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James J. (Jim) McGill, Second husband of President Patricia Darden Grant, aka The President’s Henchman
Patricia Darden Grant, President of the United States, former Congresswoman, wife of James J. McGill, widow of Andrew Hudson Grant
Margaret “Sweetie” Sweeney, Jim McGill’s investigative partner, former police partner
Galia Mindel, President Grant’s chief of staff
Celsus Crogher, Secret Service Agent in charge of White House Security Detail
Donald (Deke) Ky, Jim McGill’s personal Secret Service bodyguard
Leo Levy, McGill’s personal (armed) driver, former NASCAR driver
Carolyn (McGill) Enquist, first wife of Jim McGill
Lars Enquist, Carolyn’s second husband
Abbie McGill (18) daughter of Jim McGill and Carolyn Enquist
Kenny McGill (14) son of Jim McGill and Carolyn Enquist
Caitie McGill (12) daughter of Jim McGill and Carolyn Enquist
Andrew Hudson Grant, President Grant’s late husband, billionaire philanthropist
Clare Tracy, Jim McGill’s college sweetheart
Putnam Shady, Margaret Sweeney’s beau and landlord, a lobbyist
Captain Welborn Yates, Air Force OSI, President Grant’s (official) personal investigator
Kira Fahey, Welborn Yates’ fiancée, White House staffer
Mather Wyman, Vice President of the United States, Kira Fahey’s uncle
Edwina Byington, Personal secretary to the President
Artemus Nicolaides, White House physician
Dikran “Dikki” Missirian, Landlord of McGill Investigations, Inc.
Rep. Zachary Garner (D-VA), Member of the House of Representatives, Kenny McGill’s new friend
Erna Godfrey, anti-abortion activist, incarcerated murderer of Andrew Hudson Grant, wife of Rev. Burke Godfrey
Rev. Burke Godfrey, Pastor of Salvation’s Path Church, husband of Erna Godfrey
Derek Geiger, Republican Speaker of the House
Harlo Geiger, Derek Geiger’s wife
Brad Attles, Derek Geiger’s divorce lawyer
Rockelle Bullard, homicide lieutenant, Washington Metro PD
Marvin Meeker, Metro homicide detective
Big Mike Walker, aka Beemer, Metro homicide detective
Chana Lochlan, Former reporter for WorldWide News, Jim McGill’s first client as a private investigator
Sir Edbert Bickford, CEO of WorldWide News global media empire
Hugh Collier, Sir Edbert’s nephew, senior VP of WorldWide News
Ellie Booker, producer for WorldWide News
Elspeth Kendry, Secret Service Special Agent, McGill’s threat assessment coordinator
Roger Michaelson, U.S senator (D-OR), the President’s political nemesis
Bob Merriman, Senator Michaelson’s former chief of staff, candidate for Senate
Anson Merriman, Robert Merriman’s brother, a high-end lobbyist
Linley Boland, Car thief
Erna Godfrey, sinking into unconsciousness, felt her tongue slide back and obstruct her airway. She’d learned from her husband’s doctor you couldn’t actually swallow your tongue. It was held in place by a muscle called the frenulum. But many a fool had drunk himself into a stupor, lain down in exactly the wrong position and woken up in hell.
It was all a matter of the muscles of the throat and tongue relaxing from intoxication and the loss of consciousness. The tongue rolled back in the mouth and blocked the throat, making breathing impossible. Most times, the act of coughing and gasping for air would be enough to rouse a person, sit her up, restore the muscle tone of the tongue enough to thrust it forward and clear the obstruction.
But if a woman went lights out good and deep the struggle for air wouldn’t rouse her. That was what happened to drunkards. Not that Erna drank alcohol. She considered doing so to be sinful. Also, her jailers wouldn’t have offered her a small beer, had she wanted one.
They had been considerate enough, though, to provide her with mouthwash.
They should have gone with an alcohol-free rinse.
But the federal government was known to make mistakes.
Before Erna had set out to kill Andrew Hudson Grant, she had considered the possibility she might be caught. That notion hadn’t particularly scared her. She felt the chances were good any jury would include at least one person who felt exactly as she did: The lives of the unborn were sacrosanct. It was the evil of those who had been given the gift of life and refused to extend the same consideration to the unborn that had to be stopped.
Congresswoman Patricia Darden Grant had been given the chance to vote in favor of the Support of Motherhood Act and she had rejected it. Even after she’d been warned that doing so would cost the life of her husband. Having made that choice, Erna had felt obliged to make Patricia Grant pay for it.
Erna had asked herself if she was ready to sacrifice her own life for her cause. Looking at things square-on like that had set her back on her heels a bit. It had been her intent to kill a very rich, well-connected man. People like him didn’t get put down without somebody paying full price for it.
That was exactly what the judge had said after the jury had fooled Erna and come back with a guilty verdict: Her penalty would be death.
She’d had the last year in her cell to think about that. Had come to accept it. Had come to embrace it. Execution would be her badge of honor, proof positive she’d held fast to her beliefs. She would be remembered. Her example would inspire others.
But the moment Erna had made peace with the idea of dying the devil put an evil thought in her mind. What if her sentence was commuted? Not that she would ever be set free. She couldn’t fool herself about that. But what if the death sentence got changed to life in prison with no chance of parole?
Erna knew she wasn’t strong enough to handle that. Her mother had lived to be ninety-two. If she were to do the same, she’d have another forty years left. Might as well be a million if she had to spend all that time in a jail cell. She’d go crazy.
She was not about to have that.
She was all but sure that Patricia Grant, who had gone and got herself elected president, would demand that Erna be put to death for killing Andrew Hudson Grant. Ask the executioner to make it right painful while he was at it.
But the doubt the devil had sown wouldn’t let Erna be.
What if the president took it to mind that Erna would suffer more rotting away in her cell, day after day, year after year? The very thought scared Erna silly.
So she made preparations to kill herself, just in case.
Not that it would be easy to commit suicide. A death row prisoner, even one like her at least a year away from execution, was closely watched. Still, she was determined to find a way. It helped that her demeanor with the prison staff, many of them small-town Christians, was always cooperative. She followed orders without hesitation or complaint. Her serene courage in the face of death earned the respect of even the toughest guards.
Everyone made a point of not disturbing Erna when she knelt in prayer.
Anna Lee, the nurse practitioner who took care of Erna’s female complaints, had bonded so closely with Erna that she had once whispered to her, “I pray for you.”
To which Erna had responded, “I pray for you, too.”
She didn’t need to go beyond that. It was enough for Anna Lee to know that Erna thought the nurse practitioner needed her prayers for playing a part in a system that was about to take a good woman’s life.
After much thought and prayer, Erna came up with a plan, and the first thing she had to do to make it work was to go on a diet. Not starve herself. The warden would never stand for that. Still, she had to get her weight down and she cut way back on what she ate. When the prison doctor asked if anything was wrong, she told him she’d lost her appetite.
“A death sentence will do that to ya, Doc,” she said.
After an examination showed nothing wrong with Erna, her explanation had to be taken at face value. Next, she cut back on the hours she allowed herself to sleep.
Insomnia was common on death row, especially as an inmate’s time grew short.
On Anna Lee’s next monthly visit to check up on Erna’s dysmenorrhea problem, the prisoner shared her new complaint.
“I’m having trouble sleeping,” Erna said.
With dark circles under her eyes and her death row jumpsuit hanging on her shrinking frame, Erna cut an increasingly pathetic figure.
Anna Lee offered her the usual over-the-counter sleep remedy.
“Honey,” Erna said, “that stuff might work in your neighborhood, but it don’t do much good around here. What I’d really like is some hot cocoa.”
That kind of treat wasn’t on the prison menu and the warden wasn’t about to get accused of coddling a killer. But Erna got the look of sympathy from Anna Lee that she wanted. She squeezed the nurse practitioner’s hand and lay down on her bed.
“I’ll just see what I can manage on my own,” Erna said
She had to wait forty-eight hours for Anna Lee to return. Just stopping by to see how Erna was doing, she said. Having continued to limit herself to four hours of sleep a night, Erna didn’t look good. In fact, if she were anywhere but on death row, she likely would have been rushed to a hospital. But short of a heart attack, a stroke or spontaneous combustion, condemned prisoners left their cells only to talk with their lawyers.
Erna told Anna Lee, “I think I might be losing the will to live.”
The nurse practitioner didn’t think that was funny.
“You’ve got to get more sleep,” she said.
“I’m pretty sure that’s what they have planned for me.”
Erna’s gallows humor brought Anna Lee to the verge of tears. She took Erna’s hand, and transferred a tiny object to it. Erna made sure she didn’t drop it.
“Bless you,” Anna Lee said as she left.
Lying down that night, Erna took a guarded look at the capsule she’d been slipped. It didn’t look big enough to knock out a gnat, but she took the fact that it was bright red to be a good sign. The vivid color had to mean it was potent, didn’t it?
She fervently hoped so.
She’d fasted herself to the point where she weighed less than she had in middle school. She’d been swallowing sips of mouthwash, forcing herself to get used to the awful harshness of it. She’d deprived herself of as much sleep as she could without collapsing.
It all might have been an exercise in folly. Chances were the federal government would be only too happy to kill her. No reason to go to all the trouble she had.
But Erna couldn’t shake the devil’s warning.
Then the next morning the warden came to her cell and proved Satan right.
“The president has commuted your sentence,” he said. “You’re not going to be executed. You’ll do life with no chance of parole. We’ll move you as soon as a space for you in another facility is found.”
That was it. He walked off without making any personal comment.
Erna decided to take her life that night, but now that the time had arrived it wasn’t so easy to do. Not that night or the next. It took her a week to work up the determination. In the meanwhile, Anna Lee came by and gave her two more red capsules.
