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PROLOGUE 

 

As Whitey made the light at Pratt Avenue during the final millisecond of yellow and 

continued north on Meridian Street, Darren Corbett turned around to see if anyone had 

followed them through the intersection. No one had. A Toyota Tacoma that had been about 

four car-lengths behind them since they made the turn off of Monroe Street still sat there, 

its left turn signal flashing and reflecting off the wet pavement like a lone beacon in the 

night. 

“Well, Mom,” Buddy Joe Odem said from the back seat, raising the palm of his 

right hand and opening his eyes wide in mock terror. “Did we give them bad ol’ boogiemen 

the slip?” 

“Yes, sir,” Darren replied, not rising to the bait as he turned back around in the 

front passenger seat and surveyed the road ahead, “I do believe we did.” 

“And we appreciate it, Big D,” Dee Dee Lancaster said, warmly, pulling Buddy 

Joe’s left arm a little tighter around her. “Don’t we, honey?” The last being a prompt for 

her lover to agree with the compliment. 
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But Darren had been Buddy Joe’s bodyguard for a little over a year, now, and he 

smiled, knowing that any compliment would come only in private, and accompanied, as 

always, by a very sizable bonus check. Such was the Country-Western singer’s style—a 

gruff and sarcastic good ol’ boy of a grizzly bear in public, and a thoughtful and generous 

gentleman of a teddy bear in private. 

“A royal pain in the ass is what he is,” Buddy Joe responded. “All this avoidance 

crap. Why the hell do y’all think I hired an ex-Special Operations guy in the first place? 

To kick some paparazzi ass, is what! Ain’t that right, Whitey?” 

Brodie Whitehead snickered and said, “If you say so, boss.” The smell of bourbon 

punctuated the driver’s speech. 

Darren still regretted letting him get behind the wheel. But Whitey’s statement had 

been true—Buddy Joe was the boss. And while Darren had voiced his reservations about 

letting Whitey drive, he was no longer a SpecOps lieutenant, able to issue an order to an 

airman and have it carried out without question. He was now merely a hired gun, able to 

only recommend a course of action. And in this course of action which he had 

recommended—not letting Whitey drive—their mutual boss had overruled him. 

Traffic remained virtually non-existent through the Oakwood Avenue intersection, 

but as the black BMW touring car neared Max Luther Drive, a white Fiat pulled out in 

front of them and dawdled in the left lane. Reflexively, Whitey tapped the brake pedal, then 

steered into the right lane to pass on that side. As he did so, the Fiat matched the BMW’s 

speed. Strobes flashed from the automatic cameras protruding from both the front and rear 

passenger windows of the Fiat. 

“Goddamnit!” Buddy Joe bellowed. “How the hell did them sons of bitches find 

us?!” 

Darren turned around in his seat but ignored the question, more concerned with a 

black Ducati motorcycle that had turned out of Max Luther, just as they passed the 

intersection and now rode their tail. The driver, clad entirely in black except for the stylized 

white dragon on his Shoei helmet, had a darkened visor that hid his face. 

“Lose them assholes, Whitey!” Buddy Joe shouted. “Either that or run ’em off the 

fuckin’ road!” 

“We’ve got tinted windows, honey,” Dee Dee said, patting Buddy Joe’s arm in an 

attempt to calm him. “All they’re getting are pictures of their own reflections.” 
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“I don’t give a shit, Dee Dee. I ain’t gonna have ’em follow us all the way home. 

Whitey, lose ’em!” 

The motorcycle had leap-frogged in front of the Fiat, and now stayed even with the 

BMW. 

“Whitey, y’all see the next left?! The light just this side of the overpass?!” Darren 

said. 

“Got it, Big D! And I know just what to do with it!” 

Darren and Whitey were on the same wavelength. Just before the Sparkman Drive 

overpass, Mastin Lake Road went off to the left. Whitey would wait until the very last 

second, slam on the brakes, allowing the Fiat and cycle to soar on ahead, then take Mastin 

Lake up to Sparkman. In the time it took the paparazzi to recover, Whitey planned on being 

long gone. 

“Ma’am, sir,” Darren shouted, turning around in his seat, “please fasten y’all’s 

seat belts! This could get rough.” 

“Shit! Fuck no!” Whitey shouted with fear in his voice. 

Darren quickly turned toward Whitey and saw the driver cringing back into his seat 

as he looked out the side window at the cyclist. Darren struggled to follow the driver’s 

gaze, but time slowed down, and, no matter how hard he tried, he was unable to turn his 

head far enough to see what had so terrified Whitey. 

What he did see, though, still in slow motion, was Whitey slam on the brakes and 

cut the steering wheel to the left, and he felt the impact as the BMW caught the Fiat in the 

quarter panel, just in front of the rear wheel. 

“No!” Darren shouted. “Let me see!” 

Whitey’s boozy reflexes had let him down. Instead of sending the Fiat into a spin, 

as he had intended, the move had resulted in the touring car spinning out of control on the 

wet pavement, wiping out the caution sign and hurtling toward the Sparkman Drive 

overpass stanchion between the two northbound Meridian Street lanes. 

 

And, again, as so many times before, Darren Corbett was enveloped by the blackness and silence—

silence broken only by two voices—his own, sobbing, “Let me see!” and Celeste’s cooing, “It’s okay, 

baby. Everything’s all right. It’s just a nasty old dream. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - VERY EARLY MORNING 

ISLAMORADA, FLORIDA KEYS 

 

From the camper section of the marina parking lot, a woman pushed the left earphone back off of 

her ear and onto her boy-cut, dark-brown hair, picked up a purple-faced cell phone with the number 154 

inscribed on it, and keyed the contact in her address book labeled PRIMARY. 

“Yeah!” a man’s voice answered, sleepily, after three rings. 

“Another dream,” the woman said. “Thought you’d want to know.” 

“That’s what? The third one this week?” 

“Fourth,” the woman answered, turning up the volume on the parabolic microphone to compensate 

for using only one ear. “Isn’t the medicine supposed to stop them?” 

“Only if he takes it,” the voice answered, wearily. “What’s happening now?” 

“Not much, just his ladyfriend mothering him, and…” At the sound of a screen-door slamming, 

she lowered her night-vision goggles, looked through the window of the Roadtrek camper van, and 

repositioned the mic from the cottage’s bedroom window to the back yard. “He’s heading down to the 

dock.” 

“At this hour? It’s what? Two o’clock, your time?” 

“Yep.” 

“Is the tracker in place?” 

“Put it on just after he went to bed. But I still don’t understand why. Where is it you think he 

goes?” 

“Don’t know. That’s why I want him tracked. It’s for his own good.” 

“I hear you. But I feel bad about it. I mean, after all…you know, Blackie?” 
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“I know, Bobcat. Trust me on this. Does it look like he’s going out?” 

“Doesn’t appear to be. He’s just sitting there on the dock with a six-pack, staring off into the 

basin.” 

“Just as well. Let me know if anything else develops.” 

“Will do.” 

With the connection broken, Roberta Katz closed her cell phone, returned the left earphone to its 

proper place, reduced the mic’s volume, lowered the blackout shades on the camper window, and, under 

the illumination of a mini-Maglite, entered her observations into a logbook. 

*     *     * 

Ensconced in a chaise lounge, Darren Corbett, wearing blue-and-white checked pajama pants and 

a white v-neck t-shirt, liberated one of the Michelob Lights from its plastic restraint, clicked the tab, and 

leaned back, listening to a song playing softly on his iPod. 

Shutting his eyes, he replayed, for what seemed like the three-hundredth time in the past eight 

months, the events just prior to the crash: 

 

From his perch on an old wooden stool in the wings of the concert hall at 

Huntsville, Alabama’s Von Braun Center, Darren smiled as the thunderous applause of 

the penultimate encore began to fade, and a diminutive woman ran offstage in his direction. 

Exuding an aura of hope and joy at her reception, Dee Dee Lancaster squealed, 

“Did you hear, Big D. Did you hear?” 

It had become a ritual between them after the concerts. 

“I did, indeed, Little D. They loved ya, darlin’. They truly did.” 

The big man stood and moved his natural, straw Stetson Maximo cowboy hat back 

off of his forehead as the tiny wisp of a woman leapt into his arms. He swung her in a three-

hundred-sixty-degree arc as she giggled happily. 

“But will it do any good?” she asked, turning serious, as Darren softly set her down 

in front of him. 

He put a big paw on her head and tousled her short, prematurely silver-gray hair. 

“What is good, Little D?” 

