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"Patriotism is the last refuge of a scoundrel."

Samuel Johnson, 1775

On describing those who hide their greed behind a veil of patriotic fervor.

(Boswell's Life of Johnson)
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IRAQ, 1991

––––––––
[image: ]


X-RAY ONE, THIS IS X-RAY. Say again."

The radio crackled as the military police lieutenant fingered the mike. "X-ray, X-ray One. I say again. We have a wounded American civilian. Repeat, a wounded American civilian. We need a dust off."

"Roger, X-ray One. Is this a journalist?"

"Negative, X-ray. His papers ID him as an American engineer named Robert Stanning." The officer spelled the name phonetically.

"Was he one of Saddam's guestages?"

X-ray referred to a number of foreigners Iraq's dictator, Saddam Hussein, had taken hostage, hoping to stave off an international military response to his invasion of Iraq's neighbor, Kuwait. Hussein denied the captives were hostages. He called them "guests," and the news media combined the two descriptions into the term "guestages."

"Now how the hell would I know that?" the lieutenant said to the driver of the Humvee.

The driver, a young black MP in desert fatigues smiled and shook his head. "Rear echelon mental giants," he said.

"I have no idea, X-ray. He's unconscious. We found him in an Iraqi field hospital near Basra. The Eye-racks just said he was wounded during one of our bombing attacks. He needs a dust off—quick. Over."

"Roger, X-ray One. What's your position?"

The lieutenant studied a field map and sighed. Pinpointing their position in the Iraqi desert would be much easier if they were issued the kind of GPS satellite receivers the Special Forces units had, but regular army units didn't rate them yet. After a few moments, the officer transmitted the estimated coordinates.

"Roger, X-ray One. Standby."

The MP lieutenant listened to the RT crackle some more, tossed the mike onto the dashboard, then picked it up again. "X-ray Two, X-ray One. You there, Alvarez?" 

The RT crackled with a voice from the Bradley fighting vehicle following the lieutenant's own Humvee. "Roger, lieutenant."

"How's our passenger?"

"Still unconscious, lieutenant." After a pause, Alvarez added. "He don't look good."

"X-ray One, X-ray."

The officer thumbed the push-to-talk button. "X-ray One."

"The dust offs are stranded. The juice goose hasn't caught up yet. The closest they can get to you is LZ Zebra. You're going to have to hotfoot it to them. Over."

"Roger, X-ray." The lieutenant picked up the map again, folded it over and found Landing Zone Zebra penciled in. "I have the coordinates, X-ray. We're en route. X-ray One out."

The lieutenant settled back in the Humvee's front passenger seat. "We're moving forward so fast, the logistics tail can't keep up. The choppers don't have enough fuel up forward to fly out to us. We have to go to them."

"Someone ought to tell those Eye-racks to put up more of a fight." The driver shook his head and clucked.

The officer grimaced. "Funny, Mitchell. Funny as a Scud. Let's go."

The lieutenant peered into the darkness outside the Humvee. Night in the Iraqi desert was an odd experience of total isolation amid massive congestion. The sky was as black as oil. In fact, it virtually was oil, with thick swirling black clouds of smoke thrown up by Kuwait's burning oil fields hiding the heavens. Behind the Humvee, the lightless Bradley melted into the darkness, only its engine noise revealing its presence. In the distance behind them, was the sound of cannon fire.

They drove on, guided only by the feel of the road.

The first spasms of diarrhea began to cramp the officer's intestinal track. "Damn. God damn it to hell."

"Lieutenant?"

"I've got the damn trots again, Mitchell. Pull up before I shit in my pants."

The Humvee slowed to a stop. "I told you not to eat that street food back in Saudi."

"Shut up, Mitchell." The lieutenant opened the Humvee's door and climbed out. "Radio the Bradley to slow down. We don't want them to ram into us in this dark." The lieutenant disappeared into the shadows.

"Roger that."

