Insurance Policy

©2000 Phyllis Anne Duncan


Simple elegance described the expensive, custom-tailored navy blue pants suit the woman wore:  a double-breasted jacket and full, flowing pants.  Very feminine.  The woman was not spectacularly tall, about midway between five and six feet, but the cut of her suit and her precise, confident posture made her seem taller.  She had dark brown hair with natural red highlights and two, untouched gray streaks, one at each temple.  Her hair hung to just above her collar bones, held back off her face with matching barrettes.  Her makeup was slight but highlighted her probing, brown eyes, clearly her best feature.  A smattering of freckles lay on her cheeks and forehead, stubbornly manifesting themselves through a thin layer of foundation.  Anyone would have guessed her age as between 35 and 45 and would have been correct.  She wore no rings but did sport a woman’s Rolex.  Her only other jewelry were silver hoop earrings, subtle against her dark hair.


The face was a pleasant one, attractive but not beautiful, and as people passed, her smile was polite.  There was something about her, though, that precluded casual contact, and no one among the crowd assembling to hear speeches at the UN General Assembly approached her.  Her mouth smiled, but her eyes were calculating, assessing.  No one who encroached upon her “territory” escaped her scrutiny.


That territory was a door and what lay beyond it, a holding room for a single guest who would await her turn to give a speech which would be the highlight of the UN General Assembly meeting.  The speech had achieved keynote status and had attracted a great deal of media attention because the speaker was considering a bid for political office, had endured years of negative publicity, and had only recently seen approval figures above 50% because of how she had handled herself during the public revelation of her husband’s affair with a woman half his age.  Being the wronged wife and being able to hold your head up in the face of it seemed to count for something.  


This opportunity to address such a global audience had come after six years of being kept from speaking her mind to avert damage to her husband’s job.  Now, he was at the end of his term, and she was free of that yoke, free to say things about how the world treated women and children, things that if said only a couple of years earlier would have resulted in condemnation.


The woman by the door reacted to a message that came to her over the receiver tucked in her ear canal.  The wire looped over her ear and disappeared into her hair and beneath the collar of her jacket, ending at the transceiver hooked to her belt.  Beside the transceiver, at the small of her back and also clipped to her belt was a custom holster holding a Beretta 92F and a spare 15-round magazine.


Not decoration, then, or a tour guide, the woman was part of the UN security detachment for this high-level visit.  And she’d been requested specifically by the special visitor.


The voice murmuring in her ear told her that that visitor was on her way.  The woman turned her attention then to the direction from which the entourage would arrive.  All along the hall, other UN security personnel who had heard the same message created a corridor, clearing the way for an unimpeded procession.


Within seconds the woman saw the lead duo of the visitor’s security team eyes scanning the people behind the UN’s human screen.  People called out to the visitor, and she responded with waves.  She was barely visible between the two lead protective agents, her honey-blonde hair perfectly coiffed.  She’d started life as a mousy brunette but had gone blonde some 20 years before when she learned of another of her husband’s affairs—one of many where he showed a preference for that color hair.


Why he strayed was a mystery.  His wife was intelligent, attractive, and committed to his public life.  She had gone a bit wide in the hips, but what woman didn’t over 50?  His public professions of love had been numerous, which now only detracted from his credibility and added to her mystique.


As the visitor stopped to shake hands with some diplomats and their guests, one of the lead guards broke away and headed straight for the woman at the door.


“Agent Fisher,” the man greeted.


“Agent Munro,” Mai Fisher replied.  “The dogs were through at 1000, and I’ve been here ever since.  The room is available for your final sweep.”


“Join me, please.”


Fisher opened the door as two more guards took up her place outside, and she and Munro reviewed the waiting room one more time.  Satisfied, Munro lifted his left hand to his lips and spoke in the general direction of his wrist.


“We’re secure here.  Bring ‘FLOTUS’ in when she’s ready,” he said, using the security code name for his charge.  He looked over at his companion.  “She’s asked to talk to you.  Alone.”


“Me?  Why?”