“You damn well know what good is,” she replied, as they both turned their attention 

to the stage and the final encore. “Will they help do something about it?” 
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Standing there with arms around each other, Darren ruffled the red fringe on her 

Stars-and-Stripes western-cut shirt. “Like the others, they’ll give money on their way out, 

Little D, to help y’all’s charity help the victims and, at the same time, soothe their collective 

consciences. But will they go home, make out protest placards, and storm the White House, 

demanding that the President reverse his rejection of the previous administration’s plan to 

eliminate ’em? Not on y’all’s life, darlin’. No way. No how. No ma’am.” 

The final encore came to an end. As the backup group played the closing strains of 

his signature piece, America—What Do We Stand For?, Buddy Joe Odem shouted, “God 

bless America! God bless y’all! Thank y’all for coming! And don’t forget the children! I 

will personally match all donations to the U.S. Campaign to Ban Landmines. Give 

generously! Together, we can change policy! Together, we can make a difference! 

Together, we will make a difference!” 

With the applause and whistles mounting to a crescendo, Buddy Joe joined his lover 

and personal bodyguard in the stage-left wings. 

“We ready to roll, Big D?” he asked, wrapping his arms around Dee Dee and 

planting a big kiss squarely on her lips. 

“Yes, sir,” Darren replied. “Barry, Howie, and Whitey checked in a few minutes 

ago. They’re in position and waiting for the hounds. Barry’s in the first car, parked outside 

the rear entrance. Howie and Whitey have their cars in the garage. As soon as I check out 

the decoys, I’ll usher the first set out to Barry’s car, and we’ll get going. Fifteen minutes 

later, Howie’ll leave with the second set. Fifteen minutes after that, y’all’ll leave with 

Whitey. But, sir, I really think I should be in the last car with y’all.” 

“Y’all are what sells it, Big D. Them vultures see y’all get in that first car, they just 

know it’s me and Dee Dee that y’all just stuffed into the back seat.” 

“But will they take the bait?” Dee Dee asked. 

Darren nodded. “Should ought to. They’ll see what they want to see. Security’s 

keeping ’em outside the fence. From there, they won’t be able to tell the decoys from y’all.” 

“Here’s hoping,” Buddy Joe said. “This is a special night, and I don’t want nobody 

spoiling it.” 

“Special how, love?” Dee Dee asked, still enveloped in his arms. 

“Y’all’ll see. I told y’all when this tour ended, I’d have a surprise.” He kissed her 

again. “When we get to Nashville and have some privacy, y’all’ll see.” 
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“I’m going down to look things over, “Darren said to Buddy Joe. “If y’all want to 

go relax in your dressing room, y’all got about a half hour.” 

*     *     * 

Both sets of decoys looked genuine, roadies who had been dressed up to look like 

Buddy Joe and Dee Dee. The drivers, on the other hand, posed a problem for Darren. 

After last-minute pep talks to both Barry and Howie, the first two drivers, Darren 

had no sooner stuck his head through the window of the third BMW touring car when the 

unmistakable whiff of bourbon assailed his nostrils. 

“Y’all been drinking, Whitey,” he said to the driver, making it a statement rather 

than a question. 

“I only had two,” Whitey whined. “What’s the big deal?” 

“Y’all know the rules. Shit! Get out from behind the wheel and come around here 

to the passenger side. I’ll be right back. Shit!” 

*     *     * 

“What the hell are y’all still doing here?” Buddy Joe asked, seeing Darren holding 

the rear door to the touring car open. “I thought we—” 

“Change of plans, sir. Whitey’s got a snoot full.” 

“I ain’t drunk,” Whitey called out from the front passenger seat. “I just had…a 

couple.” 

“It’s okay, Big D,” Buddy Joe said. “Everybody’s got a right to celebrate. The 

tour’s over. Don’t be such a mother hen. Lighten up.” 

“Sir, y’all pay me to keep you safe. In my professional opinion, Whitey—” 

“Is still the best damn driver that NASCAR ever had, busted up hip and all. Even 

with a couple drinks.” 

“Sir—” 

“Enough, Big D!” Then putting his hand on Darren’s shoulder, he said it again, 

softly and warmly. “Enough.…Now just chill, okay? Chill and let Whitey do his job.” 

*     *     * 

Even without Darren in the first car to sell the deception, the paparazzi had taken 

the bait, like hounds after a fox, although this time after faux foxes. The first decoy had 

used the most direct route from Huntsville, Alabama, to Nashville, Tennessee—Memorial 

Parkway to I-565 to I-65. The second vehicle had started out the same but turned off of I-
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565 onto Research Park Boulevard, then had driven up to Ardmore on SR 53 and picked 

up I-65 from the Tennessee side of the twin cities. 

A quarter of an hour after that, when Whitey nosed his BMW out of Pollard Street 

and across Clinton Street, the only camera flashes bouncing off the tinted windows were 

those fired by concert stragglers headed to their cars in the post office parking lot. 

 

Darren opened his eyes, wiping away tears with the knuckle of his left hand, and asked himself 

the same question that had remained unanswered the previous two-hundred-and-ninety-nine times he had 

asked it. How did they know? 

Finishing his beer, he hook-shot the empty can onto the flybridge of the forty-five foot Bertram 

sport fishing yacht to join its three litter mates. How did they find out about our route? 

A still-full moon provided enough light for Darren to see the dial of his Breitling Navitimer. He 

leaned forward, moving the lounge chair into an upright position. Looping an index finger through one of 

the holes in the plastic that secured the remaining two cans of beer, he stood and ambled slowly back 

toward the house, his bare feet making no sound on the boardwalk. 

Although he had deliberately stopped taking his medication a few weeks earlier in the hopes that 

by doing so he might somehow be able to see in his dream what had frightened poor Whitey just before 

the accident, Darren knew he needed to have his wits about him. 

Just enough fuzziness so that maybe I can catch what’s left of this night’s sleep, he thought. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - EARLY MORNING 

PEEKAMOOSE HEIGHTS, NEW YORK’S CATSKILLS 

 

The short, portly man rolled over, propped himself up on one elbow, and looked to his left, 

admiringly. Illuminated by the full moon that shone through the frosted bedroom window, the contented 

face of the woman next to him showed very few of the age lines that had accumulated during her sixty-

some years. In the dim and diffused light, that face bore even more of a striking resemblance than usual 

to that of a smiling young woman in the photograph on the bureau across the room—the woman’s 

daughter—a silent testimony that, in her younger days, Babs Wysocki had been a genuine babe. 

The portly man kissed her softly behind the ear as he patted her hip. “Better be going, eh, what? 

Don’t want to scandalize anyone, now, do we?” 

With that, Roscoe Jarvis pulled back his side of the white goose-down comforter and shivered as 

he rolled out of the king-size bed. Hitching up his red boxer shorts, he waddled toward the adjoining 

bathroom. After thirty years as an Air Force cook at the Upper-Heyford NATO base near Ardley and 

Steeple Aston, in Oxfordshire, England, the retired Master Sergeant had adopted many of the British 

speech mannerisms. 

“Do you have to, Porky?” Babs asked with a bit of a whine. “There aren’t any guests this weekend. 

It’s just us.” Then sitting up in the bed, she seductively followed up with, “If you come on back, I’ll make 

it worth your while.” 

As Roscoe stopped at the bathroom door and turned to look at her, she let the sunlight-yellow 

damask sheet slowly glide off of her twin double-D, silicone-enhanced, 1955 Roadmaster bumper guards. 

“Come on, Porky,” she said, patting the empty side of the bed and then running the tip of her 

tongue between her lips. “Hmm?” 
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The nickname ‘Porky’ had not been used in a derogatory manner. Because Roscoe had always  

been short, with a round body, a round head, and little ears, everyone had always called him ‘Porky’ for 

as long as he could remember. He had become so accustomed to it, he even embraced it and had introduced 

himself with that moniker for some time. Now, later in life, with a completely bald head, and a much 

rounder body, the name was even more apropos. 

“Well,” he replied, glancing over at the lighted 4:35 digits glowing from the clock on the 

nightstand. “Maybe another half hour or so.” 

As he padded back toward her, Babs tossed both sheet and comforter to the foot of the bed, 

revealing the rest of the Buick’s chassis—a restored classic in all its glory. 

Leaning back and interlacing her fingers behind her neck, she gave a short laugh, then said, “A 

whole half hour? And what will we ever do with the other twenty minutes?” 

*     *     * 

Tucked into the valley where three mountains—Slide, Wildcat, and Hemlock—all came together, 

the Village of Peekamoose Heights was experiencing the full force of a Catskill winter. 

Snow had fallen during the night—again—an additional four inches. 

Having started with the parking lot and drive at The Poplars, a private hospital and rehabilitation 

center in the village, Dwight Deavers had just finished plowing the parking lot to The Plough & Whistle 

Pub and had driven his gray Dodge Dakota Club Cab 4x4 with snowplow attachment across Irving 

Boulevard to the corner of Van Winkle Street to take care of the lot at Mountain Valley Bank & Trust. 

