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  As a sequel to The Quixote Files, The Whistler Agenda follows Baltimore Times reporter Martin Cosgrove as he unravels the tangled intrigue of progressive Presidential candidate Robert X. Stonemans confrontation with conservative foes determined to stop him at any cost. Stonemans plan to make high speed transportation using Maglev technology the keystone of his administration, has inspired outrage from politicians and the industries which might experience the competition.


  Martin receives a flash drive containing copies of numerous documents which purport to illuminate a sinister agenda at foot in the planning of the invasion of Iraq by the Bush/Cheney Administration. In providing the drive, Deanna Whistler, implores Martin to expose the plot in his stories, to correct history and possibly lead to a federal investigation. The documents conceal a potentially explosive secret which could destroy Stonemans candidacy.


  He finds that Deanna Whistler was an alias, and that she was murdered shortly after delivering the flash drive. A circuitous trail leads him to a Political Action Committee formed by the original Quixote members, with whom Martin and the Senator battled the previous year. The group now has connections in Iran and Turkey. As his stories inspire the FBI and CIA to form a joint task force, Martin finds himself in grave peril as he navigates a fine line between criminality and justice - between the FBI, the CIA, insane politicians, and lawless lawyers.
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  Chapter 1


  Welcome back to Hardball, Im Chris Mathews. A commercial break had just ended on the MSNBC political show from the studios in Washington, D.C. Im trying to decide if this guy, Stoneman, whos running for President of the United States, is the real thing or just a flash in the pan. Were talking with the man who wrote Senator Stonemans biography, Martin Cosgrove, an ace reporter for the Baltimore Times. The book, a memoir, is titled The Stoneman Express. Mathews displayed the book for the camera.


  Camera angles changed, and Mathews and Martin appeared on-screen seated opposite each other at trestle tables.


  Martin, you know this guy Stoneman pretty well. Can he pull this off?


  Yes, to both parts. On the one hand, hes running for the Presidency and he has a head start on that front. On the other hand, his plan for a high speed national transportation system using magnetic levitation, known as Maglev, rather than conventional railroad technology, is building a serious head of steam.


  Woo, woo, Mathews said, pretending to blow a train whistle. But thats an enormous program. Trillions of dollars. Over a long time, of course.


  True. But this country needs a big program to get it out of the doldrums. His approach undercuts much of the Rights opposition, because hes planning a pubic for-profit-corporation to carry it out. The corporation would be initially funded by the government and be highly regulated. Every taxpayer would be issued stock in the corporation. A good parallel is the original Bell System. Its a work program, not a charity.


  We already have Amtrak. Thats a public company and a money pit congress has a hard time filling. Whats different? Chris smiled. A change-up pitch, a softball question.


  Also true. Amtrak was set up in 1971 to keep passenger train service from dying completely. Its accomplished that, but its still partially publically funded. The railroads support it grudgingly and ridership is spotty. Unfortunately, railroads have antiquated technology and are limited to about 100 MPH which cant be upgraded very much. Amtrak also uses antiquated tracks, mostly owned by two dozen companies.


  Integrating a new technology requiring a guide-way would be a nightmare. Imagine negotiating right-of-way agreements with twenty different obstinate railroads, while theyre still trying to haul freight and accommodate Amtrak trains. The Stoneman plan would utilize the Federal Interstate Highway System and, in most cases, would use the median for elevated guide-ways. That would settle the right-of-way issue for at least a decade or two. Railroads and highways would continue to run without interference for the foreseeable future. Passenger train service would be gradually replaced by the high speed system for longer distances.


  Stonemans timescale seems way off. Theres no way a new high tech train system would be operating in even eight years. This is like the moon shot.


  There are routes that could be installed first that would generate revenue more quickly and work out the bugs. LA to Las Vegas for one, and corridors along the east and west coasts. Replacing the horse and buggy was a hard sell, too. When Henry Ford started building the Model T, all we had were dirt roads. We have great ingenuity and need a challenge.


  Conceptually, I see the merit. Getting the execution right is the hard part. That can kill you. Some pun, sorry.


  Martin smiled. Indeed, but, Stonemans transportation program would be an incredibly large and sustained stimulus for the economy. Not only for jobs, but for technology. The U.S. is lagging far behind in the Maglev field, because of the stranglehold of the oil and automobile industries. A train at even 200 MPH would compete very favorably with airlines, and the new system would use 99% green energy. We have to reduce the use of fossil fuels before the planet roasts.


  Well talk more about this, Im sure. Thanks for your insights, Martin. Chris held up books and looked into the camera. You should buy both of Martins books. The Murder of Joanna Starr, and The Stoneman Express. Great reads. Thank you, Martin Cosgrove. When we come back, the governor of New Jersey talks live about their new mass murder case. Is it too late for really serious gun control? This is Hardball, the place for politics. The cameras red lights turned off, and numerous people entered the set.