“For the same reason she requested you personally, I suppose.  She doesn’t usually avail me of the reasons behind her requests.”


Noting the resentment, Fisher reached behind her back and removed the Beretta, handing it butt-first to Munro.


“Thanks for remembering the protocol,” he said, stowing it in his waistband.  “I remember you’re a bit testy about being disarmed.”


“Not at all.  I’m just testy when it’s demanded and not asked.  By the way, I saw the usual photographer with her.  Get him to stop clicking away well before she reaches the door.  I don’t want to be in any pictures.”


Munro cocked an eyebrow.  “People who get to meet ‘FLOTUS’ usually want souvenirs of the moment,” he said.


“I don’t think you want a scene where I confiscate the camera and film.”


Munro pondered this for only a second, almost as if speculating on that scene and savoring it, then murmured into his wrist mike again, instructing that the photographer be held back.  In a moment, the door opened, and with a security guard before her and behind her, the woman code-named FLOTUS entered.  Her smile was brilliant and real, but strain showed around her eyes.  Munro nodded to her then exited with the other two agents.


The two women faced each other across the room, FLOTUS still smiling, the other anticipative.


“Ms. Fisher,” she greeted.  “It’s been too long.”


“It has been a while, Ma’am,” replied Fisher.


“You look well,” said FLOTUS.  “How have you been?”


“Thank you.  I’ve been fine.  Quite a bit of work in Europe.  How are you?” Fisher asked, out of politeness, though she knew the answer.


The smile dropped from the woman’s face.  “Hell is a place I’m beginning to prefer right now,” she replied.  “How is your husband?”


“We’re currently living apart.  No need to ask how yours is.”


“I don’t have the option of ‘currently living apart.’  May I ask what happened?”


“Nothing so dreadful as what you’re going through.  A disagreement over our work.  He wanted an office job, and I still want action.  He’s working in The Hague as a consultant to the War Crimes Tribunal.  I’m undercover in Yugoslavia, except for the occasional diversion like this.”


“It’s repairable, isn’t it?”


“Probably, but best to clear the air for a bit.  I’m assuming your current problem was no surprise.”


FLOTUS crossed the room to the table of refreshments that had been laid out for her and toyed for a moment with the corner of a folded linen napkin.


“Actually, it was,” she confessed.  “I thought that was all in the past.  We’d had several really good years where I came to believe he had outgrown that sort of thing.  So, now, of course,” she said, returning her gaze to Fisher and smiling weakly, “I’m reviewing every occasion when I’ve been away for any length of time over the past six years and trying to see if I can spot the signs.  I envy you a disagreement over career choices.”  FLOTUS’ face took on an unusually timid expression.  “Did my husband confide in you?”


“No.  Why would he?”


“He speaks of you and your husband often, whenever something comes up about the mission the two of you did.”


“I haven’t spoken to your husband since that Christmas the two of you came to Bosnia.”


“Sometimes I just get this feeling that everyone knew except me, that I was so absolutely blind.”


“I do know how you feel.  My husband is far from a saint,” Fisher assured.  To herself she added, and to be fair, neither have I been.


“When was the last time…” FLOTUS broke off, embarrassed she’d asked the question.


“The last time he fucked around?” responded Fisher, the expletive sounding almost melodic in her English accent.  “That would have been 1994 in the midst of our mission for your husband.”


“Why?  I mean, did you ask him that?”


“I didn’t have to ask.  He volunteered the information.  He wanted to be honest about it.  He was undercover in a right-wing compound, and to maintain his cover, he slept with a woman, who was undercover for the ATF.  A great many undercover operations, in more ways than one.”


“So, it was not something he wanted to do?”


“Madam, when it comes to sex, if a man says he didn’t really want to do it, never believe him.  Fidelity, when you get down to it, is a choice.  We’re mammals, after all, with an inbred instinct to procreate.  My husband had a choice between an easy way and a hard way.  Even when you profess to love someone, you still choose whether to be faithful or not.  I’ve chosen to be faithful.  My husband chose the easy way and assumed I’d understand.”