From there he would start his regular job as a general handyman-slash-gopher with the village, where one 

of his winter responsibilities was to operate the municipality’s singular snowplow. Even though he faced 

hours of village plowing, a smile of gargantuan proportions showed on Dwight’s face. He couldn’t help 

but tally up the extra money he’d earn from his private plowing business. 

No one was quite sure what Tight Dwight did with his money. He never seemed to spend any of 

it, certainly not on himself, and never, to anyone’s recollection, had he taken a bona fide vacation. Instead, 

he used his accumulated leave days, even taking partial days, to work for himself or help other people out 

with their projects—for a fee, of course. 

Danny Henderson had no smile on his face. In fact he barely had a face. Only the top of his nose 

and his blue eyes peeked out between the turned up collar of his scarlet-black-and-white Onteora Indians 

parka and the turned down scarlet ski cap. He had snow-blown the sidewalk in front and on the side of 

The Plough & Whistle, shoveled the path from the back door in his Uncle Roz’s English garden to the 

front gate in the cedar stockade fence that led to the parking lot, and was just beginning to clear the series 
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of black marble flower-shaped stepping stones that went from the pub’s back door to the gate at the rear 

of the garden. He would then continue with the path that went from the other side of the gate, across the 

alley, and up to the back door of Babs’ B&B. 

Babs Wysocki, although a great hostess and conversationalist, couldn’t cook to save her soul. 

Consequently, she had worked out an arrangement with the co-owners of The Plough & Whistle, Porky 

Jarvis and his sister, Stephanie Henderson—Danny’s mom. The second ‘B’ in the B&B was the pub, and 

Danny was responsible for seeing that Babs’ guests could make it over for breakfast without tromping 

through the snow. 

Had he not been so worn out from over an hour of snow-removal, as well as having his mind on 

other things, he might have wondered why, at 7:00 A.M., there was only a man’s single set of footprints in 

the snow coming from the B&B to the pub. But on this Saturday morning only two thoughts occupied 

Danny’s fourteen-year-old brain—finishing his chores and Soliel Moynihan. 

*     *     * 

The day before had been a snow-day, and the Onteora Junior and Senior High School in Boiceville 

had been closed. Having completed his snow removal duties and eaten his breakfast, Danny had planned 

on taking his yellow Labrador retriever Sandy for a romp in nearby Stuyvesant Park. However, since Ed 

McAvoy, the village police chief and his mom’s boyfriend, had been heading up to The Poplars after 

breakfast at the pub, Danny had bummed a ride with him to take Sandy for an excursion along the banks 

of the Woodland Creek that ran near the private hospital and rehab center. 

With nothing but time on their hands, or paws in Sandy’s case, the twosome had wandered along 

the creek bank, then up the hiking trail toward the Woodland Valley Campground. 

The new smells had fascinated Sandy. She had poked her eraser-pink nose under every shrub and 

bush alongside the trail, positive that some sorts of animals had been by there recently, but had never 

caught a glimpse of any of them. 

Although Danny loved the outdoors, his interest in the expedition had begun to wane—until he 

and Sandy rounded a switchback on the trail and saw a young girl sitting on a pudding-stone boulder 

where the trail split, the left fork going to Winnisook, and the right to the campground. Dressed in a 

quilted, hooded parka pieced together from different red fabrics, each embroidered with a sign of the 

zodiac, the girl gazed intently out into the forest. 

Sandy had come to an abrupt halt, had given a snort, and had perked up her ears to evaluate the 

situation. Competing thoughts had raced through her doggie brain: Is this person liable to hurt us? Is this 

person liable to pet me? Is this person liable to feed me? Deciding on either of the latter two conditions, 
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Sandy had given a little whine and had swept the trail clear of snow with her tail, all the time obeying 

Danny’s hand signal to sit and stay. 

Little Red Riding-Hood had turned toward them, and had put a finger to her lips as she pointed 

with her other hand into the forest. 

Danny had peered through the firs, clothed in their ermine robes from the previous night’s snowfall 

and had watched as two white-tailed deer pawed the forest floor, foraging for their breakfast. Although he 

had found the wildlife to be interesting, the freckled face in the red hood had totally captivated his 

fourteen-year-old hormones. 

Red-haired Soliel Moynihan was a child and grandchild of hippies; although the members of the 

Good Earth Kin preferred the term ‘stewards.’ 

While her parents Bright Star and Iron Hawk—aka Sharon and Mike—Moynihan, chief stewards 

of the New York clan, were scoping out the Woodland Valley Campground as a possible site for the 

stewards’ winter Assemblage of the Clans, Soliel had become bored and had wandered off down the hiking 

trail by herself. 

Although two years Danny’s senior, nevertheless, Soliel had treated him as an equal rather than a 

kid, and had spent the remainder of the morning pointing out various woodland features, explaining to 

him the importance of being in harmony with Nature, and preventing Sandy from munching on any of 

Nature’s little creatures. 

Danny had soaked up everything Soliel had told him—not as a sponge, since he thought most of 

what the girl had to say to be a giant truckload of crap, but more like a porta-potty—a temporary holding 

receptacle, to be dutifully filled then emptied later on and forgotten. What Danny-the-sponge had soaked 

up were freckles, twinkling blue eyes, flaming red hair, scarlet lipstick, a scent of jasmine, and, when they 

parted, a totally unexpected kiss on the lips that felt as soft as velvet. 

“Until,” Soliel had said, as she patted Sandy one last time, then turned to wind her way back to the 

campground and her parents. 

“Until when?” Danny had called after her. 

“Just, until, silly. We never say good-bye. We’re all one with Nature and together always. Even 

when we’re apart.” 

“How about until tomorrow?” 

“If you’re here and I’m here in this same space and time, then it will be.” 
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With a wink and a smile, Little Red Riding-Hood had scampered off through the forest, leaving 

Danny to daydream about ‘until’ all the way back to Woodland Creek, and leaving Sandy to devour as 

many of Nature’s little creatures as she could in the time available to her. 

*     *     * 

Danny stowed the shovel and snow blower in the utility shed at the back northeast corner of the 

garden, then looked over at his yellow dog as she sat up from where she had been patiently laying by the 

brass sundial, ears perked up and chestnut-brown eyes wide in anticipation. 

“Keep your fur on, I’ll just be a minute,” the boy said, walking over to the back door of the pub 

and stomping the snow from his boots. 

As he went inside to tell his uncle that he was finished, Danny couldn’t help but think, Until. 

*     *     * 

Having had the snow removal pass his Uncle Roz’s inspection, Danny and his furry buddy set out 

westward down Irving Boulevard, the main street through downtown Peekamoose Heights, toward 

Woodland Creek and the hiking trail up to the Woodland Valley Campsite. 

No sooner had the twosome set off, when John Desmond made a U-turn in front of the pub, and 

headed in their direction. 

John had stopped at his CPA office next to the police station to take care of a few items before 

going over to The Poplars to check up on Sally Burnside, who had hip replacement surgery the day before. 

In addition to being a CPA, John was Rector at St. Mary’s-in-the-Hills Episcopal Church, located 

on Church Street at the Van Brummel Avenue 'T,' the only church in Peekamoose Heights proper. 

Although Wednesdays, Fridays, and Sundays were John’s normal visitation days to the hospital, Sally had 

still been under the effects of the anesthesia when he had been there on Friday, and he wanted to look in 

on her to just make sure she didn’t feel forgotten. 

Danny stuck his thumb out and John pulled the gray Nissan sedan over to the curb. 

“Where you guys headed?” he asked. 

“The Poplars,” Danny answered. “But a lift to Church Street would be fine.” 

“This is your lucky day. Hop in.” Then, as Danny opened the rear door, John asked, “Are her paws 

clean?” 

The boy pointed to the four inches of snow on the sidewalk and said, “As clean as the new fallen 

snow.” 

With yellow dog in the back seat and Danny in the front, John drove them up to the bridge over 

Woodland Creek on The Poplars’ winding private drive. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - EARLY MORNING 

ISLAMORADA, FLORIDA KEYS 

 

Darren Corbett sat at the helm station on the Bertram 450’s flybridge, having just completed his 

presail checklist. The twin 900 horsepower engines purred beneath him. 

“Do you have enough fuel?” Celeste Cummings shouted up at him from her position on the dock 

at the front bollard. 

“That I do, darlin’,” he shouted back, dutifully. 

“What about food?” 

“Enough for an expeditionary force.” 

“Did you charge up your cell phone? The ship-to-shore’s still on the blink, I presume?” 

