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Friday, August 7, 1998

Dar es Salaam, Tanzania




Just as he was told, the driver turned onto the road behind the embassy and approached the rear security checkpoint. The intelligence proved correct. The tubular gates that maintained access control remained inoperable.

Two guards were at the checkpoint; behind them, two others were in the pedestrian screening area. A fifth guard, his attention diverted from the incoming traffic, stood in an open parking area behind an oversize truck near the Embassy entrance.

Another stroke of luck.

The guards appeared to be local Tanzanians or, at least, not United States Marines. Hopefully, they will not have weapons. He wanted his delivery to go as quickly as possible.

Waiting for the guards to mirror sweep the undercarriage of his utility van, he realized the truck was a large water tanker and in the same location he was to make his drop off.

His concern turned to panic as the guard waved the vehicle in front of him to the opposite end of the property.

A knock on his driver’s side window broke the muffled chatter of the guards. His neck jolted ninety degrees to the left.

“Product delivery?”

He managed a fast, continuous nod to the security guard standing inches away from his driver-side window.

He couldn’t go forward or back up because of the vehicles behind him.

“Follow the vehicle that just entered.”

He must have seen the fear in my eyes and the sweat on my face! Are they alerting the Marines?

The second guard flagged him toward the parking lot.

They know!

The driver punched the accelerator, lurching the van forward toward the water tanker.

He couldn’t drive around the bollards. The vehicle was wedged between the tanker and the blocked access ramp.

The guard’s voices and footsteps grew louder as they neared the rear of the van and its lethal cargo.

He fumbled for the detonator and then laid down across the front seat.

Just as he was told, he squeezed the trigger three times and prepared for paradise.

* * *

Moments later, 510 miles north, in Nairobi, Kenya.

* * *

The guard noticed that the security access to the rear parking area was more chaotic than on the previous four days. Beyond that, he wouldn’t know; this was his first week. If he started asking questions now, he’d never stop.

The U.S. Embassy hired contractors from a local security firm. With some experience working as a security guard at the adjacent Co-op Bank and a good word from his cousin, he landed the job.

Determined to make the most of this opportunity, he immersed himself in the security training. He was learning the fundamentals of personnel, parcel, and vehicular searches.

He manned the ramp gates of the embassy parking garage. This was a position for guards with little seniority. This didn’t bother him. He’d work his way up the ladder in good time.

His radio had a panic alarm to alert the other local guards and a single frequency to contact the Marine Security Detachment. The radio felt awkward; he feared he’d mistakenly hit the wrong button or create a false alarm.

The mail delivery truck emerged from the garage, and the driver gave him a friendly wave. This was becoming a daily occurrence. He enjoyed the respect that came with his new position.

The mail van entered the exit lane and waited for the security booth to raise the gate. The mail van eased into traffic outside the embassy walls.

A crash then yelling. The radio crackled with high-pitched voices. A utility van entered the compound through the one-way exit as the mail truck left. The exit gates came down on the roof of the vehicle, but the driver got through into the parking lot. When a car exited the Co-op Bank, it blocked the vehicle from moving toward the parking garage. Occupants of the surging vehicle waved the car back and proceeded toward the gates of the garage.

The passenger of the utility van jumped out and ordered the guard to open the gate.

He saw the other guards chasing the vehicle on foot as he hunted for the panic button on his radio.

The passenger produced a rifle and began firing wildly at the security personnel.

Diving for cover, he heard two loud explosions.

They have hand grenades!

He triggered the alert to Marine Security.

The engine of the utility van whined and scratched against the bollards.

The rapid firing of the weapon got louder and louder.

He looked up at the adjacent high-rise bank. Every window was full of people looking down upon the insanity.

The shock wave rippled up the building facade.
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Monday, August 10, 1998




Samantha Conover stutter-stepped through the herd of humanity in the LaGuardia terminal. The flight from her Santa Monica home sat on an LAX runway for an hour before taking off. Any hope of being on time was dashed as she reached the packed baggage area with its creeping carousel starting and stopping.

The late-night answering machine message left few details, but her gut told her this was it.

Myron Fixler, president of SBC News Operations, had afforded her previous opportunities but nothing like this.

Traffic was worse than usual; on a good day, it was thirty minutes from the airport to the SBC Corporate offices in Lower Manhattan.

Myron is going to be pissed.

Forty-five minutes later, Samantha charged into the SBC tower with luggage in tow. She was waved into Myron’s office by his secretary and gatekeeper, Bernice Fidez.

Myron pointed to a seat across from his desk while arguing with someone on speakerphone. He exhaled as he hung up.

“My favorite correspondent. How are you, pal?”

“I want this assignment. Myron, I need the exclusive on this.”

“I know. But I can’t.”

“Myron, I have worked my ass off.”

“I know; that’s why I want you and Bob on Kenya. We’re going with a team approach. The brass wants Christine Langford there going live with the nightly news. She will be the lead. This isn’t negotiable.”

Sami eyed Myron with a mixture of anger and pain.

“You knock this one out of the park and you punch your own ticket. This one is different; it’s dicey.” said Myron

Sami looked down and smiled.