  An assistant removed the microphone from Martins lapel and ushered him off the set. Chris will be in California next week, but well stay in touch.


  The Murder of Joanna Starr was a true story. Martin had been asked to investigate Starrs disappearance by her former roommate, Angela Valentine, because the police had run out of leads and considered it a cold case. In the process, Martin and Angela had pursued a steamy romance and were now engaged to be married.


  During the investigation of what had been a kidnapping and murder, hed uncovered a blackmailing lobbyist and a Florida congressmans aide with personal connections to Starr. The lobbyist was killed by a female assassin, whod also been hired to take down the Senator and Martin. As her second target, Martin had been seriously wounded before returning fire and killing the woman. He eventually uncovered a murder for hire business and drug trafficking activity involving the congressman, the lobbyist, and others. As the police closed in, the congressman disappeared. The aide and others were indicted on a variety of charges, including murder, after Starrs body was found buried in the Virginia countryside.


  The lobbyist and the congressman had both been part of a secret radical conservative political organization calling itself the Quixote Group. The groups objective: to derail Senator Stonemans presidential aspirations by any means necessary. Martin had discovered Quixote and a list of its illustrious members in the lobbyists computer, with the assistance of a group of IT Specialists who called themselves Crusher. Contact with these hackers had been coordinated by a research specialist for the Times.


  Technically, Quixotes political activities were legal, but their more radical component, which called itself the American Values Forum, continued to pose a threat to Martin and the Senator. As a result, Martin remained armed whenever possible.


  After his Hardball appearance, he turned on his cell phone and called Angela at New Source Publishing in Gaithersburg, Maryland, where she was the Art Director.


  Howd it go? she asked.


  Well, I think. Im going home from here. Want to go out for dinner?


  Ill be here for another hour. Tomorrow night would be better.


  Okay, see you at home.


  Home was a three story townhouse in Columbia, Maryland, which Martin had owned before hed met Angela. Shed moved in with him during the early stages of the Starr investigation, applying her artistic ability to help create a stylish home make-over.


  On the drive, Martins phone rang and his cars Bluetooth picked it up.


  Good presentation today on Hardball, Ralph Sommerford, Senator Stonemans Chief of Staff, said.


  Im getting a little more comfortable on camera.


  Were meeting at the Stoneman residence tomorrow at 10:00 a.m.


  Can you make it?


  Ill be there.


  When Angela arrived at home, she found Martin in his office working on the Stoneman campaign. They wanted Martins viewpoint even if they didnt specifically use what he wrote. Not entangled in the day-to-day events, he often voiced a more objective perspective. In todays political arena, with 24/7 news coverage, nuance was critical.


  Wine? Angela said, sipping from her glass as she stood beside his desk.


  Let me finish this thought, and then Ill join you.


  A few minutes later, he closed the laptop and turned off the light. I have a meeting at 10:00 in the morning at Stonemans, he said as he sat next to Angela on the sofa. I was working on ideas for a speech hes making next week to investment types in New York.


  I need to take care of a few things at work, too. Saturdays are peaceful. A flash of lightning illuminated the sliding door. A few seconds later, a clap of thunder reverberated through the house.


  Thats close, Martin observed. Its good were not going out.


  You cook, and Ill take a shower. Angela patted his hand.


  Two hours later, he sat at his desk listening to music from the living room as the rain spattered on his window. He checked his email before returning to the Stoneman speech. After deleting junk, two messages remained.


  Amos Moses, whom Martin had met in the course of the Starr investigation, regularly invited them to visit him in Costa Rica. Amos had been wounded in Iraq, although hed been vague on specifics, and had retired from the CIA, or some other secret agency. In recent months, Amos had become increasingly anxious for Martin to begin a series of novels based on his intelligence/spy experiences - ala John le Carre, fifty years later. In reply, Martin summarized his current work load, adding that he was still interested in the novel project and would ask Angela when she could take time for a vacation.


  He pondered the second email. The senders name, Deanna Whistler, wasnt familiar. He read her note three times and then printed it. The text read:


  Mr. Cosgrove,


  I follow your Baltimore Times stories, and recently read the Joanna Starr book. Nice work, not that Im any sort of critic. You would seem to be well suited to investigate the even greater conspiracy Id like you to consider.


  I worked in the Bush/Cheney administration and acquired a few documents before I quit. At that time, I didnt know what to do or how much danger I could be in by exposing this material. Its not classified, in the national security sense.


  The papers describe the strategy and logic for creating 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq. Someone could claim I made it all up as a disgruntled employee. I didnt.


  My health is declining, and I have no relatives to whom I could leave this information. Reply if you would like to discuss details.


  Deanna Whistler



  Why wouldnt this woman contact one of the D.C. stars? Someone with a big rep, like Bob Woodward? Woodward and others seemed to have covered the bases regarding who did what and to whom in going to war in Iraq. What did she mean by creating 9/11? Her message sounded ominous. He replied.


