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EPILOGUE

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of historical fiction. All the information in this novel, including names, characters, businesses, places, conversations, planning methodologies, historical remembrances, and detailed specifics regarding the events leading up to and including the Kennedy assassination on November 22, 1963, and other incidents in this book are the product of the author’s imagination and used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. In addition, the publisher and the author assume no responsibility for errors, inaccuracies, omissions, or any other inconsistencies.

The author has tried to recreate events and locales from his memories and research. The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book is accurate and do not assume and hereby disclaim any liability to any party for any damage or disruption caused by errors or omissions, whether such errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any other cause or misunderstanding. Memoir entries are from January 1962 to November 1963.

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical photocopying recording) or otherwise without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2023 by Robert Billings

All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced

or transmitted in any form or by any means without written

permission from the author.










	







	







	







	







	







	


























For Friends and Family






























––––––––
[image: ]











































––––––––
[image: ]


Smart lad to slip betimes away, 

from fields where glory does not stay, 

and early though the laurel grows, 

it withers quicker than the rose.  

A. E. Housman
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Massachusetts Coastline. March 1962

––––––––
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The storm had come up suddenly out of the northeast. Significant damage had already been attributed to the two previous storms over the past several weeks to homes and properties, and it looked like it would only get worse. The roads were covered with the remnants of fallen trees and branches looking like the aftermath of a battle in the Ardennes. Flashes of lightning seared the turbid night sky, occasionally illuminating the long, drawn faces of the men escorting the caravan. Their vehicles fought against the ravages of the unforgiving storm, swaying in rhythm with the side swells of mist from the crashing waves along the coast road that were, in some places, only yards from the edge. Nighttime had fallen over this craggy, windswept New England coastline somewhere in Massachusetts. A long procession of cars cautiously wound its way along the dark, narrow road being spit on by the rain. The headlights of the big, black limousines cast yellow beams of light that flickered and bounced and did little to brighten the road ahead. The procession seemed to take forever, fighting against the biting elements that howled and confronted them like an invading force intruding without permission. As it rounded a bend in the distance, another entourage of cars could be seen parked with headlights glowing. Waiting. As the other cars approached, men dressed in dark trench coats began to exit their vehicles. The oncoming entourage pulled to a stop, and more men emerged. Attendants opened the back doors of each main limousine, and two men exited. Dressed in foul weather clothing with upturned collars, and scarves tightly wound around their necks, their breath misted in the air before them, the men shook hands, turned, and proceeded to walk down to the cliff’s edge overlooking the stormy sea, leaving their cadre of attendants standing behind them like darkened statues in a frozen forest, their silhouettes enhanced by the headlights from their limousines. They engaged in conversation for a while before the smaller of the two dropped his head, slowly shaking it from side to side. After a few moments, he put his hand on the other man’s shoulder and tapped him in a gesture of understanding. 

Just at that moment, a gust of wind swept a whisper of mist around the legs of both men like an omen. Stomping his foot nervously, the taller man turned his head away from the gust and squinted to see the last lightning strike over their shoulders to the east. This one was closer and lit up the sky, leaving the impression in the moody clouds of an ancient dragon with its mouth agape. The light on the rocks below moved as if the beast was awakening. It was time to go. There was a momentary pause in their interaction, and then the two men warmly shook hands, turned, and clutching their collars, bracing themselves against the wind, walked back to their cars, where their attendants opened the doors once again, and the two men got in and drove away in separate directions leaving the scene as windswept and dark as they found it. As they drove away, the shorter man reached for the phone installed in his car and dialed a number. Through muffled, hushed tones, he said “Tristan,” commonly understood as a reference to Tristan and Isolde, a chivalric romance retold in numerous variations since the 12th century. This time, however, the man’s utterance harkened back to a relationship with men who had a long-standing tradition of courage, strength, brotherhood, and honor. Wiping the remains of salt spray and rain away from his face, he quietly spoke into his phone. “We need to talk.” 
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Present Day. New Hampshire

The morning mist spilled out over the lake and undulated, quietly whispering like breath on a mirror. There’s something about the smell of lake water just before dawn that tingles the imagination. The mist, born on a slight breeze, made it appear as though it was exhaling. From the small boat he inhabited, the distant lakeshore appeared as a dark, dense shape, and the lights coming from one of the distant houses appeared like a tiger’s eyes glowing in the dark, lying in wait. It was 4:30 in the morning when he slipped away from the dock out into the dark, silky mist. Sometimes called the Hour of the Wolf, it’s the hour of the day when more people are born, and more people die than any other time of the day. No animals were scurrying on the surrounding pine needle-covered ground, and no birds were heard. The morning serenade of silence was deafening. It was eerie. Slowly, the sun began to burn away the haze covering the lake. Michael Jurist, a fair-haired, slim, thirty-five-year-old man, sat motionless, reel in hand, frozen in time. Not only waiting to catch a fish but hoping to catch a moment of inspiration. It’s a paradox that the higher the sun rose in the morning, with the first light of dawn burning away the thick fog, the less likely it was to land the big one. His day would be over in one hour while people were still in bed, and he had nothing to show for it. The sound of dogs barking in the distance signaled to him that it was time to get back to work. 5:30 am, and the day was already over. He was sure the fish were delighted. He wasn’t. The eternal peace of this lake left behind by some receding glacier a million years ago remained unamused, glibly smiling its placid, watery smile at him as he waited for something to arrive to bite his carefully constructed, baited hook, but nothing did. 

“Please don’t tell me that this poor little worm gave his life for nothing. Maybe I’ll give it another few minutes,” he said to himself. “For this little char to come to its senses and join me for dinner.” He leaned over the edge of his little, 14-foot aluminum island with oars, looking at his distorted reflection, talking to the inhabitants of the lake, “I know you’re down there, you little shits. Veni. Vidi. Vicit. I came. I saw. You conquered. Te vincere, mother fuckers. You win.”

