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Praise for Circle William

"Bill Harlow has written a remarkable novel
about international intrigue and policy making at the highest
levels of our government. If you can't work in the White House,
this is the next best thing."

--Brent Scowcroft, former National Security
Adviser

"Bill Harlow has captured the essence of
almost every personality type the White House and Navy have to
offer with the uncanny authenticity of a man who knows both
institutions intimately. True Washington insiders will recognize
every character in Circle William. And he put them to great use in
a first rate tale of high seas adventure and high White House
intrigue."

--Marlin Fitzwater, former White House Press
Secretary

"This is a terrific and unusual book. It
offers two things often missing in such novels...military
experience and a sense of humor."

--Tom Ricks, author of "Making the Corps"

"Circle William is a page turner - a riveting
tale of suspense, a realistic glimpse of political personalities
managing crises and most of all it is a fun read."

--Sean O'Keefe, former Secretary of the
Navy

"Harlow has the Navy right, the press right,
the White House right. I love this book. It's a terrific read --
all done with great seriousness while capturing the humor in the
personalities who reside in some of the places of power or
semi-power."

--Bob Woodward, co-author of "All the
President's Men," assistant managing editor of The Washington Post,
and former Navy lieutenant

"Circle William is a winner. It is
fast-paced, full of suspense and above all authentic. I couldn't
put it down."

--Nathan Miller, author of "War at Sea: A
Naval History of World War II"

"Bill Harlow captures the traditional "Iron
men and Wooden ships" with the "CAN DO" spirit of the United States
Navy in a realistic politico/action thriller in Circle William. It
makes those that have served proud of the "Blue and Gold."

--Richard Marcinko, author of "The Rogue
Warrior"
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"Circle William: The designation for access
and ventilation fittings on board the ship which are only closed
when the ship expects chemical, biological or radioactive attack.
These vents and fans throughout the ship are designated with a
black ‘W’ contained within a circle. When an attack may be
imminent, the Captain will direct the crew to immediately close
vents and immobilize fans marked with the Circle William to prevent
the spread of toxins, fire and smoke.”

Source: USS WINSTON CHURCHILL (DDG-81) Damage
Control Manual."


Chapter One

The captain prepared to jump overboard.

The destroyer USS Winston Churchill drifted
slowly south on the warm Mediterranean Sea. Her captain, Commander
Bill Schmidt, had ordered the engines stopped an hour earlier and
announced a swim call, a very rare occurrence on most ships, but a
regular event on Churchill. During swim call, a ship would drift
lazily and routine work would come to a halt. It was an impromptu
beach party, minus the beach.

As Schmidt turned to head back to the
fantail, he saw his second-in-command, Churchill’s Executive
Officer, coming onto the bridge. Lieutenant Commander Thomas Oliver
Ellsworth III looked preoccupied and slightly nervous, as usual.
“XO, I’m going to go back aft and jump in. Everything taken care of
for the swim call?”

Schmidt saw his XO grimace for a moment. “Yes
sir, we’ve got the shafts locked, a boat in the water, cargo nets
up on the sides, and a rifleman standing by in case of sharks. I’ve
also got the Master at Arms bringing up some blankets for the steel
beach . . .” He looked balefully at his commanding officer.

Bill Schmidt was, in every respect, a typical
naval officer. He was of average height, and average weight. He
bore no unusual scars under his mop of sandy hair. Schmidt had an
easy smile which often bordered on a smirk, and rock solid
self-confidence, which sometimes got him in trouble. “What about
the DJ, Tom? Did you set up the big speaker system?”

The XO shuddered slightly. “Sir, do you
really want to get into the music today? We can’t just drift all
afternoon if we’re going to make Toulon on time tomorrow morning.”
“We can if we go real fast, XO. Get the DJ up. And throw out a
couple of cases of that non-alcoholic beer and the sodas we picked
up in Rota.”

Another darn picnic, thought the XO.
Ellsworth was the kind of officer who never swore, even to
himself.

What a dipshit, thought Schmidt. “Relax, XO.
It’ll be fine,” said the Churchill’s captain as he walked away,
shaking his head. He said those precise words to his XO at least a
dozen times each day. Schmidt was beginning to doubt if Ellsworth,
the son of a retired three-star Admiral and a card-carrying member
of America’s informal naval aristocracy, had the makings of a
destroyer captain. Or at least the kind of destroyer captain Bill
Schmidt wanted to sail with. During his career Schmidt had run
across dozens of similar flag officer progeny. With rare exception,
the navy juniors displayed an expectation of privilege and
promotion. Their attitude, he thought, would have been more
appropriate for the Royal Naval at the end of the 19th century than
the U.S. Navy at the beginning of the 21st.

Schmidt’s trip aft was interrupted by the
blare of the ship’s announcing system, known as the “1 MC.”
“Commanding Officer, please dial 1002.”

Schmidt’s call to the bridge was answered by
Ensign Marshall Madison, a newly commissioned and very
inexperienced Junior Officer of the Deck. “Captain, there’s an
unidentified submarine on the surface heading straight toward us at
over 20 knots. We’ve tried calling her on bridge-to-bridge but she
doesn’t answer.” Unless they were emitting some sort of electronic
signals, the identity of approaching submarines at sea was nearly
impossible to discern.

“Unidentified? What’s her CPA?”

“CPA?” There was a long pause. Schmidt
guessed that Madison was trying figure out why his commanding
officer wanted to know the name of the submarine’s accountant.

“Marshall, please put the Officer of the Deck
on the phone.” Schmidt heard the crisp voice of Lieutenant Debbie
Smith, Churchill’s Antisubmarine Warfare Officer and one of his
best bridge watch standers. “Officer of the Deck, sir.”

“What is the CPA, Debbie?” Schmidt quickly
asked again.

“ The submarine’s closest point of approach
is . . . let me recheck on the radar . . . CBDR,”

Constant Bearing Decreasing Range. Collision
course. Christ, thought Schmidt, here I am with both shafts locked,
about half the crew in the water, an XO trying to set up a disco on
the fantail, and a submarine bearing down on me.

Perfect.