As skinny and tired as she was by then, Erna thought the three capsules would be more than enough to kill her. But that morning they’d brought her a new bottle of mouthwash — twenty-one percent alcohol — so she washed the sedatives down with that.
She lay down, so exhausted she knew she wouldn’t have to wait long for the alcohol and drugs to take effect.
She felt her tongue slide back and block her airway.
She was almost there now…
A glow appeared in the darkness, growing brighter as she drew near.
Then, in all his radiant glory, Erna saw her Lord and Savior.
Only he wasn’t smiling.
And standing at his side was Andrew Hudson Grant.
Three a.m., a hell of an hour to get off work, Mark Benjamin thought.
There had been times, of course, when he’d worked through the night. But he’d been in his twenties then, single and full of purpose. The purpose had been twofold: to see that his client’s special interests became the law of the land and to assure that his own net worth increased by leaps and bounds.
Mark Benjamin was a K Street lobbyist, and while not yet one of the giants of his trade he was well on his way … except for the recent, unexpected and disturbing appearance of what looked to be a conscience. For that, he blamed his friend Putnam Shady.
Putnam had been a fellow plunderer of the public purse for as long they’d known each other. Even better, Putnam was still single and Mark had been able to enjoy, vicariously, tales of his friend’s adventures with the ladies. Then a woman named Margaret had moved into Putnam’s basement apartment. She was having the damnedest effect on him.
Mark looked up and down the street. Never a cab when you needed one.
His car occupied a preferred slot on the premium parking level of the building behind him. But he knew it was as risky to drive tired as it was to drive drunk. He could go back upstairs and sleep on his office couch. Tonight, though, he wanted to hold his wife, engage in some pillow talk, maybe even ask her advice.
Putnam had enlisted him to take part in a plan that was breathtaking in concept. Mark, disaffected by his work in ways he hadn’t even realized, had jumped at the opportunity to take part. Inevitably, though, he’d started to have second thoughts. He had made plenty of money in his years of lobbying, but fortunes far greater than his had disappeared in the blink of an eye. What if his finances went south and so did Putnam’s plan?
Then where would he be?
Cutting through his existential musing and the fog of his fatigue, Mark heard footsteps off to his left. Quite close to him. He hadn’t noticed anyone approaching. Had heard no roar of a car engine, no screech of tires. Certainly no violin trills of impending doom. But there in front of him was a man with a gun.
Mark’s eyes went wide and he said, “What do you —”
Want, he intended to ask.
But he never got the chance.
He was shot dead on the K Street sidewalk.
By the dawn’s early light of a perfect summer day, homicide detective Marvin Meeker of the Metro Police Department regarded the crime scene and rendered his expert opinion.
“Looks like Porky Pig.”
His partner, Big Mike Walker, a.k.a. Beemer, shook his head.
“Unh-uh, Porky wears a bow tie.”
“Does not,” Meeker said.
“Does so,” Beemer insisted.
The detectives turned to the two uniformed cops, the crime scene technician and the M.E. for arbitration. None of them wanted to get involved.
Beemer said, “If he don’t wear a tie, he wears a jacket or somethin’.”
Meeker asked, “You sure?”
“‘Course I’m sure. Them Disney critters might walk around with their asses hangin’ out but they always got something on.”
The crime scene tech spoke up. “Disney doesn’t do Porky.”
Both detectives looked at her.
She said, “The brothers do him.”
“What brothers?” Meeker asked.
“Warner Brothers.”
Both detectives chuckled. Beemer said, “It was any other brothers, ol’ Porky’d be a plate of ribs.”
Both detectives, the crime scene tech, the uniforms and even the M.E. laughed.
That was enough to make the good-looking African-American woman down on one knee beside the body of the victim look up.
“The minstrel show about over?” she asked the detectives. “You two ready to do some police work?”
The woman stood up. Six-one in her stocking feet, her shoes added another couple of inches. She looked down on both Meeker and Beemer. She outranked them, too.
“Sure, Lou,” Meeker said.
Beemer nodded.
Homicide Lieutenant Rockelle Bullard said, “Good. Now that we remember we’re all law enforcement professionals, what do you think we have here?”
Meeker was about to answer when a car pulled to a stop at the curb. Nice ride, too. A Porsche Boxster all shiny and black. A guy in a suit got out and looked at the body. Gawkers weren’t unfamiliar at crime scenes but not many had the nerve to stare at a dead body with a bunch of cops standing right there wondering what his interest might be.
One of the uniforms was about to get the guy’s story when Rockelle held up a hand. “Tell the gentleman I’ll be right with him.” She turned back to her detectives. “What do we have here?”
“Dead white man,” said Meeker.
“Shot in the chest,” added Beemer.
“Right here on K Street.”
“Third one the last three weeks.”
“Every one of ‘em got a little pig pin stuck on his lapel and—”
All three homicide cops saw the gawker’s head snap back when he heard mention of the pig. Now Meeker and Beemer wanted to go talk to him, too. But Rockelle hadn’t released them yet.
“Anything else in common?” she asked.
“All of ‘em wearin’ Gucci ‘n’ Armani,” Meeker said.
“Just like this one,” Beemer said.
Looking over at the gawker, all three detectives thought: Just like that one.
Turning back to the victim, Meeker said, “Means he’s likely some big shot lobbyist, too.”
Rockelle flipped open the bloodstained billfold she’d taken off the body, paged through it with a gloved finger, stopped when she saw a family photo. The victim, a woman and two young children. She looked over at the guy in the suit.
“You care to step over here, sir?”
The gawker approached the cops and all of them saw tears forming in his eyes.
“You know this gentleman, sir?” Rockelle inclined her head at the body.
“I do. His name’s Mark Benjamin.”
Meeker asked, “That pig pin, it means something to you?”
“Mark wouldn’t wear it.”
Rockelle Bullard asked, “Why not?”
“He was Jewish. Used to keep kosher. Then he became a vegan.”
Beemer said, “Maybe he just liked the cartoons.”
The guy smiled; it only made him look sadder.
“He wasn’t big on cartoons.”
“Did you know Mr. Benjamin well?” Rockelle asked.
“In a certain way. We were both looking to improve ourselves; we played squash against one another. Mark is … was in better shape than me, but I had a better feel for the game. I usually beat him, and he’d lie on the court after a game, just about like he is now, and ask God where was the justice.”
Meeker said, “So you recognized the man from your car?”
“Yes.”
He and Beemer both looked dubious.
Rockelle asked, “What’s your name, sir?”
“Putnam Shady.”
“Is there anyone who can confirm where you’ve been the past several hours.”
“Yes. Margaret Sweeney.”
Now, Rockelle reacted in surprise, recognizing the name. “Would that be—”
“Yes, that Margaret Sweeney. The one who works with James J. McGill.”
Meeker asked, just to be sure, “You know the president’s henchman?”
“We’ve never met,” Putnam said, “but I’ve heard a lot about him.”
Beemer returned to an earlier subject. “You think that pin looks like Porky Pig?”
Putnam said, “Only at a glance. If I remember right, Porky wears a bow tie. A jacket and white gloves, too.”
Jim McGill drove his ex-wife’s Honda minivan onto the summer green, August hot campus of the Society of Jesus’ outpost of learning in Washington, D.C. Close behind the minivan came McGill’s armored, turbocharged Chevy, Leo Levy behind the wheel and Secret Service Special Agent Deke Ky riding shotgun.
Seated beside McGill in the minivan was his elder daughter, Abbie, who was trying hard to contain her anxiety as she took in the sights of the school where she would spend the next four years.
Seated behind McGill were his ex-wife, Carolyn, who was almost as nervous as Abbie, their son, Kenny, who was uncharacteristically quiet and their younger daughter, Caitie, who, completely in character, was measuring whether Georgetown lived up to her standards.
Glances in the rearview mirror showed McGill that Caitie, neck craning, approved of the soaring Gothic grandeur of Healy Hall but thought the pedestrian mid-rise right angles of Darnall Hall were no small comedown.
Darnall was a freshman residence hall. It also was the site of the student health center, campus counseling and psychiatric services and a restaurant called the Epicurean. A security analysis done by McGill, the Secret Service and the three Evanston PD cops — on detached duty — who would provide daily security for Abbie unanimously decided that Darnall was the best place on campus for Abbie.
If its architectural shortcomings made Caitie looked down her nose at it, tough.
McGill parked out front. They’d arrived two hours before the time any other freshman would be allowed to move in; getting Abbie situated wouldn’t take long.
“You ready, honey?” McGill asked his daughter.
She bobbed her head.
The family exited the minivan. Each of them would carry a bundle of necessities that would see Abbie through her first semester of college. The three younger McGills shouldered the burdens their father pulled out of the back of the minivan for them and trooped off to the front entrance of Darnall where one of the university’s Residence Life staffers held the door open.
Carolyn stopped at her ex-husband’s side, and the two of them watched their children step inside the building. Carolyn’s husband, Lars Enquist, had said his goodbye at the hotel. The president didn’t want to turn a family moment into a circus; Patricia Darden Grant just couldn’t go anywhere these days without a retinue of heavily armed men. So she had wished Abbie much success the night before.
With a catch in her voice, Carolyn said, “They’re just so damn great, those kids of ours.”
McGill took Carolyn’s hand and smiled. “Each and every one of them.”
“I’m glad you’re going to be nearby for Abbie.”
McGill’s office on P Street was a ten-minute drive; the White House not much farther.
“Me, too.” He paused, then asked, “What’s up with Kenny? He’s been awfully quiet.”
Carolyn rolled her eyes. “Liesl Eberhardt.”
“His girlfriend?”
“Ex-girlfriend.”
McGill winced. “She dumped Kenny for another guy?”