After another half hour of being totally ignored by the trouty band of piscine renegades, he rowed back to shore, packed up his stuff, and began the 20-minute walk home down a dirt road he used as a shortcut back from the lake. Michael was a tall, good-looking guy who never cared about or used his looks to get ahead. He never saw himself that way. If it helped, he was OK with that, but he was more interested in people taking him seriously for his ideas, his heart, and his tenacious attitude. His “What ifs” were quickly becoming “So what’s.” He was smart, and now he was still pissed all day at having been rejected by a trout. It had been a long day. Dusk was falling, and so were Michael’s eyelids as he sat at his computer, struggling to find the words that usually came to him so easily. He was stuck. His hunger and journalistic passion, which needed to be fed, never subsided even though he had recently joined the ranks of the unemployed. 

He was sorely mistaken, thinking that ideas would flow like sap from the trees. He moved out of Arlington, Virginia, after a disastrous job with a newspaper in DC fell apart, along with a relationship he thought would last forever. He discovered that his tendencies toward vice could not be neglected, and the harder he tried, the more brooding the substance abuse gods became, and punished him for trying. His penchant for cocaine found him relying on it more and more throughout the day. It seemed to bolster his sense of self-worth while at the same time disguising his self-loathing. His work and his life were falling apart, yet he failed to recognize or accept responsibility for any of it. He saw himself as some kind of romantic hero rejecting established norms and conventions and, having been rejected by society, found himself at the center of his own existence, looking out at a world he had no control over, so who could blame him? The big lie he continued to tell himself and his friends, what few he had, was “It’s amazing how quickly one’s life can change.” He enjoyed saying he was never any good at following orders anyway, and always had a stubborn side to his personality. He guessed that it was what got him fired. In the news business, they call it being reassigned. As far as his personal relationship had gone, he wasn’t sure what caused it to sink. He had some ideas why but was too devastated to explore it. He was hoping that he could bury himself in his work and it would blow over, but the wound never healed. Something deep inside of him was broken, and he needed it to heal. His best friend and colleague Tom Swearingen warned him, “Quit poking it, Michael. Just leave it alone. I know you’re determined to find out why, but if you keep knocking on the devil’s door, don’t be surprised if one day he answers it. You might not like what he has to say.”

The Missing Airline

Michael had recently returned from Malaysia where he’d been researching an airline flight that disappeared. It was labeled an accident. His insatiable curiosity led him through the back alleys and musty back rooms of an idea he just couldn’t shake off. The more he dug, the brighter his interest grew, galvanizing a sense of stoic endeavor in him. An international passenger flight disappeared while flying from Kuala Lumpur to its destination in Beijing. He felt that the lives of those one hundred and seventy-eight souls who disappeared would leave a void that might never be filled. That wasn’t the unusual part. Planes don’t exactly go missing every day. He thought it strange, however, that the owners of the airline had shorted all of their stock in the airline several months before the plane’s disappearance. “They planned it all,” he thought. “Those sons of bitches planned it all.”

Neither the plane nor its passengers were ever recovered. He surmised that the disappearance was not a tragic accident, as reported, but rather a well-conceived plan to make millions for a handful of individuals. He thought it unusual that no one ever brought this up at any point in the months-long investigation. If he could expose them, his story would be a hedge against those poor souls’ extinction. He had been pushing his theory aggressively when the publisher called him into his office and insisted that he drop the investigation entirely. He ended up getting into an argument that eventually got him fired. Marsh Jordan, the publisher, said to him, “If you want to pursue this line of reasoning, then go write a book about it, but this newspaper will never publish a word of it.” 

No matter how hard he pushed, Jordan was never able to give him a good reason for their decision. He knew that there was a gun leveled at his head, but he also knew where his boss’s buttons were, so when he threw that at him, Jordan lost it. Michael asked him why he was allowing outside influences to dictate the content of a story. He knew the moment he said it that he had just walked into a lion’s den with one hundred pounds of raw meat strapped to his back.

“Jurist. What the fuck! Who the hell do you think you are to question this paper, or me, for that matter?” Sometimes you just need to suck it up, and do what’s best for the greater good son, and not just what’s best for yourself. Can you even come close to grasping that concept? Every fucking assignment you’re involved with ends up pissing off too many people, and now you’re desperately close to doing it again. You’ve got some talent, but it’s not worth sacrificing this newspaper over. Do you know what your problem is, Michael?”

“No.”

“You won’t play the game. This is a zero-sum game. When I need a pound of flesh, I let others get theirs, so it won’t interfere with what I need, and getting mine. Do you think I didn’t know that the airline incident was no accident? Of course, I knew! There’s a certain amount of ink that must be laid down, and then after it blows over and the ink has faded, we all go have dinner.” Michael barked, “It’s not a game to me. I don’t want to be a part of that. I don’t want to be the best second baseman standing on the thirty-yard line.”

Jordan continued, “That’s your choice, but remember, these are bottom-line issues that go further up the line than your office or even mine. When the powers that be say, it’s going to stop, then it stops. Get it? When they say don’t touch it, we don’t touch it. Real freedom of the press has been gone for a long time, Michael. You can’t win every fight, so you need to pick the ones you can win. The world has a very short attention span with an even shorter memory. All the shit in the world on Tuesday is forgotten by Thursday, and replaced with new shit. The formula for success in this business can be written on a napkin...shit happens, get over it. I have a responsibility greater than you can imagine. The well-being of this company and everyone who works for it is mine. I have two very expensive ex-wives, three children to care for, and one very large mortgage. I’m not risking it all because some snot-nosed reporter has a bug up his ass. The ship has sailed on this, and you’re either on it, or you’re not.”

Michael was shocked. He had touched a nerve when his ever-present pride jumped up. He couldn’t just leave it alone. No. Not him. He jumped at this opportunity to test his boss’s will. “If I can’t do the job I was hired to do, then there’s no reason for me to be here, is there? You’re right. I do have a choice.” Unfortunately, Jordan agreed, and there he was, out of work, broke and disgusted with himself, back home licking his wounds. 