“Did you?”


“No.  It took a long time to heal, but what made me the angriest was that he took it for granted that all he needed to do was be honest and apologize sincerely, and that I’d quickly forgive him so we could go to bed as if nothing had happened.”


“At least my husband hasn’t done that.  And this whole mess has opened an opportunity for some honest dialogue.  However, I’m making him work pretty hard for forgiveness.”


“Good for you.”


“You know what made me the angriest?”


“That she was in her 20’s?”


“Not even that.  He asked me, practically begged me, to go on television and say, ‘My husband would never do a thing like that.  This is going to be proved untrue.  It’s a vast right-wing conspiracy.’  I was so damned humiliated.”


“I think I’d extend the forgiveness interval proportionally for that.”


“At least you don’t have to see the damned woman every where you turn—on television, in magazines.” 


“No, I don’t have to see her.”


“How did you manage that?”


Mai glanced away, uncomfortable, then looked back at FLOTUS.  “She was one of the ATF agents killed in the bombing,” she said, softly.


“Oh.  I…”  Mai had the distinct impression the woman was about to say she was sorry then thought it inappropriate.  “Were you able to forgive her?”


“Forgiveness is important to you,” Fisher said thoughtfully.


“I’m a Christian, and forgiveness is core to my beliefs.  But this is damned hard.  Were you able to?”


“Yes.  After she was dead.”  At the woman’s surprised expression, Fisher added, “I’m a pretty harsh person.  You just never saw that side of me.”


“I never saw it, but from what my husband told me, I suspected that you could be when provoked.”


“Provoking me is not a wise thing to do,” Fisher conceded.


“He told me something else.”


Fisher frowned slightly, wondering where this was leading.  “What was that?”


“He said that four months before the bombing you could have killed the bomber, but you didn’t.  Is that true?”


Fisher sighed, buried memories re-surfacing.  A moment in a dingy hotel room with the man who would commit the worst act of domestic terrorism in America’s history leaning over her, her gun—the very one she’d recently been wearing—pressed against his ribcage.  He didn’t know who she really was, only that she was someone he believed he could trust.  Taking his life under those circumstances had been out of the question.


“I couldn’t kill him,” she replied.  “A subtle difference.”


“Why couldn’t you?”


“I’m not a cold-blooded killer.  Believe me, I have relived that moment almost every day since the bombing, and each time, I’m still not able to pull the trigger.  Yet, when I think of him sitting in a 7’ x 12’ room with a minimum of human contact as he waits for his government to kill him, I wish I had.  He probably does, too.”


“Not to save all those lives?”


“With all due respect, this is not a debate I wish to conduct.  I do, and always have, taken personal responsibility for my actions.  Or lack thereof.”


“I didn’t mean to pry.  I just…  I needed to know that about you.”


“What?”


“That your word can be trusted.”


“Why?”


“I have a request of you.  Strictly between you and me.  I can pay you, but not much, given the legal bills my husband and I will be paying off for the rest of our natural lives.”


“I’m not for hire.”


“This is very important to me.”


Fisher stepped closer to the woman and lowered her voice.  “Ma’am, you’re a lawyer.  Be careful what you say to me, what you ask me to do concerning your husband’s former ‘friend.’”


The woman frowned momentarily then seemed startled.  “You think I’m asking you to kill her?”  Fisher said nothing.  “God, no.”  The woman studied Fisher carefully.  “Do people ask you to do that?”


“Occasionally.”


“Do you oblige them?”


After a moment’s hesitation, Fisher replied, “No.”


“I’m asking you just the opposite.”


Now, Fisher frowned in confusion.  “You’re asking me not to kill someone?”


“To make sure someone doesn’t get killed.”


“Don’t you trust your protective detail any more?”


“It’s not me or my husband.  You’ve heard of the Death List?”


“The list of people somehow associated with you or your husband who have supposedly met untimely deaths?”


“Yes.  It’s all bullshit.”


Fisher almost laughed at the scatological curse, so incongruous from a woman who’d been described as too proper for her own good.  “I know,” she replied.