“Worse. Decided that she just didn’t like him, not the way he liked her.”
Carolyn looked as if she might have a critical observation to make about young Ms. Eberhardt but she was pre-empted by the sound of a car horn.
McGill turned to look. They were supposed to have the place to themselves, but some eager beaver might have wanted to get a jump on —
No, it was Sweetie, arriving in a black Porsche.
Deke Ky had already interposed himself between the car and the president’s henchman, and was reaching under his suit jacket where he kept his Uzi. But when he saw Sweetie get out of the passenger seat he waved to her. Then he went to the driver’s side of the Porsche and shook hands with the guy behind the wheel.
McGill wondered if —
“Sorry I’m late,” Sweetie said. “Where are the kids?”
She gave Carolyn a hug.
“They went inside just now,” Carolyn said.
“Well, let’s all grab something and join them.” Sweetie picked up two boxes and headed for Darnall; Carolyn carried her daughter’s stereo system; McGill took hold of two suitcases and closed the minivan’s hatch.
He looked back at the Porsche. Deke saw he was ready to go inside and said goodbye to the guy in the driver’s seat. He hustled to catch up with McGill.
“You know that guy?” McGill asked.
“He’s Margaret’s friend, her landlord.”
“Putnam Shady?”
“Yeah, you never met him?”
“No.”
McGill turned and saw Sweetie and Carolyn enter Darnall.
It was only natural for Sweetie to be present; she was Abbie’s godmother.
But Putnam Shady? What was he doing there?
Two thoughts occurred to McGill: Had Sweetie finally met a man who had found a way into her heart? Or had Shady approached Sweetie on a professional basis, a client looking for a private investigator.
He passed through the door to Darnall that Deke held open for him.
And he realized: Might be both reasons.
Galia Mindel, White House chief of staff, brought her signed letter of resignation to tender to the president — if that was the way her meeting with the president went. She got to her feet as Patricia Darden Grant entered the room. The president’s pace slowed as she took notice of Galia’s grim expression. Taking her seat, the president glanced at the schedule of her day’s activities that lay on her desk. Then she turned her attention to Galia and gestured to her to be seated.
“Who screwed up, Galia, you, me or some third party who left us a mess?”
“I did, Madam President.” Galia was never one to shift blame.
“Is it a matter of national, political or personal interest?”
“All of the above.”
The president nodded. “I see. Shall I summon a firing squad?”
“Might be hard to get good help if you did that.”
The president smiled. “Come on, Galia. It can’t be that bad or you would have woken me up last night.”
The chief of staff pursed her lips before saying, “I took my eye off the ball.”
“The ball being?” Patti asked.
“Who your worst political enemy is. The person who most wants you to fail in your first term so you won’t have a second term. The person who is working hardest to keep you from achieving your goals to get the country moving in the right direction.”
Patti had to agree that would be a serious mistake, if Galia had actually made it.
Which she seriously doubted.
“Are you saying our principal political nemesis — yours and mine — is not Roger Michaelson, Democrat, the junior senator from the great state of Oregon?”
“Michaelson is your most obvious opponent. I’ve learned he intends to run for the Democratic nomination for president. He thinks he can win the primaries and then defeat you in the general election.”
The president smiled once more but she also shook her head.
“Roger has never lacked for confidence, even when he should know better.”
“Exactly, Madam President. You’ve beaten him before; you’d beat him again.”
“But?”
“But you are going to face challengers in the Republican primary elections,” Galia said.
Patti’s first impulse was to say that was ridiculous, but she was too smart, and knew Galia too well, to let her emotions dictate her response. Even in the privacy of the Oval Office. The only person to whom she bared her soul was James J. McGill.
“Remind me, Galia, of what my standing is in the latest round of polls.”
“Two-thirds of the American public view your performance in office favorably.”
“And which members of my party might think they could do better?”
“The first to declare will be Senator Howard Hurlbert of Mississippi.”
The president’s eyes narrowed. Howard Hurlbert was a co-sponsor of the Support of Motherhood Act, the bill that Patti had refused to support even when threatened by militant anti-abortionists who would go on to take the life of her first husband, Andy.
Hurlbert was a handsome man, silver haired, possessing a honeyed Southern baritone. He’d gone on to win reelection in his state after Andy had died. He’d voted against every piece of legislation Patti had pushed. But…
Patti knew Hurlbert was a front man. Good at following a script. But she doubted he’d had an original idea in his entire life. Someone else was penning this scenario.
The president took a moment to consider who the author might be and then refocused on Galia. “Derek Geiger?”
Galia nodded. “Yes, Madam President, the Republican speaker of the House.”
The man second in the line of succession to the presidency, and in the current Congress, the most powerful figure in the legislative branch of the federal government.
A shiver rippled through Patti. She looked back at her schedule.
“Vice President Wyman has an hour at the end of the day,” she said.
Galia understood the implicit question: What does he want?
“I politely inquired why the vice president would like to see you; he politely told me to buzz off.”
Try as she might, Patti couldn’t see Mather Wyman conspiring with Derek Geiger against her. It wasn’t in the man’s nature. Still, she didn’t like the coincidence of his wanting to see her today.
Galia waited patiently as the president weighed the situation. She decided that unless Patricia Grant came right out and asked for her resignation, she wasn’t going to offer it. Now that Galia knew where the threat to the president lay she would be helpful in the upcoming fight. In fact, she was looking forward to the political bloodletting.
The president asked, “Is there anything else I should know, Galia?”
The chief of staff had one more bomb to throw.
“A matter just came to my attention, Madam President, after your schedule was printed. I received word that Erna Godfrey is on the mend with no obvious physical impairment.”
Patti nodded, sensing another shoe was about to drop.
“And?” she asked.
Galia said, “Erna claims that during the time she was technically dead she saw Jesus.”
“Jesus?”
“Yes … and Mr. Grant was with him.”
That sat Patti back in her chair. “Andy?”
“I’m afraid so. Erna says Jesus told her to mend her ways … and now she’d like to see you.”
Captain Welborn Yates arrived at his White House office an hour before his workday officially began, as was his custom. Although he was only in his mid-twenties, he was having something of a career crisis. His first case as an investigator for the Air Force Office of Special Investigations had been to make inquiries into an allegation of adultery against Colonel Carina Linberg. That case had attracted the notice of the president, and she’d quickly made Welborn her personal in-house investigator. Well, her official investigator.
There was no question that James J. McGill was the president’s first line of defense, but he worked sub rosa. Given Mr. McGill’s spousal relationship to the president, Welborn could understand the need for discretion. He had no problem being the front man for the president’s henchman. In two years on the job, he’d learned more from Jim McGill — and Margaret Sweeney — than he had at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center.
The problem was, he’d recently revised his thinking on how he came to be in his present circumstances. He’d previously thought his being assigned to the Colonel Linberg investigation had been a random event, the luck of the draw, but as he gained experience, saw how things worked in the upper reaches of government and the military, he came to think otherwise.
He understood now that either General Warren Altman (ret.), the former Air Force chief of staff or, more likely, the general’s former adjutant, Major Clarence Seymour (ret.), must have specifically ordered that the newest, greenest investigator on the OSI duty roster be assigned to the Colonel Linberg case.
One of them had specifically asked for him.
If not by name then by virtue of the wetness behind his ears.
He’d been meant to be the Pentagon’s puppet. Only the president had intervened and made him a White House minion. Not that he could object to that. He worked for the most powerful person in the world, he’d been promoted in rank and most important his new job had led to meeting his fiancée, Kira Fahey.
Led to their meeting more intentionally than he had guessed at first. Either the president or James J. McGill had played matchmaker for him and Kira, Welborn was now sure. They hadn’t wanted the president’s handpicked investigator to fall prey to the considerable charms of Colonel Linberg. That just showed the lengths to which people in Washington would go to further their interests: They’d pair a young couple off for the rest of their lives.
Not that Welborn didn’t love Kira. He was crazy about her. Their wedding day, postponed for almost a year after Kira’s mother had required emergency heart surgery, was swiftly approaching and he hadn’t experienced a moment of cold feet.
What bothered Welborn, though, was the growing feeling he was nothing more than a wind-up toy in games other people were playing. Older, wiser, more ruthless people pointed him in their desired direction and off he went. The thought chafed. He considered requesting a transfer out of the White House; he went so far as to think of leaving the Air Force entirely once his five-year obligation had been fulfilled.
But he was getting married. He and Kira both wanted children. He would need a reputable and substantial means of support — and there were few job opportunities that topped working for the president of the United States.
Though his cage was gilded, he felt trapped nonetheless, not even able to discuss his feelings with Kira. She’d think he was being foolish, and he’d have a hard time disagreeing.
Where else could he —
Welborn’s phone rang. He answered the call, “Captain Yates.”
The president had given him permission to bitly, i.e. abbreviate, his previous three-paragraph greeting.
“Welborn Yates?” a charming female voice asked.
“Possibly,” Welborn said.
He wouldn’t put it past Kira to play a trick on him.
“Who’s calling please?” he asked.
“Chana Lochlan.”
He knew the name: Chana Lochlan had been James J. McGill’s first client as a private investigator; formerly the “most fabulous face on television,” she was now the producer of a Peabody Award-winning news program.
“Captain Welborn Yates,” he elaborated. “How may I be of service?”
“I’m trying to contact Jim McGill. He told me if I were unable to reach him, and he’s not answering his phone, I should call Margaret Sweeney. She said if I were unable to reach her, and I got her voice mail, too, I should call you.”
And that was how Ms. Lochlan got his White House phone number.
“Good thing I get in early,” Welborn said.
“A very good thing. I have a warning for Jim.”
Welborn took down Chana Lochlan’s message word for word.