Michael was unprepared for the cold future that awaited him. Losing the job he was born for. Strike one. Losing the girl he loved. Strike two. Not knowing why, she didn’t want him anymore. Strike three. You’re out. He had no idea, not a clue, how someone could go from total loving to total nothing and do it so nonchalantly. She broke his heart into a thousand pieces, and when she was through, she broke those pieces into a thousand more, then gathered up the remains, and blew them away like so much dust in the wind. Now, tonight, he was lonely, but he knew that it was only a stage that would pass, and burying himself in his writing was his salvation. 

He was still driven by desire and ambition with an unsatisfied hunger deep inside. That ambition might devour his soul like a silkworm devours a Mulberry leaf, but he knew he had to try. Despite the chaos in his life, Michael knew he was being drawn toward something completely outside his control, and it excited him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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Going Home

––––––––
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Still reeling from the breakup, Michael decided to reevaluate his future from the safety of his parents’ home in the quiet little village of Freedom, New Hampshire. Freedom was exactly what he needed to decompress. It’s the kind of place that allows a person to recuperate; to breathe easily, surrounded by strong people with strong values. It’s a private place filled with private people embracing memories going all the way back to 1831, when it was first settled. 

Freedom

Everyone watched out for each other and made sure that the experience of life or new ideas didn’t infect their cherished community. Two-hundred-year-old oak trees lined the streets like great, wooden sentinels standing guard along the bastions of a castle. Their wisdom was reflected in their sheer size and strength, and the capricious nature of their leaves who waved at you when you passed by knowing you’d never be able to solve their wood-grained mysteries. For those who lived here, weather was important, and wind was the auger of storms. It lived in Freedom and hid in the treetops. On certain hot and sultry days when everything was standing perfectly still, a simple sliver of that wind would escape and breezily wander through the village, caressing a few, and ignoring the rest. Freedom was a place of great beauty and peace, like a church, and like when he was in a church, he was always cautious not to speak too loudly. It’s as if those trees could hear his thoughts. He would walk under them and converse. “Can you hear me, tree? “

“Yes. We can hear you, Michael,” sighed the trees. 

“OK. So, what am I thinking about now?”

“It’s not that easy, Michael. We don’t just give away our secrets so easily. Just know that your thoughts are all here with us. You need to get ready, my friend, and not concern yourself with us.” Michael looked up at the huge trees and felt so small. “Ready for what? What do you mean?” he asked. “Be strong, Michael. Be agile, and above all, be brave, and then be on your way. We’ll be here tomorrow, and many tomorrows. You can always come back and listen to us if you wish. Just know that we can hear you.”  He loved to walk in the early evening hours, listening to the whisper of the neighborhood with its dog's distant barking, and the smells of early dinner preparation sliding past the butter yellow and glistening white houses with their celery green shutters hiding among the warm grey shadows of the trees with their matching metal, great pitched roofs jutting out of their groomed, forested surroundings. The streets meandered, and his walks followed casually rather than being dictated. After his walks, he would sit by his parent’s open fireplace in the evening, staring mindlessly into the flames, basking in the warmth. Michael was always trying to figure out how to attend to the fire without leaving the comfort of the easy chair parked directly in front of it. 

“OK, logs. Here’s the plan. I point at you, wiggle my finger, and you magically float into the fireplace, joining your brothers in a beautiful display of flames and fire in the perfect position.”  

On rainy nights, he took great comfort in listening to the sound of the raindrops running across the tall, pitched roof like an army of squirrels. Low-key as it was, Freedom was populated with people who were anything but who had retired from major companies, corporations, and organizations, including the NSA and CIA. It’s a place of great secrets and great power. It’s hard to describe, but he could feel it. An energy that permeated the place resonated at a much higher frequency than other places. An army of well-educated, silver-haired, former A-listers walking around in their LL Bean outfits. He got the feeling that everyone knew something that no one else knew and was keeping it a secret. People had come from the corporate side of the world, retired in Freedom, and were pursuing their passions. It was the perfect place to heal and realign his priorities. Fortunately, because his parents had been in Freedom for a while and were part of the community, he felt accepted. Otherwise, he knew, being the private society it was, gaining entry would be difficult if not impossible. His mother mentioned to him that should he ever decide to come down from his room again, it might be a good idea to volunteer a couple of hours a week at the General Store. “It would be a great way to meet, and get to know the folks who live here.” He told her he would consider it even though he was in no mood to get to know anyone just yet. Especially if it involved small talk.

The Gallery

Some days, he would stroll down to the little art gallery located in the middle of the village directly across from the general store, and next to the church with its tall, spindly, white, Currier & Ives steeple, which rang its bell every Sunday morning at 10 AM sharp. The gallery made him feel grounded to something more eternal that his life had been missing. 

“Good morning.”

“Good morning,” the owner would say pleasantly.

The gallery was owned by one of the more charming residents of the village, who had converted her 19th century barn into the gallery. Finished in knotty pine, the gallery sat adjacent to the house across a sprawling lawn with a very old oak tree parked directly in the middle. The house, barn, and oak tree were cousins growing old together gracefully like the owner herself. Both the house and the barn stood majestically, dressed in white with dark blue shutters, and splashes of green shrubs surrounded with multicolored flowers, which the owner liked to paint. Her name was Mrs. Fathergill. Lauren Preston Fathergill from the Pennsylvania Fathergill’s. She had attended all the best schools, and was quick to remind people of it. She was a retired professor of history and literature. 

Her passion was reading. She and Michael spent hours discussing everything from Eastern philosophy to the most recent finding of the Mars rover, and the creation of the Universe. They would dart from topic to topic, like children playing tag. She had studied Yoga in India and taught it in her yard under the great oak tree to some of the other ladies in the village. She was an advocate of meditation and loved to hike around the beautiful landscapes surrounding Freedom in the White Mountains. When she decided to start painting herself, she opened her studio on the upper floor of the barn and converted the lower floor into a bright, cheerful space available to local artists to exhibit their work.

“How are you, Michael?”

“Pretty good.”

“How’s the writing coming along?” she would always ask.