“Y’all presume correctly, darlin’. Haven’t got around to fixin’ it, yet. And yep, the cell phone’s 

fully charged.” 

“Did you pack enough clothing?” 

“Check.” 

“You really should have let me pack for you. Promise me you’ll take your medication.” 

“Why don’t y’all just come with me? That way y’all can watch over my every move.” 

“I told Mrs. Weatherly I’d have those paintings done by Tuesday when she gets back from visiting 

her daughter in California. I need to work, and you need to promise to take care of yourself.” 

Darren knew she’d decline to accompany him. An artist, Celeste had taken on a commission for 

three paintings, copied from photographs that a wealthy socialite had taken in Tuscany. But it was his way 

of drawing the conversation to a close. 

“Cast off the bow line,” he shouted. 
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Celeste unlooped the hawser from the bollard and tossed the rope into the bow of the boat, then 

moved to the rear bollard as Darren swung the 450’s nose out into Cotton Key Basin and reversed power 

to slacken the aft mooring line. 

“Cast off the aft line,” he shouted. 

She unlooped that line and tossed it into the aft of the boat. 

“Call me tonight,” she shouted as Darren moved the controls to the forward position and eased the 

boat away from the dock. 

He waved his Stetson Maximo and shouted back, “I’ll do it. Love ya!” 

“Love you, too!” she shouted with a smile. 

But as the 450 continued out into the basin, heading toward Whale Harbor Channel, Celeste’s 

smile faded and the folded arms across her chest betrayed her inner feelings. He’s not going to take those 

damn pills, she thought. I just know he isn’t. That big stupid hillbilly. She gritted her teeth, shook her head 

in disgust, and headed back toward the cottage. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - MID MORNING 

PEEKAMOOSE HEIGHTS, NEW YORK’S CATSKILLS 

 

In his small office behind the bar, Porky sat at an old, battered wooden desk, a leftover from when 

The Plough & Whistle Pub had been Miller’s General Store. Showered, shaved, and dressed in gray cords, 

a light-blue oxford button-down-collared shirt, a charcoal vest, and matching sleeve garters, his thoughts 

cycled from Babs Wysocki, to that night’s menu, to Darren Corbett. 

Although supposed to be planning the menu, he couldn’t get Babs out of his mind, and Darren’s 

letter, received in the previous day’s mail, kept intruding on his thoughts as well. 

The letter lay on the desktop, along with an old photograph of four men at a table in the senior 

officers’ wardroom at the Upper-Heyford NATO Base. Three of the men were seated: Captain Oliver 

Blackwell, First Lieutenant Darren Corbett, and Second Lieutenant Jonathan Katz—all with the Special 

Operations Command and attached to the 321st Special Tactics Squadron under the command of the 352nd 

Special Operations Group at the Royal Air Force base in Mildenhall, England. The fourth man, Head Chef 

Master Sergeant Roscoe Jarvis, stood between Captain Blackwell and Lieutenant Corbett. 

Although not senior officers, as buddies and guests of a bird colonel, the three SpecOps officers 

were granted senior officer wardroom privileges, which they regularly abused. The threesome came over 

from Mildenhall at every opportunity to engage in ‘classified’ meetings. These meetings never lasted more 

than two hours, and always seemed to be conducted at dinner time among just the three of them. The chef 

at the officers’ wardroom in Mildenhall wasn’t fit to steel Porky’s Wüstoffs. 

Flipping the photograph over, Porky fondly remembered the three men as he reread the inscription 

scrawled in Darren Corbett’s unique hand. It read: 
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To Cookie—Your talents have increased our appreciation for fine food, our belt 

sizes, and our contentment with life. Thank you for all of those, and in our line of work, 

especially for the latter. Please keep in touch. 

 

Each man had signed his nickname beneath the inscription: Blackie—Big D—Little Jon. 

The photo had been taken the year before all four men had mustered out of the service. Blackie 

and Little Jon had started Black Kat Protective Services, a professional security service that had contracts 

with both the government and private firms. Although offered a full partnership, Darren had declined, 

opting instead to take a civilian position with the U.S. Air Force Special Operations School, located at 

Hurlburt Field in Florida, where he taught asymmetric warfare. 

After two years of teaching, Darren had grown bored with the job and had contacted his buddies 

at Black Kat. Again, Blackie and Little Jon had offered him a full partnership, but, again, Darren had 

declined their generous offer. 

‘Being a Lieutenant told me a lot about myself,’ he had written to Porky at the time, giving him 

his change of address. ‘I’m not cut out for management. I don’t want to manage what other people do. I 

need to do.’ 

With a more than generous salary, Darren had been assigned to the Domestic Protective Services 

Division, under Oliver Blackwell, and had been detailed to Buddy Joe Odem as the Country-Western 

singer’s personal bodyguard. 

Porky again reread Darren’s letter. In it, Darren had thanked him for the kind invitation to visit 

and escape the paparazzi that had hounded him since the accident, but declined for two reasons. 

 

First, those miserable bastards haven’t found me down here, yet. But more 

important, Cookie. Even though I’m just a dumb-ass Southern boy, I watch the weather 

channel. There’s no way in hell I’m coming up there in December. Give me a rain check—

make that a snow check—until spring. 

 

Porky smiled at Darren’s precise cursive script. Each letter ‘I’ had been dotted with a circle and 

each ‘T’ crossed with a slash that angled upward from left to right at exactly thirty degrees. 

Do they even bother teaching penmanship these days? the pubkeeper wondered. 

As he put the photo and letter in the center desk drawer and extracted a green Pelikan fountain pen 

from a small teak English pencil box, he let go with a barely audible “Humph.” Then, he thought, You and 
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I must be the only two people in the universe, old chap, who are still civilized enough to write letters 

instead of corresponding with that infernal email. 

However, before he could start his missive to Darren, assuring his friend of an open-ended snow 

check, his nephew appeared in the office doorway. 

“Ready for inspection, Uncle Roz, Sir!” Danny shouted, standing ramrod straight, giving a British 

foot stomp and flat-handed salute. 

Danny and his mother, Stephanie, never used Roscoe’s ‘Porky’ moniker. To Danny, he was Uncle 

Roz, and to Stephanie he was either Roscoe or Roz. 

Raising his bulk from the old wooden swivel chair, accompanied by a squeal from the screw 

mechanism, the pudgy pubkeeper motioned toward the doorway and said, “Lead on, lad. We’ll see just 

how ready you really are.” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - MID MORNING 

NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK 

 

Although big, fluffy snowflakes had fallen through the night and continued to fall, 

it seemed to the little prince that the entire kingdom had turned out to cheer his triumphant 

return from the battle of Trojanova. 

As he rode up to the gate of Belvedere Castle, his great gray warhorse Smokey 

high-stepping and snorting in the cold air, the crowd cheered, “Hail to Charles! Hail to 

our beloved prince! Long live Prince Charles!” 

Drawing the collar of his ermine-trimmed royal-blue robe around him, Prince 

Charles waved to the crowd and acknowledged their praises. However, enthralled as he 

was at the adulation from the populace, he glanced upward toward the tower in hopes of 

spotting the one person whose respect and admiration he had craved his entire life. To his 

delight the queen was there, smiling down at him and nodding her approval. 

I slew the dragon. I kept the beast away from the castle. I saved the kingdom. All 

for you, dear mother. All for you, he thought. Aren’t I good little prince? 

 

“Theodore and Jacob will be here in a little over an hour to go over your speech,” Betsy Lancaster 

called out as she entered the living room. “Wouldn’t it be nice if the junior senator from New York looked 

somewhat more presentable when they arrived.” It was delivered as a statement, not a question soliciting 

a yes-or-no answer. 

Abruptly jolted from his boyhood reverie, Charles Rensselaer Lancaster let his shoulders droop, 

shook his head in resignation, and took a final look at Belvedere Castle through the French doors to the 
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snow-covered terrace of his mother’s Central Park West penthouse. He drained the last of his Bourbon 

Pecan Torte flavored coffee from the Haviland Limoges china cup, and then pulled his royal-blue wool 

bathrobe tighter around him. 

“Yes, Mother,” he said, then muttered under his breath, “Appearances, appearances. Appearances 

are reality, after all.” 

“I heard that, Charles,” Betsy said, as her son turned toward her. “Did I detect a tone? Did I?” The 

voice she used was one which mothers reserve for errant children. 

Sitting in a Louis XV armchair next to a ten-foot Christmas tree trimmed all in gold, she continued. 

“Because, after all, we are all doing this for you, my dear. I certainly am not going to be President, Jacob 

most certainly is not. And your brother, God bless him, who is more than capable, for some unknown 

reason has absolutely no interest in becoming President. Nevertheless, he gives tirelessly of his time and 

energy in an attempt—not a futile one, I hope—so that you may become the next President of these United 

States.” 