Thinking all the while: Okay, he worked for the president, and now he got to be her henchman’s henchman. Where else could he do that?
The speaker of the House of Representatives, Derek Geiger, Republican of Florida’s 13th congressional district, and his divorce lawyer, Brad Attles, planned to seize control of the United States government. They called their plan Super-K. It was a rework of former majority leader Tom DeLay’s K Street Project.
Geiger and Attles were putting the finishing touches on the plan at the Georgetown townhouse owned by the speaker’s third wife, Harlo, the managing partner of HG Designs, a furniture design atelier with offices in Washington, New York and Sarasota.
Geiger had accurately assessed the public’s tolerance for serial monogamy among politicians: three wives while in office. Despite having reached that limit and professing a love for Harlo unlike any he’d ever known, Geiger kept Attles on retainer. He had assured his third wife this was a mere formality.
Harlo had laughed and reminded him, “Honey, I’m the one who insisted on the pre-nup, and I’ll be the one who brings the curtain down on this little road show.”
Harlo’s sass always made the Speaker’s blood pressure spike.
That and a body that belonged on a pin-up calendar.
Geiger brought Brad Attles to Washington as soon as he got a seat on the Committee on Ways and Means, the place where tax bills and tax loopholes originated. His sponsorship was more than enough to land Attles a spot in the most important lobbying firm in town, Hetherington/Weems. New to lobbying, but possessing an intuitive understanding of human nature, Attles quickly mastered the arts of finding, grinding and minding.
Finding clients, grinding out a way to get language favoring their interests inserted into legislation, minding that the favorable wording stayed in place until the bill became law.
Attles’ professional achievements were supplemented by the fact that he was, in his own words, “A very large Negro you can introduce to polite society.”
Further adding, “It comes as a relief to people that someone like me would rather enrich them than rob them.”
Despite his many sterling qualities, Brad Attles couldn’t cook worth a damn.
The Speaker took six eggs and a pound of bacon off the griddle of the Viking range. He plated two meals and brought them to the kitchen table. Attles had already filled their coffee cups and two glasses with orange juice. They used the OJ to make a toast.
“To Super-K,” the Speaker said.
“Super-K,” Attles agreed.
Tom DeLay eventually wound up on trial in Texas and was sentenced to three years in prison. The judgment of the court was he had committed a felony by conspiring to launder corporate money and use it to make donations to preferred candidates running for seats in the state legislature.
DeLay had been released on bond pending appeal but it had been reported he’d had to raise — plead for — ten million dollars to pay his lawyers’ fees. Fighting prosecutors and going about hat in hand was not the way Derek Geiger wanted to spend his golden years.
But then DeLay had made so many mistakes. He’d issued ultimatums. He’d divided the pie along strict party line: the pie for Republicans, the empty pie plate for Democrats. In his dealing with colleagues and the media, he’d had the savoir faire of Yosemite Sam.
Speaker Geiger had learned from DeLay. He never issued threats to anyone; Brad did that for him. He never took a nickel in donations or gifts from anyone. He flew commercial, coach in his early years, business class now. He extended his largesse to friendly, i.e. tame Democrats. He spoke publicly in measured tones.
With Attles’ professional help, the speaker had managed to make lump sum settlements with his first two wives, holding on to his home in Sarasota and most of his stock portfolio. So he was able to make do with the $223,500 per year his day job paid.
He’d cash in big time after he left office.
By then he would be recognized as the man who had made the position of speaker of the House the most powerful in government. Super-K would see to that.
The plan called for organizing every lobbyist on K Street who mattered a tinker’s damn. If the capital’s lobbyists, the so-called fourth branch of government, wanted to advance any of their interests, they would have to see Brad Attles. He would talk to Geiger, and the speaker would tell the committee chairs whose interests would advance.
And whose would be ignored.
A flow chart of the plan would show money flowing in from corporate America and flowing out from the United States Treasury. At the confluence of these rivers of cash would be Geiger and Attles, but no prosecutor would ever be able to pry into their relationship. It was, and for many years had been, protected by attorney-client privilege.
There were limits and exceptions to the privilege, of course. It couldn’t be used for the purpose of committing a crime or to perpetrate a fraud. But if Derek Geiger were ever to claim he was only consulting the attorney of record in his two prior divorces about ending his present marriage, who would be able to say otherwise?
It would be a shame to relinquish Harlo before he’d taken his full measure of her, but letting her go would certainly beat finding himself in a fix like Tom DeLay’s.
Once they finished eating, Attles raised the subject of another woman who had to be taken into account, Patricia Darden Grant.
“You know,” Attles said, “the biggest threat to this plan is sitting over there in the White House right now.”
In an ideal world, the speaker thought, the president would have been just another politician on the hustle for campaign funds. But Patti Grant had made a small fortune from her modeling and acting careers and had been left billions by her late husband. She didn’t need anyone else’s money.
“She’s not going to stand for being one-upped by you,” Attles told the speaker.
The corporate money that would flood into Brad Attles’ accounts would find its way to PACs supporting candidates for House and Senate seats who pledged their allegiance to the speaker. If some cuss with an ornery streak, someone who leaned too far right or too far left, didn’t want to play ball, he would face a well-funded, well prepared, well behaved challenger in the next election cycle.
The same thing went for Patti Grant.
Howard Hurlbert wouldn’t be the only challenger she would face.
Funding, running, electing and owning his own broad slate of candidates for both houses of Congress and the White House was how Derek Geiger planned to become the most powerful man in the country.
His guiding principle was: If you control the dough, you run the show.
He told his divorce lawyer, “I’ll take care of the president.”
The finishing touches had been put in place in Abbie McGill’s dorm room. Books filled shelves; posters adorned walls; a comforter, pillows and one stuffed animal from home dressed the bed; a rag-rug served as a yoga mat; the stereo was hooked up and ready to rock; two potted plants adorned a windowsill.
Even Caitie had to give a grudging nod of approval.
“It’s not the Lincoln Bedroom, but it’ll do,” she said.
“I think it’s charming,” Putnam Shady said.
Sweetie had brought her friend in and introduced him to the family. He’d assumed the job of setting up Abbie’s sound system and had proved deft at the task. Abbie and Caitie had both been taken with Putnam; Carolyn only slightly less so. Kenny had been content to shake Putnam’s hand.
McGill thought Sweetie’s landlord reminded him of some of the more slippery lawyers he’d known in Chicago, but if Sweetie gave the guy her stamp of approval, that was good enough for him.
Still, it did his heart good when Caitie, in saying goodbye, shook Putnam’s hand and let him know in no uncertain terms, “Sweetie is very important to all of us.”
Subtext: Don’t trifle with her affections, Bub.
“She’s important to me, too,” Putnam said.
“Stop it,” Sweetie said. “I might blush. Ruin my image altogether.”
McGill said, “Can’t have that. Let me walk the two of you out while there’s still time.”
He did just that, after Sweetie kissed all the McGill kids goodbye.
Outside the residence hall, the three of them stood next to Putnam’s Boxster and Sweetie informed McGill, “Putnam says someone is going to try to kill him.”
McGill played it straight. “Why would you think that?”
Sweetie’s landlord told McGill about the Metro cops finding Mark Benjamin’s body on K Street earlier that morning, and how Benjamin had been the third lobbyist to be killed in the past three weeks.
“I knew Mark, I knew Bobby Waller and I knew Erik Torkelson.”
“Personally or professionally?” McGill asked.
“Both. The four of us were thinking of starting our own firm.”
“Did you tell the Metro cops this?”
“I mentioned that Mark and I played squash.”
McGill revisited his opinion about Putnam being slippery.
He shot a look at Sweetie.
“Why not tell them everything you know?” he asked Putnam.
“I don’t deal well with authority.”
“Sweetie?” McGill asked.
“It’s true, he doesn’t. Neither do you or I, particularly.”
McGill couldn’t deny that. If he tried, he’d hear Celsus Crogher laughing somewhere.
Putnam saw McGill and Sweetie were going to have to work things out. Something best done without a third party present to inhibit the flow of the debate. He extended his hand to McGill.
“Thank you for your time. It was a pleasure to meet you and your family.”
McGill shook Putnam’s hand, ignoring the look from Sweetie.
The one that said he could go along or stay behind, but she was in.
“One thing, though,” Putnam told McGill.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“I hope I’m wrong, but your son, the way he looks reminds of someone else I knew. I think you should have a doctor look at him.”
The suggestion blindsided both McGill and Sweetie.
Giving Putnam time to get in his car and drive off.
Reverend Burke Godfrey needed every ounce of self-control he possessed not to bristle as he was frisked — felt up, damnit — by the correctional officer. He had tried explaining to the warden who stood nearby, a deadpan expression on his bulldog face, that he was a man of God. He had come to the prison that morning, after not seeing his wife for almost a year, only to minister to her spiritual and emotional needs.
Godfrey thought they wouldn’t be treating him like one of the animals in the adjoining men’s prison — or even the harlots there in the secure female housing unit — if he’d had his lawyer with him. But visitors weren’t allowed to bring lawyers with them; legal counsel was presumed to be necessary only for those presently incarcerated.
Not for those who might become future inmates.
That was the way Godfrey read the warden’s eyes.
The correctional officer stood up, having made sure the minister didn’t possess a gun strapped to either of his ankles, and nodded to his superior.
Godfrey asked the warden, “Do you enjoy humiliating people, sir?”
A splinter of a grin lanced the man’s face.
“Reverend, what you experienced was a routine security procedure, done for the safety of all involved. You didn’t expect special treatment, did you?”
Burke Godfrey always expected special treatment.
It was an indignity when he even needed to mention it.
It was an affront when he didn’t get it.
And when a man laid a hand on his privates … he didn’t yet have the words for that.
But he would soon enough.