“Some days are better than others. It’s coming around.”

She would always smile her little half-smile, and say, “Be patient, Michael. Just put your head down and keep going.” It was good for him to have someone he could relate to. Especially as a writer. She had a little Springer Spaniel named Harry. He was getting on in years and didn’t like too many people, but for some reason, he liked Michael. Mrs. Fathergill found it astonishing. 

“He even barks differently when you come in,” she would say.

“He probably recognizes my smell from when I used to be a dog.”

Harry didn’t move around too much. He would stand up, do a couple of circles, and then settle back into his familiar repose. At sixteen he had earned the right. Michael would bring small treats for him, and thought he was a loving, living, breathing little soul with a great heart, and deserved to be spoiled.

“Maybe that’s why Harry likes you so much?”

“Why’s that?” 

“He thinks you have food in your pocket.”

“If you don’t mind, I prefer my version of the story of two kindred spirits reuniting.”

She would just smile, and then go about her business. She liked to have freshly baked, homemade cookies sitting out for customers, and friends who stopped by. Today’s temptation of choice was raisin oatmeal, which made it tough to have only one. She often asked him if he’d like to take some home. 

“Well...OK. If you don’t mind?” 

“Not at all. I made a batch. I have a lot more in my freezer.”

These were more than just cookies. They were small, delicious nuggets of brilliance. Conversation starters for people trying to appreciate what they were looking at hanging on the walls. Even though most of the paintings were traditional New Hampshire school landscapes, there were always a few people who stood back squinting quizzically, trying to figure out where this piece might have been painted, or in the case of some of the more expressionistic paintings, soaking in the lush quality of oil on canvas or beautifully executed water-colored roses. As she approached a visitor to the gallery, a welcoming smile was her shield, and a cookie her spear. 

Let battle commence. “You know, this artist’s name is Sarah Silverstone. She’s the fourth generation great, great, great-granddaughter of Colonel Jeremiah Silverstone of the 1st New Hampshire Union Army. That small hill with the charming red house you’re looking at in her painting was where Ulysses S. Grant, and President Lincoln met before heading back to Washington DC at the start of the Civil War. They were here collaborating on recruitments.”

“Fascinating.” 

“Yes. In fact, all of her paintings have historical significance. Collectors have been on to her for some time now.”

“That’s good then.”

“Yes, indeed. Very good.  Her work has been gaining momentum and getting more valuable every year and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future.” 

Pointing to a spot on another one of the paintings, she said, 

“You know, Sarah was born in that house.” Getting a little closer to the painting, squinting their eyes to see it in more detail, the inevitable question always arrived, “Does she still live there?”

“She does. She comes in from time to time to chat. You just missed her. She only lives a short distance from here. Her family has been living in this area for many years. As a matter of fact, New Hampshire men in her family contributed greatly to the Union forces during the Civil War. Almost every man from Freedom went off to fight.”

“Were there a lot?”

“I would say so. Believe it or not, in total, there were eight hundred thirty-six officers, and over thirty-one thousand enlisted men from New Hampshire during the Civil War. Grant and Lincoln formed the 1st New Hampshire Infantry Regiment at that house I pointed out and filled its ranks within two weeks of a call for 70,000 men. Initially, not less than 2,000 men from this area volunteered to fight for the Union. More would follow. They gathered at Camp Union, the Fair Grounds of the Merrimac Agricultural Society on the east side of the Merrimack River, which happens to be in Concord. You probably drove right through it on your way here. Sarah’s written several books on the subject. 

I happen to have some for sale if you’d be interested?”

“Not at the moment, but perhaps when we return.”

As Mrs. Fathergill guided the new patrons toward an annex room, she said, “Sarah has some wonderful paintings of the areas where her family lived during the Civil War. They’re right over here. Let me show you.” This smaller annex room was an extension of the main gallery, and had been devoted to landscapes from the late 1860s. There, prominently displayed on all the walls, were ten of Sarah’s Silverstone’s oil paintings. Four of them were large, thick impasto landscapes measuring 64 by 40 inches. They were all framed in 4-inch plaster and wood, gold-leafed frames. The rest were smaller, more intimate paintings of Franconia Notch, and Mount Washington. Michael enjoyed watching her smooth, unimposing style of helping customers realize they can’t live without something they didn’t even know existed half an hour ago.  Just as a new customer came in, he gathered up his baggie filled with her cookies, quietly slipped out the door, and headed for home. It was getting late. Not wanting to interrupt her, he extended a quick, over-the-shoulder smile, and a small wave goodbye as he exited the gallery.

Patience

As he started walking home, he knew something about himself was changing somehow, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. His journey had become something else entirely. It was beginning to feel like one of the mountain climbs he had undertaken. Slow and methodical. Difficult at times and somehow dangerous. Instead of rocks and ice, this time, he was moving perilously across a kind of literary landscape one syllable at a time, dealing with the stuff life threw at him as his guide. He was learning to be patient. Normally, his blood ran much hotter, which he knew he needed to avoid. Patience was never his better virtue. Being in a hurry always got him in trouble. He had to acquire something polo players called garra. His friend Adolfo would always boast that “The best polo was played by men with hot blood and cool heads. Men who enjoyed the risk and danger associated with the sport, and never lost their cool. Men with garra.” 

Thunderous herds of men, and animals breathlessly clamoring down an open pitch to catch and strike the hardened heart of a palm ball, sending it flying ahead toward an open goal in perfect rhythm with the horses while other corybantic men with mallets flailing attempt to stop them with every ounce of their courage. Men and horses united as Pegasus-like Centaur creatures with flames shooting from their eyes and spit from their nostrils in pursuit of one perfect shot at goal. It was a wonder to behold, and Michael loved it. 

“If I could just write like they play,” he would say.

Those instincts were burning hotter and hotter every day. Whatever was headed, his way was coming with fervent and frenzied energy. He knew that it was why he was here and needed to be ready for it.  