☼

In the dark, Alvarez could just make out the dim outline of the Humvee. He pulled the Bradley up alongside. Behind him, in the cargo bay, a voice hollered, "Lieutenant better not take too long. I don't think this guy's gonna last."

"Vaccaro, when you gotta go, you gotta go," Alvarez said. "Know what I mean?"

In the Humvee, Mitchell was just as anxious. With the lieutenant gone, he suddenly felt terribly isolated. He opened the door on his side and stepped out. Looking around, his hand automatically groped for his M-16 rifle.

"Mitch." The radio crackled with Alvarez's voice. "Is the lieutenant back yet?"

Mitchell reached down into the cab and picked up the mike. "That's a negative."

"I don't feel too good sitting out here like this," Alvarez said. "I got hair on my neck bristling."

Neither Mitchell nor Alvarez heard the muffled motors of the Cobra attack helicopters. A flash of light caught Mitchell's eye, then he saw the long yellow streak of a missile. "INCOMING!" he screamed into the mike. The missile slammed into the Humvee before he could say any more. The blast of its armor-piercing warhead tore the top of the vehicle off, and left the vehicle lying on its side, burning.

Even before the Humvee settled from the blast, a second missile slammed into the Bradley. Its warhead burned into the Bradley's armor with a jet of molten metal and exploded, turning the fighting vehicle into a cauldron of flaming death.

The gunships screamed over the carnage they had wreaked. The pilot of the lead ship looked out his window at the two burning vehicles. In the light of the flames, he recognized the familiar shape of the Bradley and the glint of an inverted "V" on its side, the recognition symbol for the Coalition Forces. The pilot felt his insides go empty. 

"Oh, shit," was all he could say.
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San Diego, California

1993

IT WAS PURE COINCIDENCE I happened to be in the P.R. director's office when Jack Sweeney went off the roof top and ended his sorry little existence ten floors below. The director, David Brooks, was already nervous talking to me about another company death. His demeanor was professional, his speech cool and reserved. His hands didn't even sweat much. Yet his eyes flitted skittishly around the room as we talked, never once landing on mine. 

Brooks' professional demeanor became as fidgety as his eye movements when an assistant burst into his office and shouted: "Jack Sweeney just jumped off the roof!"

"What?" Brooks' chair flew backward and he was on his feet doing a little pirouette. He rushed to the window and looked down, saw nothing, and rushed to another window outside his private office. I followed a few leisurely seconds later.

An office full of rubberneckers crowded around the huge, tinted windows, their heads craned downward. Brooks turned and looked at me. His suit coat was buttoned, but his tie had escaped its confines. His hands were sweating badly, and he rubbed them absently against the fine pinstripe of this suit. His eyes finally focused on me, staring like a frightened animal.

"We, ah, seem to have had a terrible tragedy here," he said.

"Jack Sweeney jumped off the roof," I said. Brooks nodded. I'd done my homework on Consolidated Electronics and knew who Jack Sweeney was. "He's your director of development, isn't he?" A second clicked by and I corrected myself. "Was."

Brooks nodded. "He's been very, ah, depressed since his son was killed in Desert Storm. Very depressed, poor man." Brooks looked back at the window, then at me. "I suppose you'll want to call someone. Your office. Your newspaper, or, rather, your magazine, wasn't it? But, please, no photographs. For the family, you know."

Time was I would have rushed out of the building and pushed my way through police cordons to see the body and take its picture and damn the family sensitivities. However, I hadn't worked for a newspaper in years, and it had been nearly a year since I left my wire service office in Mexico City and moved back to San Diego to freelance. I could have rushed to my car for my camera and taken some photographs to sell to the local broadsheets. I could have used the money. But I wasn't up to that stuff anymore.

I shook my head. "That's not what I came to talk to you about, Mr. Brooks. Perhaps I should come back at another time, when things calm down."

The P.R. director looked relieved. "Certainly, Mr. Brandt. Certainly. Anytime." He started showing me out the door, then paused. "And thank you."

He turned and went into his office. The last glimpse I had of David Brooks, he was talking on the phone.