At six feet tall, Debbie Smith was a full two
inches taller than her commanding officer. She moved about the
bridge briskly, with an athleticism that had served her well in her
days as a volleyball player in college.

“Looks like the submarine is picking up
speed, sir. CPA is dead on the bow. I’m trying to get the crew back
aboard.”

“Break out some flares, and have the
signalmen flash her continuously. We need to know a nationality.
I’m on my way up.”

When Schmidt stepped into the pilot house,
the Boatswain’s mate gave the traditional call, “Captain’s on the
bridge.” Schmidt got a quick update from the OOD and walked
straight to the radio.

“Surfaced submarine, this is United States
Naval destroyer Winston Churchill, channel 16, over.”

Silence. The submarine’s sail was clearly
visible cutting through the water, perhaps four miles away. There
was a big wake behind them. Man, they are clipping, thought
Schmidt, and coming right for me.

“Submarine, Submarine, dead ahead on my bow,
this is U.S. naval destroyer Winston Churchill, channel 13. Request
you alter course immediately. I am dead in the water and cannot
maneuver. Request you alter course.”

Nothing. Schmidt tried channels 16, 13, and
12. The sub was closing fast. Inside of three miles. The more alert
members of Churchill’s crew were starting to climb the cargo nets
to get up the side of the destroyer. Eric Clapton’s “Layla” was
blasting out of the fantail speakers.

Ellsworth, who had been standing and
fidgeting next to the captain throughout the radio calls, began
imagining how a collision with a submarine would end his career. I
can’t believe I’m steaming around the Med with this idiot cowboy
CO, he thought. If my Dad knew how many swim calls we’ve had in the
last month, he’d roll over in his crypt at the Naval Academy
cemetery.

Schmidt was getting slightly nervous. Who is
this bozo? he wondered. The Russians hadn’t been deploying to the
Med much in recent years. The Syrians and the Israelis didn’t
venture this far east. Maybe the Libyans had finally figured out
how to operate those Kilo class subs they bought from the Soviets a
decade ago.

Schmidt turned to the quartermaster. “Sound
six blasts on the ship’s whistle.”

The few crewmembers who heard the horn blasts
over the music began scrambling on board in earnest. The Master at
Arms, Chief Petty Officer John Browner, tried to get the attention
of the rest of the crew with a whistle he always carried around his
neck like a badge of office. Unfortunately, he was largely drowned
out by Peter Gabriel’s “Sledgehammer.”

Back on the bridge, a crackle on the
radio.... static ...a burst of white noise, then “Churchill, this
is American submarine. Is your Charlie Oscar available?”

No shit I’m available, thought Schmidt as he
grabbed the radio. In the phonetic alphabet Charlie Oscar, the
letters “C” and “O,” indicated Commanding Officer. U.S. submarines
rarely identified themselves on open circuits, even when everyone
knew who they were. Secrecy carried to idiotic lengths, thought
Schmidt. But he had to play the sub’s game.

“Submarine on my bow, this is Churchill
Charlie Oscar. I am conducting hydrographic investigation in this
area and have my shafts locked and divers in the water. Request you
maintain at least a two mile clearance from me, over.”

The bridge team exchanged glances and smiles.
Several didn’t know exactly what “hydrographic investigation” was,
but they knew Churchill wasn’t doing it.

Static. A buzzing sound. The submarine slowed
perceptibly, her range about four thousand yards. Her bow slowly
swept away from Churchill and pointed west. Someone on the
submarine’s sail was waving his ball cap.

“Churchill, this is American submarine
Charlie Oscar. Bill, this is Chet Hollomaker, and trust me, I don’t
need a periscope to see you’re doing swim call. Hydrographic
investigation. Right. You haven’t changed since Annapolis.”

At the sound of his Naval Academy classmate’s
voice, Bill Schmidt grinned. He’d heard that Hollomaker had
recently taken command of the Los Angeles class submarine Hartford.
He looked around the bridge. Everyone was now smiling except
Ellsworth.

Hollomaker and Schmidt had been in the same
company when they were midshipmen at the Naval Academy. As a
result, they’d spent a lot of time together during those trying
four years. They had become friends, as close friends as two young
men with completely different interests and personalities could
be.

Hollomaker could have been pegged as a future
submariner from his first day as a plebe. A physics major, he spent
most of his very limited free time in his room pouring over text
books.

“The Lucky Bag,” the Academy’s yearbook,
listed the chess club, computer club and the cross country team as
his only extracurricular activities. Schmidt, on the other hand,
was rarely seen with his nose in a text book. A liberal arts major
at Annapolis, he told classmates that he saw studying as a sign of
weakness. The Arts and Sciences are based on common sense, he said,
and if you have a knack for them, you shouldn’t need to study. The
Lucky Bag listed a dozen organizations of which he was a member,
including, in his senior year, the “Irish Cultural Society.”
Despite the fact that he had no Irish blood, Schmidt thought
joining the group was a good idea, if for no other reason than to
enjoy their parties.

Hydrographic investigation, thought the XO.
The man has no shame.

“Hart... err American submarine, this is
Churchill, roger, Bill. Slow down at little, will you? You looked
like Victory at Sea powering down on me like that, and you scared
the hell out of my crew, over.”

“Churchill this is American submarine, they
don’t look too scared to me. I can hear the music from here. Just
thought we’d do a slow fly by and motor on. We’re headed to
Marseilles for some French Navy Day thing. Have a safe day,
classmate. I think we’re in an exercise together in the eastern Med
in July, over.”

“American submarine, this is Churchill.
Roger, Chet, looking forward to it. You can come down my port side
at a couple of thousand yards if you want. We’ll be in Toulon while
you’re in Marseilles—maybe we could meet in Saint Rafael at the
Excelsior Hotel. Send me a P4. Either way, we’ll see you off Syria
in a couple of months, over.” Schmidt made the Excelsior his
unofficial headquarters whenever his destroyer was in a Riviera
port, and he hoped he could see Hollomaker. The P4 was Navy
shorthand for a “Personal For” message, an informal communication
between Commanding Officers.