“Don’t miss the shot Michael,” he kept repeating to himself. “When it comes to you, don’t miss the shot.” Nearing his parents’ home at the end of his walk, and nibbling on one of the cookies he had, he remembered a story Mrs. Fathergill told him on one of his earlier visits about writing. 

“I have a few more years than you do Michael, but I know you’ll be fine.” He said, “You say that with such conviction.”

“No really,” she replied. “It’s true. Let me share a story with you. Many years ago, before I moved to Freedom, I was teaching at the University of Massachusetts. I bought a Jasmine plant for my office. I was told it would bloom, and the fragrance would fill the air. I had the plant for about three months, and every day I looked at it, and wondered why weren’t there any flowers or fragrances yet. Needless to say, I wasn’t very happy thinking I had purchased a dud, so I gave it to one of my coworkers.” 

“A couple of weeks after I had given my plant away, my coworker called, and asked me to stop by her office. When I walked in, the fragrance from the jasmine overwhelmed my senses. I was hypnotized, and more than a little pissed. I was so impatient for my mind to bloom that I gave it away out of frustration. Had I been more patient, my office would have the same, wonderful scent as hers. Writing is like that Jasmine plant, Michael. After you’ve been entrusted with it, you need to be patient, and let things happen in their own time. It will be revealed in due course. I have learned that when you have something in your life that you want to write about, you can’t rush it. You must be patient enough to wait for the fragrance of good writing like the Jasmine to bloom. Persistent, but patient. Do the research and write every day, and above all, never give up.”
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CHAPTER 3
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Transition

––––––––
[image: ]


Later that evening, as Michael sat staring at his computer screen, reviewing the previous day’s intrigues, and waiting for inspiration to overwhelm him, the phone rang. He answered to the sound of his good friend Tom’s voice. “Michael! How the hell are you?” 

“Tommy. Glad you called. You’re just what the doctor ordered. I’m pretty good, I guess. Just waiting for the bells and whistles to go off.”

“Give it some time. You’re too close to it right now. It’ll all make sense soon. What else are you up to? Are you working out or anything?”

“There are no weight rooms up here. I’ve been doing a lot of walking instead. Remember Tom. I came up here hoping that it might inspire me to finally write.”

“Having any luck?” asked Tom.

“No. That’s the problem. I’m stuck in some kind of wordless vortex.” 

“It will come,” he said.

“I think you’re right. I can't quite put my finger on it, but I know there’s something out there waiting for me. I can feel it crawling up my back like a four-legged premonition. I really need a victory of some kind.”

“Michael, believe me. There will always be days like this. Short of a paycheck every couple of weeks, you're not missing anything here at all. I go through the shit every day. We go through the motions; go through the system. You know the system, don’t you, Michael? It’s the one that got you fired.  I'm up to my ass in it every day trying to figure out left from right, north from south. Hell, even east from west some days striving to get ahead, and just don't seem to be getting anywhere. It’s as though I'm treading water, yet I do it because it became a habit. I'm surrounded by people I care for in a business that can be interesting, and challenging some days. Even if I make it interesting, I'm still not doing anything myself either except treading the same water you did. Maybe you're the one who's better off for it where you are.”

“You think?”

“Absolutely. You’ll be fine. Just give it some time. Look where you are. You’re in a place that heralds kings and princes. Just think of yourself as royalty in exile while you’re there. You’re under enough pressure without worrying about things you have no control over. Incidentally, how is it up there in the hinterlands? Run across any Sasquatch yet?”

“Well, now that you mention it...I did run into one at the supermarket the other day standing in the check-out line. It was frightening.” 

“I’m glad to see you haven’t completely lost your sense of humor.” 

“What do you do all day?”

“I get up, brush my teeth, have a cup of tea, then sit down to write. After a few minutes, I get fidgety, and want to go for a walk.”

“That’s just avoidance. It will pass.”

“I sure hope it passes before I do.”

“How about you? What’s happening with you? How’s your lovely, better half?”

“She’s fine. As busy as ever, of course. I’m just waiting for something big to break on my trek up Pulitzer Mountain. Nothing has changed at work. Same old stuff. Brand new day with predictably boring politicians, leaking second-hand, unverified information, as usual. We just got home from dinner. We both had a craving for Dim Sum, so we popped down to Luchow. I thought of you immediately, and just wanted to say hello before I crashed. I’ve got to get in early to work. Something’s going on. I’ll check in with you again. OK?”

“That sounds great. I’ll keep you posted on my journey. Thanks for the call. My best to Elizabeth. Good night.” 

The phone clicked off, and Michael sat for a long time, caught in the reverie of his conversation. As he waited, a storm started. It was gentle at first, with light rain, a light wind, and lightning flashing on the horizon, followed by the crack of thunder minutes later, but by midnight, the wind and rain were hitting the windows like hailstones. Feeling listless, Michael trundled off to bed. It was a lawn chair slamming into the barbecue that woke him up. He opened his eyes, propped himself up on his elbows as the whole room lit up as bright as day, then fell back into darkness just as suddenly.

“God, how I hate thunderstorms,” he thought.

As a boy, they scared the hell out of him. This one passed directly overhead and shook the windows. It lingered a while. Several more thunderous cracks came from directly above the house. Michael thought to himself, “Damn. The gods are looking for me. They know I’m here, and they’re right outside.”  The only thing Michael hated more than the thunderstorms were the Coyotes. Sometimes, late at night, he could hear their mournful, banshee cries echoing through the dark, cutting the silence like a knife. 

Hello Mrs. Logan

The night passed, but not quickly enough. Michael woke up early after a fitful half-sleep, and just laid there looking out his window at the quiet crystal blue sky and morning sunlit shadows. He stood up, and stretched his arms high over his head, reaching his hands as high as he could, touching the wood beams that loomed above him. 

After performing his usual morning routine of brushing his teeth, shaving and a quick shower he dressed quickly and walked down the long hallway which led to the stairs. He skipped down to the kitchen to fix himself a cup of tea and poked around for a few minutes then made himself a piece of toast while the tea was steeping. He fumbled around in the refrigerator looking for the strawberry jam he was sure was there and was deliberately hiding from him. When he was finished with both the tea and the toast challenge, he wandered into the adjoining dining room to find his mother sitting with her dear friend and neighbor Maryanne Logan. 