“Damn it, Sami, do a good job on this one, learn; the payoff is closer than you think. I just hope you’re prepared for it when you get it.”

“Myron, you’re going to get my best, and you’ll be happy. Am I meeting with Christine here in the city?”

“No, she’ll be leaving straight from Washington. We’re having a staff meeting in the conference room on thirty-six this afternoon. We’ll wrap up tomorrow early so all of you can go back home and bid farewell to your significant others.”

“Got it. When do Bob and I leave from LA?”

“A few days. It takes a while to set up security, but you’ll be gone for some time, so pack accordingly.”

Sami smiled and gathered her luggage.

“You have nothing to worry about, Myron. I need a shower and a nap before the meeting. I’m going to the hotel.”

“If you’re up for dinner tonight, I was thinking a few of us could head down to…”

“Come on, Myron, do you think I would come all the way out here and not pack for a night out?”

“Am I that obvious?” said Myron with a dry smile

“Sort of,” said Sami, walking to the door.

“It’s from a fatherly place.”

She looked back at him with a wicked smile.

“Sure, sure.”
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Thursday, August 13, 1998

Santa Monica, CA




Preparation for long absences got easier as Sami’s life became more nomadic working for SBC at the network level.

She prepaid her utilities and put a new message on her answering machine.

It was twenty-four hours of traveling and then an extended period out of the country. She called her property manager and left a note for the housekeeper.

Sami poured a home-size glass of Pinot Noir, conditioning herself for the phone call to family in Florida. Being the product of a one-night stand, raised by a mother barely out of her teens, she always felt like an outsider with her extended family.

She called her youngest half-sister, Brittany. Britt and Sami were closest, but Sami sensed their calls had become labored with time and separation.

They ended the conversation, as usual, promising to see each other soon and to say hello to everyone. Brittany was a worrier, so Sami promised to call as much as possible.

Sami considered calling her “on again, off again” boyfriend, LA lawyer Gary Seasons, but they were off again, and she decided to cross that bridge when necessary.

Her partner and videographer, Bob Sheddy, got dropped off by his wife Jennifer and their two kids. These assignments were hard on families. It was the nature of the job. Jennifer had accepted it long ago; their kids were another story.

He left his luggage and three hard-shell cases of video equipment at the door. She fixed Bob a glass of wine, and they discussed the journey ahead.

It began at LAX with a flight to Atlanta, then across the Atlantic to Charles De Gaulle Airport in Paris. From there, they took a direct flight to Kenya.
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Saturday, August 15, 1998




“Good afternoon, ladies, and gentlemen, we are making our descent into Nairobi, the green city in the sun. We’re approximately twenty minutes from our destination at Jomo Kenyatta Airport. Currently, the weather is…”

Sami jerked, startled by the metallic cracking sound of the intercom. She couldn’t see, she reached for her face and felt the sleeping mask.

Oh right, plane.

She uncurled herself and opened the shade to blinding sunlight. The nausea came first, the pain under the eyes next, then the dread.

Who was the genius who planned the four-hour layover in Paris?

Bob was asleep with his chin touching his chest and Sami’s lacy blinder around his head.

“Bob, wake up, we’re about to land.”

“Huh, I didn’t?”

Sami snorted a laugh and reached for her shoes with her feet. A bottle of water was between her legs and the armrest. She took two gulps, gasping with relief.

“Bob, I’m serious, you need to wake up; we’re about to land…in Africa.”

Bob raised his head and fumbled with the blinder until he negotiated it over his head. It snapped as it jumped off his bald crown. The remaining hair on his head unraveled in every direction. He reached into his top pocket and fumbled for his glasses.

“What time is it?” asked Bob

“No clue how you feeling?”

“Like shit, how about you?”

“Same,” said Sami. “Do I owe anyone an apology?”

“No, you were having fun. We got you on the plane okay, no problem.”

“Sorry.”

“Sami, you know you never have to worry about me. I’ve got your back.”

Sami put the palms of her hands over her eyes and moaned.

“The larger question is ‘What the hell happened to me?’” asked Bob

Sami’s voice was raspier than usual.

“Twelve-year-old Scotch.”

“I’m an old man; it’s going to take me several days to recover.”

“Drink some water; it really helps,” said Sami, dropping the bottle in his lap.

* * *

The airport terminal was chaotic yet eerily quiet. The travelers moved with morbid determination.

A skycap gathered their luggage and loaded it on the chartered SBC bus. Bob tipped him and they boarded the vehicle headed for the Millennium Hotel Nairobi.

The area affected by the blast was immense. Sami couldn’t see an intact pane of glass in any direction.

“Which one was the embassy?”

“The Embassy is ahead,” said Bob, “This is shockwave damage.”

Dozens of dump trucks and flatbed semis waited in line to be loaded with debris. Hundreds of aid workers filled the dusty streets like robotic ants.

The bus reached the Nairobi business district. Sami covered her mouth to keep from gasping.

A toxic haze of acrid smoke hung over the embassy and adjoining areas.