  Deanna,


  Thank you for the kind comments on my work. Im involved in a number of projects now, but I could speak with you in person to learn more. There seem to be many questions remaining about Iraq, bin Laden, and the entire Bush/Cheney fiasco.


  Martin Cosgrove



  Since the publication of the Starr story in the Times and in his book, hed received numerous suggestions for stories. Until now hed declined, but hed always believed the Bush Administration had cooked the books on Iraq by selectively reporting only the intelligence information on Weapons of Mass Destruction, WMD, which justified the outcome they wanted  a war to kill Sadam Hussein. There could have been other motives, too, but hed never had an opportunity to investigate that murky quagmire.


  Initially, Iraq had no obvious connection with al Qaeda even though that was a recurring claim by the Neo-cons. Considering the years of hand wringing over terrorism, it always seemed odd that the pursuit of the organizers of the 9/11 Twin Towers Attack was a half-hearted effort during the entire eight-year Bush Presidency. And Bush himself had said he wasnt concerned about the al Qaeda leader, Osama bin Laden. Of course, it wasnt obvious that Bush ever thought about anything except his ranch or baseball. Does Deanna have the proverbial smoking gun? The new Deep Throat?


  Martin tried to return to Stonemans Wall Street speech, but his thoughts strayed. He wondered if Amos might have significant insight on the broader conspiracy picture. He realized he definitely wanted to see the documents Whistler was offering.


  On Saturday morning, Angela worked the Times crossword puzzle as Martin rinsed his coffee cup and prepared to leave.


  I dont know how long this meeting will last, he said, but Ill call after lunch.


  Are you packin today? Angela asked.


  Martin patted his coat pocket where he still carried the Smith and Wesson pistol that had saved his life in the assassination attempt the previous year. Always.


  At the top of the stairs, he turned around. Have you thought anymore about a short vacation? I had a note from Amos. He closed on the condo and invited us for a stay.


  Are you thinking honeymoon?


  Oh, maybe a trial run mostly the sex part. Think about it. He grinned as he started down the stairs.


  I think you still need more endurance training. Well work on that tonight. Ill check my calendar today. For a vacation, I mean.


  

  Chapter 2


  Martins phone rang Sunday morning as he and Angela cleared away the breakfast dishes. He hurried to his office to retrieve his phone from the charger.


  Is this Martin Cosgrove? the female caller asked.


  Yes. The caller ID provided a number but no name.


  This is Deanna Whistler. Would you like to meet today? I work during the week.


  I probably could. Meet where?


  Do you know Bowie, Maryland?


  I think I was at the Bowie Race Track once.


  Id meet you at the Free State Mall, south of the race track, near Annapolis Road. Would that be too far for you?


  Where and when?


  Theres a new International Cyber Cafe with outside tables. How about 2:00 oclock?


  Hold on. He walked back to the kitchen, phone in hand.


  Do you have plans for us this afternoon? he asked Angela. You could come with me to meet a new story source, at 2:00 in Bowie.


  Sounds like fun.


  Deanna, Im back. Id bring my fianc along if you wouldnt mind.


  The line was quiet. I suppose you confide in her, anyway, so I guess its alright. I want to get this information into someone elses hands, but I dont want to get killed over it. You should know you might be in danger by exposing the information.


  Martin hesitated. Ill be cautious.


  Ill wear a white sweater. See you at 2:00, Mr. Cosgrove.


  Angela and Martin arrived at the caf early to have lunch. As they finished, a woman in an unbuttoned white cardigan sweater sauntered across the mall, looking in their direction. She appeared to be fifty-something, of medium height, plumpish, shoulder-length blonde hair, a rosy complexion, and black frame glasses. Martin stood, handing their tray to a passing busboy. As he turned away from her, he pressed the record button on the small recorder in his shirt pocket.


  Mr. Cosgrove? the woman asked.


  Yes. Deanna? When the woman nodded, Martin said, Please, join us. This is Angela.


  Hi. A faint smile appeared on her nervous face. Ive struggled with this for a long time, and I finally decided you have the mind-set to expose this information. She looked at Martin, then surveyed the patrons at nearby tables.


  I appreciate your confidence in me, but I cant agree to do anything with your story until I see what you have. So far, it sounds intriguing. I was never a fan of the Bush administration, but why ask me and not someone like Bob Woodward?


  He was my first thought, of course. I met him once in the White House when he visited to do interviews. Im concerned that hes too close to the people involved. They all seemed pretty chummy. I know that he didnt publish anything that wasnt whitewashed and approved first. He basically published the party-line as some sort of inside expos. Do you think anyone would admit to anything that wasnt totally above board? Internal disagreements? Yes. Not much else, unfortunately. You should check The New York Review of Books for other points of view.