Mrs. Logan was a lovely woman who exuded an air of effervescence and good nature. Still dressed in their yoga outfits, the ladies sat quietly, sipping a cup of tea and chatting away. Looking at her, Michael noted that she was moving into this phase of her life, hanging on tightly to her youth. It was easy to see that she had always been a good-looking woman who had lived a full and prosperous life and taken good care of herself. Her husband, John had recently passed away, and she was spending more and more time with his mother. Michael had gotten to know John and Maryanne during his trips home over the last several years. They considered him a good friend, which pleased John a lot and took him under his wing like a son. He was a jazz aficionado and had a wonderful collection of classic 78s of the jazz world’s great musicians. Michael had only heard about his collection but had never seen it. He was something of a jazz fanatic himself and had spent countless hours listening to his local jazz radio station WJAZ, in Baltimore and attending any and all club performances by jazz performers. The concerts were fairly sparse, so he didn’t want to miss any opportunity he had to attend and see them perform in person. He would spend as much time as he could talking with John about great jazz musicians and what John called, the hidden language of jazz and certain musicians’ ability to create pathways of knowledge through their music. Maryanne referred to the music as acoustic knowledge. Michael was sure that Maryanne knew as much about the collection as John did. She was the one who coined it acoustic knowledge. She was more covert about her involvement with the collection than John was. 

Because of her strict physical regimen of yoga and Pilates, the years had smiled back on her. Her cat-like, steely blue eyes were penetrating, and she never looked away when talking with anyone, and there was wisdom and strength peeking out from those eyes. Michael’s mother had mentioned to him one day that Maryanne Logan was a very religious woman. She believes in the power of faith and in her Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. She was the mother of four and grandmother of twelve. Her family stayed very close and lovingly looked after her. She always referred to them as her angels, and would do anything for them. When they succeeded, she would praise them, and when they failed, she would protect them, and try to lift them up.” Michael’s mother once told him that, Maryanne had always been a believer in the healing and protective power of God and his angels and that she would always tell her husband before he left on one of his missions, “Remember that angels are always around you, beside you and within you. They’re always watching over you when times are good or bad. Their wings gently wrap around you, whispering that you’re loved, and blessed, and not to be afraid.” 

She grew up well-connected, and was proud of the fact that her family and the Kennedy clan were old friends from Massachusetts. She was the youngest of five, with one older sister and three older brothers, the oldest of whom attended Harvard with John Kennedy. Her admiration for him superseded the stories handed down about his mischievous and philandering ways, and always kept him within an embrace as a friend to her brother, as well as to her family and herself as a trusted, confidant. It was well known that she covered for her brother, and Kennedy when they were in trouble, and she was instrumental in finishing some term papers on his behalf as well. She was a little sister to him. He loved her unconditionally, and would do anything to protect her and keep her out of harm’s way. Maryanne’s husband always encouraged Michael to talk to Maryanne. He would say, “She’s wicked smart. Tell her about what you’re doing. Let her read some of your work. She could prove to be quite valuable.”  

“You don’t think she would mind?”

“Not at all. Let me let you in on a little secret. Maryanne had been one of those girls who excelled at whatever she did. She was a member of the skull crew and gymnastics team at Harvard. She was accustomed to hard work, and long nights of study and training, and she maintained a very high GPA despite the temptations that surrounded her. This bode well and ensured her of a place in the Pantheon of trusted Kennedy allies in the future.”

“No kidding,” Michael exclaimed.

“Her skills were fully recognized, and finely honed during her years working at the NSA. Her focus was one of the qualities she possessed that shot her up the ranks, and was the primary reason I insisted on working with her.” 

Upon seeing her sitting with his mother, Michael said to Maryanne, 

“Hello, Mrs. Logan. How have you been?”

Maryanne replied, “Pretty good. Staying busy. Spending more time with the horses, and at the gym with the help of your mother. It’s been a little strange adjusting to John not being around.” 

“I’ll bet. He was a good man. He’ll be sorely missed.”

“Thank you.”

“You must have been reading my mind.”

“How’s that?”

“I was just thinking about one of the last conversations we had. He was going on about the differences between hieroglyphics and symbolism. He was especially animated.”

“He did that a lot. With me especially. In his last few months, he was spending a lot of time in his studio listening to his music. Something about the correlation between the music and the message. How a letter, or a character, or even a musical note can be manipulated and weaponized.”

“Weaponized?”

“Yes. Weaponized. Words and music as weapons. 

Michael smiled, and said, “What do you suppose he meant?”

Maryanne responded, “John said to me one day, it's how, and why words are uttered that matter, far beyond their literal meaning. If they’re even words at all. They become weapons for both linguistic and psychological reasons.”

She walked over to the piano and picked up a photo of the two of them taken in the Turks and Caicos Islands. “You know Michael, John never shared his thoughts with anyone except me. I’m glad you two had a chance to spend some time together before he passed. Can you believe it’s been almost two years already?” 

“No. I’m just sorry I couldn’t have spent more time visiting with you after his funeral, but I needed to get back to work. Things were moving fast and happened so quickly. John died, I lost my job, and then I lost my girlfriend. This is the first chance I’ve had since then to sit and think about everything.” 

Maryanne turned to Michael, and said, “I’m glad you made it home. That’s all that matters.” She then asked, “Your mother tells me you’ve been doing some writing. How’s that going?”

“OK. Thanks for asking. But you know how it gets sometimes. It can be a bit of a struggle some days. Writing isn’t easy. We’ll have to wait and see who wins.”

Just then, Michael’s mother said, “Look what Maryanne brought over.” There, in the center of the dining room table, was a platter full of freshly baked, chocolate chip cookies.

“Have one,” Maryanne said.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Taking a bite, he turned to her, and said, “These are wonderful. I can taste the cinnamon, which happens to be my favorite secret ingredient.” He smiled a devilish smile, and said, “How did you know?” 