☼

It had been a week since Tom Collier called me into to his office at San Diego Life and told me about his old girlfriend. I knew Tom from my days covering the area for my wire service, before I headed south. He was executive editor of the magazine, a short rotund man with a cherubic face anchored by a bushy moustache and topped by hair as thick and as wild as his moustache. By his own admission, Tom was a lousy editor. He preferred leaving the word work to the magazine's other staffers. Still, Tom knew everyone in town, and if San Diego had a pulse, Tom's stubby little finger was on it. 

"I've got this old girlfriend, Pete," Tom said. "She's kind of in trouble. I told her I'd help her out."

"We're into playing Don Quixote these days?" I asked.

Tom shook his head. "No, nothing like that. This is a legit story. She'd like to see some press coverage of it, and I told her I'd see to it."

I raised my eyebrows but said nothing.

"See, she's got this lawsuit against the government and ConEl." 

Tom dug through the papers on his desk until he found a stapled bundle about a fourth of an inch thick, and handed it to me. It was a complaint filed in U.S. District Court against the U.S. Marine Corps and Consolidated Electronics. I started skimming the pages, but Tom stopped me. 

"Just let me brief you first," he said. "This old girlfriend, her name's Susan, Susan Stanning . . ."

"The plaintiff."

"Yeah. Sue's husband was killed in one of those 'friendly fire' incidents in the Gulf War and—"

"He was GI?"

"No, a civilian," Tom answered. "An engineer with ConEl." I started to ask another question, but Tom raised a hand. "That's it. Just bear with me. This guy was found by some army unit in an Iraqi medical station near . . ." Tom waved his hand trying to catch the name, then gave up. "Anyway, near some camel-rider city there in Iraq. He'd been wounded by our bombing, and this army unit was taking him to one of our hospitals or something when a Marine helicopter blew them up thinking they were Iraqis."

"What was her husband doing there? I thought Hussein released all of the civilian hostages before the fighting started."

"He wasn't a hostage."

This time I let him continue without interruption.

"That's why Sue's suing ConEl. She wants to know why her husband was in Iraq instead of Germany where he told her he would be. She wants to know why this Marine whirlybird suddenly appeared out of nowhere and blew up the army guys taking him back to safety."

"What has ConEl told her? Or the government?"

"Not a damn thing, Pete. Not a damn thing. ConEl said they didn't know why he was in Iraq. Denied knowing anything about it. They said Sue's husband wasn't even working for them at the time. And the government just says it was a terrible accident and to forget about it. Get on with her life."

"So she filed a lawsuit?"

"Right. And now the government and ConEl are trying to suppress the suit. They're saying she can't sue the government or ConEl—ConEl because it was acting as an agent of the government during the war."

"An agent of the government?"

"We have no idea what that means. There's more. The government pleaded for a gag order on this whole case, and got it. That's why Sue came to me. She hopes if the press gets wind of this thing, it might force the government to own up."

"Your girlfriend's already in violation of the gag order." I waved the complaint.

"She has no idea where that came from, nor do I. Know what I mean?"

"Just appeared in the mail, no return address, right?" I suggested.

Tom smiled. "An anonymous tip."

"There's one problem, Tom," I said. "A story like this could take weeks to develop. I can't afford to spend that much time on a story for the rates you pay."

I expected Tom to be miffed, or at least hurt. Instead, he grinned like the Cheshire Cat.

"I have a special fund I keep in reserve for special stories. I can give you three grand for the piece, plus reasonable expenses. And you have only three weeks to get it in."

"You're taking quite a chance," I said. "Must be quite a lady."

"She was the love of my life," Tom said gravely.

"Every woman you know is the love of your life," I said.

"Okay, put it this way," he answered, grinning. "She's single again."
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I READ THE COMPLAINT SITTING in my doctor's lobby. It charged ConEl, the Marine Corps, the army, Defense Department, and the U.S. government in general with virtually every cause of action Susan Stanning's attorney could think of, from breach of contract to negligence. Yet what I read did little to add to what Tom Collier told me.