“Well, there is still a small, influential group who absolutely hate my husband and me.  I mean, these people put his own mother on that list.”


“Again, I believe your protective detail…”


“I’m concerned that these people might hire someone to kill that woman,” came the interruption.  “To add her name to that ‘Death List’ and to fabricate a connection between my husband and her death.  Contrary to what some people believe, I don’t want anything to happen to her.”


“I think that’s carrying forgiveness a bit too far.”


“It has nothing to do with forgiveness.  It’s survival.  Did you want that ATF agent to die?”


“No, not die.  I wished that she’d never existed.”


“Well, I want this woman to have the opportunity to live a long life.  But I don’t want her to think I’m giving her a gift.”


“You want me to make sure nothing happens to her, but you don’t want her to know about it?”


“Exactly.”


“That’s quite beyond the scope of the time I can spare.  I do have an employer, and, as I said, I don’t freelance.”


“Don’t you have connections or contacts or something?  I said I can pay…”


“You’re talking about protection 24/7, a full-time job for at least two people but more like four to six.  That’s outrageously expensive.”


“I see,” said the woman, looking forlorn.  “You think I’m foolish to be worried about this?”


“A bit, but, then, I don’t have as much to lose as you do.”  Fisher sighed again.  “I can appreciate your concern, but, again, the scope is tremendous.  Even when you’re aware of your security and work with them, it can be difficult to be unobtrusive when required.  It’s practically impossible to protect someone and keep them from knowing about it.”


“Could you make the offer, explain it to her, and not let her know whom it came from?”


“Ma’am, we all know this woman has a big mouth in more ways than one.  Do you really want this popping up on some secretly recorded phone call to another of her friends?”


The stricken expression deepened on FLOTUS’ face, and Fisher tried to tell herself she owed this woman nothing other than to reciprocate an acquaintance impulsively initiated a few years before.


“So, it’s impossible?” FLOTUS asked.


“I didn’t say that.  It’s just not so simple as asking a favor.”


“I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have imposed or presumed upon such a casual association.”


A smile played on Fisher’s mouth.  “If that’s a sample of your ability to guilt trip, I’m impressed.”


“I’ve had the opportunity for a great deal of practice.”


“Now, I envy you that.  My husband can so easily see through a guilt trip, I don’t even attempt it.”


“I hope you work it out with him.  You know,” she mused, “I never saw the two of you together until we met and talked in Bosnia.  I remember I thought at the time, the way he looks at you takes my breath away.”


That made Fisher blush a bit, perhaps with her own guilt over her part in the separation, unwanted by her husband.


“He is a good man,” Fisher said.  “He just has trouble adjusting to my being my own person sometimes.  We haven’t resolved your request, have we?”


“Do you think my concerns are unfounded?”


Fisher considered.  The woman in question had recently had a single-car accident on a well-traveled road in California.  Only minor injuries, but to someone in the know, it had the earmarks of an unsuccessful hit.  “No,” she said.  “I think you’re probably pretty prescient, and it has been done to you before.”


FLOTUS frowned.  “What do you mean?”


“Your friend from back home who killed himself.”


“Yes?”


“He didn’t kill himself.  He was murdered by someone who knew how to make it look like suicide.”


“You know this for a fact?”


“Yes.”


“How?”


“I knew the man who killed him.  He was a freelancer.”


“‘Was?’”


“He died a few months ago, of natural causes, but there were things he wanted to get off his chest.  So, you see, it’s entirely likely that if your enemies could hire my friend to kill a high-profile government lawyer, they could hire someone else to kill your husband’s former mistress.”


“Why couldn’t you have come forward and said something about this?  People were accusing me on radio talk shows of having him killed, for God’s sake.”


“I didn’t know about it until a few months ago, and I couldn’t have offered that evidence anyway.  I’m in the business where I keep secrets, not reveal them.”


“But you just told me.”


“To illustrate your point.”


“You sound as if you’re changing your mind.”


