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Chapter 1

“E

xcuse me, Mrs. Franklin?”
“Um, yes?”
“My name is Charles Benson. May I sit down?”
Marjorie Franklin looked around quizzically. While she
appeared to be a good ten years younger than the fifty-eighth
birthday she had recently celebrated, Marjorie really didn’t think
it was possible she was being hit on. It used to happen a lot
and would have been fun—maybe—but that was probably not
what was going on here. However, there were enough customers
seated at the outdoor café to make her feel safe. He knew her
name. And her innate curiosity was sufficiently piqued for her
to nod to the tall, distinguished-looking, middle-aged gentleman
standing in front of her to indicate that he should sit.
Light to moderate midmorning traffic cruised by on the
four lanes in front of the café. An occasional pedestrian stopped
to glance at the menu board outside, and the sun shone softly
through the early autumn leaves, which were just beginning to
show color on the trees lining the sidewalk. Seating himself
with his back to the street, Charles Benson smiled politely at
the waiter and ordered coffee. All the while, Marjorie Franklin
continued to carefully appraise this stranger and intruder of her
morning of peaceful and solitary contemplation. Neither spoke
until after the coffee arrived and sugar and cream had been
added.
As he twirled the spoon slowly around his cup, Mr. Benson
remarked, “Lovely morning, but I suppose you’re wondering
about me.”
“You could say that,” Marjorie replied. Petite but never
pretty, Marjorie would more likely be described as cute, perky,
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or feisty. However, when she chose, she could also appear to be
cold, aloof, and intimidating. A good friend had once called her
mercurial. At the moment, she decided to put on her “I’m curious and highly amused” face as she continued to look directly
at the stranger across from her.
“As I said, my name is Charles Benson. What I didn’t say is
that I represent a private contracting group that works closely
with the federal government and I’ve stopped by this morning
to request your help with a slight problem.”
“Oh, really? I see. I can hardly wait. Do continue.”
Charles withdrew a small leather case from his jacket and
opened it to reveal a photo ID. Reaching into his pocket, he
handed her a card, saying, “Here’s my card. You should feel free
to verify my identity.”
Never breaking eye contact, Marjorie began to shake her
head slowly from side to side and, with a twinkle in her eye and
a slightly smirkey smile, replied, “You’ll pardon me for saying
so, but photo IDs are a dime a dozen at costume shops and I can
crank out business cards by the gross on my little home laptop.
So you’ll excuse me if I seem less than impressed. I’m sure your
time is almost as valuable as mine, so let’s cut through all the
polite chitchat and get right to the point. What is it you want?”
Taking a sip of coffee and carefully returning his cup to its
saucer, Charles said, “Okay. We would like to pay your travel
expenses for an undetermined period of time. In exchange, we
would ask that you stick to an itinerary of our choosing, with
stops at particular times and locations along the way.”
“And just why would I want to do this?”
“Because you’re a good citizen and your country needs you.”
At that, Marjorie had had enough. “Oh, please! And good
grief!! This is neither my birthday nor April Fools’ Day. I don’t
see any cameras, so I’m ruling out some kind of absurd reality show, and no one seems to be chasing you, so perhaps you
didn’t escape from the local loony bin. However, I think there’s
a real possibility that’s where you belong.” Reaching down for
her purse, Marjorie continued, “I’ve finished my coffee and I’m
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sure I must be late for a pressing appointment sooo I’ll just be
on my way.”
Before she could fully stand, Charles simply said, “Donald
Watson.”
Dropping slowly back into her chair, Marjorie took several
deep breaths as she stared at the man across from her. She was
no longer smiling.
“Oh, good. Now that I have your attention, perhaps we can
get down to business. By the way, Donald sends his regards and
hopes you will be willing to help us out. He seems to think your
particular lifestyle is exactly what’s needed and what we are
proposing would be a win–win situation for everyone.”
Responding carefully and in a measured tone, Marjorie
asked, “How is it that you happen to know Donald, and why
would my name and lifestyle be part of any conversation he
would have with you or anyone else?”
Charles smiled. “Once a month, a small, very select group
of past and present members of an assortment of private companies and federal agencies meet to brainstorm possible solutions
to annoying problems. I’m sure you understand that I cannot
go into details, but what I can tell you is that we have a need
to be able to communicate surreptitiously with various people
throughout the country. For the past several years, we’ve been
utilizing the services of a retired staff member and his wife.
However, he developed some health issues and is no longer
available. That’s when Donald spoke up, saying he just might
have the perfect solution. Your lifestyle, as full-time RVers who
don’t seem to have any kind of routine, makes you and your
husband eminently qualified to assist in this endeavor.”
“Uh, you have a problem with email, snail mail, cell
phones—stuff like that because . . .”
“Because none of those systems meet our security standards.
We need to be able to send and receive messages with individuals
who have been working deeply—no—very deeply undercover.
Snail mail, as you put it, is out of the question for obvious reasons. Email, no matter how carefully messages are crafted, can
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be intercepted and deciphered, and many of these individuals are
located for long periods of time in isolated areas where there is
no cell phone service, therefore no email. We have the ability to
let our people know to be at a particular location each week on a
particular day and to look for a particular person to contact in a
particular way. That way, through you, we can give them lengthy
written information, if necessary, which they can easily destroy.
They, in turn, can pass updated intelligence to you, which you can
forward to us. Any of our regular assets could be compromised.