  Youre saying that the Woodward books just document the party-line on the run-up to the Iraq war and their version of the occupation?


  What else would they tell him? You think anyone would ever say, Oh, all we ever wanted to do was to kill Sadam Hussein for insulting Bush Senior, and begin a takeover of the Middle East on behalf of the Neocons and big business? Only if the person had a death wish. The WMD thing was concocted as a ruse. They all knew it was a lie. When Joe Wilson blew the whistle, they went ballistic. As retaliation, they exposed his wife, Valerie Plame, as a covert CIA agent. The Wilsons were probably on several hit lists.


  Yeah, and Cheneys assistant, Lewis Libby, was the only one to get a wrist slap. Dare I ask what information you have?


  She handed a flash drive to Martin. I hope you can obtain corroboration, somehow.


  What sort of files are on here?


  Correspondence with the CIA and others, emails, meeting minutes, phone call messages, phone call logs, and notes. None of it has been faked, but these days, much is possible. I collected the information over a couple of years, and I know its authentic. I wont go on the record.


  Okay, I understand, Martin said, nodding. Do you have a staff list for the White House during the period in question? It would probably help to sort out the players.


  All that type of information is there - everything I have. The originals are safe, and another copy is with my attorney. By the way, you wont find my name, because Deanna Whistler isnt my real name.


  I sympathize with the stress you must be under. If I need to contact you, Ill email. He studied her face, hoping to remember the details. Did he need her picture?


  That account is closed, but Ill contact you one of these days to see how youre doing. Good luck, and be very careful how you proceed. If you dont pursue the story, I will understand. At least I feel better knowing I took some action. Its not much, but its something. She stood and walked away without another word.


  What do you make of that? Martin asked, as they watched Deanna Disappear around a corner in the Mall.


  Shes a competent woman, whos scared for her life. I know the feeling. My situation was not too much different from hers when I first came to see you. I sense that the people involved in her life are far more dangerous than the ones who were after me, and that bunch almost got you killed. I would urge you to not get involved in this mess.


  Martin thought about her concern. Did you check your vacation schedule? Do you get one?


  The book Im editing will take a couple of weeks, if all goes well. Nothing yet in the pipeline after that.


  Okay, maybe three weeks from now?


  She nodded. Ill check with the boss to be sure.


  I want to see what Amos says. Having been in the intelligence world at that time, he should know if Deannas files are important or not. He may still have contacts here and there, too.


  I know you think in terms of breaking news in the Times, but you have another option  write a book. That would certainly be a lot safer for all of us. Especially since you now have a following and avenues for advertising.


  He smiled. But a much slower process.


  Well, the Bush crusade was a long time ago, so pointing out their missteps isnt exactly urgent. One other thought. Senator Stoneman might not want a big new political diversion in the media.


  You never know. Ill try to chat with him about it when we meet next week.


  On Monday in his home office, Martin returned to a continuing assignment from the Times on the various presidential candidates. Candidate debates for the two major parties were in full swing, and he had collected biographical information on all of the participants. Unlike many of his counterparts who simply reported the generally available information, he did his best to vet the candidates from beginning to end. He was not popular in all circles because of his unvarnished honesty. The weather vane chart he presented for each candidate displayed their positions on a dozen issues, including an RPM value for flip-flops and spins. A number of readers took it upon themselves to fact-check and send him their own findings, either by direct email, to his website, or to his Facebook page. He made every effort to identify falsehoods and report them.


  Jack Benson, his long-time editor at the Times, had hired a new reporter, Abby Talmage, to work with Martin as a trainee and assistant. She was 23 and a recent graduate with an M.A. in English Lit from the University of Illinois in Urbana. She resembled Kristen Wiig of Saturday Night Live fame, and had come to the D.C. area with her husband, a congressman.


  Unlike Martin, Abby was adept at social media. She posted on Facebook for both of them. Her first assignment was to organize and maintain the candidate information data base, a sizeable task, but she and Martin collaborated on stories periodically as well. Her husbands position gave her access to many politicians, and Jack had not overlooked that aspect when hed interviewed her for the job.


  This weeks candidate was the Governor of Louisiana, James Sycamore Lafonte, a middle-aged moderate Republican with seemingly good credentials. Hed been involved in the family oil business before entering the governors race five years earlier, was in his second term, and on his third wife. Whether he could survive the present litmus test of the Evangelicals and war-mongering Neocons in the primary process was yet to be determined. The Conservative Right continued to struggle with its brand, in spite of the fact that the previous two elections had produced mostly poor results for the party. Lafonte proved to be an exception.