Next to the embassy, the high-rise bank tower had collapsed. The façade of the embassy shed itself from the superstructure and accumulated in the front parking area. The effect was one massive pile rising five stories high.

Emergency responders extended from the street to the summit of tangled concrete and steel. Dogs wearing yellow body vests worked their way through the rubble and cavernous gaps searching for human scent.

Sami focused on the zombie-like faces of the canine handlers. She saw resignation.

Too much time had passed to find more survivors.

The unmistakable stench of death infiltrated the nasal passages.

“That entire building came down,” said Sami. “How many floors was it?”

Bob didn’t answer. His Minolta camera was up and clicking. Sami sat back in her seat and took in the horror as the bus deviated through security checkpoints and cement obstacles.

* * *

Taylor Stevens stood in the Millennium Hotel horseshoe driveway next to a sign that said, ‘SBC Processing’.

“This is your destination,” said the bus driver in broken English

The passengers stood, grabbed their gear, and formed a line in the center aisle.

“I don’t recognize any of these people.” said Sami

Bob looked up at the line coming toward him.

“D.C. production folks for Langford; they’re broadcasting directly from the roof.”

Bob stepped into the aisle and allowed Sami to slip out in front of him.

“Hello everyone, please watch your step,” said Taylor. “If you move over here, we can get you onboarded and have your luggage sent to your rooms.”

The group moved under the covered canopy of the hotel.

“I’m with SBC Logistics. We’re here to make your job easier. Inside to the right, we have secured Parlor P, which will be the SBC nerve center while on this assignment. You’ll have access to computers and phone banks 24/7. We’ll also maintain a satellite link to New York and Washington. And of course, coffee, snacks, and other goodies. Please follow me.”

Each employee received credentials and a hotel packet with room keys.

“I realize you’re all tired, but everyone must go through the security brief upon arrival. If you’ll please take a seat in the conference area.”

Bob kept looking at his equipment under the canopy by the bus.

“Relax,” said Sami. “They won’t let anything happen to our stuff. Notice the police officer with the assault rifle?”

“I get separation anxiety. It’s not like I can run down to Radio Shack and replace something.”

“They have a pill for these afflictions, Bob. It’s called Valium.”

“Are you offering?”

Sami winked.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

* * *

“Hello everyone, my name is Charles Hampson. I’m the CEO of KaneCorp International. For those of you who haven’t heard of us, we’re a private security firm based out of Virginia Beach. Our clients include governments, foreign dignitaries, and multinational corporations all over the world. The Sentinel Broadcasting Corporation has contracted with KaneCorp to provide security for their employees while covering these horrific terrorist attacks. Your safety is our mission. We take this seriously.”

Bob looked at Sami wide eyed with eyebrows raised.

“We’ll make every attempt to stay out of your way,” said Hampson. “We’ll stay professional and polite. However, if you do not follow our protocols or we sense you’re in danger, you’ll find out who’s in charge. I don’t say this as a threat, only a promise that we’ll do everything we can to bring you home safely. A security team will be assigned to you while you travel through Nairobi. Security will be at the Nyayo House and Parliament Building for public briefings. The Condor Hotel next door is also a secure area. You’ll be able to go back and forth from the Millennium unimpeded. Travelling outside of these areas is strictly prohibited unless authorized by SBC Management and processed through security. If you require anything off these premises, tell security. We’ll make accommodations. Are there questions?”

Hampson paused; no one spoke.

“Do not get into any vehicle that security has not provided. It’s critical for you to remain accountable. If we cannot account for someone, all operations will be locked down. To prevent this, we’ll have periodic call-downs, and security check-ins. We will provide each of you with a pager that has typing capabilities. This pager will also ping your location within the city to our alert system. If you do not respond within ten minutes, a security team will go to your location. It’s imperative that you always keep this pager on you, and that you remain aware and responsive. The red button on the side of the pager is to be used in the event of an emergency. All you need to do is press down three times; security will be in route. As per SBC directive, we’ll report any employee who’s not compliant and, therefore, is putting others in harm’s way. You’ll simply be taken to the airport and put on the next plane to New York. No questions asked or answered. Your security team is behind you and will show you exactly how to operate your pager. They’re at your disposal for any guidance, questions, or concerns. Of course, I will be in the country for the entire time SBC is here. Please don’t hesitate to reach out.”

The new arrivals shifted in their chairs to look at the security personnel behind them. The teams met individuals and in small groups, depending on their positions and job locations.

“Where’s our GI Joe?” asked Bob

Sami felt somebody close behind and looked back over her right shoulder.

“Actually, my name is Steve.”

Sami and Bob shot around.

“I apologize; I certainly didn’t mean to startle you.” said Steve

They both giggled and responded in unison.

“No, you didn’t.”

Steve offered his hand.

“I’m Steve Riggins and this is Diego Corrales.”

Diego offered his hand to Sami and Bob.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you folks.”