Maryanne quickly threw a glance at his mother, who just sat quietly, smiling like the Cheshire cat from Alice and Wonderland. After sitting and chatting for a while about everything from the ebb and flow of the tides to the Milky Way, Michael decided it was time to get to work. “You must forgive me, but I’m already having a little problem staying focused on my writing; if I have any more of these little gems, I’ll never get anything done. Two more, and it’ll be all over for the day.” He stood up and excused himself, wiggling his fingers in a typing motion. 

“If you don’t mind, I’m being summoned. I need to get to work. It’s really good to see you.”

As he turned to leave, Mrs. Logan shifted her bright, blue-eyed gaze upon him with a sparkle that diffused everyone whom it fell upon and said,

“Don’t forget. You have an open invitation to stop by and check out John’s music collection whenever you like.”

“I won’t forget, thanks. I’ll be sure to call. Right now, I’m entrenched with my decompression, if you know what I mean?”

“I completely understand.”

As he was walking away, Michael abruptly stopped in his tracks, turned to Maryanne, and said, “What the heck? How about tomorrow? Would that be OK?”

“That’s fine, Michael. Stop by any time after ten. I’ll be home from the gym by then.”
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US Navy Security Group. June 1944
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Maryanne Logan worked alongside her husband John, as a communications analyst on some of the most covert assignments imaginable. The Navy maintained the network called USN Security Group which worked with all branches of the armed services throughout the world, and preferred to ship people around from post to post depending on the situation for security reasons rather than depend on couriers who might be compromised. 

They referred to them as emissaries, which was a complete misnomer. They were spies. Calling them emissaries made it easier for the God damned senators to talk about. Assholes. Cowards, all of them. The talkers, and leakers were bountiful.

At parties, sometimes Maryanne would say, “Pop a couple of martinis into one of those fools at a cocktail party, and he would inevitably end up spilling his guts about top secret information. Bragging about their involvement with issues they had absolutely nothing to do with to make themselves look more important. The enemy had spies everywhere. They were masters of infiltration.” 

The top brass decided that it would be better to have their people communicate truly top-secret information in person, and provide false information at the cocktail parties both overseas and in DC. Her skills in this arena were top-drawer, and put to the test in a variety of international locations including one of the main communications, command, and control centers, Villa Vittoria in Italy.

Villa Vittoria Lake Como

Villa Vittoria has long been one of the most important clandestine facilities in the world, and a bastion of strength for the United States. The original Villa was built in 1562 and burned down. Some suspect it was burned by rival family factions. It was restored some years later, in 1585, to its original splendor by a lord of Milan by the name of Visconti as a retreat. It was then passed down to other family members, including his children, their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. During the second half of the nineteenth century, its mulberry garden was used for raising silkworms to produce precious silk used in creating the unique fabrics that made the Como area so famous worldwide. The villa was later purchased, and used as a summer holiday home by a noble Milanese family.

John first discovered the Villa during the war, where it had been used by Mussolini as a field headquarters. After landing in Sicily and fighting its way north to support the Allied movement, the Army liberated it, and it became one of the many communications command and control centers they kept under secure wraps due to its strategic location. It was used because of its commanding view of the Lake, and proximity to the surrounding hills, which functioned as observation posts. The newly developed, and very secret Ultra High Frequency towers were also strategically positioned throughout the surrounding hilltops making it possible to identify everything that took off, and landed within a thousand-mile radius. Since then, the Villa has been owned, and used by the United States for international communications exclusively. 

President Kennedy used it as one of his sequestered locations for high-end meetings with international heads of state. Because of its physical security, it was the only place he met with Khrushchev. Many top-secret agreements between the two men were conceived, written, and agreed to at the Villa. Regardless of the perception of tension between the two men fed to the world via the press, they were friends looking out for each other. They made sure the security of the world was their number one priority, even though they acted like two cats fighting over a fish. At the Villa, long before the world knew about it, Kennedy and Khrushchev privately set in motion the Vienna Summit, whereby both men desired to negotiate on issues relating to disarmament, as well as an East-West German peace treaty, and other questions that could bring about an easing and improvement of the entire international situation. They conspired together regarding the Berlin solution, and whether or not the U.S. would allow the USSR to sign a separate peace treaty with Berlin. They worked out the Laos situation, knowing that a proxy war there would drive both countries further into an arms-race, which neither man wanted. Those meetings led to Cuba, and ultimately to a private brokered deal called Garbo, which Kennedy wanted badly.  

On behalf of the NSA, and the American government, John Logan spent an astonishing one point three billion dollars to refit the entire facility, which included an archival vault located fifteen floors underground housing seven hundred and fifty high-end, custom servers. 

The technology housed in this best-kept secret was unsurpassed, and rivaled anything in the world. The frosting was, but it was the cake that made it great. Maryanne and John fell in love here and would later be married here. Her love for the Villa was as eternal, and lasting as Como was deep. The whisper of gardenias mixing with the subtle scent of hibiscus surrounded her, and captured her heart, never letting it go. She and John considered it their home in Italy. They’ve been coming back for years, and found it to be a wonderful place to work and being collectors of rare and beautiful things with great histories, fell in love with it. 

John always said he thought, “This was the place God came to get away from it all.”

“It feels like He’s here with us right now,” she said. Taking her hand in his hand, John gently whispered, “The world can be harsh. Sometimes cruel. Should we ever get separated for any reason, let’s keep this place, this room with this view of this garden as our place. Our secret place. Promise me that you’ll always find a way to meet me back here, secure in the knowledge that I’ll be waiting for you.” They’d been coming back for years to celebrate their anniversary. Maryanne was particularly fond of their favorite slate floored room, which was decorated with gauzy white drapes, neutral stone, and creamy-grey colors. It looked out over the pool, terrace, and mulberry garden, while inside, she had a Moroccan-style mini spa for perfect pampering. It inspired her. Dressed in the soft, pastel silk of spring against her sunburned skin, and feeling the urgency to paint one evening, while at the Villa but not having any supplies handy, she asked an attaché to bring her some Scotch tape. She seized upon a notepad that was next to the telephone in the room to make a canvas, and then used her eye makeup, lipstick, and rouge to capture the last wisps of the Lake Como sunset from her balcony. It was a spectacular mini-Renoir painting, and now hangs in a hand-carved wood and plaster gold frame, under glass in the hallway of her home.