“Churchill, this is American submarine. Roger
Bill, I’ll see how the schedules look. We’ll see you around the
pond. American submarine standing by channel 16, out.”

“Churchill standing by channel 16 out.”
Schmidt walked back to the fantail for his slightly delayed swim.
He could never serve on a submarine, he thought, although the extra
sub pay would be nice. The seventy day deterrent patrols of the
ballistic missile submarines would have driven the sociable Schmidt
to distraction. He wouldn’t have been able to handle the isolation.
Bill needed to be able to get away from his work from time to time
and blow off steam. That wasn’t possible as a bubble head. And he
couldn’t have endured life aboard a fast attack submarine like the
Hartford either. Although they get into port more often than the
ballistic missile boats, when they are underway, those onboard see
the same one hundred shipmates in very close proximity for days on
end. The gregarious Schmidt needed more variety in his life.

He knew that the careful checklists and
constant vigilance of submarine duty were beyond him.

Flying wasn’t his thing either. The naval
aviators Bill knew spent countless hours doing maintenance,
preparation, and paperwork for every hour they spent in the air. It
was a good thing he loved destroyers.

Destroyers are for stable extroverts, Schmidt
thought. His classmates with excessive amounts of hubris chose
aviation. You have to think you are invincible to try to land a jet
aboard an aircraft carrier. The brainy introverts in his class
tended to end up in submarines. They didn’t mind the isolation and
enjoyed memorizing countless tech manuals and checklists.

But destroyer drivers were team players. They
enjoyed taking their swift and agile ships on all manner of
missions. They sprinted ahead of and around aircraft carriers,
protecting the behemoths from harm. They hunted submarines and
scanned the skies to keep unwanted and unknown aircraft away from
the capital ships. They made solo visits to obscure ports to
project U.S. power and interest. Destroyers gave Schmidt the
freedom and opportunity he craved.

Not a brilliant student at Annapolis, Schmidt
had survived by his gift for gab, a keen eye for “the gouge,”
information one needed to slide by, and above all the ability to
come through in the clutch. There was a wildness about him that
intrigued women and either appealed to or angered men, depending on
their own level of self-confidence.

The fact that Schmidt had achieved command of
Churchill just 17 years out of Annapolis was a surprise to many of
his classmates. Some considered it a miracle. Still single, captain
of one of the best equipped, most powerful destroyers in the world
at age 38, and headed for a swim in the Med. Not bad, he thought,
for a guy whose highest aspirations at Annapolis were making the
lacrosse team and drinking a lot of Heineken.

As he crossed the after missile deck, Schmidt
glanced at the 64 vertical launch cells, each containing a Tomahawk
land-attack missile, a Standard anti-air missile or a rocket
propelled torpedo. He reflected about the strike power of the
ship—cruise missiles that could fly over a thousand miles, two
heavily armed helicopters, the big five inch gun up forward, the
huge phased array radar and all the electronics known to man. All
the best toys. Inwardly, he sighed. Still, a ship is a ship, but
the crew is the heart, he thought. Bill Schmidt wasn’t big on
formally articulating his command philosophy, but that was
basically it. And it worked pretty well for him. This was only the
second deployment for the Churchill since she was commissioned in
1999. She was still state of the art.

A crowd of Churchill crewmembers still
concerned about the mystery submarine gathered around their captain
as he emerged on to the fantail. “Nothing to worry about folks.
Just an old classmate of mine from Boat School playing ‘Chicken of
the Sea.’”

Schmidt looked around at the relieved smiling
faces of his crew and momentarily felt the weight of his
responsibility for keeping them safe. Over three hundred people on
board who think I’m their daddy. Schmidt felt the need to break the
mood. Although it was a late April morning, the Mediterranean sun
had produced a steamy day that felt like mid-summer. “Hey, let’s
get wet,” Schmidt shouted. He kicked off his black uniform shoes
and jumped off the fantail feet first ten feet into the sea, fully
clothed in his khakis. On the way down, he flashed his customary
“V” for “Victory” symbol, in honor of his ship’s namesake.

The crew cheered, laughed, and did a ragged
wave on the fantail in approval. As they did when their CO did
something unusually crazy, many of them turned to each other,
shrugged and said “Schmidt happens.”

The comment echoed over the sea as Schmidt’s
brown hair bobbed above the surface. He started an easy crawl
around the hull of the slowly drifting ship. I wonder what my big
brother is doing today, thought Schmidt. He could be making half a
million a year at IBM, and instead he’s a government worker,
flacking for the President. Well, to each his own. I’ll bet Jim
doesn’t get to go for a swim in the middle of his work day, Bill
thought. Ah, this is the life.

*****

A few hours later and four thousand miles to
the west, the crew of the M/V Valetta held a swim call of their
own. Theirs was a very different event. In the cold, pre-dawn
darkness, two divers slipped over the side of the Maltese owned,
Panamanian registered freighter moored at the Dundalk Marine
Terminal in Baltimore, Maryland.

All was quiet except for the call of a couple
of sea gulls and the gentle lapping of the tide against the
piers.

The aged vessel had arrived a day earlier
with a cargo of Maltese textiles. M/V Valetta was scheduled to
depart the following day after unloading the fabric and taking
aboard a shipment of U.S.-made consumer goods destined for
Europe.

At three a.m., even the busiest ports in
America can be fairly quiet. The Valetta’s master had requested and
been assigned berth three; one of the least desirable locations.
Only four of the 13 berths at Dundalk lacked the big cranes
necessary to unload so many of the modern container ships, and this
was one. The master chose the location in part because it was
furthest away from the shed on berth 11 which housed the U.S.
Customs, Food and Drug Administration and Agriculture Department
inspectors. Valetta’s unloading would have to be accomplished with
her own shipboard based crane.

Customs officials had been onboard Valetta
shortly after she pulled into Baltimore. After a cursory tour of
the ship, inspection of the vessel’s documents, and a visit to the
Master’s cabin for a chat and a shot of brandy to ward off the
chill, the inspectors declared everything in order.