“The pleasure is ours.” said Bob

“These are your pagers.” said Steve. “They’ve been programmed for each of you. If you need Diego or me, just press the black button. You can type a message, or we can contact you by phone. We are on the same floor as Bob’s room and one floor below Sami, so we’ll always be around if you need us. I know you guys must be tired and ready to get to your rooms. We’ll meet you here every morning. The breakfast buffet opens at seven, and you have a daily brief with the Langford team at eight.”

“Sounds good. I look forward to working with you guys.” said Sami.

“Absolutely, ma’am.” said Diego

“We’re going to have to work on that. He might be a Sir, but I’m just plain old Sami.”

“Copy that, Sami.” said Steve

“I’m sorry, Steve,” said Bob, “but I have a request.”

“What’s that?”

“Is there a bar in the hotel?”

“Yes, across the lobby.”

“Good,” said Bob, “under no circumstances should I be allowed to enter that location.”
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Sunday, August 16, 1998




Steve and Diego stood outside the SBC ballroom. They looked like secret service, large upper bodies and slim throughout. Their general movements were decisive and quick, a permanent midday stride.

You know they had to be morning people.

“Good morning, guys,” said Sami “Bob will be down shortly. He’s on the phone with his family.”

“Good morning! Understood.” said Diego with a bright smile.

Steve, having taken a bite of banana, gulped, smiled, and nodded.

“I’m going to grab something quick and prep for the morning brief.”

“No problem,” said Steve “SBC has several of the penthouses blocked out on twenty-seven. They are preparing the satellite feed now with Mr. Fixler. We’ll be here when you are done.”

Jesus Christ, how does Steve know Myron?

The line began at the far end of the ballroom. The impatient, credentialed press converged on six stainless steel chafing tables lined end to end. Keeping her distance, Sami walked against traffic to see what was being served. The hotel employees tried in vain to keep the pans full. People snatched up all the staples, scrambled eggs, sausage, and bacon as quickly as the hotel employees put them down. Her hungry brethren left nothing behind except the imprint of their breath on the Plexi-glass sneeze guard.

Whether it was the booze from the Paris debacle or the cattle-like conditions at the breakfast buffet, Sami’s stomach turned.

At the last table, she hoped for grits she could drown with butter and hot sauce but realized that was probably a Southern thing.

Then she saw it, old faithful, the bagel and coffee station. She walked away from the clinging and clanging of dishes, silverware, and pans toward the hickory fumes.

Still shaky, she steadied her hand to pour the coffee from the steaming hot pot.

“A girl after my own heart, coffee first.” said Bob as he set his equipment between his feet and grabbed a mug.

“And last.” said Sami

“You’re not eating breakfast?”

Holding her cup, she pointed her chin toward the buffet.

“I would, but I’m scared I might lose a digit, or worse.”

“We must eat though; you know how you can get cranky when you’re hungry. Trust me, we don’t want to anger our mercenaries on the first day.”

“I’m just having a muffin,” said Sami, “It’s not on my Atkins diet, but who gives a shit.”

“Straight to the thighs.”

Bob smirked at Sami as he mixed in the cream and sugar.

Sami took her first real sip and released a primal moan of pleasure.

“I needed this bad.”

Bob blew on the top of his mug then leaned in for a pull. He nodded, his eyes never leaving the cup.

They stood in silence, sipping their brew and people-watching.

“Speaking of?” asked Bob

“What?” said Sami

“The mercenaries, our shoguns, Steve and Diego.”

“Over there,” said Sami “Don’t worry, they’re going to make sure you’re at the briefing. They know Myron, don’t you think that’s strange?”

Bob shrugged.

“He’s picking up the tab. With the Washington desk and Langford’s team, you’re talking at least fifty people. Not to mention, I’ve heard about KaneCorp. They’re good at what they do, and they know it, very pricey.”

“I guess,” said Sami “He said ‘Mr. Fixler’ like they had worked together for years. Neither of those guys could be a day over thirty, maybe Steve but definitely not Diego, who is gorgeous by the way.”

“I didn’t notice.”

Bob took a bigger sip as his mouth adjusted to the heat.

“Likely story.” said Sami

“I prefer my men with rugged good looks,” said Bob “I’m not a boy band guy. Plus, he’s a sailor, both of them probably. I’m an army man, Wisconsin National Guard.”

“Well, thank you for your service, but how in the hell can you tell what branch of the military they were in, if at all?”

“You’re joking, right?” said Bob, “You don’t see S-E-A-L written across their foreheads?”

“No. I guess I don’t.”

“Sami, you need to re-calibrate your situational awareness. You’re in a war zone. Those cats are the real deal.”

“Re-calibrate my situational awareness?” said Sami, “What are you like…?”

“Hungry,” said Bob “I’m like starving. I’m going in. Pray for me.”

Bob set his coffee down and pulled up his pants.

“Shit, there goes the bacon. This is a godamn bloodbath.”

“Just fall back on your training, Bob; you’ve got this.”

“Grab a table or something,” said Bob, “We can go through the agenda, make it look like we know what we are doing up there.”
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“Sheddy, I’m glad to see you. We need all the experience we can get. This reminds me of Mogadishu in ’93.”

Bob offered his hand with a smile.