Robert Stanning was 47 years old, an electronics engineer born in Bonn, Germany, but naturalized in the U.S. when he was 35. He was employed by ConEl for ten years, most recently holding the position of field representative. That position kept him traveling much of the time. In early December 1990, Stanning told his wife he had to fly to Germany on business. He expected to be back in time for Christmas. A week before Christmas, he called and said he wouldn't be home until after New Year's. On New Year's Day, he called his wife one last time, saying he should be home within a week. 

For the next six weeks, Susan Stanning heard nothing from or about her husband. Calls to ConEl only heightened her fear when she was told Stanning hadn't worked for the company for at least a year. Calls to the State Department and the American Embassy in Germany provided no relief; according to German records, Stanning never entered the country. The next time she heard about Robert Stanning, it was in a cable from the State Department saying he had died in an Iraqi hospital near Basra of wounds apparently inflicted by Allied bombing. 

No doubt that came as a shock to the widow Stanning, but not as much as what came next. Stanning's body arrived in a closed coffin. Susan Stanning demanded a medical examiner autopsy her husband's body to determine his cause of death, only to discover his body was burned beyond recognition and shredded by shrapnel. 

The final shock came when Stanning's few surviving personal effects arrived with an army graves registration form listing the cause of death as "fratricide," or friendly fire. The form also listed a date and a location that didn't quite jibe with what the State Department claimed. 

The complaint alleged Stanning had been to Iraq on business for ConEl several times over the past few years. That he was found in Iraq by army troops indicated he was there again on business for the company, the suit concluded. 

I put the complaint down and rubbed my eyes. I thought it unlikely Stanning was back in Iraq on business; most foreign companies started pulling their people out of the country after Saddam Hussein marched into Kuwait. Those who remained became the dictator's "guests." Thousands of foreign nationals, among them American, British, and French engineers who had helped build Baghdad's massive war machine, were held hostage for weeks. All were eventually released, and Stanning was not among them. So why was he in Basra? 

A nurse interrupted my thinking and led me into an examination room to await the doctor. The smell of antiseptic was strong and the room's white walls looked too sterile. The doctor was a short blond man with sun-bleached hair who looked too young to have already completed medical school and a residency. But he had been treating my headaches for months now, and I had to admit they were getting better. 

He checked my blood pressure, my eyes, and my reflexes, then probed the scar that ran from my nose through the right eyebrow. The scar was placed there a few years earlier by the rifles of Salvadoran soldiers who didn't like me taking their photograph while they butchered a young peasant woman and her baby. 

"Does it still hurt to the touch?" he asked. 

"Not really," I said. "It still throbs when I get a headache, though." 

He grunted and checked my file. "Is the medicine helping?" 

I nodded. "And it doesn't make me sick like the codeine the Mexican doctors gave me." 

"I should think not," the young doctor said. "You still smoking?" 

"Quit." 

"Drinking?" 

"Cut back." 

"Good. What about sleeping?" 

I shook my head. "I'm still having nightmares." 

The doctor closed my file and looked at me. "I'm sorry," he said. "That's something I can't really help you with. I'm sure they'll go away with time. Have you thought about seeing a therapist?"

☼

The doctor's receptionist wrote out the name and number of a psychiatrist on a referral card, which I stuck in my wallet and left there. I had other things on my mind than to share my ghosts with a stranger. I was driving an old Mustang then, and I turned it toward downtown and headed for the Federal Building. 

The closest place I found to park was in a pay lot four blocks from the Fed Building. It took 15 minutes to walk through the city traffic to the massive black office structure straddling two blocks along Broadway in the heart of Centre City. Remnants of yellow ribbons hung dismally from lampposts along Broadway, reminders of the homecoming parade the city held months before for veterans of the Persian Gulf War.

It was warm for a winter day and I felt sweat trickle down my sides. I took my sports jacket off and slowed my pace, marveling at how my blood had thickened since coming back north. 