Now, in the early morning fog, the port area
was bathed in the eerie yellow glow of halogen lamps. With her
starboard side moored to the pier, the superstructure of the
Valetta blocked much of the light. The port side, facing the water,
was cast in shadows.

Unable to use searchlights, the divers relied
on their sense of feel as they dove beneath the vessel. Valetta’s
20 foot draft left about 14 more feet of water between the keel and
the harbor’s muddy bottom. Moving quickly ten feet below the
waterline and about a third of the way forward from the ship’s
stern, they found what they were looking for. Where the sides of
the ship started dramatically curving inward toward the keel, a ten
by ten foot long compartment had been attached to the hull. Known
as a “blister,” the addition was invisible from the surface, even
on a bright day in clear water.

The blister had quite an effect on the
navigation of the ship. The increased drag added twenty four hours
to the normal nineteen days that it took Valetta to sail from the
Maltese port of Marsaxlokk to the east coast of the United States.
But speed was not what mattered here.

The divers carefully removed four bolts which
allowed the blister cover to drop away, exposing eight chrome
canisters, each three feet long, secured to the ship’s hull. After
attaching flotation devices to the containers, the divers released
them from their holding racks and silently guided them to the
surface.

Waiting crewmen stood around the deck of the
Valetta while their colleagues worked beneath them. As the hidden
cargo broke the surface, the crewmen used a boat hook to corral the
canisters and one by one gently lifted them aboard the vessel. On
board Valetta the chrome containers were inspected and gingerly
dried off. Then they were slipped inside coverings which made them
appear similar to the bolts of fine Maltese textiles which Valetta
was importing.

When the sun rose, the crew of the Valetta
set about unloading the textiles, taking special care with one
truck which they said would be taking samples of the material to
potential future buyers.

The Dundalk Terminal was a beehive of
activity once again, but few people paid much attention to the
rusty old European freighter or the trucks alongside her. As the
driver of the delivery truck passed through the terminal exit lanes
he provided his paperwork to the waiting clerk. After executing a
few swift key strokes on his computer, the clerk found everything
in order and waved the truck through with a sweep of his arm and a
thumbs up gesture.

Within minutes the driver had driven the two
and a half miles to Interstate 95, the Main Street of the U.S. east
coast, from which he could go virtually anywhere.


Chapter Two

It all became clear when he saw the six foot
tall rabbit walking along Constitution Avenue. Until that moment,
Jim Schmidt hadn’t understood why the early morning traffic near
the White House was worse than usual. The man in the bunny suit
reminded him that today was the annual Easter Egg Roll on the White
House lawn.

Schmidt steered his aging Volvo past the
barricades on E street and wended his way toward the West Executive
Avenue entrance just south of the Presidential mansion. Traffic had
been perpetually screwed up ever since Pennsylvania Avenue had been
blocked off due to concerns about terrorists.

Across the nearby open space called the
Ellipse and down every street in sight, parents led hundreds of
sleepy children toward the White House gate that wouldn’t open to
them for several more hours. Some folks will do anything to get
their kid a free plastic egg and a picture with Willard Scott,
Schmidt thought. His car edged forward, stopping and starting, as
he waited his turn to clear security and enter the heavily guarded
18 acre compound. What a zoo, he thought. That rabbit will feel
right at home.

His car lurched forward to the position where
the guards were inspecting security passes and using mirrors to
check under cars for bombs. Officer Clarence Jackson of the
Uniformed Division of the Secret Service recognized Schmidt. After
all, the President’s press secretary was on TV nearly every night.
“Good morning, Mr. Schmidt. Pop your trunk for me would ya?”
Jackson took out his flashlight and quickly inspected to the
Volvo’s trunk, looking for stowaways. “Have a good day, sir,”
Jackson said as he gave his partner a thumbs up, signaling the OK
to open the iron gates leading toward the West Wing.

Until the middle of the FDR administration,
West Executive Avenue was a public thoroughfare. Citizens routinely
drove along it, just a few dozen yards away from the oval office.
World War II brought tighter security, and threats of terrorism
caused the layers of protection to be greatly expanded in recent
years.

Have a good day. Not much of a chance of
that, thought Schmidt. As he pulled into his prime parking space
near the west basement entrance, his mind went back again to his
gaffe of the day before, a mistake that would demand much more of
his attention today than the Easter egg festivities on the south
lawn would.

Who would have guessed that those microphones
were still on – and that they were so sensitive? The day before, at
a Rose Garden ceremony, Secretary of State Blair D. Harden, III,
had made a speech in which he blathered on about the importance of
his efforts to secure a new pact to amend a flawed old treaty
banning chemical weapons. Schmidt always had trouble stomaching
Harden’s immense ego. On this occasion, during one flight of
oratory, the Secretary referred to a recent parcel of policies as
“the Harden Doctrine.” Even in Washington, home of the world’s
largest egos, this was amazingly self-serving.

When the Rose Garden event ended, Schmidt,
who had been standing off to the side of the familiar blue
Presidential lectern, turned away from the audience and muttered,
“What a windbag.” Quietly, he thought, but apparently not quietly
enough. An open C-SPAN microphone had carried the spokesman’s
verdict over cable systems across the country.

It was late that night before Schmidt learned
that his private assessment had been broadcast across America. An
avid C-SPAN watcher had tipped off the Washington Post, and the
newspaper gleefully reported this rare bit of capital candor in the
“In the Loop” column of this morning’s edition.

As Schmidt got out of his car, he dreaded the
ordeal that awaited him. He knew that no White House staffer would
be able to resist reminding him of his slip of the lip. He imagined
that each one would make some lame joke at his expense, deepening
his embarrassment. Worse, he would have to face the White House
press corps. For the most part, the press liked Schmidt for his
easy humor, his unflappability and his record of honesty. They
especially liked the fact that Schmidt was a true insider on the
President’s team. He knew the President’s mind on any given issue.
But personal feelings aside, Schmidt knew that the press wouldn’t
cut him any slack over the Harden jibe. Even though most probably
agreed with him, it was just too juicy to pass up.