“We’re certainly on the same continent, Christine. Good to see you too.”

Her eyebrows tightened, and her expression grew serious.

“You are so right.”

Sami stepped into the crowded penthouse behind Bob. Computers, TV monitors, and audio-visual equipment lined the perimeter of the rooms with personnel scampering between workstations.

“Samantha Conover, all I hear is fantastic things about you.” said Christine Langford

The handshake was firm and cold.

“Christine, it’s an honor to work with you directly finally.”

“Likewise,” said Christine “I’m glad you’re finally here. Our friendly competition has a large presence in the field. We’ve been going live from the roof for two days now. We’re playing from behind.”

Sami and Bob looked at each other.

“Myron said we had to wait until security was in place.” said Sami

“Wait?” said Christine “Honey, this story will pass us right by if we wait. Excuse me, I need to get to pre-production before they feed in from New York. Samantha, if you have questions, please come to me. Remember, we need to work twice as hard and wade through three times the bullshit. The quicker you understand that the easier this game gets.”

Sami gaped at Bob.

“She’s vicious.”

“Christine is like that with everyone. She’s marking her territory. I’m surprised she didn’t urinate on the carpet.”

“My God,” said Sami, “she was nice to you?”

“Yes, but I am old and harmless. You? Not so much.”

“Wow.”

“Sami, just do what you do.” said Bob “You deserve to be in this room, and everyone knows it, including Christine. She’ll come around. Besides, she needs you to shine to pull off her Pulitzer Prize.”

“I hope you’re right. But just in case, I’m not going on the balcony alone with her.”

News Director Jay Schoop was on the phone across the room. Sami waved, and Jay nodded them over with a big smile.

“Charles, look,” said Schoop “We need to do our job, which means actually having to get out there and follow leads. Myron knows this. So, I would suggest SBC New York and KaneCorp figure this out. We can discuss this at the afternoon debrief.”

Schoop hung up the phone and gave Sami a big hug. He fist-bumped Bob, who initially responded with an open hand.

“Schoop, it’s nice to see a friendly face.” said Sami

“Yeah, I saw that. I tried to get over there before Christine, but it was like it was happening in slow motion. I’m just glad you’re finally here.”

“Everyone keeps telling us that.” said Bob

Schoop looked at Bob as if he were waiting for him to go on.

“Either way,” said Sami, “we’re ready to hit the ground running. Where are our live shots today?”

“That’s all been set up.” said Schoop “You and your security team are leaving right after the feed for the daily press conference with the FBI and State Department. After that, we’re sending you to the embassy.”

* * *

Myron’s image flickered on the television monitor. The production personnel adjusted the audio and tuned the signal for better reception.

“Do you have me? Can they hear me?”

A young male voice from off the screen was offering instructions that made Myron angrier as he fumbled with his headset. Other staffers came in and out of the shot, handing him files.

“Like this?” said Myron

“No, sir, this type of earpiece goes behind the neck and then over the back of the left ear.”

Myron took the headset off, looked at it, then attempted to put it back on.

Schoop looked at the SBC crew congregated in the penthouses smiling and shaking his head.

“Myron, we can hear you.”

“I can see them, but I can’t hear them.” said Myron

A bright, flowered mural eclipsed Myron on the screen.

They heard fast, nervous mumbling for several seconds.

“Okay, I got it.” said Myron, “Can you hear me?”

“We can hear you, Myron.” said Schoop

“Okay, good, thank you, Bernice.”

Myron’s head remained cocked to the right as Bernice worked her way around his head with the earpiece cord as she ran it comfortably around Myron’s neck out of sight of the camera.

“Thank you, Bernice.”

Bernice and her floral dress stepped out of the shot, leaving Myron’s head and shoulders.

“All right, first, great job so far. I have a few things I want tweaked. Schoop, Christine, and I have discussed this, and they will implement these items today.”

The levity in the penthouses dissipated as the crew ended their side conversations.

“From what I’m told, the press briefing this morning is big; a lot of information will be released as the international intelligence community and law enforcement develop the whos and whys. I will keep this feed short and sweet. Sami and her crew will be at the briefing and then head to ground zero to conduct live grabs for Christine’s evening broadcast. Schoop and Bob will figure out the best backdrop shots of the pile. As you know, in just a few hours all the Sunday shows in D.C. will be on this bell to bell, not excluding our own Weekly Recap.”

Like every other media outlet, SBC tried to compete with NBC’s “Meet the Press”. This was a tall order, and the ratings bore this out.

Myron had taken on this challenge as a personal vision quest; it was his baby and also his crucible.

Everyone in the industry knew about his legendary four-letter outbursts, and he had the scars to prove it.

In the 1996 season, an unhappy Myron flamboyantly gesticulated into a water pitcher, which shattered into a thousand pieces. Myron emerged red-faced and bleeding. The gash on his right hand required seven stitches, but his Mia culpa to his employees was the painful part.

After this, Bernice had all the glassware put away and introduced a very chic line of stainless-steel drink ware.

The steel coffee mugs had spill-resistant lids; they were leak proof and insulated for temperature control.