  Martin had speculated on the subject of the Republican Partys new image in an article titled, Is Political Affiliation Genetic? Hed concluded, as had many others, that the changing demographics of the population was now the driving force in the game of politics. The Republicans retro attitude toward minorities, womens rights, social issues, voting, and others, combined with the perceived threat to their own status as real Americans from immigrants, legal or otherwise, was the barrier to rationality. Without an acceptance of reality, and a less selfish moral philosophy, the Republican Party could expect to decline in popularity. The percentage of rich old white men in the electorate would continue to limit the voting strength of the party, even though they contributed generously to campaigns.


  Martin read the story Abby had written on Lafonte, printed it, and began a rewrite. She had a lot of information, mixed with extraneous speculation. Not unjustified speculation, but not in the correct context or location in the story. His version ended up being too long, and he included a note to that effect when he returned it to her for editing and comment.


  As he ate a sandwich at his desk, his phone vibrated in his shirt pocket. Angela.


  Hi, she said. Are you home?


  Just having a turkey sandwich on one of the old croissants. Its passable.


  Jenny says I can take a week when this book goes to press. Three weeks from now would be good.


  Great. Ill let Amos know and look for reservations.


  Are you cooking tonight?


  Ill see what I can whip up.


  By mid-afternoon, Martin had inspected the Whistler files. He considered the implications. Bribery, corruption, conflict of interest, murder, conspiracy to defraud the government, and possible violations he couldnt define without a law book. Is this more than I want to take on? he wondered. He now understood Deannas desire to keep her head down. He printed two emails and the transcript of a White House meeting. He also made a duplicate flash drive copy.


  He sent a text message to Jack, asking if he had a few minutes to talk. In Angelas office, he found a small padded envelope for the flash drive, and addressed it to Amos.


  Fifteen minutes later, he received Jacks reply, 4:15. Martin confirmed, collected his jacket, folded the printed pages, picked up his phone, and headed for a Federal Express Office in Baltimore near the Times.


  Disturbing stuff, Jack said, sliding the pages to Martins side of the desk. Nothing you can use directly, of course.


  I know, Martin said, but I wanted to show you the scope of what Im looking at. Im planning to talk with Stoneman and Amos to get their reactions. Amos was in the spy business, so he might have a few suggestions.


  You still planning to write his fairy tales?


  Considering it. Angela and I will go to Costa Rica in a few weeks to see what hes thinking.


  Hows the Lafonte story?


  Abby has my edit of her version. Ill get it to you in the morning for comment.


  In the bullpen, Martin settled into the guest chair beside Abbys desk. It had been his space not long ago, and he missed the regular contacts. Hi. He smiled. I came to see Jack and wanted to touch base with you on Lafonte.


  The changes you made were great, and I compressed the length as you suggested. I sent it back to you.


  Good. I told Jack hed have it in the morning. 


  Have you checked the candidate files recently? Ive added some new material. Id like to do the story on Congresswoman Blackworth, if its okay with you. Im wondering why shes even in the Republican Party. I asked my husband, Tony, if he could help me arrange an interview, and Im waiting for a call back from her office. Maybe you could show me the ropes.


  Be a good idea. Angela and I are taking a vacation in a few weeks, but other than that Im generally available.


  She smiled. I found new material youll enjoy for Tuckman. Ill leave him to you.


  He chuckled. Thanks. You know me and slick Evangelicals.


  

  Chapter 3


  Senator Stoneman pushed the pages Martin had given him back across his desk. Pretty inflammatory stuff, Martin. He rocked back in his leather wing-chair and gazed out a huge window at his estate. Cant say Im surprised. Where do these sick bastards come from?


  Churches and synagogues? Some from under rocks. Martin knew it wasnt a question to answer out loud. He slipped the pages into his satchel and waited.


  Your source is wise to be concerned. All of us have heard rumors, but these people swear oaths of silence like the old Mafia. What you showed me is just part of the documents?


  There might be a few hundred various pieces.


  Your concern was whether a story on this material might impact my campaign. I appreciate your asking. He sighed deeply. If it became a significant distraction for the media, it could change the publics focus. Depending on how it played out, it could be good for us. The conservatives, as usual, are beating the war drums and implying Im a pacifist. If any of them were tied to the conspiracy alluded to in your material, they would probably be damaged.


  It would take a few months to do research and vet the material, anyway, so it might be late in the campaign before anything is published. Ive had suggestions already from my editor and Angela that I should fold it into a novel rather than do a story in the Times.


  So, probably not until after the nominating conventions, if its in the Times?


  Realistically, yes.


  The Senator stood. In that case, my main concern would be for your security if you choose to pursue the story. If Im nominated, which is still not certain, such a story would only help our cause. He put his hand on Martins shoulder as they strolled toward the door. Martin, dont kid yourself, these are dangerous people.


  Ill keep you informed. Thanks for your thoughts, Senator.


  Well see you Saturday. And, Martin, I want you on the team if I get the nomination. I hope you know that.


  Martin smiled. I hoped you would. Itll be an honor.