The Mighty Mo

Despite their beautiful home, both Maryanne and John had an aversion to being landlocked. They were avid sailors, and red, white, and blue patriots taking to the open waters of the New Hampshire area whenever they could. Their small 27-foot Catalina was kept at the ready at the Ossipee Marina. Standing tall at the entrance to their home with a 20-foot tall, polished, lacquered white flagpole with a gold eagle finial in the front yard of their house where the American flag could be seen waving. At the start of WWII, John had done his service in the Navy as a Lieutenant and was then commissioned as Lieutenant Commander on one of the most storied American warships ever constructed, the USS Missouri. They were always invited to Navy receptions and celebrations of his service. After the Missouri arrived at Apra Harbor in Guam, she became the flagship of Admiral William Halsey of the US Navy 3rd Fleet. Few men besides John could lay claim to having fought in several of the major American engagements of the 20th Century and took part in WWII, including the turning point battles at Iwo Jima, and Okinawa. 

Maryanne talked about her beloved husband John, with Michael’s mother at length. She was proud to say, “John was in attendance at the surrender ceremony of the Empire of Japan at Tokyo Bay to conclude WWII aboard the Mighty Mo. He got so excited for these things. I swear he thought he was still that young Lieutenant on the Missouri. He lit up like a light bulb.”

The Surrender

As a tribute to the men and women of the USS Missouri at the signing of the Japanese surrender, John and Maryanne always flew the combination of the Bravo and Zulu nautical signal flags, Bravo Zulu, meaning “well done” about actions, operations, and performance on their flag pole every September 2nd, the day of the signing of the unconditional surrender. Maryanne let it slip one day to Michael’s mother that John had “Commandeered the two Signal Flags that were the actual flags which flew over the USS Missouri that famous day of the Japanese surrender.”

Bravo Zulu

She told Michael’s mother that, “Of all of John’s possessions, he loved those Bravo Zulu flags the most. They were his prized possessions. As a Lieutenant during the war, and long after the war, he promised himself and all of the friends he lost during the war that he would continue with the tradition of raising those flags on his flagpole on their behalf,” and Maryanne vowed to keep it going even after he passed.
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The Collection

Michael woke up early the next savoring the beauty of the sun streaming through his window. After a quick phone call to Maryanne to let her know, he was on his way over, he had his usual two cups of tea with toast and a long, slow snort of cocaine, then scampered out to his sturdy Jeep Grand Cherokee Laredo, and drove off about 11 o’clock. Michael was excited. This day had been coming for a long time, and he couldn’t wait to see and hear the collection. He had been aware of John’s proclivity towards jazz for several years. It started one fall afternoon while Michael was home visiting his family four years ago, and had arranged to go fishing with John at a lake which ran along the back acreage near the southern end of their property, Lake Winnisquam. 

While both men shared a love of fishing, it was John who really knew the history of this area and all of the cherished fishing holes it secreted, and that Lake Winnisquam was home to many species of fish, including rainbow trout, lake trout, landlocked salmon, and whitefish. The warm water species included small, and largemouth bass, northern pike, bluegill, and yellow perch. John Logan and Michael grew very close that summer and Michael was remembering all of it now. Tying flies, and fly fishing topped the list of great memories. It’s what people did here on cool, sultry, autumn days.

Michael recalled every moment as though it had taken place yesterday. As they walked to the lake, John started talking about Charles Mingus, Charlie Parker, and Miles Davis and the power of music as a form of communication. Michael was awestruck at the depth of John’s knowledge, and didn’t give it much thought until later when he thought to himself, “I wonder why John has made such an effort to know this, and then share it with me in such detail?” 

He was always impressed with the ease with which John, like so many great storytellers, had moving from topic to topic, stringing them all together, and never losing a beat. At around twelve o’clock noon, still glowing from his memories of John Logan, Michael arrived at Maryanne’s house. It was a large place, and made quite an impression when you drove up. It sat on seventeen acres of land atop a ridge surrounded by, and overlooking verdant green forests with three hundred- and sixty-degree views of Mount Washington to the north.

The Logan Home

There were two pastures and a paddock just to the west of the main house, and open land sweeping down a large, flat swatch of land to the south.  It was a white, sprawling two story-house with celadon green shutters and a matching green roof built in 1832. There were two small outbuildings, as well as a barn and several stables. The stables were magnificently finished in mahogany with brick-lined floors for their horses to live in style and comfort. Each stable had its own window and lower front gates, allowing the horses to look over and commune with their neighbors. There were beautiful, large-format, glass-mounted photographs of great racing finishes, dressage, jumping, and Tennessee Walker moments hanging on the walls across from the stables. Perhaps just to keep them company or possibly to inspire them about the tasks that lie ahead. 

The Logan Stables

During the remodeling, John had the loft space above the barn converted into a “mother-in-law” for his collectables, including his 78 RPM, vinyl, and jazz record collection. Michael had only heard about it though, and was looking forward to seeing it for the first time. As he approached the door, he felt a little sorry for Maryanne, who now had to live in this enormous house with just her dog. He rang the doorbell, and she answered. “Come in Michael, come in. Make yourself at home.” She ushered him into the living room. “I was just making tea. Would you care for some?”

“Yes. Thank you. That would be great.” 

“What kind would you like?”

“Earl Grey with milk and sugar if you have it.”

He settled into the living room and made himself right at home as Mrs. Logan headed off to the kitchen. The room was warm and inviting. The kind of room one can get lost in with a good book on a winter’s eve. Fireplace roaring. The furniture was all white, and deep cushioned Haitian cotton
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