She had one engraved ‘Myron’ with the Northwestern University Mascot Willie the Wildcat emblazoned just below.

Myron was a proud alumnus of the Northwestern Medill School of Journalism. He returned to the campus each year during homecoming and had well-attended Q & A’s with the kids. He loved the Willie the Wildcat mugs so much he handed them out as gifts and mementos. Bernice had them delivered by the case to the campus.

Myron’s answer to ‘Meet the Press’ was SBC’s ‘Weekly Recap with Andrew Shane’.

He didn’t like the double first name, but Shane was well-heeled and carried a lot of respect in the right circles. His dark good looks, with a touch of grey in the sideburn area, didn’t hurt. He had a fatherly, yet Y2K feel about him. The goal was to create a modern-day Walter Cronkite.

Myron admitted Shane wasn’t close, but it was too late for a change at this point. This never stopped him from hinting at a move in the future, particularly during his now child-proof tirades.

“Shane has Albright this morning.” said Myron “Unfortunately, we’ve had to agree to several concessions with the Secretary’s handlers, but the State Department has told us she will confirm new information into the investigation. Shane will open Recap after the live shots of the pile. Are there questions?”

Schoop responded, but Christine interjected.

“We’re all up to speed, Myron, please continue.”

“Thank you Christine, security is an ongoing concern. I’m in constant contact with KaneCorp. There are several dangerous groups in the area. Right now, it’s unclear who pulled off KENBOM and TANBOM, but the name that keeps coming up is the Kenyan Muslim Front, KMF for short. They have a lot of support in the rural areas, and people have implicated them in violence around this part of Africa. SBC’s concern now is of these groups, like the KMF, trying to make a name for themselves. They have a target-rich environment with all the media and aid organizations that have descended upon Kenya and Tanzania. Other than the Marines attached to the embassies, there is little U.S. security. I can assure you this will change; the military and the CIA are busy fighting amongst themselves for control. The Department of State, as usual, is really pulling the strings. Everything is flowing right up to the Oval Office in real time. We have some remarkably busy days ahead of us, and I know you are champing at the bit to get out there. We’ll have these feeds as needed. I have a crew at my house now setting up, so I don’t have to be in the city at 2am. One last thing, I’m already hearing about pushback, do not fuck with me. All of you, from the top down, will adhere to your security attachments and follow protocols. On the ground, KaneCorp speaks for me. Is this crystal clear?”

The penthouse acknowledged.

“Okay then, go do your jobs and be the best at it.”

The feed ended.

Bob turned to Schoop and Sami.

“Does Myron want us to be safe or to do our jobs? We are freaking war correspondents.”

“Both and you will, or it’s my ass.” said Schoop “Hampson must have Myron on speed dial. That last comment was for me.”

“Come on, Schoop,” said Bob, “you’ll make a great producer on the home shopping network.”

“Screw you, Bob, I don’t need the angry, old-school war photographer trope out here. You’ll fall in line like the rest of us.”

Bob put his hand on his chest and looked at Sami.

“Sensitive and Sassy.”

“Easy, boys,” said Sami “Let’s get moving to the Parliament Building. I want to get there early and get a feel for things.”

“One more thing,” said Schoop “Khalid, can you come over here? Khalid will be your interpreter.”

A young Kenyan man ran over to them with a huge smile.

“Khalid, this is Samantha Conover and Bob Sheddy.”

“It’s my pleasure to meet you; I’m familiar with both of your work.”

Sami and Bob nodded at each other in admiration.

“The pleasure is all ours.” said Sami

“Absolutely, it’s always great to meet one of my fans.” said Bob

Schoop shook his head.

“This guy should’ve been a comedian.”








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




Bob, Sami, and Khalid squeezed through the human bottleneck at the second-floor skywalk to the Condor Hotel lobby.

Ten limousine vans, four SUVs, and four Nairobi police vehicles were in the semicircle drive. Each van had a driver and a boarding official waiting for its passengers.

“Not exactly flying under the radar, are we?” asked Sami

“It looks like the Rose Parade.” said Bob

“Actually,” said Khalid, “Despite Mr. Fixler’s concerns, I feel we’re very safe in the city. The security provided by the Kenyan officials is quite rigid. Kenyan officials heavily fortified the street routes, and they only opened them for approved vehicles. Of course, the eye in the sky is ever-present.”

Sami and Bob looked out of the bay window in the direction where Khalid was pointing. Two military helicopters circled above the business district.

“Those ours?” asked Sami

“Yep,” said Bob “U.S. Navy SH-60 Seahawk, Fifth Fleet, I would guess. Our ships are out there already.”

The Condor Hotel had more of a ‘Vegas’ feeling than the four-star, stuffy Millennium. The lobby was loud and buzzing with energy.

The FBI and State Department response was massive. The Feds occupied every ballroom, meeting room, and broom closet.

Sami couldn’t keep up with the acronyms on the hats, vests, and IDs.

“There are our guys.” said Bob

Bob adjusted the shoulder strap of his camera case and started walking to the lobby doors. Sami and Khalid followed.