  On the following Tuesday, Martin made a brief appearance on The Last Word with Lawrence ODonnell, another MSNBC political show, to discuss the upcoming Republican debate. Lawrence had been a writer on the TV series The West Wing and had worked in Congress, so he and Martin had several mutual interests.


  Martin was in a studio in Washington, D.C. while Lawrence was broadcasting from California. The show was live at 10:00 p.m. Eastern Time. Martin watched a monitor as he waited for a commercial to end. Before the break, Lawrence had laid the groundwork for Martins appearance by mentioning what he was expecting from his next guest, saying, Martin Cosgrove, a man searching for even one bit of truth in all the Republican candidates stories. Well find out if theres any truth out there when we come back.


  After the commercials, Lawrence appeared on screen. Martin, Ive been following your stories in the Baltimore Times, with both amusement and serious interest, of course. As I said before the break, I hope you can tell us if there will be any truth in the debate Wednesday evening.


  Martin smiled into the camera. Thanks for asking, Lawrence. If youve been following my stories on the candidates, you know I do make a great effort to honestly and fairly report on positions and facts. We have written about many of the Republicans in advance of this debate. Well see if the rating needle moves at all tomorrow night.


  If your viewers dont know, Ive written extensively about Senator Stoneman whos running on the Democratic side. Well be featuring all the Democratic candidates over the next few weeks.


  That said, for politicians in general and in this debate in particular, truth is not a word they will think much about. Impression is important to them, image is very important, and charm is most important. In terms of what you and I would call truth, there will be some. The simple things like their name and title will be true. After that, itll be a crap shoot. In a debate, truth is relative to what their constituents believe, what theyve said in the past, what theyve voted for or against, and what might sound good for the audience at hand. There is no instantaneous fact-checking, so if a person looks like he or she knows what theyre saying, is moderately aggressive, and makes strong eye contact, they get a good score.


  So, the answer is, Lawrence said, little to no truth will be found on Wednesday night, and the viewers need to read your stories to see the score card. That confirms my theory.


  Lawrence, thats a true statement. We do our best. And you can find us at Baltimoretimes.com.


  Lawrence held up a copy of the Lafonte story, with a close-up of the rating and spin box at the top. Thank you, Martin Cosgrove, from the Baltimore Times, and author of The Murder of Joanna Starr, plus the definitive memoir on Senator Stoneman, The Stoneman Express. Coming up next, well be talking with Michael Moore about his next movie project. Later, in the Rewrite, we will analyze the impact Senator Wilsons crazy mistress will have on his senatorial campaign. That will be fun, so stay with us.


  Martin was laughing when the assistant came to remove the microphone from his lapel.


  We apologize for the short time slot, the girl said, Mr. Moore initially had a conflict, but he became available about an hour ago. Well have you back soon.


  Its fine. Any time. Moving toward the studio exit, he turned on his cell phone, finding two missed calls. Both Angela and Amos had left voice messages.


  Angelas was one of encouragement, minutes after hed arrived at the studio and switched off his phone. Amos called to say the Fed Ex package had arrived and he wanted to discuss it. Martin went to his car to return Amos call.


  What do you think, Martin asked.


  Interesting stuff, but Id like to have a friend in the agency check it, if you dont mind. He can be trusted.


  Please dont get me on the CIAs radar.


  No worry. But I know for a fact they read your stories. Ill get back to you soon.


  The Republican debate on Wednesday evening was held in the Warren Buffet Auditorium in Omaha, Nebraska, with moderator Anderson Cooper working diligently to illuminate differences and similarities between the candidates on domestic policy. In the early rounds, the consensus favored tax reductions and spending cuts - the standard conservative philosophy that all economic stimulation was initiated by the wealthy.


  Rand Paul, a Libertarian whose father had apparently turned over the mantle of perennial presidential candidate, surprisingly disagreed slightly with giving the rich more tax cuts, and favored serious reductions in entitlement and military spending.


  Jeb Bush, considered by most to be the front-runner, took moderate position on all issues. He favored maintaining the current monetary approach, including tax rates, which had achieved a balanced budget in spite of the U.S.s increasing imbalance in trade. We still had an ungainly national debt, but the possibility for reducing it was on the horizon for the first time in a generation. He did not disagree with the general Republican position that the U.S. wage structure made it difficult to compete with foreign labor wages that average a dollar an hour. He viewed the U.S. minimum wage as high.


  Unlike the debates of four years earlier, all candidates avoided direct answers to questions on abortion rights, Roe v Wade, gay marriage, health care, Social Security, government regulation of financial markets, and immigration. They all admitted to being strongly pro-life. The new Republican Party Chairman, Grayson Higgs, a PhD in Political Science, had schooled the candidates in the dos and donts of political campaigning. The main message: Keep your prejudices to yourself. Most candidates heeded his advice, although some did not. Some felt it was more important to state their views, their values, rather than pretend to be moderate.