“May I please see my wife now?” he asked.
“Yes, you may. For the next thirty minutes.”
Burke Godfrey turned red. “That’s all?”
“That’s all the inmate — your wife — asked for.”
Erna looked far better than Burke Godfrey had ever expected. Being in prison, she’d had no choice but to let her hair go gray, but somehow she looked younger than the last time he’d seen her. Her brow was smooth, her eyes were clear, her face was a slender oval. Except for the gray, she looked remarkably like the girl with whom he’d fallen in love.
He wanted to take her in his arms — not in the gentle way a man already past his middle years might do, but with the passion of the brash young fellow he’d been the first time he’d seen her. He wanted to have her here and now. But the best he could do was place a hand on the slab of clear plastic separating them.
Erna put her hand opposite his.
“They could have let us sit across a table from each,” Godfrey said. “I was told they do that here.”
“Not for me, not after I hoodwinked a nurse. That poor woman in Terre Haute lost her job for giving me those sleeping pills.”
Godfrey had wanted Anna Lee put in a cell after it came out that she had smuggled sedatives to Erna. He still felt that way. But he wasn’t about to argue the matter now.
“Oh, Erna,” he said. “I almost died when I thought I lost you.”
Tears made Erna’s eyes glisten. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for so many things.”
“Why did you try to … do what you did to yourself? I had Benton Williams ready to appeal your case. I still do. We can —”
Erna dropped her hand and shook her head.
“No,” she said. “I don’t want an appeal. What I thought I wanted was to become a martyr. After my sentence was commuted, I tried to kill myself because I couldn’t face being in prison for so many years. Now, I’ve accepted this is where I’m meant to be.”
Godfrey pulled back, trying to understand Erna.
He looked for a sign she wasn’t in her right mind or that she’d been coerced. Maybe even brainwashed. There was no way he could comprehend what he’d just heard.
Instead of explaining her own words, she repeated what Godfrey had said a moment ago. “You said you almost died when you thought you’d lost me.”
“I did. I thought my heart was going to stop beating.”
Erna nodded. “I believe you. I also know Patricia Grant felt a lot like that when I took, her husband from her.”
Now, Burke Godfrey pushed his chair back, not from lack of understanding, but having perceived a threat.
“She married again soon enough,” he said.
“I’m glad for that, but the hurt I caused her still hasn’t healed.”
“She told you that?”
“Andy Grant told me.”
Godfrey bounded to his feet. He stepped behind the chair, as if the plastic barrier between him and Erna was insufficient protection. He was unmoved by the tear he saw slide down his wife’s cheek.
Erna said in a quiet voice, “Burke, I’m trying to do what’s right. I’m trying to save my soul. You have to do the same. You have to do what’s right.”
Godfrey turned his back on Erna and banged on the door for the guard.
He wanted out, now.
Erna had been optimistic limiting the visit to thirty minutes.
They’d been together for fewer than ten.
It took only slightly longer for Galia Mindel to hear that the visit between Reverend Burke Godfrey and his wife had not gone well. But she’d save that information for later. The president had a busy day ahead and didn’t need any distractions.
“How you doing, pal?” Jim McGill asked his son Kenny.
He and Sweetie had taken Kenny to the California Pizza Kitchen restaurant just outside the capital. Caitie, Carolyn and Lars had opted for Chinese in Georgetown. Abbie’s roommate, and former Evanston schoolmate, Jane Haley, had arrived and the two young college women were lunching on campus, taking their first steps in independent living.
Kenny looked up from his pasta, dabbed tomato sauce from his mouth.
“I’m okay, why?” He saw Sweetie paying close attention to him. “Don’t I look okay? Did I spill some food on myself?”
Sweetie shook her head. “You’re neat as a pin.”
“I’ve been working on my table manners.”
“Doing a good job, too,” McGill said. “That have something to do with Liesl Eberhardt?”
Kenny returned his attention to his pasta bowl.
“I don’t want to talk about her.”
“Happens to all of us,” Sweetie told the younger McGill.
She hadn’t heard the news from Jim yet, but it wasn’t hard to figure out what was bothering Kenny.
Kenny shot her a look. “Someone broke your heart?”
He clearly didn’t believe that was possible.
“Not intentionally, but yes. Happened a long time ago.”
“What happened?” Kenny asked.
Sweetie looked at McGill. He held up a hand and answered for her.
The two of them knew each other’s life stories, better than anyone else did.
“Kenny,” McGill said, “the boy Sweetie loved died in a boating accident.”
Laying his fork down and taking Sweetie’s hand, Kenny said, “That’s awful.”
“Yes, it was,” Sweetie told him.
“Did it hurt for a long time?”
Sweetie nodded.
“Is that why you never got married?” Kenny asked.
“One of the reasons, anyway.”
Kenny released Sweetie’s hand.
“I wonder if I’ll ever find anyone else,” he said.
McGill and Sweetie were careful not to laugh or even smile.
“A good-looking guy like you,” McGill said, “it’s a sure thing.”
Kenny looked at his father and said, “But Sweetie’s beautiful and —”
“I think I’ve found someone,” she said.
Both McGills looked at her: Kenny with a smile, Jim with raised eyebrows.
“That Putnam guy you were with this morning?” Kenny asked.
“Yeah, him.”
“He looks kind of cool,” Kenny said.
“He is, kind of,” Sweetie agreed.
McGill looked to see if Sweetie was just playing with Kenny, trying to help him out of his funk, but she shook her head. She was telling the truth.
Slippery Putnam Shady was the man for Sweetie?
McGill found it hard to imagine.
But he knew he’d have to accept it.
For the moment, though, he asked Kenny, “Other than a heavy heart, how are you doing?”
“I’m okay, Dad, really.”
But Kenny had finished less than half his lunch, an irregularity impossible to miss.
McGill said, “How about if I get you a quick once over from a doctor I know?”
Kenny shook his head. “I don’t need anything like that.”
“Did I mention that this doctor works at the White House? Usually sees no one but the president. Treated Patti last year after she took that nasty fall in England.”
That perked Kenny up. He no doubt was remembering Caitie getting to have an adventure in Washington with their father while he and Abbie were stuck at Camp David.
“Does this doctor work out of the residence?”
Kenny had already enjoyed Thanksgiving dinner in that part of the Executive Mansion.
“No, he has his own examining room, a place few have ever seen.”
Relatively speaking, McGill thought.
That was good enough for Kenny. He smiled broadly. Made McGill think that he and Sweetie had been worrying about nothing.
Until Kenny said, “I have been getting tired a lot lately. More than usual, you know?”
The president was too busy to be bothered with Welborn’s inquiry as to where James J. McGill might be. Edwina Byington, the president’s personal secretary, gave him a clue: Georgetown University. The McGills, mother and father, were dropping off Abigail for her first day at college, but that had been earlier.
“I would imagine that once Ms. McGill is ensconced,” Edwina said, “the family might go out for a meal together. But I don’t have any information as to where that might be. If it were a spontaneous choice, the president wouldn’t even know.”
For a heartbeat, Welborn thought it strange that the president wouldn’t know where her husband was at any given moment. But then the First Couple was a generation older than he was, each was in a second marriage and … maybe that’s how he and Kira would do things, too, when they got to that point.
Welborn thanked Edwina and returned to his office.
The information Chana Lochlan had given him — her warning — was hardly life-threatening but it was certainly something Jim McGill would want to know. Welborn had Deke Ky’s personal cell phone number, and if anyone would know where the president’s henchman was, his personal Secret Service agent would.
Thing was, Welborn couldn’t decide if the situation rose to —
“My, my, the thrill is gone.”
Welborn dispelled his reverie and took notice of his fiancée, Kira Fahey, standing in his office doorway. She told him, “There was a time when you could feel my very approach. Now, I’m invisible.”
With a smile, Welborn said, “You used to wear more perfume.”
“You’re horrible. Why I’m marrying you is a mystery to me.”
“I’ll find out; I’m a trained investigator. And I’d be happy to feel your approach or anything else you might care to offer.”
Kira blushed and smiled simultaneously. She looked down the hallway, in the direction of the Oval Office.
Turning back to Welborn, she asked, “How can you talk like that in the White House? What if the president overheard you?”
“I imagine she’d be pleased; she and her husband brought us together.”
Kira nodded. “I was wondering if you’d figured that out, too.”
“We’ll tell our children,” Welborn said, “but they’ll never believe it. Is there anything I might do for you, Ms. Fahey?”
Kira looked as if she might say something risqué, but she liked to talk dirty only behind closed doors.
She told Welborn, “A Lieutenant Rockelle Bullard of the Metro Police, an acquaintance of yours, I believe, called while you were out of your office. She’d like to speak with you.”
“You got her phone number, of course.”
“Of course.”
“I’ll call her, see if she’d care to drop by.”
“Impress her with your fancy digs?” Kira asked.
“Introduce her to my beloved.”
Kira beamed, before asking, “What’s the real reason?”
“I’m looking for James Jackson McGill. If he shows up here, I don’t want to miss him.”
“I’ll advise the boys in blue.” The uniformed Secret Service. “Have them let you know if they see him. I’ll escort Lieutenant Bullard in, too.”
“You’re too kind to me,” Welborn said.
“Just remember, flyboy, my services come at a cost.”
Welborn said, “I’ll pay any price, gladly.”
Special Agent Elspeth unmoved presented herself at SAC Celsus Crogher’s White House office. Kendry was new to the White House Security Detail. The daughter of an army officer and an Iranian mother, she spoke both Farsi and Arabic. Her most recent assignment had been in Amman, Jordan, working with a strike force to break up a counterfeiting ring.