A federal security officer at the entrance waved a metal detector at me before motioning me inside. The clerk's office for the U.S. District Court was down a long corridor on the ground floor. I wanted to check the court files for the Stanning lawsuit. Even with a gag order, a case file usually contained papers not covered by the order, papers that could lead to places or persons, or simply other pieces of paper. 

I had the case number from the complaint, but out of habit I checked the microfiche index, found the case listed, and wrote down the number on a request slip. A cherubic Latina clerk with large dark eyes and an infectious smile took it and returned minutes later, her smile less infectious. 

"Kind of thin, isn't it?" she said. 

Thin it was. Inside was a single sheet of paper, a case status form indicating all documents connected with the case were sealed by order of the court. The sheet didn't even mention the names of the plaintiff or the defendants. 

"This is all there was?" The clerk nodded. "There's no other folder?" She shook her head. 

"Kind of strange, huh?" 

"Yeah," I said, handing the folder back. "Kind of strange." 

I stood at a bank of elevators, leaning on the button and mulling over just how strange it really was. The elevator ride to the top floor offices of the U.S. Attorney was slow and suffocating, with lawyers and defendants crowding into the car at each landing. I shoved my business card through a hole in the bulletproof glass and told the receptionist I needed to talk to her public information officer. The receptionist took the card, smiled tightly and picked up the phone. The glossy red polish on her nails caught the light, but nothing like the rock that flashed on her ring finger. 

She hung up the phone and smiled at me again. "Mr. Aiken will be with you shortly." 

"Thank you. That's a gorgeous engagement ring. When's the happy day?" 

"Isn't it?" She beamed as she held the diamond closer to the glass for me to see. "The wedding's next week. This is my last day here." She giggled, then admired the ring herself. 

"Leaving?" 

"Why not? My fiancé's a defense attorney. With his income, we don't need mine." 

The receptionist smiled proudly. Now it was my turn to smile tightly. 

"Shortly" turned into a fifteen-minute wait. Aiken shoved through the heavy security door like a defensive lineman which—judging by his girth—he probably was in college. He straightened the collar on his pinstripe jacket, offered me a thick hand, and introduced himself.

"George Aiken, special prosecutor and part-time PIO. What can I do for you Mr.—" He glanced at my card in his left hand. "Mr. Brandt?" 

I told him I was doing a story on ConEl and understood a suit was naming them and the U.S. government as defendants. I told him I found the suit in the court clerk's index, but the folder was empty, the file sealed by the court. "I was just interested in knowing if there was anything at all you could tell me about the suit," I concluded. 

Aiken's mouth tugged at the corners. "I know nothing about it," he said. "You got the case number? I can look it up, maybe find you someone who knows what it's about. But if it's sealed, we won't be able to tell you much." 

"I understand." I copied the number onto a blank page in my notebook and tore the page out, handing it to Aiken before he disappeared behind the heavy security door. 

It was another fifteen minutes before Aiken returned. His face was tight and red, and sweat beaded above his collar. His jaw muscles flexed nervously. 

"I sorry, Mr. Brandt, but you must be mistaken," he said. "There's no such case."

"That can't be," I said. "I just saw the case folder." 

"We have no record of such a lawsuit filed against the United States government. I personally checked with the clerk's office downstairs and they said no such case exists. Are you certain this is the case number?" 

I compared the number I gave him with the one in my notebook. "That's the number." 

"Well, like I said then, you must be mistaken." 

Before I could stammer out a protest, Aiken disappeared behind the security door. I glanced at the receptionist, but she was busy showing her ring to another woman in her cubicle. 

I rode the elevator down to the first floor and hurried to the clerk's office. I checked each of the microfiche cardholders, but the card with the Stanning case number was gone in every one. I filled out another request slip and handed it to the same Latina clerk. 

"You again?" she said smiling. "Isn't this the same number?" 

"Yeah," I answered, trying hard to keep my voice civil. "I just wanted to take another look at that empty file." 