Steve saw them first and waved. Diego walked their way.

Diego looked different with his earpiece. He was all business; his ever-present smile was gone.

“Packing.” said Bob

Diego had an awkward gait on his initial step as he made his way up three small steps toward them. He was rigid; his right knee didn’t bend. As he approached, he regained his poise, and his hand rested in the middle of his lower abdomen where he buttoned his jacket.

“Hey guys,” said Diego, “we’re rolling out in five minutes. Khalid, are you comfortable with your pager?”

“Yes, I received thorough instructions yesterday.”

“Great,” said Diego “Sami? Bob? Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

“I think we’re good.” said Sami

Bob nodded and smiled.

“Fantastic, we’re in the third van.” said Diego “Bob, do you want me to help with your equipment?”

“No thanks, I’ve got it. Plus, it looks like you’re carrying some equipment of your own.”

Diego smiled, and the group started toward the valet area.

“I guess now is as good a time as any.” said Diego “This is obviously a dangerous situation. As you’ve been told by SBC this morning, the people responsible for the bombings are probably gone, but fringe elements all over East Africa may look to make a name for themselves. Mostly, we’re hearing chatter about low-tech stuff, simple but effective. The reality is once we get on the road, everyone must be on point and alert. It’s incredibly important that you understand this.”

Sami looked at Bob and then Diego.

“By low-tech I’m assuming you mean…” said Sami

“Suicide vests, small arms attacks, hidden explosives — that type of thing. Remember, these people, terrorists, do not measure success in body count. They measure success through fear and disruption. They disrupt a few high-profile Americans or the media, and that is international headlines again.”

* * *

The dust rose and thickened as the caravan slithered through Nairobi streets to the press briefing. Emergency crews battled stubborn fires at ground zero as the smoke shifted with the wind.

The nostrils and throat itched from the smoldering plastics and compounds that were in every room of the obliterated buildings. The burning chemicals left a pungent, harsh taste that lasted for hours.

Steve stood by the bus driver near the door. As he talked on his hands-free radio, he did not hide the shoulder-fired weapon just below his jacket.

Diego stood in the middle of the van, his head swiveling as he monitored the view from every window in the bus.

Sami thought she was under dressed for the briefing, but she fit in with the other press members in her blue jeans, boots, and snug, long-sleeve top.

Bob always looked like he had fallen off the cover of a camping catalogue. The khaki cargo pants and vest, with the olive-green t-shirt beneath, were his staple in urban settings. When working in rural environments, he reversed the colors.

She noticed his hat more now. He had a new one every day. Over the last few years, Bob’s hairline had lost ground to mid-head. He was in hair hospice; his joke, not hers. Sami surmised his hat crisis was further evidence that Bob was eyeing the finish line.

Kenyan soldiers with U.S. military vehicles were at each intersection. The caravan garnered the attention of the citizenry. They lined the roads with a curious, dazed look.

“You know,” said Bob, “in every bombing I’ve seen, in places all over this godforsaken earth, people react the same. They’re just stunned, almost as if they are in a trance and need to be snapped out of it. These events are an overload to the brain. This goes on for days, weeks and even months. We’re all the same, yet we continue to rain hate down on our fellow brethren.”

“Jesus, was that your Pulitzer acceptance speech?” asked Sami

“Is it too much too fast? Dammit, I thought so. I’ll keep working on it.”

Khalid smiled cautiously, trying to get the joke.

“Khalid, how long have you been a translator?” asked Sami

“About three years, I took English in secondary school and then I enrolled at the University of Nairobi as a language arts major. I spent two semesters in England as an exchange student before returning home to earn my master’s degree in communications.”

“That’s fantastic.” said Sami

“Yes, I want to teach one day, but this certainly pays better with three children counting on me. Plus, I get to meet exciting people such as yourselves.”

“I’m liking you more and more, Khalid.” said Bob

“This is good, correct?” asked Khalid

Sami and Bob responded in unison.

“Correct.”

Diego leaned down.

“After this right, we’ll be two minutes out.”

* * *

The guards at the gate flagged the press caravan into the safe confines of the Government Complex.

The Nyayo House was the epicenter of the investigation, but Sami knew, along with her colleagues, the strings were pulled thousands of miles away in Washington, D.C.

The U.S. military was prepared for any scenario; the only boxes left unchecked were the ‘when’ and ‘where’. No one had any illusions about a peaceful resolution. Innocent blood was spilled, mostly of Kenyans and Tanzanians. Someone had to answer; someone had to be punished.

No matter what, the media would be the winner. The ratings had skyrocketed since the blasts. The competition for the ‘story’ was fierce. Careers would be built, destroyed, or left behind.

This truth was all too clear to Sami.

In her late twenties, the clock was ticking.

In her mind, if everything she desired was going to be realized, it had to happen now, and that meant here.

As the media jockeyed for position inside the massive first-floor hall, Sami made a personal vow to herself. No one would stand in her way of becoming a world-renowned broadcast journalist.

To Sami, success meant all the bullshit from the past would be annihilated like the Embassies.