The worst part of the day, Schmidt knew,
would be the obligatory phone call to the Secretary of State. He
would have to grovel, beg forgiveness, and humbly ask understanding
from the sort of man who gave out autographed pictures of himself
as Christmas presents.

Schmidt walked under the canopied entrance to
the West Wing basement. He passed through the outer lobby and
through a wooden doorway that cleverly masked a sophisticated metal
detector. The hallway was decorated with antique furniture. It
doubled as a waiting room for people trying to see officials who
occupied the tiny ground floor offices. The same officials could
command large airy offices across the street at the Old Executive
Office Building. There they might have windows, balconies, and even
working fireplaces. But those offices were eschewed for the
opportunity to work in windowless, closet-sized offices which had
the cachet of a West Wing address.

Schmidt came upon another Uniformed Division
officer sitting at a desk at the entrance to the West Wing. The
desk hid sensitive monitors for unlikely threats such as radiation
and poison gas. The officer glanced at the pass that was hanging
from a chain around Schmidt’s neck and his stone face broke into a
smile. It was only then that Schmidt looked down and noticed that
the officer had a copy of the daily White House news summary, a
compilation of newspaper clippings. Even upside down, it wasn’t
hard to read the headline of the lead story: “What a Windbag!”

Instead of immediately going up to his
office, Schmidt turned right, went down a few steps and entered the
White House Mess. There he thought he could grab a cup of coffee, a
danish, and a moment to reflect on how he was going to get out of
his predicament. Jim usually skipped breakfast, but he would
fortify himself on days when he felt particularly overwhelmed by
his challenges. This might be a three danish day, he mused.

On difficult days, Schmidt found the dark
wood paneling of the mess somehow calming. He noticed, not for the
first time, the nautical decorations about the place. At the
entrance stood a model of the “Lone Sailor” statue, a miniature
version of one displayed at the Navy Memorial a few blocks away
down Pennsylvania Avenue. On one wall, behind glass, was the dinner
gong from “Old Ironsides,” USS Constitution. These items were
reminders that the mess was operated by the U.S. Navy. And they
reminded Schmidt of his little brother, Bill.

At times like this, he really envied Bill.
Commanding Officer of his own boat. Make that “ship.” Bill hated it
when Jim called it a boat. At sea, Bill was in charge of all he
surveyed. He didn’t have to kowtow to thousands of reporters, 535
members of Congress, hundreds of contributors, scores of
presidential advisors and staffers. That was the life. Jim wondered
how Bill was doing and hoped that Bill would not learn of Jim’s
“windbag” comments at sea. Bill would never let him hear the end of
that one, especially because the comment sounded like something
Bill would say.

Jim looked up from his table to see the
President’s National Security Advisor, Wally Burnette, approaching
his table. Here it comes, he thought. The first person of the day
to bust my balls over the Harden screw up.

Burnette, a retired Army general, walked
briskly up to Schmidt. He paused for a moment, leaned down, and put
his arm around the younger man. “Jim, your words have given wings
to the thoughts of many. You are a great American.” With that,
Burnette stood erect, saluted, did an about face and headed off.
Schmidt smiled and for the first time thought that the reaction to
his comments would not be too bad. That thought wasn’t to last
long. Schmidt left the Mess and walked the short distance to the
stairs. The walls were adorned with massive candid color
photographs of the President. How odd it must be for the boss, he
thought, to walk down here and every two feet see another view of
his own smiling face. On the other hand, if you don’t like that
sort of thing, you probably shouldn’t get into elective
politics.

Schmidt went up the steps near the Cabinet
Room and made a hard left turn toward his own office. As he
approached the door he came face-to-face with his worst nightmare:
Alice Kenworthy, Dean of the White House press corps, sitting on
the credenza near his doorway. Like a troll near a bridge, no one
would be able to get past without her permission. Alice had been
covering the White House since the Nixon administration. Her thick
Southern drawl had been made raspy by decades of chain smoking.
Dictates in recent years that banned smoking in the White House had
done nothing to improve her already cranky nature. White House
spokesmen over the past several administrations had learned to be
wary of Alice on rainy days when her mood grew more foul with every
cigarette she puffed in the White House driveway.

Alice spotted the spokesman approaching and
whipped out her notebook and handheld tape recorder. “Do you plan
to insult any more cabinet officers today?” she asked.

“No, but I am thinking about working on a few
heads of state,” Schmidt blurted, instantly regretting it.

Kenworthy didn’t pause as she launched
another round. “Is it true that the Secretary of State has called
the President demanding that you be fired?” She’s fishing, it is
too early for Harden to have gotten a call through, he thought.
“Nah, I hear he wants to offer me a job. Say Alice, is Ambassador
to Iran a good post?”

She gave a brief chuckle of admiration at
Schmidt’s bravado. The unwritten rules and her own sense of
propriety would keep Kenworthy from reporting the spokesman’s
attempt at humor. Sensing that she wasn’t going to get him to say
anything of substance on the record, she stepped aside. Schmidt
entered his office and quickly shut the door.

By White House standards it was a spacious
office, with windows looking out on the north driveway and a bank
of four TVs. Since it was spring, Schmidt was unable to use his
favorite perk, the fireplace. Jim did feel a little guilty every
time he called for one of the men from the National Park Service,
the only ones actually authorized to light the fires.

Jim hung his jacket on an antique wooden
cigar-store Indian that he had purchased years ago and plopped down
in the chair behind his desk. He felt tired and old. The press
secretary’s job was a tough one, and Jim’s friends thought he had
aged about ten years in the three years he had held it. His sandy
brown hair was beginning to show signs of gray. Still in his early
forties, Jim looked like a thicker version of his brother Bill.
There was one other difference. There was something about Bill’s
face which always made him look happy, even when he wasn’t. Jim’s
countenance took the opposite turn. People were constantly telling
him to cheer up even when he was feeling just fine. Schmidt’s
secretary Natalie disrupted his daydreaming when she scurried in
with a copy of the news summary, the day’s second cup of coffee,
and a typed list of fifteen news organizations. Each had already
called seeking confirmation and comment on his review of
yesterday’s speech by the Secretary of State.