The clerk shrugged and disappeared behind the file racks. Five minutes later, I was still standing at the counter, growing more impatient. A balding man in a three-piece pinstripe and wingtips strode up to the counter and handed me my request slip. 

"I'm sorry, sir, but there is no case with this number,' he said. He had the bearing and manner of a schoolmaster. 

"What the hell do you mean there's no such case?" I slapped the request slip down in front of him. "I was looking at the case file here just half an hour ago." 

The man pinched his nose, drew an impatient breath, then looked at me as if he were addressing a naughty child. "I'm sorry, sir, there is no such case. Perhaps you would like to check the index again?" 

"The damn microfiche with that case number was taken away. It was here half an hour ago, too." 

The schoolmaster shook his head, lips pursed. "I simply don't know what you mean, sir."
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I STOOD OUTSIDE THE GOVERNMENT building breathing hard and deep to control my anger. I reached into my pocket for a cigarette, and remembered the pack was no longer there. That only made me madder.

The anger on my face as I marched back to my car was so apparent even the panhandlers didn't look my way. Obviously, the USA's office was stonewalling me. But why? What was it about the Stanning suit that would make the government deny its very existence? 

Wheeling out of the paid lot, I wended my way through downtown's one-way streets until I caught the I-5 and headed north. It was late afternoon, and the low sun glinted off the jets taking off from Lindbergh Field and, a little beyond, off the placid waters of Mission Bay. Twenty minutes later, I parked in one of the lots at the university in La Jolla, tossed a press permit on the dash, and walked across campus to the library.

It was winter, but you couldn't tell that by the way the students dressed. Young women strolled the walkways in shorts and blouses, cradling their books close to their chests. A blonde in stretchy bicycle shorts and a halter-top glided by on a ten-speed, her hair flowing behind her. Something screeched behind me. I turned and watched a youth with a scraggly beard and baggy shorts and T-shirt do a 360 on a skateboard before banking to his left and scooting past me. 

The university library was a model of experimental architecture. It crouched on a grassy campus knoll like an alien spacecraft, a whitewashed jumble of cantilevered right angles. I'd been using its facilities since the public library downtown had become a day care center for the city's homeless. Inside, undergrads crowded around the computer terminals and I had to wait for one to open up. I used the time to make a call to David Needles, Susan Stanning's attorney.

Needles' receptionist was polite but succinct. Mr. Needles was in conference and couldn't be disturbed. 

"Furthermore," she continued, "Mr. Needles knows nothing about a Stanning case."

I let that settle into my brain before replying.

"I know he filed a lawsuit complaint for Mrs. Susan Stanning charging the Marine Corps and the U.S. government with negligence in the death of her husband, Robert," I said. 

The receptionist's voice sounded strained as she answered. "Mr. Needles knows nothing about such a lawsuit, sir."

I knew a stall when I heard one. I also knew there was nothing I could do about it just then. I thanked the receptionist, left my name and number, and told her I hoped Mr. Needles would reconsider.

A terminal finally opened up. I sat down, drew out my long reporter's notebook and logged into the newspaper database.

There were plenty of stories about ConEl in the local rag. The defense contractor was the city's largest employer. Rather, it had been the city's largest employer. Massive cuts in defense spending since the end of the Cold War and, later, the Gulf War had left ConEl with too few contracts to maintain its huge work force. Senior management maneuvered to save their jobs while sacrificing the blue-collar rank-and-file in droves to the bottom line. 

The company itself was about to get pink-slipped, too. General Technologies, ConEl's troubled parent company, was being slowly dismembered by its CEO, Thomas T. Hess. Operation Desert Storm provided only temporary relief from the post-Cold War defense drawdown. Thousands of workers were laid off at GT holdings around the country, including ConEl, and unprofitable subsidiaries auctioned off to the highest bidder. With its defense contracts dwindling, rumors flew that ConEl was on the auction block, too. Hess, meanwhile, had given himself a $1.6 million bonus on top of his $2.4 million salary.

Not a bad job, I told myself.