‘God bless him,’ is right, Chas thought, favoring his mother with an I’m-so-sorry smile. Teddy had 

the good sense early on to realize that if he ever showed any hint of political ambition, you’d suffocate 

him with it like you’ve done to me over the years. No, Teddy was the bright one. Just manage the family 

fortune, play golf and polo, behind the scenes schmooze the people in power, but, above all, keep your 

head down and out of the enemy’s crosshairs. 

Ah, Lex, he continued with his thoughts. It was supposed to be you. You were the one who was 

going to be a congressman. You were the one who was going to be a senator. You were the one who was 

going to be President. Not me. I was supposed to be like Teddy. I was supposed to manage the family 

fortune and play golf and polo. I was only supposed be your wingman, not try and be you. God, I miss 

you, big brother. 

“Mumsy?” Richard Lancaster scolded as he entered the living room from the gallery. “Blood 

pressure, blood pressure? I could hear you all the way out in the kitchen.” 

The fifteen-year-old son of the senator crossed to his grandmother, gave her a kiss on her proffered 

cheek, then stood behind the yellow-and-white cut silk velvet seating surface of her chair—her throne, he 

and his younger brother, Harold, called it, out of Betsy’s earshot, of course. 

“Blood pressure, my aunt fanny,” she replied. “I’ll outlive the lot of you.” 

Got that right, Chas thought. Only the good die young. 

“And when I do go,” she continued, “it won’t be sitting here in an easy chair, it’ll be on Horatio,” 

pronouncing the gelding’s name ‘Horahtsio.’ “During a hunt.” 
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Rick snickered, and his grandmother favored him with a smile and a pat on the hand, addressing 

the next sentence directly to him. “And when I go, wouldn’t it be ever so nice if one of my last memories 

is of having raised a President?” Then to her son, “But of course that will never happen if you keep muffing 

answers to questions about your late ex-wife’s opinions on landmines, will it, now?” 

“Mother?” Chas responded, with a nod toward his son. 

“Mother, what?!” Then to Rick again. “The boy knows that I dearly loved Dee Dee…” 

But, both the boy and his father thought simultaneously. 

“But,” Betsy went on, “you have to get that damned landmine albatross from around your neck. 

I’ve asked Theodore to prepare some talking points for tonight that will show how misguided poor Dee 

Dee was in her thinking while still protecting her memory.” She rolled her eyes after the last part of the 

sentence. “Now, Charles?” she tapped her 18K yellow-gold diamond Baume & Mercier wristwatch with 

a perfectly manicured and blood-red fingernail of the opposite hand. 

He looked over at his mother, but before he could respond, Chas caught his son’s eye. 

Rick gave a slight backhand movement and mouthed the words, Go ahead, Dad. Then with a nod 

toward his grandmother, he continued mouthing, I’ll handle her. 

Chas directed a slight smile toward Rick, then said to Betsy, “Right you are, Mother. Duty calls.” 

With that, he headed off to the guest bedroom to shower and change from pajamas and robe into something 

‘somewhat more presentable’ for when his brother and senior aide arrived. 

As Chas reached the entrance to the dining room, a boy’s voice whispered, “Why don’t you just 

tell her to fuck off, Dad?” 

Twelve-year-old Harold Lancaster sat on the edge of the mahogany Duncan Phyfe dining room 

table, legs dangling down and swinging back and forth. 

Chas couldn’t help but wonder why Betsy would allow the boy to spend over two-hundred dollars 

for a pair of Diesel jeans in the first place, but then, having done so, let him slash the knees with a razor 

blade? Why not just buy clothes from the Goodwill and be done with it? he thought. 

What he said, in answer to his son’s question, was, “Because Lancasters don’t tell their mothers to 

fuck off.” 

“You‘ve got to know that that ‘I dearly loved Dee Dee’ is a bunch of crap. She hated mom. She’s 

happy mom’s dead.” 

“Why would you say such a thing, Hal?” Chas asked, slightly exasperated at his son’s allegation. 



22                                                                                                           STACKHOUSE 

 

 

“Because I heard her talking to Uncle Teddy a couple of days after Mom’s funeral. She said, ‘At 

least now we won’t have to worry about a future president’s children being raised by hillbillies,’ that’s 

why.” 

“Your grandmother may not have loved your mom, but she is not happy that your mom’s dead. 

Don’t ever say that.” 

“Why? Because it will hurt your career?” 

“No. Because it’s not true.” 

“It is true. She’s an old witch and I hate her. And I don’t understand why Ricky and I have to live 

here.” 

Again with the poor-little-me routine, Chas thought. He misses his mom horribly, but I don’t have 

time to deal with this right now. “I know it’s a hardship for you, Hal, living in an old witch’s twenty-eight-

million dollar penthouse, having an old witch’s maids wait upon you hand and foot, having an old witch’s 

chauffeur drive you wherever you want to go, and having an old witch buy you designer duds that you 

can ruin, but you’re just going to have to suck it up, I’m afraid.” 

“Fuck off!” Hal replied hopping off the table and turning toward the kitchen. “Just fuck off.” 

“Hold it right there, Bub!” Chas said. 

The boy stopped and turned back toward his father. A look of fear clouded his face as he realized 

he had crossed a line. He couldn’t make eye contact. 

“You, a little snot-nosed boy who has accomplished absolutely nothing in his short life, is telling 

me, a United States Senator, to fuck off?” Chas asked, sternly. “No sir, it is me, a U.S. Senator, who is 

telling you to fuck off.” His tone of voice lightened. “And while you’re fucking off, hows about taking 

this out to the kitchen for me?” He held out his empty coffee cup toward the boy. 

Looking up at his father’s grin, Hal took the cup and said, “You know we have the witch’s maids 

to do this sort of thing for us, don’t you?” 

“Right now, Bub, you are lower than the witch’s maids. Go.” 

Chas turned toward the dining room doorway to the gallery as Hal said, “Sorry, Dad. And, Dad?…” 

Chas looked back at him with raised eyebrows, and the boy continued. “You aren’t going to trash 

Mom in your speech tonight, are you?” 

Smiling at his number-two son, Chas thought of how much the boy took after Dee Dee. “You know 

I wouldn’t do that, Hal. Didn’t do it while she was alive. Haven’t done it since she’s been gone.” 

“But Mumsy said—” 
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“Don’t pay any attention to the old witch when it comes to your mom. Besides, your Uncle Teddy 

is a wordsmith of the highest caliber. He’ll make sure that I criticize only her ideas, not your mom herself.” 

He again turned to leave the dining room. 

“Uh, Dad?…” 

“What now?” Chas asked, glancing over his shoulder. “I really have to get ready.” 

“Yeah, I know, so you’ll be somewhat more presentable. But I just wanted to warn you. Don’t let 

Mumsy hear you using the phrase, ‘it is me, a U.S. Senator.’ The proper phrase is ‘it is I, a U.S. Senator.’ 

“Fuck off, Hal,” Chas told him as he exited the dining room and headed for the circular staircase 

to the upstairs guest bedroom. As he went, the boy’s laughter trickled after him. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - LATE MORNING 

CATSKILL PARK - ULSTER COUNTY, NEW YORK 

 

Apparently the stars and planets were properly aligned in the realm of the Good Earth Kin. Danny 

Henderson and Sandy the dog were there, and Soliel Moynihan was there in the same space and time; and 

it was. 

It most certainly was. 

While Sandy snuffled in and out of the forest, the boy and girl walked hand-in-hand down the 

hiking trail toward Winnisook while Soliel, ever the evangelist, attempted to indoctrinate Danny in the 

ways of the Good Earth Kin. 

So entranced by red hair et cetera, all Danny heard was the ‘Wha, wha, wha’ teacher-speak of a 

Charlie Brown cartoon; until Soliel shouted, “Call your dog!” 

“She won’t hurt any—” 

“Quick, Danny, call her, now!” 

Looking over at a yellow tail, visible in a stand of mountain ash, Danny gave two shrill whistles. 

Sandy raised her head, ears up, looking in boy’s direction and Danny gave both a vocal and hand 

command for her to come. 

The dog obediently trotted over and sat at Danny’s left heel, waiting for further orders. 

Soliel crouched down and hugged the dog, smothering her with kisses. “Good doggie; good 

doggie.” 

“She wasn’t hurting anything, Soliel,” Danny said. “What’s the big deal?” 

“You could have gotten your little paw hurt,” Soliel told Sandy. Then to Danny, as she stood and 

pointed toward the forest, she said, “Traps!” 
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“Traps? Where?” 

“Make her stay,” Soliel said, gesturing to Sandy, “and I’ll show you.” 