Might as well get it over with, Jim thought.
He asked Natalie to place a call to Secretary Harden for him. What
made this more galling was that Harden was known to be a major
self-promoter and one of Washington’s premier leakers. Jim knew
that minutes after his call begging forgiveness, Harden would phone
one of his friends in the press and “on deep background” describe
the call in the most self-serving fashion.

“The Secretary’s assistant, Margaret, is on
the line,” Natalie said. In the most cheerful voice he could muster
Jim said: “Good morning, Margaret.” “Morning, Mr. Schmidt,” was the
icy reply. Uh, oh, this isn’t good. She always calls me Jim. He was
placed him on hold for several minutes. Margaret was
extraordinarily devoted to her boss. She bore an uncanny physical
resemblance to the Secretary’s wife, “Miss Jane.” Margaret wore the
same type of clothes and styled her hair in the same fashion as
Mrs. Harden. Long time State Department employees often said there
was nothing she wouldn’t do for her boss.

“This is Secretary Harden,” the old windbag
finally intoned.

“Sir, there is little I can say other than to
offer my most sincere and abject apology,” Jim groveled.

“Young Man, Your Wanton Attempts To Ridicule
My Statecraft Have Done Grievous Harm To The Cause Of World Peace.”
Whenever Harden spoke it sounded as if his words were capitalized.
Any doubt in Jim’s mind about the accuracy of his assessment of
Harden yesterday was immediately erased. The phone call went
downhill from there.

Upon hanging up, Jim gazed out his window and
saw scores of White House staffers streaming by with children in
tow. One of the privileges of working on the compound was the
ability to place your children, your relatives, or your neighbor’s
kids at the head of the line for the Easter Egg Roll. Those folks
all look like they are having a great time, Jim thought. Sure wish
I was.

There was one more challenge to surmount, the
press briefing. If he could get through today’s briefing without
being brutalized too badly, perhaps the Windbag storm would blow
over. With luck, it might be a one day story. Maybe I’ll get lucky,
Jim thought, and somebody else in government will screw up even
more colorfully than I did.

Looking out at the kids streaming across the
north lawn, an idea struck him. Due to the vagaries of the
President’s schedule, Jim’s daily press briefing was usually held
any time between 10 am and 2 p.m. What if he held his briefing at 9
am? Many of the press corps would probably be with their kids and
Peter Cottontail on the south lawn, too preoccupied to pester
Schmidt about his self-inflicted wounds.

Schmidt’s staff did a good job of quickly
gathering the information he needed for the daily briefing. Answers
to questions about the latest unemployment figures, the status of
the Administration’s crime bill, and reports of a coup in Burundi
were assembled. There were about twenty people on Schmidt’s staff.
Most were young, just a few years out of college, and yet most had
worked on political campaigns since they were teens. They were more
experienced and more cynical than most Americans of their age. Jim
knew that many of his staffers were sons or daughters of major
donors to the President’s party. There were more BMWs and Mercedes
at the outer reaches of the White House parking area, the Ellipse,
than could be found inside the gates where Jim’s ancient Volvo
rusted.

He was hoping to dodge a bullet at the
briefing, but in the end, Jim knew, there was only one topic of
intense interest on this day.

At precisely 9 a.m., Jim walked into the tiny
White House press briefing room. Visitors were always amazed by how
small it was compared to the way it looked on television. Less than
50 theater-style chairs were available in the room Nixon built
above FDR’s old indoor swimming pool. Prior to the construction of
the press room, reporters were allowed to simply hang around the
entrance of the West Wing Lobby. There they could buttonhole
officials coming and going to meetings. Nixon wanted his visitors
to be able to come and go without running the gauntlet of
reporters, and so the current facility was built.

The first row of the briefing room was
reserved for AP, UPI, and the three main broadcast networks. CNN,
Reuter, and the Washington Post were among those blessed with seats
in the second row. The luckiest news magazines, out-of-town
newspapers, and organizations of lesser clout were assigned seats
further back.

Most of the 1500 credentialed members of the
press did not show up on any given day, thank God. And most of
those who did had no assigned seat. They had to stand along the
side or back of the room, or jump into an empty seat left
temporarily vacant by a late arrival.

But today, many of the seats were empty and
others were filled with youngsters whose moms and dads were part of
the press corps. Clearly the kids were anxious to get outside where
there were free toys and food rather than sit in a small crowded
room listening to Schmidt’s lengthy opening statement about the
Consumer Price Index. Children were running up and down the narrow
aisles, tripping over TV cables and the jungle of ladders left
about by the still photographers.

Jim decided to brief the press on the
President’s travel plans for the next several months. He read a
half dozen personnel announcements, including some critical
appointments to the American Battle Monuments Commission. Finally,
he ran out of filler and opened the floor to questions.

By tradition, Alice Kenworthy got the first
question. “Do you think you undermined U.S. diplomatic efforts
yesterday when you called the Secretary of State a ‘windbag’? What
were you thinking of?”

Pausing for a moment, Jim saw his
opportunity. “What was I thinking of? Well actually, my comments
were misunderstood. I was thinking of my upcoming summer vacation.
My wife wants to go to the beach but I want to take the kids
camping. And I must have mumbled ‘I want a WINNEBAGO.’ ”

The press erupted in laughter at the attempt
to construct some plausible deniability. Then Jim nodded to one of
his assistants, who opened the double doors on the side of the
briefing room leading to the Rose Garden and the noise outside. In
marched Willard Scott and the six foot tall Easter Bunny. “Hey boys
and girls, who wants to help me and my rabbit friend find some
Easter eggs!” Scott shouted. As the noise level in the room grew
even louder, the press corps kids began to shriek. Under the cover
of the confusion, Jim said he heard someone say “Thank you,” the
official signal that the press have had enough. He declared the
briefing over and retreated to his office.


Chapter Three



The bow of the Winston Churchill swung
sharply to port. On the bridge, Bill Schmidt cursed softly to
himself. He had clearly let Glen Johnson, the conning officer, a
young Ensign making his first approach on a pier, go too far.
Toulon harbor, in the center of the Riviera, was a major French
naval base. Schmidt knew that many of the French officers,
including the port Admiral, would be watching the American ship’s
landing.