The bad guys were threefold: Iranian Revolutionary Guards, Jordanian middlemen, and Mexican coyotes. The IRG weren’t printing funny money, they were forging U.S. Treasury checks payable to ghost Social Security recipients. The Jordanians bought the checks from the Iranians for ten cents on the dollar. They couriered them to Mexico and sold them to the coyotes for an additional twenty-five percent. The coyotes put them in the hands of illegals they’d brought into the U.S., let the illegals take one percent of the value of each check they cashed as a credit against their border-crossing fee.
All of the major players involved were making piles of money. The Iranians had the additional pleasures of bleeding the U.S. Treasury at a time when it was already hemorrhaging red ink, and placing added stress on a critical security agency of the Great Satan’s government, the Secret Service.
The raid just outside the Jordanian capital that took down the ring’s operational leadership turned into a firefight. Elspeth Kendry killed the top IRG man present and the Jordanian second in command. If she hadn’t needed to change clips, she said, she might have gotten a Mexican, too.
In any case, there were too many people in the Middle East who now wanted to get her, and with a commendation from the director she was shipped off to the White House. Elspeth thought she’d give the assignment a year without complaining before she asked to be returned to the field.
She stood at parade rest as SAC Crogher reviewed her file.
He looked up and said, “Have a seat, Kendry.”
She sat, every bit as erect as Crogher. When dealing with male superiors, she made sure her body language conveyed nothing but professionalism. The guy in front of her looked like someone who might actually appreciate that.
Crogher asked, “Do you know who James J. McGill is?”
“The president’s husband.”
“Do you know anything about his background?”
“Only what’s available in the public media.”
Elspeth wondered if she was about to be warned this McGill guy was a philanderer or a shoplifter or something else the public must never know.
“He’s a private eye,” Crogher said.
“I think I read that. He has his own firm.”
“He works cases.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, really. He has a concealed carry license. He allows us to provide him with only one special agent for personal security. At the president’s insistence, he also has an armed driver. But McGill has been known to go off on his own without any protection at all. One time he had a taxi pick him up at the White House and disappeared.”
Elspeth repressed a smile.
She said, “Mr. McGill must be a handful, sir.”
“He’s a pain in the ass is what he is.”
Kendry thought SAC Crogher was either someone who trusted his people to keep their lips zipped or he was close to burning out.
Crogher said, “He’s also smart, occasionally helpful and has the fastest weapon draw I’ve ever seen.”
“That’s interesting, sir.”
The SAC leaned forward, not like he was scoping her out, despite her exotic good looks, more like he was about to share a deep, dark secret.
“He’s also a charming bastard. Not that I’d know anything about that sort of thing, but that’s what I hear. What you have to remember, Kendry, is that you work for me not him.”
Had to be personal hard feelings at work here, Kendry decided.
“Of course, sir. But what is it exactly you want me to do?”
“I want you to watch the whole world for hostile Arabs, Iranians or any other sort of asshole who might want to do James J. McGill in. You’re his distant early warning line.”
“Yes, sir.”
“That’s the easy part, Kendry.”
Elspeth picked up on her cue. “What’s the hard part, sir?”
“If you do learn of a threat, you have to convince that sonofabitch McGill he isn’t Superman.”
How about that, Special Agent Elspeth Kendry thought.
Her new job might be fun after all.
McGill introduced his son, Kenny, to the White House physician, Artemus Nicolaides. The two McGills were in the anteroom of Nicolaides’ suite. Leo dropped Sweetie off at the North Portico Entrance of the White House.
Before exiting the Chevy, she told McGill, “I’m going to keep an eye on Putnam.”
“Is he in trouble?” Kenny asked.
“You’re taking the case?” McGill wanted to know.
Answering the questions in order, Sweetie said, “Not with me around and yes.”
“What’s the case?” Kenny asked.
Sweetie looked at Jim. He gave a minimalist nod. Answer honestly but not at length.
“Some unknown bad guy might want to hurt him,” Sweetie told Kenny.
Kenny turned to his father. “Why wouldn’t Sweetie take the case, keep her friend from getting hurt?
“No reason at all,” McGill said, not wanting to complicate matters with either his son or his friend.
Simplicity, however, would not suffice.
“Dad, you’re not going to let Sweetie do this alone, are you? Caitie was being corny this morning when she told Putnam that Sweetie is important to all of us, but she was telling the truth, too.”
McGill remembered how proud he’d been of Caitie when she’d voiced that sentiment. Now, his son was calling on him to be true not just to Sweetie but himself, too. Darn kid.
“Margaret,” he said, “I will be happy to assist you in any way I can.”
Kenny’s effort on Sweetie’s behalf had earned him a kiss on the cheek.
He’d walked into the White House with his head in the clouds.
Now, Nick was bringing him gently down to earth.
“So, young man,” he asked, “why are you here to see me? Are you no longer the strongest, fastest, smartest boy in your school?”
“I was never any of those things,” Kenny said.
“I will take your word on that, though you must allow me a moment of doubt. But I can see your resemblance to your father, so certainly you must be among the most handsome.”
“I used to think so,” Kenny allowed.
A man of affairs, Nick diagnosed the situation immediately.
“A young lady has led you to believe otherwise?”
Kenny hung his head and nodded.
The was enough for Nick to put an arm around Kenny’s shoulders. “Come on, Kenny, step into my examining room. Anything you care to tell me in there is protected by doctor-patient confidentiality.
Nick looked back at McGill and gave him a wink.
“Kenny says he’s been getting tired more than usual,” McGill told Nick.
Seeing the examining room door close behind his son, he felt a chill in his heart.
There were plenty of neighborhoods in Baltimore where a car could get boosted in broad daylight. Grabbing a car in Fell’s Point while the sun was shining, though, was a risky proposition. In the gentrified, harborside neighborhood, packed with bars, restaurants and tourists, the cops kept a close watch on things. So did the residents, for that matter. And the cars were the kind that had all the latest alarms, immobilizers and recovery systems.
They were also some of the sweetest rides in town with the highest cash value for an enterprising car thief.
Achilles Mitchell was way beyond enterprising. He was educated, a graduate of the Automotive Institute of America, had manufacturer specific training in high-end wheels. He knew exactly what he needed to do to steal the Bentley Continental Flying Spur he’d spotted on his first pass down the one block length of Lisbon Street.
The car retailed for one-seventy K or so. He could deliver it to a shipper and pocket twenty large for thirty minutes work, get back to the luxury car dealership that employed him without being a minute late on his lunch hour.
The only possible hitch Achilles saw was a guy sitting on the stoop of a townhouse across the street from where the Bentley was parked. White guy wearing shades, a polo shirt and khakis. Looked like he might live in the place where he was perched. Just waiting for his girlfriend, maybe, to stop by for a quick rhumba under the covers.
Sonofabitch was still there when Achilles reappeared to make his move.
The car thief weighed the risk. Couldn’t really tell how tall the white guy was, him sitting down and all. But he looked kinda skinny, and past the age where dudes thought they could get physical out on the street.
Achilles had sunglasses on, too. He was six-three and figured he had forty pounds on the white guy. If the sonofabitch stayed where he was, he probably wouldn’t be able to give the cops a good description.
“Hey, officer, the fucker was black. Short, kinky hair and all that. No, I didn’t get a good look at him. Wouldn’t do any good, my looking at mug shots.”
Achilles made his move, got into the Bentley like he had a key. Overrode the software that ran the security system in the time it’d take most people to adjust their seat and mirrors. A glance to his right even showed the dude across the street had taken off. Wearing the smile of a craftsman completing a job well done, Achilles turned the engine on.
The only flaw in the entire exercise was not closing the driver’s door behind him; he always left the door open until he got the engine cranked, in case he had to make a quick exit. Be damn foolish to get caught inside a car that wasn’t yours. Without looking, he grabbed the arm rest to pull the door closed and was surprised when it met resistance.
That gave him a chill: a sign something might have gone wrong.
When he felt a gun barrel pressed against the back of his head, he knew it had.
The skinny white guy?
Achilles never got an answer to his unspoken question. A .22 caliber round entered his brain and overrode its operating system. Didn’t even come out the other side of his head and leave a mess in the car.
It was the skinny white guy. He pulled Achilles out of the Bentley, left him lying on the sidewalk, looking more like a passed-out drunk than a homicide victim, and was gone within seconds. Proving you didn’t need a fancy technical education to steal a Bentley.
To be fair, the white guy had been stealing cars longer than Achilles had been alive.
For most of his grand-theft-auto career, he’d done no physical violence.
But after a job in Las Vegas — goddamn Vegas — everything changed.
Making his getaway, he’d crashed his boosted ride into a car filled with young guys.
Three of ‘em, all Air Force pilots he’d found out later, had died.
A fourth guy, another pilot, had survived.
That was the guy who scared the thief.
He was sure that bastard would come for him someday.
So now he didn’t leave anyone alive behind him.
Kira, true to her word, delivered Rockelle Bullard to Welborn’s office. The Metro homicide lieutenant looked around and shook her head in wonder. Welborn rose to greet her.
“Good to see you again, Lieutenant Bullard,” he said, extending his hand. “Kira’s introduced herself? Told you our good news?”
She smiled and said, “Yes, she has.”
Kira told Welborn, “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.”
Rockelle turned to Kira and said, “A pleasure meeting you, Ms. Fahey. I hope you and the captain here have a fine life together.”
“Thank you.” Kira gave Welborn a wave and departed.
Welborn gestured Rockelle to a guest chair and took his seat behind his desk.
“You’re a real lucky man,” Rockelle told him.
“I know. Just show up for work one day and wind up meeting the president of the United States and the woman you’re going to marry. Get a promotion for doing a so-so job on your first case.”
“Yeah, how does that work?” Rockelle wanted to know.
“I told the president my mother voted for her. She seemed to have a soft spot for me after that.”
“It’s all politics then?”