  The final question, What is your impression of Senator Stonemans idea for a National Transportation System? drew animated response bordering on the crude. The common first descriptor from all candidates, probably one of Higgs many scripted talking-points, was socialistic. Martin was not surprised by the unified position. What he waited for, in vain, were any factual or material arguments against the plan. The country isnt ready for anything so radical, was the major drawback expressed. In Republican-speak, radical meant socialistic. However, farm subsidies, oil company subsidies, military contracting and any free money they could pump into their own districts, were not socialistic. Those were essential to the job creators.


  By 10:45 p.m., hed incorporated his analysis of the debate into the story hed drafted earlier in the week, and sent it to Jack for comment. It would appear in the Thursday morning paper as a Late Extra section.


  

  Chapter 4


  On Friday morning, Martin was finishing the biographical article on Andrew C. Tuckman, an Evangelist preacher turned politician from Arkansas. Tuckman was solidly in favor of making the Bible a co-equal to the U.S. Constitution in all matters. Therefore, he supported the far right conservative beliefs regarding womens rights, birth control, abortion, gay rights, minimal government, slashing taxes, health care through prayer, home schooling, numerous other fringe concepts, global warming, and the belief that science was fundamentally disproven by the Bible.


  The recent debate had touched on all of those issues, and Tuckman had carefully moderated each answer. Without an aggressive follow-up from the moderator, he came out of the debate sounding nearly as neutral as his fellow candidates. But speeches he made to groups of his base supporters reflected his true beliefs. Pro-life persisted as the code word for those who supported the radical rights agenda, generally meaning total opposition to Roe v Wade.


  Abby had discovered a potentially catastrophic flaw in Tuckmans character. Shed found a small story in an Arkansas newspaper involving prostitutes, and shed followed up with the reporter. The local newspaper had been pressured to not report the correct story. The reporter was delighted to forward her files, including photographs of the Reverend in bed with a number of women. The reporter confided that there was also a video from which the photo had been extracted.


  According to the published story, Tuckman had started a counseling program for certain young woman to improve themselves through God. The photo published with the whitewash showed him seated in a church with a group of women at a Bible Study. A couple of the women in the church showed a close resemblance to two in the bedroom photo. Martin wondered what to do with this highly damaging information. His phone rang.


  Hey, buddy, Amos said. My agency contact called. Semi-good news. Your information is accurate as far as we can tell; several of the letters are in the files. Of course, you could never prove it, but your source was incorrect. Everything produced by the CIA is classified. That means theyd kill you for exposing them, without wasting time on a law suit.


  Youre kidding, right?


  Trying to make a point. On the positive side, since you cant prove the CIA wrote any of the material, theyd simply say that someone is very imaginative. Whats your plan?


  No plan yet for the Whistler files. I hoped youd have a suggestion. Im still working on the Presidential candidate stories. I dont have time to do interviews like I did for Stoneman, but maybe I will when some of the chaff gets sorted out after the debates and a few primaries.


  I read your stuff online. Your take on the debate was right on, and the story on Lafonte was interesting.


  A rundown on another Republican, Andrew Tuckman, will run Sunday. Do you hear anything about the candidates? Martins question wasnt serious, and he was surprised by Amoss response.


  Ive heard theres a plan to smear Stoneman in the next few months. He has a Muslim on his campaign staff who came to the U.S. about twenty years ago with a somewhat mixed history. It will be alleged that Stoneman is in league with the Iranian Ayatollah as a result of the campaign aides influence. They want Stoneman to get the nomination first, then theyll start holding hearings.


  That would make sense, because he doesnt pander to Christians. The Republicans are still pushing hard to get rid of the separation of church and state clause in the First Amendment. In fact, Tuckman is making that one of his major goals. Stoneman wants to eliminate the tax exemption for churches preaching politics. Even some of his base opposes that one. But how did you come by that information?


  I cant give you a name, but my friends hear things.


  Do you know the name of Stonemans aide?


  Last name sounds like Malawane. Im not sure of the spelling.


  Ill check it out with the Senator. Hey, can you obtain the CIA file on Malawane? I suppose they classify stuff like that.


  Amos didnt respond immediately. Let me see what I can find before you muddy the water with your own search. Whatever information you get, youd be smart to wait until your guy gets the nomination. If anything came out first, it could be detrimental even if Malawane is a saint. It could take me a while to get anything, so be patient.


  Thanks, Amos. Ive given some thought to your first book, based in part on the Whistler files. I hesitate saying this, but we need to agree on terms for our project. Have you given that any thought?


  Some. As long as I get a fair royalty from sales, you should put your name on it. Maybe say with Amos Moses, and write an acknowledgement.


  I wondered if you wanted your real name on it. If not, why worry about any mention? Obviously, I could use the credibility since I cant claim to be a superspy.