I took it all down in my notebook for background and went further back in the newspaper archives. After another 15 minutes, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I looked up into the pinched face of a coed librarian who looked to be working hard on old-maidenhood.

"Your thirty minutes are up, sir."

I gathered my notes, sat a nearby table and went over them as I waited for a second chance on the terminal.

The 1980s were the defense industry's heyday. Calling them democracy's first line of defense, Ronald Reagan threw money at what his predecessor, Dwight Eisenhower, called the "military industrial complex" like a drunken sailor throwing tips at a stripper. The defense industries responded like sharks to the smell of blood. It was an age of greed and shoddy workmanship, and more than one airman, sailor, or soldier paid the ultimate price in the name of corporate avarice.

GT and ConEl weren't alone in the feeding frenzy, but they were among the largest mouths in the hungry school. Both companies had a long litany of charges pressed against them, from egregious over-billing to criminal fraud. Yet the government continued doing business with them. ConEl's biggest wrist slap was a $500,000 fine for providing the Navy with substandard and untested parts for one of its weapons systems. The company paid the fine, then passed the cost on to the government as a miscellaneous expense. No one noticed until a whistle-blower revealed the fraud years later.

Another terminal opened up and I searched the newspaper database for stories about Gulf War friendly fire incidents. The list of stories the computer found was too long to read in one sitting. The speed of the allied advance and the expanse of the battlefield caused widespread confusion among the Coalition Forces. Friendly fire was epidemic. The allies painted inverted Vs on their vehicles for easier recognition, but it did little to clear what Clausewitz called "the fog of war." I knew that fog well. Down south and in the Gulf, I'd seen firefights where no one was sure whom they were fighting, or if they were fighting anyone at all. 

It took five minutes of refining my search before I came up with a list of stories I was able to handle. Out of those, there was one story about an incident matching the events related by the Stanning suit. It told me little more than the complaint did.

Six months earlier, a local radio talk show aired a discussion about friendly fire incidents. The host received a call from a man calling himself Paul, who said he was a Marine Corps chopper pilot. Paul's voice cracked with emotion as he described leading a flight of two Cobra gunships in an attack on what they thought were two Iraqi military vehicles. It was only after the attack he realized they were American vehicles. Later, Paul was told three army MPs died in the attack.

The radio station and the local newspapers tried to confirm Paul's story without luck. As far as the Marines and the Pentagon were concerned, Paul was just a drunk with an overactive imagination.

"Sir, your time is almost up."

I glanced up from my notebook into the pinched face of the librarian. I grinned and held up a finger. "Just one more thing, then I'm out of here." 

She pursed her lips and nodded gravely, then walked away. I typed in the name of Susan Stanning's attorney. What I found out about Mr. Needles made me purse my lips. I scribbled some more notes, closed my notebook and headed out. On the way, I winked at the librarian. She did not wink back.
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BEFORE LEAVING THE UNIVERSITY, I dropped more coins into a pay phone and dialed David Needles again. The receptionist was cooler this time. When she spoke, she pronounced each word as if she thought English was a poor second language to me.

"I told you," she said, "Mr. Needles cannot talk to you about the Stanning case. Mr. Needles cannot even admit there is a Stanning case. He is under court order, sir. Do you understand?"

"Yes, I do," I replied in the same slow, precise manner. "And thank you, miss, for confirming the existence of the case."

"What? But I . . .You don't—"

I interrupted her stammering to leave my name and number again, then hung up. I looked up ConEl's main number in the phone book, and dropped more coins into the phone.

It took a couple of minutes for ConEl's operator to patch me through to the corporate public relations office. I identified myself to David Brooks and told him I was doing a story for San Diego Life on how local defense firms were coping with the Pentagon's spending cuts. Some might call that lying. In my business, we call it pretext.

Brooks' response was magnanimous.

"Great," he said. "Come on down, I'll personally give you the fifty-cent tour. It used to be the dollar tour, but with all the cutbacks we had to cut that, too!" Brooks laughed loudly at his joke.

I asked to come by the next day.

"Fine!" Brooks said. He gave me
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