“What else could it be in this town?”
“Too damn true,” Rockelle said.
“So, how may I help Metro homicide?” Welborn asked.
Rockelle told him all about the three dead lobbyists wearing pins that may or may not resemble Porky Pig. Then she told him about the fourth lobbyist, this one still breathing, whom she met that morning. Asked Welborn did he know the man.
Welborn nodded. “Sure, I know Putnam.”
The homicide lieutenant made a sour face. “You do? Damn, I was hoping he was just blowing smoke, trying to keep us from breathing too heavy on him.”
“You’d do that, Rockelle, make people sweat?”
She smiled. “Like an August night in Alabama.”
That being the case, Welborn thought it worth mentioning to say, “He actually is Margaret Sweeney’s boyfriend. Or close to it.”
“Puts him right next to the president’s henchman then, doesn’t it? And we all know who that man’s close to.” Rockelle looked out Welborn’s open door. “She ever stop by here?”
“It’s been known to happen.”
“That’d be something, me meeting the president.”
“She’s a lot like you.”
Rockelle rolled her eyes.
“What I mean is, you both make a powerful impression.”
The homicide lieutenant laughed. “Now I know how you get ahead; you’re just a natural sweet-talker.”
“There are those who might disagree.” He thought Calanthe Bao, now residing in federal custody, certainly would.
“We won’t talk about them. Let me just explain things a little more and maybe if I get to solve this case, I’ll make captain, too.”
Rockelle told Welborn it was her considered opinion that Mr. Putnam Shady was holding out on her. He knew more than he’d let on. Most times, that’d call for him being sweated for a good long time. Except everybody knew if a person of interest had money and/or connections the questioning couldn’t be quite as forthright or lengthy.
“You think you might help me?” Rockelle asked. “If you know Mr. Shady well enough for him to cooperate with you, that is.”
“I actually know Margaret Sweeney better,” Welborn said. “I could ask her to ask him.”
“She’d be willing to help?”
Welborn gave it a moment’s thought. “Yes, I think she would.”
“Then I’d owe the both of you favors.”
“Sure,” Welborn said, “but then you’ll have two friends in high places.”
The president welcomed the vice president into her office. Being a considerate hostess, she inquired if he’d like a cup of coffee or a soft drink.
“Madam President,” Vice President Mather Wyman said, “if it’s all the same to you, I’d like a scotch on the rocks. Maybe a bowl of peanuts, too.”
All right, Patricia Darden Grant thought, something was up, but whatever it was she would roll with it. She asked Edwina to have a bottle of Laphroaig, a bucket of ice, two glasses and a large bowl of shelled peanuts sent to her office.”
“Any cigars, Madam President?” the secretary asked dryly.
“We’ll let you know, Edwina.”
The two top elected officials in the land contented themselves discussing the upcoming wedding of the vice president’s niece, Kira Fahey, to Captain Welborn Yates. Both of them were enthusiastic about the chances for the young couple having a wonderful life together.
Within minutes, Edwina led a young Navy Culinary Specialist pushing a linen draped liquor cart into the Oval Office. The specialist built drinks to order and placed the bowl of peanuts within easy reach of both the president and vice president. He was about to withdraw when Edwina cleared her throat. He’d forgotten to set out the napkins. The omission was quickly corrected, the specialist blushing.
“Very nicely done,” the president told the young man.
“Never had better service,” the vice president agreed.
“I’ll see you’re not disturbed, Madam President,” Edwina said, shepherding the specialist out with a motherly pat on the back.
Mather Wyman shook his head as the door closed. He was in his sixties, and he said to the president, “Young people keep looking younger to me every day, Madam President, and they still keep turning out to serve our country, here and in places far more dangerous.”
“We must be doing something right, Mather.” She raised her glass. “To the United States and all who love it.”
The vice president touched his glass to hers and they sipped their drinks.
Hoping to put the vice president at ease, Patti Grant picked up a few nuts and popped them into her mouth. She chewed for a moment and asked, “So how serious is it, Mather, whatever you have to tell me?”
The vice president put his drink down and clasped his hands, looked Patti in the eye.
“Not terribly, Madam President. It’s just that I’ve decided to retire at the end of our term. I won’t be running for office with you again.”
The government didn’t believe in simplicity, but it revered pecking orders. For those reasons, the National Park Service designated the exterior walls and the grounds of the White House as Park Reservation Number One. McGill thought he really shouldn’t kvetch, not even to himself, about the bureaucratic mentality. The grounds were immaculately kept and offered all sorts of outdoor amenities.
At the moment, he was shooting hoops on the basketball court. Nick had poked his head out of the examining room and told him he’d like to run a few tests on Kenny and there was no reason why McGill should have to linger in a stuffy waiting room. As a father, however, Jim McGill felt it was his obligation to stay close to his son; he’d been tempted to go into the examining room and see what Nick was doing. Only the fear that he might embarrass Kenny kept him from barging in.
Perceptive fellow that Nick was, he recognized McGill’s recalcitrance, and opened the door wider. McGill saw Kenny sitting on the examining table with his shirt off and a smile on his face. He gave his dad a smile and a wave. Nick arched his eyebrows.
McGill shrugged and got up to go, holding up his cell phone: Call me.
He went to the residence and got his personal basketball. Out on the court he started knocking down shots. He told himself it was a good sign that his touch with the ball was so accurate. That bit of wishful thinking carried him only so far. What he really wanted was another game of one-on-one with Senator Roger Michaelson.
He wanted somebody to bash if it turned out Kenny wasn’t all right.
The basketball court was shielded from public view by stands of closely planted trees, but the uniformed Secret Service officers who patrolled the grounds took immediate note of McGill’s presence, and following instructions they’d received earlier, made two phone calls to report their sighting.
McGill saw them and assumed they were only following orders from Celsus Crogher — or Galia Mindel — to report his whereabouts. Both of them liked to keep tabs on him.
But a few minutes later McGill saw Welborn Yates approach. He was disappointed the young Air Force investigator wasn’t dressed for playing ball. The longer Nick kept McGill waiting, the more anxious he got. A game, even against an opponent he didn’t intend to maul, might have dispersed some of his nervous energy.
He considered calling out to Welborn to go get dressed for a game. He usually was loath to throw his weight around with any of the White House staffers, but he honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so worried. If this was the kind of stress Carolyn had to deal with all the years he was a cop, he owed her an apology.
To hell with it, McGill thought. He was about to step out of character and tell Welborn to suit up when he saw a trim, dark-haired woman appear and follow Welborn, heading McGill’s way. She stopped for a moment to exchange a few words with a uniformed Secret Service officer who was passing by, so she wasn’t a gate crasher. No, the way she carried herself, the gray tailored suit she wore, she was Secret Service too, a special agent.
Welborn was close enough now to raise his voice in greeting.
“Good afternoon, Mr. McGill. Sorry to interrupt, but—”
McGill held up a hand, nodded in the direction of the special agent walking their way.
“Do you know that woman, Welborn?”
He turned to look and said, “No, sir, I don’t.”
Welborn’s posture became defensive, touching McGill with his concern.
The woman saw she was about to confront two men on edge.
“Whoa, guys.” She stopped and raised her hands. “I’m on your side.”
“Who are you?” McGill asked.
“Secret Service Special Agent Elspeth Kendry.” Using two fingers she fished out her ID. She told McGill, “SAC Crogher told me to see you at my first opportunity.”
“Why?”
“I’m your new threat assessment coordinator.”
McGill remembered his promise to Patti to permit Crogher to have one of his minions brief McGill on just how many people wished him ill on any given day. He turned to Welborn.
“And why are you here?”
“To bring you a warning,” Welborn said.
That got Elspeth Kendry’s attention.
But before matters could be discussed further, McGill’s cell phone played the first two bars of “Take Me Out to the Ballgame.”
Sweetie and Putnam each ordered a chicken salad sandwich at Camille’s Cafe on F Street. They had arrived during a lull and chose a table in the shade. Putnam’s trust in Sweetie was such that he took the seat with his back to the street. There was also a practical aspect to his choice. If someone appeared on the sidewalk who needed shooting, he didn’t want Margaret to have to waste time turning around.
As they were currently seated, he was confident she could shoot past him and do no unintended damage.
Sweetie took a sip of ice tea, a step down from the stuff they served at the White House but entirely respectable for a commercial place. She scanned the nearby environs and then turned her attention to Putnam.
“So how serious is this threat to you?” she asked.
“Serious enough to put you in my will.”
Very little surprised Sweetie, but that did.
“What?”
“Really. My first thought was just to leave you your basement apartment, but then I thought that might make it hard for the estate to sell the rest of the building. And what if they did find a buyer and you didn’t like your new upstairs neighbor? So if I go, you get the whole place.”
Sweetie didn’t see any sign that Putnam was BS-ing her.
But he could be a sneaky tease.
“That’s very nice of you,” she said, “but a whole townhouse would be far too grand for me. I’d have to sell it, give the money to charity and find new, suitably modest quarters.”
Now, Putnam was taken aback; he didn’t see any sign Sweetie was joking either.
“You’d do that? Sell a bequest?”
“I’d make sure the money went to a worthy cause.”
Putnam said, “That’s all very well, but it’s not in keeping with the spirit of my intent.”
Sweetie shrugged. “What can I say? I’m not someone who lives extravagantly.”
“What if I asked you to move upstairs with me right now, while I’m still alive?”
That gave Sweetie pause. “Are you asking that?”
Putnam firmed his jaw. “I would, if I knew you’d say yes.”
“I think, maybe, you’ve figured out by now I’m not the kind of girl to live in sin.”
“More’s the pity but, yes, I know that.”