Again giving both a verbal and hand command to the dog, Danny followed the girl to the edge of 

the forest. 

She pointed to a six-inch length of three-quarter-inch plastic fluorescent-orange flagging tape tied 

at eye-level to a tree branch. “Here,” she said, pointing to the ground beneath the tape. “It’s somewhere 

around here. Find me a stick, but don’t go through the tree line.” 

Danny searched near the trail, found a one-inch branch some three-feet long and brought it to her. 

Soliel poked the branch around in the snow beneath the flagging tape and there was an extremely 

audible snap as the branch quivered in her hand. “There,” she said, pointing to the sprung trap in the now-

disturbed snow with the now-three-inch-shorter stick. “A leg-hold trap.” 

“Shit!…I mean, Damn!” Danny said, looking at the end of the branch and thinking that Sandy’s 

leg wasn’t much thicker. “Who the hell would put traps here?” 

“You were right the first time. Shit, shit, shit! They’re all along here.” She pointed to a series of 

flagging tapes ten feet apart, running from about sixty feet to their right to twenty-some feet on their left. 

“Get another stick,” she said, moving toward the near end of the trapline. 

Danny did as he was ordered, then joined Soliel at the beginning of the line. A sign nailed to the 

first ash read: 

 

CAUTION 

PET OWNERS TAKE NOTICE 

 

Pet owners are advised to keep their pets under restraint. 

Legal Bobcat traps will be in operation in this area 

from October 25 to February 15. 

 

Missing pet inquires can be made at 555-3268. 

 

Tampering with these devices or this sign is a criminal offense. 

 

“You start here,” Soliel said, poking in the snow under the first flagging tape. “Like this.” The trap 

snapped shut. “I’ll go down to the other end and work back this way.” 
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“But the sign,” Danny protested. “These are legal traps.” 

“Legal mutilation devices, you mean. Do you want someone else’s poor doggie to step in one of 

these?” 

Danny took a few moments to think about it, weighing the ‘tampering is a criminal offense’ with 

looking like a wuss in Soliel’s eyes. Finally he agreed, although reluctantly, deciding that not appearing 

wussy trumped tampering, especially since no one would know who did it, anyway. 

It turned out that two more caution signs had been posted, one on the far end of the trapline and 

one in the middle. As they stood before the middle sign, high-fiving each other on their successful 

tampering, Soliel said, “Don’t you feel wonderful about what we just did? Just think of all the little 

creatures we saved from a cruel fate.” With that, she kissed Danny full on the lips. 

“Yeah, w…w…wonderful,” he replied, still with his arms around her. 

Soliel broke the clench, taking Danny by the hand “Now, let’s go. We don’t know when someone 

might come by to check their trapline.” 

Danny whistled for Sandy and the threesome headed back toward the fork in the trail. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - MID EVENING 

NEW YORK CITY, NEW YORK 

 

“Our brave service men and women are not peacekeepers! They are not nation builders! They are 

not the world’s cops…to be called out whenever there’s a drive-by shooting in some obscure corner of 

the globe. They are warriors…to be used only in the defense of this great country and its people.” 

Senator Charles Rensselaer Lancaster paused during the standing ovation, one of many that his 

keynote address had garnered that evening at the Salute to the Troops dinner, sponsored by the Manhattan 

Chapter of the Association of the United States Army. 

As the applause dissipated and the audience retook their seats, the ranking member of the Armed 

Services Committee took a sip of water, adjusted his black tuxedo jacket, then continued. “But don’t get 

me wrong, ladies and gentlemen. When I use the word ‘defense,’ I do not simply mean that we stand back 

and wait for something to happen to us. Defense, in my view, means that we defend both reactively and 

proactively.” He held up his hand to stifle a new round of applause. “And when we do defend, we are 

obligated to provide our courageous men and women in uniform with all the tools they need to do their 

jobs, all the tools they need to keep them safe, all the tools their loved ones need to keep the home fires 

burning warm and bright in their absence, and all the tools they need for healing and rehabilitation in the 

event that they get injured—and we know that a number of them will—doing their duty to keep us safe 

and out of harm’s way.” 

Once again the twelve-hundred or so guests stood en masse and filled the hall with their ovation. 

As the clapping crested, Chas raised both arms, motioning with his hands for quiet. When the din 

had subsided to a level that allowed him to be heard, he said, “While you’re all standing, please bow your 

heads and observe a few moments of silence for the members of our armed forces.” The audience members 
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hushed, did as they had been bidden, and Senator Lancaster continued with a reading from The Book of 

Common Prayer. 

“Almighty God, we commend to your gracious care and keeping all the men and women of our 

armed forces at home and abroad. Defend them day by day with your heavenly grace; strengthen them in 

their trials and temptations; give them courage to face the perils which beset them; and grant them a sense 

of your abiding presence wherever they may be.” 

After a common response of ‘Amen!’ and over the thunderous applause that followed, Chas waved 

and shouted, “God bless us all! God bless America! And God bless our great service men and women 

stationed in a-hundred-and-seventy-seven countries and aboard ships at sea!” 

With one final wave, he exited, appropriately, into the right wings of the stage that had been erected 

in the Grand Ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel. 

From his post on a stool just offstage from where he had been observing the senator, Brad Fielder, 

Chas’ bodyguard from Black Kat Protective Services, nodded, smiled, and gave a thumbs-up sign as his 

charge went by. 

The senator winked a thanks and patted the former U.S. Marine Gunnery Sergeant on the shoulder. 

Teddy, script in hand, who had mouthed every word as his brother had delivered them, greeted 

Chas with, “Not bad, hey?” He gestured to the applause still going on in front of the curtain. “Not bad. 

You did good out there, bro. Damn good.” 

“Shit,” Chas said. “You’re the one who did good. I was just the ventriloquist’s dummy out there, 

reciting your words.” 

“My words, maybe, but your message. Now the hard part.” 

“The vultures.” 

“Big-time vultures, bro. They’re making their way up to the Conrad Suite as we speak. Sit down, 

take ten, and relax. Jacob’s there now. When everyone’s all settled in, he’ll call, then we’ll go up.” 

“You think I’ll get a standing-O up there?” Chas asked, unable to control his smile. 

“Not unless you spontaneously combust. Sit! I’ll be right back.” Taking a BlackBerry from his 

tuxedo jacket pocket, Theodore Cabot Lancaster punched in some keystrokes and put the device to his ear 

as he looked for a quiet corner. 

Although Teddy would never be as insultingly direct as their mother, Chas, nevertheless, knew 

what ‘Sit down, take ten, and relax,’ meant. It meant, ‘Take a few moments to go over the talking points 

I gave you for answering questions from the media.’ 

*     *     * 
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“It all gets back to what’s in our national interest,” Chas said, winding up an answer to a CBS 

reporter’s question about the ethnic cleansing taking place in an African country. “There are many 

situations around the world that are deplorable. But just because we can intervene militarily, doesn’t mean 

we should.” 

“Senator, you said you favor a proactive defense policy,” a Washington Post reporter asked. “Isn’t 

that exactly what a previous administration did in Iraq?” 

“Don’t confuse proactive with stupid, Tom,” Chas answered, and got a trickle of laughter 

throughout the gathering. “My proactivity would be based on hard evidence, from more than one reliable 

source. There’s no way I would ever commit this nation’s financial and manpower resources to a course 

of action just because some dictator-in-waiting whispers a rumor in our ear in the hopes that we will 

overthrow his rival and install him in power. There are three prerequisites to proactive defense. Number 

one, it must be in the national interest. Number two, we must have hard reliable evidence that this nation 

is in danger. And number three, all efforts at a diplomatic resolution must have failed.” 

“Senator, your late wife spent the better part of the last three years of her life campaigning for a 

ban on landmines,” a National Journal reporter said. “Why was she not able to persuade you? Even though 

a-hundred-and-fifty-some countries have signed on to such a treaty, you have staunchly backed those who 

are against doing so?” 

Here it is, Teddy thought, standing in the back of the room. A sip of water, a breath, then answer. 

Ahh, here it is, Chas thought, trying hard not to smile. He took a sip of water, a deep breath, then 

said, “Barry, having a heart as big as all outdoors and a compassion as deep as the sea makes someone 

truly admirable, and my former wife was that, indeed. Watching that news footage of her walking, not 

once but twice, through that mine field in Angola, tore at my heart and my soul, as I’m sure it did yours. 

However, those qualities in themselves, while making someone admirable, do not make someone right. 