“Ma’am, I can’t do this personally for you.  Even if I were to retire, I have no desire to babysit a spoiled twenty-something who displays her underwear to anyone in pants.”  She saw the woman flush at that.  “But I can work something out.”


“How?  What?”


“I own a private, personal security company that operates mostly in Europe.  I can work something out,” she repeated, “and it’s best that you not know the details.”


“I’ll pay you what I can.”


Fisher shook her head emphatically.  “Surely you know the dangers of a paper trail by now.  Neither one of us wants monthly checks from you to show up in any of my business accounts.”


“You’ll do all this for free?”


“Think of it as my ensuring that the newly famous, self-important special prosecutor does not expend any more of the taxpayers’ cash needlessly.”


FLOTUS’ expression was distrustful.  She was still savvy enough to be cautious of free services.  “Are you doing this for me or for my husband?” the woman asked with obvious indignation.


“I know your husband has left you untrustworthy, but I’m not one of his conquests.  I’m never that easy.”


“I’m sorry.  Like I said, I seem to be looking too deeply into the smallest things lately.”


Fisher thought it best not to mention that the woman’s husband had once arranged for Fisher to come to their residence for a “briefing” when the woman was out of town.  The encounter had ended up being a briefing and nothing more, to the man’s frustration. 


After several moments of reflection, FLOTUS said, “Thank you,” and her tone was one of relief, and need.


“That’s not necessary, but you’re welcome.”


The woman checked her watch.  “It’s about time for me to go give my speech.  Thank you for taking the time to talk with me,” she said.


“My pleasure, ma’am.  Good luck with your Senate run.”


“I haven’t decided on that yet.”


“Haven’t you?” Fisher said, smiling.  The woman smiled back.  “My regards to your husband.”


“He doesn’t know I’m talking to you.”


“Now, you’re getting the picture.”


FLOTUS turned to go then turned back.  “Agent Fisher, what if I’d asked you to kill her?  Would you have done it?”


“Absolutely not.”


“And what will you do with the information implied by such a question?”


“Save it until I need it.”


“My word against yours.”


Fisher smiled.  “Out-of-control prosecutors and nosy friends aren’t the only ones who know how to tape conversations, ma’am, even in a room cleared by your security detail.”  Fisher saw something like panic in the woman’s eyes.  “No need for worry.  You’ve just taken out an insurance policy, and so have I.”


“Of course,” said FLOTUS, nodding slightly.  “Goodbye, Agent Fisher, and take care.”


“And you as well.”


The First Lady of the United States nodded her reply and drew herself up into the public persona, the happy and smiling woman seemingly able to endure anything life presented her.  She opened the door and was engulfed by her security detail.  


In a moment Fisher could hear the applause beginning as the woman entered the UN General Assembly hall.  Munro stepped back inside and closed the door before handing over the Beretta.


“Nice gun,” he remarked.


“I’m rather fond of it,” Fisher replied, returning it to its holster. 


“Some girl talk?” he asked, feigning indifference.


“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Mai replied.


Munro smiled slightly and shook his head.  “Actually, no.  I wouldn’t want to look forward to sitting before a grand jury someday.  But I guess that’s something you’d never have to worry about.”


“Nothing could ever get me in a court room.  One of the benefits of being a spy.”


“Thanks for the smooth operation here,” Munro said.  “I guess I’ll see you in April for the NATO Summit.”


“No.”


“The UN’s top spook won’t be at the NATO Summit?”


“I’ll be there.  You just won’t see me.”


Munro laughed.  “Well, while you’re not being seen, try not to make my job harder, will you?”


“Never.  I’m only hard on the FBI and the ATF.”


She and Munro shared a laugh before he took his leave.  Alone, Fisher glanced over at the telephone that had been placed as a courtesy in the room.  It was the middle of the night in The Netherlands, but that wouldn’t matter to her husband if she called him just to say that she missed him desperately.


It was only a passing thought, and she left the room and took up a location where she could hear the speech, interrupted often by appreciative applause and replete with every trite word possible on family and commitment.

THE END
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