“Midship your rudder, Mister Johnson,”
Schmidt said to his conning officer. The French pilot standing next
to him, a short man in a slightly dirty white uniform, turned and
breathed garlic at the Churchill’s commanding officer. Navy ships
routinely used civilian pilots, as did merchant vessels, to assist
them in entering and leaving ports. The pilots were specialists,
familiar with the tides, currents, and hazards to navigation
peculiar to a particular harbor. “Ah would lock to bring zee tug in
now, captain,” said the pilot.

“No thanks,” said Schmidt, briskly staring at
the pier, then at the ship’s bow. “I think we’ve got this one
wired.”

“Wired?” The Frenchman was confused. First
the crazy American had insisted on letting the young Ensign drive
the ship; then he refused to take his advice; now he refused tug
services. Merde! He was a Rambo, this one.

“Captain, I think we’d better get the tug in
under the bow,” said Ellsworth, nervously twisting his hands. As
usual, visions of JAG Manual accident investigations danced in his
head, most featuring questions like, “Where was the ship’s
Executive Officer when the bow was crushed against the pier?”
Ellsworth’s father had always told him to avoid JAG Corps lawyers,
a notion Ellsworth had more fully accepted after watching the movie
“A Few Good Men.” He had admired the Jack Nicholson character, even
if he was a Marine.

“Relax XO. Just keep the pilot off my back.
Mister Johnson, put your starboard engine back two thirds, port
ahead one third. And speak up to the helmsman.” The Ensign
complied, his voice cracking slightly. “Umm, I think the stern is
coming in too quick, sir.”

“Relax, Glen. XO, call the foc’sle and the
fantail and have the line handlers stand by to shoot lines over.
We’ll just hold her steady here for a minute and then pull her in
with the lines. All engines stop, Glen.” “All stop!” the conning
officer shouted, his voice cracking. “All engines are stopped,
sir!” the Lee Helmsman replied.

Meanwhile, the mistral wind was kicking up
from the west, pushing the ship sharply off the pier. The mistral,
it was said, could blow the ears off a donkey, even in late spring.
The ship was maneuvering in a narrow slip with the French aircraft
carrier Clemenceau just off the starboard side.

“Captain, we’re drifting down on the French
carrier!” Ellsworth was screeching slightly with nervousness. The
bridge crew were glancing at each other expectantly. The Boatswain
Mate, Petty Officer Second Class Jorge Maderias, turned to whisper
to the Helm Safety Officer, Lieutenant Abraham Shakespeare Hahn.
“OK, sir, here’s the deal: the XO’s going crazy, everyone’s
ignoring the pilot, we got no tugs, a big huge wind, foreign
flagship right next to us with some Admiral watching, and a conning
officer who doesn’t know jackshit, let alone port from starboard. A
typical Winston Churchill landing.”

Lieutenant Hahn, a former enlisted man who
had served on a previous ship with Schmidt, was widely acknowledged
in the crew to have the best tattoos on board. He chuckled softly,
having watched Schmidt pull out of a dozen shiphandling situations
tougher than this one without breaking a sweat. “Watch this.”

Schmidt seemed to lean in closer to the
conning officer, his hand resting lightly on the small of the young
officer’s back. His eyes began a constant rotation from the bow of
the ship to the pier to the stern. He quietly coached the ensign,
giving orders to manipulate the engines and the rudders,
alternating each, thereby holding the ship essentially parallel to
the pier. The wind howled across the deck, pushing the ship toward
the French carrier.

The French pilot moved slightly forward,
started to say something, then abruptly stopped. He licked his
lips. Then he just watched, realizing he was in the presence of
something beyond technical competence, beyond professional skill;
he was watching the exercise of a gift.

Schmidt was seldom serious, but when he
quietly turned to his XO, his voice carried extraordinary authority
and meaning. “Lines over now, XO.”

Twin pops, fore and aft, from the
line-throwing guns. Strong, light lines went first. Heavier six
inch hawsers were then quickly pulled over by the French
linehandlers. Working the engines and rudders, and mentioning most
orders to the Ensign as “suggestions,” Schmidt held the ship
parallel to the pier despite the 30 knots of wind blowing hard
across the destroyer’s decks. Fore and aft, the deck crews quickly
ran the ship’s lines to the capstans and began winching the
Churchill inexorably toward the pier.

Schmidt relaxed and his hand dropped from the
Ensign’s back. “Nice job, Glen. XO, give Mister Johnson a hand
adjusting the lines.”

Behind him, Hahn and Madeira exchanged
glances. Hahn repeated Madeira’s words, “A typical Winston
Churchill landing.” The XO bustled toward the conning officer.
Ellsworth said, “Great job, great job. Just like I was telling you
guys in the wardroom last week, you don’t need tugs if you know
what you’re doing. OK, OK, let’s get lines one and six over . .
.”

Schmidt rolled his eyes. The only thing worse
than Ellsworth’s limited leadership skills were his shiphandling
efforts. Schmidt wondered at times what he was doing carrying
Ellsworth along. But he believed in working with the officers sent
to the ship by the Bureau of Naval Personnel, and he figured
Ellsworth couldn’t do that much damage anyway. He doesn’t have
enough nerve to get us in any serious trouble, Schmidt thought.

As the ship settled in alongside the pier,
the Captain walked slowly down the two decks to his in port cabin.
He sat for a minute and reflected on their arrival in Toulon
harbor. Schmidt knew he shouldn’t have stayed so long with the swim
call. They had needed a real high speed run—almost 27 knots—to make
it into Toulon on time. He wondered if the Sixth Fleet operations
officer would be able to decipher their movement reports and
identify the excessive fuel burn. Navy ships weren’t supposed to
cruise at more than 15 knots to conserve fuel. Oh well. What are
you gonna do? Got to make port on time.