With the exception of the border between the Koreas, the United States has not deployed antipersonnel 

mines since 1991. We have also outlawed the export of such mines. And, we contribute more money to 

remove existing landmines and to help the victims of landmines than any other country—more money 

than any of those one-hundred-and-fifty-some countries who have signed the Ottawa Treaty, the landmine 

treaty that you speak of, Barry. And where’s the honor in signing a treaty to ban a weapon when you never 

deploy any troops in the defense of liberty and freedom?” 

Oh, shit no! Teddy thought, almost grabbing his heart. Don’t go off message! Don’t trash our 

allies! 



30                                                                                                           STACKHOUSE 

 

 

But Chas continued. “Let me paraphrase what I said downstairs. If we go to war, we are obligated 

to provide our heroic warfighters with all the tools they need to do their jobs and all the tools they need 

to keep them safe. That includes landmines, if, in the judgment of our military commanders in the field, it 

makes tactical sense to do so.” 

Before a follow-up or another question could be asked, Jacob Klineschmit joined Chas at the 

podium and said, “I’m afraid that’s all the senator has time for tonight, folks. Thank you for coming, 

thanks for your questions, and thanks for your interest.” 

With that, he ushered Chas from the podium and through the door to a small anteroom, while 

shouts of ‘Mr. Senator,’ ‘Senator Lancaster,’ and ‘Senator’ trailed after them. 

“Straight up, Senator!” Brad Fielder said, with admiration in his voice, as he moved between Chas 

and the doorway, glaring at the gaggle of reporters with his steel-blue eyes and closing the door on them 

while they clamored for more time. “Straight up!” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8 

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 13 - MID EVENING 

ATLANTA, GEORGIA 

 

Zigmund Zibulski left Phillips Arena as if shot from a canon, zipping up his parka against the cold 

night air. Hurrying down Centennial Park Drive, he smiled in anticipation. Having gone a full month 

without one of his photographs gracing the cover of a supermarket tabloid, he knew the dry-spell had 

ended. 

I’ll have a hat trick, come next week, Ziggy thought. Back on top. 

Although he still had had plenty of photos inside each of the tabloids during that dry-spell, those 

pics had only fed his bank account. Having the cover would feed his ego. Having three covers would bloat 

that ego. 

Ziggy’s motto was: ‘If someone seems to be too good to be true, he or she probably is.’ And as a 

freelance photographer, he considered it his journalistic mission to ferret out that truth. Responsible 

photojournalists considered Ziggy and his paparazzi buddies to be pond scum, giving the rest of them and 

their profession a bad name. But Ziggy didn’t care. As the saying goes, ‘He cried all the way to the bank.’ 

Ziggy had no shame. As one of the four paparazzi in the car that had been involved in the accident 

resulting in the deaths of Dee Dee Lancaster, Buddy Joe Odem, and Brodie Whitehead, he had crawled 

out of the window of the overturned Fiat and had taken photos of Dee Dee and Buddy Joe as they lay there 

in the crumpled wreckage of their BMW. Although he had tried to administer first aid to the dying woman, 

a fact that was brought out in the subsequent investigation into the accident, he did so only after taking 

his photographs. Ziggy had no shame—none whatsoever. 

The current target in Ziggy’s crosshairs, televangelist Joel Olmstead, was conducting an 

‘inspirational night of hope, worship, and encouragement’ that night at the Philips Arena. Preachers held 
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a special passion for him. ‘Scratch the surface of a preacher,’ Ziggy often said, ‘and you’ll find a 

hypocrite.’ 

An anonymous caller had tipped him off to a supposed mistress that Preacher Olmstead had 

secreted at the Glengarry Inn, an upscale boutique hotel just around the corner from the arena. Ziggy 

hurried there now, five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills in his pocket to pay his informant for the name and 

room number of the woman. 

The plan was simple. Ziggy would ditch his coat and hat on the stairway landing and hang around 

the ice and vending machines on the woman’s floor. Fortunately the vending machines were near both the 

elevator and the stairs. With a bucket of ice at the ready, when the Reverend Olmstead arrived, Ziggy 

planned on following him down the hall, as if he were returning to his own room with ice. Just as the 

bimbo-de-jour opened the door and greeted her lover, Ziggy would give his trademark greeting of, ‘What’s 

up Doc?,’ drop the ice bucket, snap their photo, and then run like hell. 

*     *     * 

As Ziggy hurried toward the hotel, his informant sat behind the wheel of a black Ford Explorer, 

idling in the right lane on Spring Street, about thirty feet back from the intersection of Marietta Street. 

While he waited and watched for Ziggy, thoughts of Dee Dee Lancaster’s funeral flooded his mind: 

 

A white velvet-pall-draped casket sat lengthwise in the center aisle of the choir. 

Red-and-white vested choristers, wearing black stoles for the occasion, who had had only 

two days to rehearse the special music, intently studied their choir books, mentally 

practicing their parts. 

And in the nave of The Cathedral Church of St. John the Divine, in Manhattan’s 

Morningside Heights district, the attendees overflowed the six-thousand-person seating 

capacity, with people lining the side aisles; although, to appease the fire marshal, standing 

in just a single file. 

The disparity of the two groups of attendees seemed more akin to a wedding than a 

funeral. On the decanal side of the main aisle, politicians, dignitaries, and members of the 

social register sat somberly, heads bowed in prayer and reflection. The people on the 

cantorial side, however, looked as if they had dressed for a rodeo, with Country-Western 

singers, band members, and Hollywood personalities packing the pews. 

A sequined-suited star took his place at the great Aeolian-Skinner organ and, with 

Julliard training that belied his physical appearance, started the introduction to a hit song 



CANDLE SNUFFER                                                                                                     33 

 

 

which he had previously written for another woman taken before her time, and had now 

rewritten for the late Dee Dee Lancaster. 

The choristers imparted a passion and feeling that prompted most of the cantorial 

group to add their tears to those of Richard and Harold Lancaster on the decanal side, 

sitting in the front pew between their father and grandmother. 

Choristers and organ stopped just before the last line of the song. And as the music 

of the pipes faded into the immenseness of the cathedral, the songwriter himself, in a husky, 

airy voice, sang the final phrase: “Your candle burned out way too soon; Your memory 

never will.” 

 

The informant, remembering that day and that phrase, narrowed his eyes and thought, Not ‘burned 

out.’ ‘Snuffed out’ is more like it. 

The time had come. 

As Ziggy started into the intersection of Marietta and Spring Streets, the black Ford Explorer 

leaped from the curb and headed in his direction. 

Walking against the wind with his head down, Ziggy never saw the SUV until the last seconds of 

his life, when, in a burst of acceleration, it hit him and flipped him up and over the roof and onto the 

pavement. 

*     *     * 

The small crumpled piece of paper that the informant took from his inside jacket pocket had a list 

of names handwritten on it. The top two, Stephen Lubitsky and Fredric Rathburn, had been lined out—

the first had been careless, slipping in a New York subway and falling in front of an on-coming train; the 

second, a drunk, had been smoking in bed. Removing a black felt-tip pen from his shirt pocket, the man 

slowly lined out the fourth name—Zigmund Zibulski—an unfortunate victim of a hit-and-run accident. 

The man looked at the third name—Earl Haddox. 

I’ve got to figure out how to get him alone, he thought, returning both paper and pen to their 

respective pockets. But I will. All it takes is time and patience. And I’ve got plenty of both. 

Putting the new parking stub same side up, same end out, sticking out of the glove box at the exact 

same angle as the old one, the man exited the Explorer, locked the door, and pocketed the Ford 10-cut 

jiggler set of lock picking keys. With his watch-capped head bent low to avoid any security cameras, he 

slowly walked from the north economy lot at Hartsfield International Airport toward the south terminal, 
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wondering if the Explorer’s owner would realize that his vehicle sat a half row down from where he had 

left it the day before and that his parking fee was ten-dollars less than it should be. 

Guess it all depends on how long he’s gone for, the man thought. 

As he continued on, a slight rumble of thunder made him smile. The forecast called for on and off 

thunderstorms for the next three days—a three-day carwash to remove any overt traces of Ziggy from the 

Ford’s grille, leaving just the impression of parking-lot damage that could easily be chalked up to some 

inconsiderate jerk. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9 

SUNDAY, DECEMBER 14 - VERY EARLY MORNING 

ISLAMORADA, FLORIDA KEYS 

 

A purple-faced cell phone, sitting on the bedside counter of the Roadtrek camper van, buzzed. 

“Yes, Blackie,” a half-awake Roberta Katz answered after the second buzz, looking at the 

incoming legend. 

“You weren’t asleep, were you?” Oliver Blackwell asked, his voice laced with irritation. 

“It’s four o’clock in the morning! Of course I was asleep!” 

“You’re on duty, Bobcat. You get to sleep when Spence relieves you.” 

“My charge is somewhere out in the middle of the ocean.” she replied. Then added, “Probably 

asleep.” 

