill is gonna be outrageous because he had to come Sunday
afternoon.”

Carter nodded and took a sip. Fritz’s
apartment was the only place he could relax anymore. Since the old
man retired, things were always hectic at the office. Home was even
worse. As a couple, he and Roselyn were in a state of decay yet
still co-dependent. The kids blocked it out with practiced periods
of avoidance and solemn resignation to an imperfect world. At home,
the phone always rang with one inane problem or another from the
properties he managed. He didn’t have to worry about those things
at Fritz’s place. He could have a beer at Fritz’s. Although Roselyn
was usually stiff by tea-time, she didn’t like Carter to drink. She
said she didn’t like the person he became.

“Had a circuit breaker trip last week,” Fritz
continued, “remember?”

Carter nodded.

“Blew again yesterday. Well, it didn’t blow,
it tripped. No big deal.”

“Should we call an electrician?”

“I don’t think so. It’s kind of an odd thing.
Never done that before. Not with two apartments sitting vacant.
I’ll keep an eye on it.”

The television displayed an account of
British social unrest with vivid pictures of policemen being
swarmed by angry Muslims. Fritz shook his head.

“Riots in London, the center of civility.
Who’d have guessed.”

Carter shrugged and took another sip. “It’s a
crazy world, Fritz.”

“You can say that again. By the way, there
was some weight in the building Saturday night. Limo in the garage,
bodyguard lurking in the lobby, the whole deal.”

Curious, Carter looked at Fritz. “Really? Who
was it?”

“I don’t know. Didn’t see them come in and
didn’t see them go out. Bodyguards stood in front of the cameras.
Can you believe that? If there’s a next time, I’m going to get an
autograph. Do you know how much authentic autographs of Elvis are
going for?”

“Elvis is dead.”

“That’s what they say. One hundred and fifty
dollars, that’s how much.”

“You think Elvis is visiting someone in our
building?”

Fritz was silent a moment. He shook his head.
“No, not Elvis. It can’t be. He doesn’t travel in limos anymore.
He’s in cognito.”

The TV switched to the commentator again as
he reported a case of sexual assault. With a grave face, the
newswoman reported the accounts of anonymous victims. One was shown
with a computer-distorted face as she tearfully described her
ordeal.

“I thought it was an initiation into the
club,” the victim said. “I didn’t know what they really had in
mind. At first it was just a regular party. You know, everybody was
having a good time, drinking, dancing, cuttin’ up a little bit.
Next thing I know they’re tearing my clothes off.”

Fritz sniffed. “What does she expect, hanging
around with animals like that?”

“It’s a sick world,” Carter murmured. He took
a long pull from the beer and finished it off. “Is there anything
else that needs to be done?”

“Well, let’s see. Smoke alarms need to be
checked on four and five. Mrs. Sumner wants to know if we’ll watch
her place while she visits her sister in Tacoma. Oh yeah, it’s time
for the elevator maintenance people to come in again.”

“Something wrong?”

“No, it’s just time for the periodic
maintenance. Although old man Keitlock claimed the button got stuck
on the fourth floor last weekend. I checked it out and it looked
all right to me.”

“Is that all?”

“Yep, I think so.”

Carter stood. “All right. I’ll be back
Saturday afternoon. If anything comes up before then, let me know
and I’ll drive out sooner.”

“Thanks, Carter.”

“Just lay off the pot, okay? We have an
exclusive clientele here. If you got caught, I probably wouldn’t be
able to help you.”

“All right,” said Fritz.

“Thanks for the beer. Call my office if you
need help.”

*

After Carter let himself out, Fritz locked
the door and wheeled himself back into the living room. He reached
under the couch and retrieved a tray that held a small amount of
marijuana.

As he rolled a joint, the anchor-woman told
him about another delay in the release of FBI files concerning
anti-American activity.

 


II

 


Without fanfare, the black
stretch limo pulled out of the Justice Department parking lot. With
a nondescript sedan in front and another behind, the caravan headed
west down Constitution. Instead of turning up 15th
Street toward the White House, the cars continued past Virginia
Avenue, past the Lincoln Memorial, and over the Potomac onto the
Theodore Roosevelt Bridge. On the west side of the river, they
turned north and followed the George Washington Memorial
Parkway.

In one hand, the limo’s occupant, the
President and Chief Executive of the United States, held a crystal
glass that contained an unblended twelve-year-old Scotch. The other
hand held papers that he perused as he sipped his drink.

Although it had been a long day, the
President looked fresh. During the course of the day, he’d changed
shirts three times and twice changed suits. Unknown to the public,
the President had a glandular problem and tended to sweat
profusely. Sometimes, even with his medication, he quickly soaked
through his clothes, especially on warm days. His innumerable
showers and Sisyphean attention to dress constantly made him late
for meetings.

He punched a digit on his auto dialer and the
cell phone dialed an unlisted number. The connection buzzed once
before it was answered.

“Yes sir?”

“Everything prepared?” asked the chief
executive.

“Affirmative, sir. When can we expect
you?”

The President peered at his gold wristwatch.
“Fifteen minutes.”

“Very good sir. Anything else?”

“No, that’s it.” He hung up without another
word and faced his aide.

“Sure you won’t have a drink?”

“Not while I’m on duty, sir.”

“Suit yourself.” He hoisted his glass. “My
workday is over.”

“Yes sir,” the bodyguard
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