You, however, are an unknown quantity. And, as someone who
lives full time in a recreational vehicle and is more or less constantly on the move—well—you and your husband are simply the
perfect solution to a rather awkward problem.”
With head down and eyes closed, Marjorie whispered, “Donald, Donald, Donald. What have you gotten yourself into now?”
Taking a deep breath, putting her elbows on the table and her
chin on her linked fingers, she looked directly at the man across
from her. “What’s the chance that a significant number of this
select group would be in the same general financial category as
dear old Donald?”
Meeting her stare, with a slight inclination of his head,
Charles responded rather reproachfully, “Really, Marjorie. I’m
sure you understand that I’m not at liberty to discuss either the
members of our group or their financial situations.”
“Well, of course you’re not. How silly of me. Maybe I’ve been
reading too much Flynn and Baldacci, but ‘a select group of past
and present members of an assortment of federal agencies’ sounds
suspiciously like a rogue black ops to me . . . as well as just the
sort of thing crazy old Donald would be up to his eyeballs in.” She
paused. “So, if all this activity has to be so hush-hush, how can you
be sure you weren’t followed and there isn’t someone out there with
a parabolic mic listening to us right now? And that when you get
into your car and turn on the key you won’t get French-fried as your
car turns into a great fireball and goes ka-boom?”
Sitting back in his chair, Charles nodded sagely before saying, “My, my, but Donald was right. You do cut right to the bottom line and like to ask the hard questions, don’t you?”
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“I try. Okay, this is about as nutso as it gets, but, for lack of
anything better to do right now and for the sake of argument,
let’s go ahead and develop this screwball scenario. Just what is
this really all about and what is it you folks have in mind for us
to do? And, by the way, why didn’t dear old Donald contact us
himself?”
“Madge, may I call you Madge?”
“I believe you just did, Charles.”
“Well, Madge, there are more people out there who want to
change things in this country through violence instead of the
ballot box than you could ever begin to imagine. They run the
gamut from highly structured, serious international terrorists to
local, homegrown crazies. And, in addition to those folks, we
also deal with people involved in drug-and-arms smuggling,
human trafficking, foreign and local religious fanatics, and even
environmental zealots, just to name a few. Inserting agents into
these groups is a tedious, time-consuming, and highly dangerous proposition. And once they are in, and in a position to provide us with information that could prevent a disaster—either
large or small—we need for them to be able to transmit that
information back to us in the safest, timeliest, and most reliable
manner. That’s where you and your husband come in. What we
would ask you to do is simply follow a planned route and be at a
particular restaurant or other stop on particular days at particular
times. Our ‘people’ make a habit of being in those places on a
regular basis and know to look for an elderly couple wearing
particular clothing. They will approach you and ask you a coded
question, to which you will reply with a coded answer. There
would be a couple more coded remarks to be sure you are all
who you are supposed to be, the information will be exchanged,
and you will be on your way again.”
Charles paused to give Madge a chance to respond. When
she remained silent, he continued. “Of course, you’ll be working with a cover story. As far as the world will know, you’ve
been hired by the Brookville Travel Service. Brookville Travel
Service is, ostensibly, a clearinghouse for commercial tour companies who use the service for researching tour routes. Since the
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service is not available to the general public, there is no problem
with people you meet asking for anything other than what tour
companies use the service. You can honestly say you have no
idea. It’s simply your job to scope out interesting and unusual
places for tour groups to visit. You’ll be provided with business
cards and an appropriate assortment of informational brochures
to make your cover believable.”
“Interesting,” was all Madge offered.
“We’ve been using this system quite successfully for several
years now and, thus far, there have been no problems for any of
our people. I see no reason that should change. You and your
husband will be in no danger, will continue to travel as you’ve
been doing, will have your travel expenses paid for, and will
be helping to protect and preserve the lifestyle you’ve come
to enjoy. Of course, you will be unable to discuss the actual
arrangement with anyone. Complete secrecy is of the utmost
importance. We’ve been assured that we can rely on both you
and Paul for total discretion as far as this matter is concerned.
As to why Donald didn’t contact you. He is one of those ‘past’
employees, while I am currently active and, therefore, in a position to ‘activate’ you should you accept our offer.”
Marjorie couldn’t decide quite how to respond. This man
certainly seemed serious enough, and even if his story was
really way out there, he seemed sane enough. Taking his offer
as a joke didn’t feel right, but, then, neither did accepting this
whole tale at face value. Without saying a word, Madge continued to simply look at Charles Benson.
Finally, with a deep sigh, Madge responded, “Well, then.
That’s a lot to digest in one bite and I’m not real excited about
the elderly part. But . . .” She sighed and, with a slight smile and
a little twinkle in the eye, said, “Guess I’ll be giving old Donald
a call and I will, of course, need to run this by Paul. But, on the
surface, it sounds potentially interesting.” She finished by saying, tongue in cheek, “And, of course, I’d certainly never be one
to shirk my civic responsibility.”
“You have my card. My cell phone number is on it. I would
prefer to finalize this today, as I am flying back to DC tonight.
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Madge, thank you for your time, and I do look forward to hearing from you as soon as possible.” With that, Mr. Charles Benson simply smiled, nodded, stood up, and walked off down the
street.
Never one to have difficulty with decisions, Madge reached
for her cell phone and placed a call to dear old Donald.
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