The entrance to Toulon harbor had been simple
enough, and the beautiful natural bay opened easily once they had
cleared the short channel and cleared the fishing village of
Mandrian to the west. He had been lulled into a false sense of
confidence by the relative quiet of the harbor, the ease of the
channel, and the obvious professionalism of the French pilot who
had swung easily on board as they lined up on the pier. Then the
damn mistral wind had kicked up, and Schmidt knew he hadn’t been
paying enough attention. If you want the Ensigns to learn to drive,
you’ve got to let them make some mistakes. But he’d let Glen
Johnson, a young officer who would soon be leaving for nuclear
propulsion training, go a little too far with a port rudder near
the pier, and the wind started to push them sharply off the pier
and toward the Clemenceau. Only by stepping in and taking over had
he been able to avert a real problem. Of course, he could have used
tugs, but Schmidt hated tugs. They destroyed the paint, took away
the interesting aspects of shiphandling seamanship and made the
captain look like he couldn’t handle the vessel.

Schmidt’s shiphandling thoughts were
disturbed by the officious entrance of his Exec. “Captain, I’ve got
the ship tied up. I’ll be in the wardroom taking the port brief. Do
you want some coffee or something sent in?” “No thanks, Tom. Just
have Attila the Hahn stop by, will you.”

What does the captain want with that gnarly
LDO? Ellsworth had a dislike for former enlisted officers that was
perfectly clear to the wardroom. He felt they were somewhat
bothersome with their attention to the technical aspects of the
ship, such as how the radars worked and so forth. Ellsworth knew
radars and sonars and other sensors were important, but felt it was
up to the troops to keep them running. His job, as he saw it, was
to be selected to command a ship someday. And this CO isn’t being
much help, he thought to himself, as he looked at Bill Schmidt.

Schmidt was thinking that Ellsworth was
becoming a real no-load around the ship—someone who wouldn’t get
the job done, but spent a lot of time acting like he did. Well,
maybe he’ll shape up after some liberty in the Med, he thought.
This is a man who could stand some serious loosening up. A tattoo
wouldn’t hurt.

A few minutes later, Attila the Hahn walked
into the CO’s cabin. “Cap’n, were you lookin’ for me?” Hahn had a
thick New York accent and a face that looked like it had withstood
a thousand quarterdeck watches in the rain. His rumpled khaki
uniform was spotted with grease. It was clear that Attila’s mind
had wandered a bit this morning since there were several patches of
beard on his otherwise clean shaven face.

“Attila, yeah, I was thinking this might be a
good port for us to do that CO, LDO, and Warrant Officer dinner we
talked about. You know any good spots in Toulon?” Schmidt prized
his collection of four former enlisted officers, two Limited Duty
Officers who were Lieutenants and two Chief Warrant Officers. Not
only could they fix anything on the ship with a screwdriver and a
hard look, but Schmidt felt their experience lent a certain
seasoning to the younger junior officers. They also know all the
good bars, thought Schmidt, looking affectionately at Hahn.

The Lieutenant, a burly forty-year old, was
an expert gut crawler, a sailor who knew where to go in the night
life district, the “gut” in Navy Mediterranean parlance. As the
senior former enlisted officer in the wardroom, he had invited
their C.O. out for a liberty run with the four Mustangs.

“Do I know any good spots in Toulon? I love
it when you ask me these trick questions, Cap’n. Yes sir, I think I
can find something interesting to do here. How about we meet you on
the quarterdeck around 1800, sir. We’ll show you the sights . .
.”

“OK, Attila. Give me a call when you’re all
down there and we’ll roll. And go by the foc’sle and check the
forward lines for me, will you?” “You got it, Cap’n.”


Chapter Four

Libya is like a really bad novel, thought
Commander Chet Hollomaker, commanding officer of the U.S. nuclear
attack submarine Hartford. Having spent sixteen years bouncing
around the U.S. Navy submarine force, and fully half of that time
submerged, he had read a lot of bad novels. At times, it felt like
he was living in one himself, mostly when he tried to explain to
his wife why he needed to spend yet another tour assigned to sea
duty. She said she understood. They had a nice home near Groton,
Connecticut and she and the kids had a lot of activities to keep
them busy while Dad was deployed. But the separation was
increasingly hard on Hollomaker’s wife, Donna. It seemed that the
car always broke down, the dishwasher gave up the ghost and the
snow piled up the highest when Chet was away.

Hollomaker spun the periscope around the
horizon quickly, surveying the calm Mediterranean waters off the
coast of Moammar Gadhafi’s workers’ paradise. Through the haze, he
could make out a place called Janzur Village, a Mediterranean beach
haven for the wealthy few. It was a weird landscape of large
satellite dishes and small white-washed bungalows. Eavesdropping
crewmen heard Eric Clapton playing on the radio sandwiched between
broadcasts of Gadhafi’s manic sermons.

Bill Schmidt would fit right in here, thought
Hollomaker. Too bad we got diverted and missed the chance to hook
up on the Riviera. The thin submariner said aloud, “XO, let’s close
in a little further. And let the guys in the tank know they can
start anytime.”

The mission was pretty basic for Hartford.
Linger within monitoring distance of the Libyan coast and collect
signals intelligence. Chet Hollomaker had performed similar
missions off the coasts of every rogue state on the planet —North
Korea, Syria, Cuba, Iran, Iraq—and now Libya. They would intercept
and record communications within the country and send them back to
the U.S. for analysis. Chet thought of the briefings they had
attended in Naples about this mission.

As he entered his 32nd year in power,
Gadhafi’s Great September Revolution was in serious trouble. Store
shelves were empty, civil servants and military officers went
unpaid, and years of United Nations sanctions had resulted in a
country that was completely isolated from the rest of the world.
The plumbing didn’t work, the streets were the only things more
crooked than the political leadership, and Gadhafi himself, as he
entered his 59th year, was balding and tired.

State sponsored terrorism was a timeless
problem. Although the techniques of terrorists had evolved in
recent years and other countries had received more notoriety of
late, the one constant over the past three decades was that Libya
never stopped spawning terror around the globe.

Gadhafi constantly needs to reinvent himself,
Hollomaker’s briefers had stressed. One minute he wore the outfit
of a western brain surgeon, complete with white coat and
stethoscope; the next he appeared clothed in
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