  Its a novel. Amos paused for a long minute. Trust me. You dont want my real name on your book. Work on the phrasing and a way to show that important parts of your information came from someone who was there. Ill give you facts someone could check if they worked hard, and they can easily prove that you werent there. Thats the best I can offer.


  Ill use Amos Moses, explaining that its a fictitious name for security reasons. Next week, Ill send you a contract for consideration. Hed modify the contract hed used with Senator Stoneman.


  Speaking of real names, if you want my guess on the real name of your source, Whistler, she has to be one of three, assuming she worked alone. Using the organization list she had, not many people could have collected all the documents. Ill research a little more and let you know. If I can find her, you should warn her that she wont be safe if you publish her files.


  I dont have a way to contact her. And I dont think she expected the files to be published as a group.


  Not a good assumption. Check the flash drive for fingerprints. Maybe she was careless. Ask Pam to help you. But if you find a print, dont let anyone have it, not even Sharpe. I can get it checked without alerting the nuts. What would you guess for her age?


  Fifty-five, maybe.


  That might narrow my search a bit. Ill stay in touch.


  Pam Sharpe, a detective friend from the Starr investigation, had introduced Martin to Amos Moses for help with forensic accounting. Now, after their conversation, Martin leaned back in his desk chair to think. He needed advice from Jack.


  Whats up? Jack asked when he returned Martins call thirty minutes later.


  Martin gave him a quick overview of the Tuckman story, focusing on the volatile nature of the latest discovery.


  Ill look at the source information myself. If we cant verify the details and the photo, we wont use it. It sounds like someone has to talk with the women involved and get them on the record, preferably on film. There was a pause while Jack pondered options. Finish the story without the new information. We can update it next week if something turns up. Okay?


  Ill have it to you after lunch. Thanks.


  At 4:15, Jack called. For now, were going with your Tuckman story as is on Sunday, but there may be more news available over the weekend. I spoke to the station manager at KARK-TV in Little Rock. They were aware of the cover-up going on with Tuckman and have a group interview scheduled for tomorrow with three of the women involved. They are the NBC affiliate so you can count on seeing it on the national news tomorrow night and Sunday. The manager said hed send me info directly. If I get something on Saturday, will you be available?


  Ill be ready to get on it, but Ill go ahead right now and modify the story, assuming what we have already is good.


  Hypocrisy in action. Maybe thats the headline.


  

  Chapter 5


  Three rag-heads, carrying RPGs and one of our own 50-caliber machine guns, jumped our convoy on the road to Tikrit, Amos Moses said. September of 03. He took a sip of whiskey. We were the first of three vehicles. One grenade took off the front wheels and one took out the driver and passenger. Our Humvee went off the road ass over end and we ended up in the ditch resting on the drivers side. The two units following gave us cover, but the sumbitch caught fire. The Sergeant next to me was hit by the machine gun and two others in the back were upside down under equipment.


  I thought you were there to gather intelligence? Martin commented.


  I was, but I was hitching a ride to Mosul to meet with tribal leaders. It wasnt on a fucking bus route, you know? And helicopter rides were hard to scrounge.


  Did your military companions know what your job was?


  They probably guessed. There were countless pseudo-civilians, and private security forces running around looking for WMD and Saddam. Our government didnt have a clue as to what was happening in Iraq. President Bush didnt know the difference between a Shiite and a shish kebab, and idiot Bremer did more damage in his first month than an atomic bomb.


  So, Martin asked, did you jump out with guns blazing?


  The truth is I couldnt open the frigging door. A couple of guys climbed onto the Humvee, pried it open, and got the four survivors out a few seconds before the explosion. The sergeant died, and the bodies in the cab werent recovered until later. One of the ambushers was killed, two escaped.


  Ill spin the story a little. Hussein was found near Tikrit, wasnt he?


  In December. I was working with villagers who knew he was in the region somewhere.


  Should I be calling the insurgents something other than rag-heads? Al Qaeda? Freedom fighters?


  Crazy Arab assholes. Youll figure out a good name.


  Amos and Martin were enjoying the tropical breeze on the porch of Amoss third-floor condominium in Jac Beach, Costa Rica. Late afternoon sun streaming through palm trees seemed to originate in the Pacific Ocean. A door closed and a female voice from inside said, Im here. Amos pushed the off button on the recorder.


  A few seconds later, a stylish woman in shorts and a halter top bent over to give Amos a kiss. She was mid-forties in age, with short brunette hair accented by lighter streaks, and a good figure. Amos had said she was Argentinean, and her tan face held a trace of an indigenous bloodline.


  This is Madeline, Amos said, slipping his arm around her waist. She has a unit on the first floor.


  Martin stood. Im Martin. Thats handy. He smiled. If you need sugar or something.


  Youre AMs biographer? she said, a Latin lilt in her voice.


  Martin was slow to comprehend the question, having to decipher the initials and ponder the role. Amos Moses
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