
Author’s Note 
 
One of the challenges of writing a suspenseful thriller set in our current, 
hyper-connected world is that any protagonist worth her salt would just pull out her 
cell phone and call the authorities rather than go traipsing into danger. (Truly, it’s a 
constant struggle, my friends!) So, as soon as my sister told me about a camping trip 
she and her husband had taken in the National Radio Quiet Zone (NRQZ), where 
there are no cell phone towers, my writing wheels started turning! 
 
I began to research the NRQZ, and the more I learned the more intrigued I became. A 
trip to the heart of the NRQZ is akin to traveling back in time to a world before cell 
phones, Wi-Fi, microwaves, and automatic doors! This 13,000-square-mile zone 
exists to protect the sensitive equipment at the National Radio Astronomy 
Observatory (NRAO) in Green Bank, West Virginia. 
 
If you’re interested in learning about the NRQZ, here’s some fascinating background: 
 
https://www.wired.com/2004/02/quiet/ 
https://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2013/10/08/218976699/enter-
the-quiet-zone-where-cell-service-wi-fi-are-banned 
 
I had to experience the NRQZ firsthand, so David and I packed up the kids and the 
RV and camped in a teeny tiny town right outside Green Bank. Please note, it was 
not Tannerville (which is fictional). Unlike Tannerville, it was charming, peaceful, 
and absolutely delightful. Like Tannerville, it did boast a steam train depot and some 
telephone booths, which my children found fascinating. 
 
We spent a day visiting the Observatory and went on a SETI tour where we learned 
about the history of the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence, visited the massive 
telescopes, and spoke to a radio astronomer currently working on the Breakthrough 
Listen Project. (Along with teaching us the Drake equation, the folks at the 
Observatory even served us sugar cookies!)  
 
You can find loads of information about the Observatory here: 
https://greenbankobservatory.org/ 
 
So, I knew Sasha was going to travel to the NRQZ to find her missing client. Then two 
other research trails crossed over this path and I had my plot twists.  
 
I’ve mentioned how much I love to do research, right? Well, I love it so much that 
sometimes I’ll thoroughly research a topic without having a book in mind in which I 
plan to use that research. 
 

https://www.wired.com/2004/02/quiet/
https://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2013/10/08/218976699/enter-the-quiet-zone-where-cell-service-wi-fi-are-banned
https://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2013/10/08/218976699/enter-the-quiet-zone-where-cell-service-wi-fi-are-banned
https://greenbankobservatory.org/


That was the case with the opioid crisis in West Virginia. While the epidemic has 
affected every corner of the United States, and beyond, in many ways, West Virginia 
has been ground zero in this battle. 
 
Some recommended background reading: 
 
https://columnhealth.com/blog_posts/21-million-pain-pills-flood-into-small-town-
of-3200/ 
 
https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2018/1/30/16951316/opioid-epidemic
-painkillers-west-virginia-shipments 
 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/lawsuits-filed-against-
drug-distributors-in-west-virginia/2017/03/09/  
 
I had noodled about Sasha becoming involved in the civil litigation against the 
pharmaceutical distributors, but once I noticed that the National Radio Quiet Zone 
overlapped with a DEA-designated High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area, I went off 
in a different direction.  
 
Which led me to my third area of research: bulk cash smuggling. This was something 
I’d already researched (I believe it was while I was writing Intentional Acts) but 
hadn’t incorporated into a book. 
 
The harebrained scheme to smuggle money out of the country in teddy bears? Not 
so farfetched! Check out this article, which references an attempt to smuggle cash in 
a shipment of honey:  
 
http://www.terrorismanalysts.com/pt/index.php/pot/article/view/279/html 
 
Astute readers will note that this article mentions the weight of bills as a limiting 
factor but your faithful correspondent had forgotten those details when she sat 
down to write and reinvented the wheel—spending much time cursing at her 
calculator as she worked out the weights of teddy bears and cash (and then 
converting it all to metric because that’s the measurement freight forwarders use).  
 
Believe me, I didn’t become a fiction writer so that I could do math for fun! ;-) 
 
Here’s another article about terrorism financing, which oddly enough, also mentions 
honey. But in this case, it’s honey invoices that have been inflated:  
 
https://jamestown.org/program/financing-terror-from-bogus-banks-to-honey-bee
s-2/ 
 
This article also provides background, but it’s from 2006, so it’s fairly dated:  
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https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/tracking-down-terrorist-financing 
 
When all these ideas came together, In Absentia was born!  
 
That’s it from me for now. 
 
It’s time to get back to writing (and researching!). 
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