She could finally pursue the happiness that was always there but for the treacherous doings of others.

* * *

“Well, if it isn’t the fearless Edwina R. Murrow?”

“Dan!” said Sami “I knew I’d see you. It’s been two years?”

“I believe so,” said Dan Wearnian, “but I have parted with many brain cells since so I cannot be sure; you look fabulous as always.”

Dan and Sami met each other halfway and hugged; awkward at first, the surprise eased.

“You look great too,” said Sami “I have asked around. Are you still independent?”

“No and yes, I’m paid handsomely these days by the PBC. However, threats to my job come daily. Apparently, I’m argumentative and difficult to work with.”

“Not you, Dan?” said Sami, palming the center of her chest

“I couldn’t believe it either. If nothing else, I’m a kind, warm soul.”

Both laughed as their relationship forged over countless bottles of wine sparked back.

“The Pan-European Broadcasting Company,” said Sami, shaking her head “It just doesn’t get any bigger than that, especially for a distinguished Brit. It’s a perfect fit.”

“I’ve explained this to these corporate right-wing weasels at nauseam. One day, my dear, we’ll control this industry and run it as it should.”

“In the meantime, I just want the scoop. What’s a girl have to do around here to get a little information?”

“Unspeakable sexual acts,” said Dan, “who’s the stunning Storm trooper behind you?”

“That’s Diego. He is part of the SBC security team.”

“I feel safer already,” said Dan

“You shouldn’t let the pretty face fool you; he’s a trained killer.”

The event moderator announced the presser would begin in five minutes.

“Duly noted, I apologize, but I must return to my cameraman Akila Liyanage for a quick lead-in; you must remember him?”

“Sure, Akila, the Sri Lankan Elvis, that guy had the best stories.” said Sami

“More to come, drinks at the Condor this evening, seven o’clock sharp.”

“Oh Dan, I don’t know; it’s going to be a full day.”

“That was not a question, plus you said you wanted the scoop.”

“You always leave a girl hanging.”

Dan winked and pointed his finger at her.

“Condor Hotel Bar.”

“Seven o’clock.” said Sami

Dan waited.

“Sharp?” asked Sami

“My favorite Floridian, it’s wonderful to see you; I can’t wait to catch up.”

They embraced for several seconds.

“I know I can’t either.” said Sami

* * *

The Nyayo House Auditorium fell silent as officials took the stage.

The press, seated front and center, shuffled through their notes and made last-minute changes to their questions.

Press members in the standing room only area behind the chairs and in the side aisles closed ranks vying for a better vantage point.

Sami worked her way down the right aisle with Bob following behind her. His camera clicked in short bursts, quieted only when he adjusted angles.

Bob’s method of photo documenting captured flashes that seemed in the moment. He photographed the empty stage, the audience, vehicles, and the interior design of the facility.

During his editing process, he was more realtor than a war correspondent. This separated his work from his peers, the nuance, the feel, and grit. The calm before the storm, then the delivery.

His final product captured the inconspicuous detail that would transform the still shot into a “brain burn”. A phrase he coined; it was a shot that stayed with the consumer as if they lived the experience themselves.

* * *

A military official walked to the podium. He adjusted the microphone and then spoke several words in Kenyan to someone at the rear of the room. He said ‘Thank you’ in English, as if everything was in order.

He nodded to a man dressed in a navy-blue suit with a red tie and a heavily starched, white button-down shirt.

The well-dressed man stepped forward, adjusting the microphone to his smaller stature.

“Good morning, ladies, and gentlemen. The briefing will begin. We ask that you hold all questions until all officials have made their remarks. As a footnote, there is an ongoing criminal investigation. Comments will be limited in this scope. We will brief you on rescue operations, current security operations, and information on the injured and deceased.”

Sami scanned the press corps. Her entire peer group and every media company were present. It was a strange social caste system where the elite journalists carried as much importance as the government officials.

She had sensed a growing symbiotic relationship between the two since the beginning of her career.

It was more than ‘I scratch your back, and you scratch mine’. The relationship forged a common narrative because of a common goal.

Starting with a belief in a superior moral standing, the relationship had decayed into the ends justifying the means so long as the right message was forced onto the public.

If the ‘ideal end game’ checked the right boxes, the money, power, ratings, lies and overall destruction to get there was the cost of doing business on the socio, geo-political battleground.

Dan sat in the front row, center aisle. The PBC wielded a lot of power. Their pen mattered. Despite his difficult and gloomy nature, people respected him, and he operated in the right circles at a high altitude. He was an excellent ally.

“Sami? Pardon me, Sami?”

Sami turned toward the failed attempt at a whisper.

“Just got confirmation,” said Taylor Stevens “after the press conference, we are going to the pile. Your live feed is not going to Langford; you are going straight to Recap. You’re the lead in.”

H-O-L-Y shit. The lead-in to the freaking Secretary of State.

Sami nodded to Taylor.

“Got it.”

Taylor turned and made his way back through the congested side aisle.

“Honey,” said Bob, “you’re playing under the bright lights now.”

Sami replied with a nervous smile.

This
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