“Your charge is sitting in front of you!” Blackie snapped. 

Bobbie hopped out of bed and crossed to the window, shaken that somehow Darren Corbett had 

returned without her knowledge. 

Blackie continued. “Your charge isn’t just Big D. It’s his girlfriend and his house as well. While 

you’re getting your beauty sleep, some paparazzi asshole could be staking out the place, waiting for him 

to get back. Or one of those Get-a-Lifer morons could have found the place and tossed a Molotov cocktail 

through the window.” 

*     *     * 

The Get-a-Lifers, to which Blackie referred, were a minority contingent of the Coalition to Abolish 

Landmines. While the majority of CALM’s constituents were serious thinkers who genuinely cared about 

the subject, this vocal minority were comprised of a cult-following of the late Dee Dee Lancaster and 

managed to garner the bulk of the publicity. They would show up at meetings of the G-8, G-20, 
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International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and any other venue where senior government officials were 

in attendance, and, waving their signs and placards, they would denounce the U.S. for not signing on to 

the Ottawa Treaty to ban antipersonnel landmines. 

Blackie had received a report from Brad Fielder on Saturday evening that the Get-a-Lifers had 

staged a small protest outside the Waldorf Astoria, but hadn’t gotten anywhere near Senator Lancaster. 

Cold and snow are not very conducive to protests. 

A secondary cause for the Get-a-Lifers, and one with which Blackie totally agreed, was the 

harassment of paparazzi everywhere. In retaliation for the paparazzi’s involvement in the deaths of Dee 

Dee, Buddy Joe Odem, and Brodie Whitehead, the Get-a-Lifers would jostle the photographers and spoil 

shots, get in the photogs’ faces and prevent them from getting shots, block the photogs from following a 

quarry, and make themselves a collective nuisance, proving, once again, the adage that what goes around 

does come around. 

Unfortunately, the Get-a-Lifers extended their hatred of the paparazzi to Darren Corbett, whom 

they thought should not have been the sole survivor of the accident, but somehow given up his own life 

for their precious Dee Dee. 

Darren had been routinely pelted with eggs, had obscenities shouted at him, and had even received 

death threats. Changing addresses and keeping a low profile hadn’t worked. Somehow the Get-a-Lifers 

had a good enough intelligence network that they always found him, at least until his most recent move to 

the Florida Keys. 

*     *     * 

“Sorry, Blackie,” Bobbie said. “I’ll make a perimeter sweep as soon as we hang up.” 

“Good! Now, the reason I called. Do you know where he is?” 

Bobbie looked over at the GPS screen, showing the Florida Keys and both the Gulf of Mexico and 

the Atlantic Ocean on either side. A green dot pulsed from the Atlantic. “About six nautical miles offshore 

of Key Largo,” she said. “Out near the Bibb and Duane. He got there yesterday and hasn’t moved. Maybe 

those wrecks are his favorite fishing spot. Why, what’s happened?” 

“Zigmund Zibulski was killed last night. Hit-and-run.” 

“So? Don’t recognize the name.” 

“One of the paparazzi from the accident.” 

“Oh. Well, quit your worrying. If he wasn’t run down out in the Atlantic with a boat, it wasn’t Big 

D.” 

“Smartass! How would you know whether or not he moved? You’ve been asleep.” 
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“How stupid do you think I am? Jeez, Blackie, there's an auto alarm on this thing. Any movement 

of more than fifty yards and the alarm goes off. And, yes, it’s set!” 

Quickly looking at the GPS tracker, Bobbie confirmed that the alarm had, indeed, been set. She 

expelled the deep breath that she had been holding in. 

“Okay. Let me know the minute he gets back or goes anywhere near any shore. Now go do that 

perimeter check.” 

There was no need for Bobbie to reply. The connection had been broken. 

From the confines of the camper, she swept the immediate area with the parabolic microphone. 

Nothing out of the ordinary. Donning light-blue shorts, a matching polo shirt, running shoes, and a 

Cleveland Indians baseball cap, she set out to reconnoiter the area up close and personal, swinging a dog 

leash as she went, checking for both paparazzi and Get-a-Lifers. 

To any passersby, she was simply a girl out for an early morning stroll who had let her dog off 

leash to explore. However, the five-foot-eight, one-hundred-and-fifty pound, hard-bodied martial arts 

black belt could disable most adversaries with that simple leash, and those who required more persuasion 

would get it from either the pepper spray or a SIG Sauer P226 Combat 9mm pistol tucked away in her 

belly pack. 

*     *     * 

With an undergraduate degree from Notre Dame College in suburban Cleveland, 

Ohio, and a PhD in chemistry from Case Western Reserve, Bobbie’s life as an Associate 

Professor at Marygrove College in Detroit had been cut short by the untimely death of her 

father, Jonathan Katz, head of Black Kat Protective Services’ International Protective 

Services Division. 

While assessing Black Kat’s security arrangements for state department personnel 

in Baghdad, Little Jon had become a victim of those unfinished arrangements. An 

improvised explosive device had demolished the third vehicle in the Black Kat convoy—

the one in which Little Jon had been riding. 

The way in which the articles of incorporation had been drawn did not give Bobbie 

her father’s half of the say in how Black Kat was run, only the income from his shares of 

stock. Total control of the company passed to Oliver Blackwell, and only in the event of 

Blackie’s death would control pass equally to his and Little Jon’s heirs. 

Blackie had sat down with Bobbie and explained her options. 
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“You can continue to teach, Bobcat, and collect your pittance of a salary from the 

college and a big-ass dividend check from us. You can do absolutely nothing and collect a 

big-ass dividend check from us. Or you can come work for Black Kat and collect a big-ass 

salary and a big-ass dividend check.” 

Not caring that it was a pity offer, Bobbie had chosen the latter course of action. 

Not only had she become disenchanted with teaching chemistry to knuckleheads who 

couldn’t tell the difference between a benzene ring and a bathtub ring, but she thought that 

working for Black Kat would, somehow, make her feel closer to the father whom she had 

barely known. A father in absentia, Jon had spent more time away from her, either in the 

service or on business, than he had with her. 

After a six-month training assignment shadowing Senior Agent Shannon Spencer, 

she was given her own assignment—babysitting Darren Corbett—with Shannon looking 

over her shoulder. 

Maybe the knuckleheads weren’t so bad, after all, she thought at times. However, 

those thoughts vanished quickly when she opened her biweekly pay stubs. 

*     *     * 

“You lose your dog, miss?” Pete Wilson asked in his friendly Texas drawl, as he came up on the 

girl with the empty dog leash. Pete had a dog leash of his own, but at the end of his was a two-year-old 

basset hound. 

“Off snuffling somewhere” Bobbie replied. “He’ll find me when he’s done, or hungry.” She smiled 

at the odd pair—a five-foot-ten, two-hundred-eighty-some pound elderly man with a low-to-the-ground 

hound. 

“I’m Pete and this, here, is Cleo,” Pete said, introducing his dog to Bobbie. “Cleo, shake paw with 

the young lady.” 

The dog sat, lifted her right forepaw, and looked at Bobbie. 

“Oh…uh…well, hi, Cleo,” Bobbie said, squatting down and awkwardly taking the offered paw. 

“Aren’t you a good dog. I’m Bobbie.” 

“What’s your dog’s name?” Pete asked. 

“It’s…uh…uh…Blackie,” Bobbie replied, standing. “Blackie.” 

“Well, I sure hope he’s a black dog, otherwise he’s going to have quite a complex, isn’t he?” Pete 

laughed at his own joke, then said, “See you and Blackie around, Bobbie.” Giving a slight tug on his leash, 

he said to his own dog, “Come on, Cleo. Business time.” 
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Damn! Bobbie thought. Stand there looking like a fool who not only doesn’t know enough to shake 

the stupid animal’s paw, but isn’t sure of her own dog’s name. A rookie mistake. I should have named my 

invisible dog. Well, I guess, ‘Blackie’ it is, now. Thank God it was just some geezer. 

Once they were out of Bobbie’s hearing, Pete let go with the chuckle he had been suppressing. 

“The leash was a nice touch, wasn’t it, Cleo?” he asked. “But nowhere near as nice a touch as a real dog, 

huh?” He stooped down and ruffled the dog’s long ears. “What do you bet she calls her invisible dog 

‘Blackie’ from now on, huh?” He chuckled again as he stood, then he and Cleo headed back to the sand-

beige GMC Savana conversion van in the marina parking lot, their reconnoitering of the area up close and 

personal finished. With electronic surveillance equipment and spotting scope, Pete Wilson had been 

observing both Bobbie’s Roadtrek and Darren Corbett’s house since his arrival earlier the previous 

evening. 
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