Sweetie took a deep breath. “So, what we’re talking here, all of a sudden, is —”
“Sure sounds like it,” Putnam said. “Funny how something like that can sneak up on you. I didn’t even think to get you a ring or anything.”
“If you ever do, make it something simple. Understated.”
Having made her implicit acceptance to an unvoiced proposal, Sweetie turned to look for the approach of any assassin who might spoil their unspoken plans. She jumped when Putnam took her hand. Pulled it back, as it was her gun hand.
“Margaret, we’re very close to doing something here, but when we do it for real, I promise I’ll do it right. Not over chicken salad sandwiches.”
Sweetie smiled at him. “I like chicken salad, but okay.” Turning her attention back to the threat horizon, she added, “Now, tell me what’s going on.”
Putnam looked around, too. Not for a gunman but for any signs of a snoop.
Finding none, he told Sweetie, “This situation is this: Two groups of lobbyists and politicians, one of which includes me, are doing battle to decide who’s going to run the federal government.”
Sweetie turned her attention back to Putnam.
Again, she saw no indication he was pulling her leg.
“Yeah, I know,” he said, “the things I get myself into, but it was bound to come to this sooner or later. Only thing is, I never thought it would turn into an actual shooting war.”
Patti freshened her drink and the one in front of the vice president.
She hadn’t given the least consideration to the idea that Mather Wyman wouldn’t be her running mate again. But she would bet Galia had, if for no other reason than a good many men in their sixties never lived to see their seventies.
“Are you well, Mather?” Patti asked.
He grinned. “As sound as the dollar used to be.”
“Will be again, if I get my way,” the president said.
The vice president’s expression turned rueful. “And there, Madam President, is the rub. I fear for our ability to govern. Not just yours and mine, but the country’s collectively. We’re beset by such divisive partisanship that gridlock is the norm in Washington. The rest of the world is racing into the future and we’re still debating the theory of evolution. Robber barons and their useful fools decide too many elections. Our party used to be criticized for being country club elitists, but I think we were far more egalitarian then than we are now. I’m just sorry that I did not come to you with my decision sooner.”
Mather Wyman’s bluntness left Patti almost speechless.
But she managed to say, “Why didn’t you come to me sooner, Mather?”
“Two reasons. I believe that you’re an exceptional woman and possibly will be a great president. I’d hoped that your election would be the start of a new, more reasoned era in government. Regrettably, it seems to me that hope has died.”
Patti sighed inwardly. She thought she’d given Mather Wyman a portfolio of duties important enough to keep him busy and make him feel valued. He was her administration’s lead voice on education, energy and immigration. Of course, if he’d felt all his best ideas in those areas had been stymied by Congress …
“Perhaps if we’d talked more, you would feel more hopeful,” Patti said.
They had two scheduled lunch meetings per month. Mather had told her he wasn’t someone who needed a lot of handholding, but now the president felt as if she hadn’t been sufficiently attentive. The problem was, so many people needed her time.
“What was your other reason, Mather? You said you had two.”
“I had to decide what I would do with myself.”
“Get as far away from Washington as you can?”
Mather Wyman laughed. He held the bowl of peanuts up to the president. She took a handful. He put the bowl down and filled his hand and then his mouth with goobers. He kept smiling as he chewed and his mischievous look gave Patti reason to think something good was coming.
After he swallowed and took a sip of scotch, the vice president said, “There was a Republican president my dad took me to see when I was a boy. He was a war hero, but he warned against the military-industrial complex; he believed in the right of workers to bargain collectively; he appointed the chief justice of the Supreme Court that decided school segregation was illegal, and once that decision was handed down he sent federal troops in to enforce it.”
“Eisenhower,” Patti said. “So you’re going to enlist in the army?”
Mather Wyman laughed again. “No, Madam President, I’m going home to Ohio to run for a seat in the House of Representatives as an independent. But I’m going to wear a button on my lapel that says, ‘I’m like Ike.’ I’ll explain the similarities between my ideas and his. I’m not sure how that will sell these days, but the fellow holding the seat at the moment is a dolt. So I just might win, and if I do, I’m going to come back here and give all sorts of people heartburn.”
The president nodded, thinking that was a fine idea.
“Are you going to borrow from Lincoln as well?” she asked.
The vice president shook his head. “That’s too much of a reach for me. On the other hand, the first woman to reach the White House, someone who is a historical figure in her own right, she might wear Lincoln’s mantle more comfortably.”
Patti laughed at that and finished her drink.
And wrote the first check to the Wyman for Congress campaign fund.
Then she sent for Galia.
Welborn Yates and Elspeth Kendry stood in the outer office getting acquainted through the vehicle of polite debate while McGill, Kenny and Nick gathered in the examining room.
“Come on, Captain Yates,” Elspeth said. “You can tell me about the nature of the warning you received. I’m supposed to know these things. It’s my job.”
A moment after receiving the phone call on the basketball court, Jim McGill had sprinted for the White House, alarming several of the uniformed Secret Service officers patrolling the grounds. Nothing made those guys freak out like the thought that a threat had somehow slipped past them.
Elspeth held up a hand to calm them down before the situation became an exercise in Keystone Kops burlesque. The uniforms slowed their pace, but they continued to follow at a trot. Elspeth and Welborn, meanwhile, dogged McGill’s heels. They were both sure they could overtake the president’s henchman, but even in the event of a mad dash across the South Lawn protocol was to be observed.
You didn’t upstage the senior person.
They both saw McGill gather his son into his arms as a sober-faced Artemus Nicolaides closed the door to the examining room. Neither Welborn nor Elspeth cared to speculate as to the news that was being delivered to the senior McGill.
So they turned to a discussion of their respective responsibilities.
Welborn said, “If it were a matter of physical safety, I’d tell you, but it’s not.”
“How do you know?” Elspeth asked. “Does your training include such analysis?”
Welborn’s mother had long ago instructed him that a woman might know things he didn’t, and he’d often found that to be true. He took a seat, glanced at the door to the examining room and then at Elspeth Kendry.
He was still trying to decide if talking to her would be a betrayal of a personal confidence when Deke Ky burst into the room.
“Holmes,” Deke said in a loud voice, “is he —”
Welborn held an index finger to his lips: Shush.
Deke knew how to pick up on a cue, but he continued in a quiet voice, “I heard he was running like his life depended on it.”
“Maybe not his,” Elspeth said softly. She nodded her head at the door to the examining room.
“Kenny,” Welborn said.
Deke winced. He took the seat next to Welborn.
The Air Force officer told the Secret Service special agent, “This lady would like me to tell her something I learned relevant to Mr. McGill.”
Deke got back on his feet and asked, “Who are you?”
“A colleague,” Elspeth said.
She couldn’t believe the number of tightly wound guys around this place. Maybe it was something in the bottled water at the White House. She explained to Deke who she was, what her duties included, and how Captain Yates was holding back on something maybe she should know.
Deke looked at Welborn. “Tell her. She’ll know better than you if it’s something that could be a threat. If it’s not, don’t worry. She didn’t get to where she is by being a gossip.”
Elspeth smiled. “Why thank you, Special Agent. That’s the nicest compliment I’ve had all day.”
Welborn said, “He’s a silver-tongued devil, our Deke is.”
The Secret Service agents turned to him. Their looks said the same thing: Give.
Welborn gave: “WorldWide News has decided James J. McGill has enjoyed his privacy long enough. With or without his cooperation, they intend to have a TV crew follow him through his workday for an unspecified length of time to show the American people how he can be both the president’s husband and a private investigator. They hope, my source says, to watch as he works a juicy case. Juicy is their word not mine. In short, they intend to put his life under a microscope.”
Before either Deke or Elspeth could sort through the security ramifications of all that, the door to the examining room opened. Kenny McGill and Doctor Nicolaides appeared to have put on what they considered to be brave faces. So had the president’s henchman … only he couldn’t hide the fear in his eyes.
As soon as McGill had rushed into the room, the first thing Kenny McGill had said to his father was, “Dad, I’m going to be all right. Nick’s going to see to it; he said so.”
Not wanting to make a bad situation worse, McGill had only asked, “What else did he tell you?”
Kenny had taken one of the two chairs in the room; Nick had taken the other.
A sign of solidarity, McGill realized, his heart sinking.
Kenny said, “Well, first he asked me how I’m doing. Was the way I went about my day any different lately from what it usually was.”
“Went about your day?” McGill asked.
That was Nick speaking; those weren’t Kenny’s words.
“Yeah. You know, the things I do every day. Were they any different?”
McGill went down on one knee in front of his son. “Were they?”
Kenny nodded.
“How?”
“I told you about getting more tired than usual, and maybe you noticed I don’t eat quite the same way I usually do.”
“You mean like a buzz saw.”
“Yeah. I like to eat like that, but nothing tastes good to me now.”
“What else, Kenny?”
His son looked down, avoiding McGill’s eyes.
“There are some things I didn’t tell Mom.” He looked up, a plea for understanding on his face. “I didn’t want to worry her; I didn’t want to scare myself.”
Kenny was doing a bang-up job of scaring him, McGill thought.
In a soft voice, he asked, “What other things, Kenny?”
“My nose bleeds almost any time I sneeze … and I get bruises when I don’t even remember bumping into anything.” Tears started to run from Kenny’s eyes. “Dad, I’d be scared if I didn’t have Nick.”
McGill shifted his gaze in the direction of the White House physician.
“We’re going to do some blood tests,” he said. Then, not waiting for lab results, Nick silently mouthed the one-word reason for the tests: Leukemia.
McGill didn’t have any trouble doing the lip-reading, and the word couldn’t have hit him any harder if it had been shouted. But he did his level best not to show his fear.
Kenny asked his father, “I couldn’t have a better doctor than the guy who takes care of Patti, could I?”
“No way,” McGill said. “He’s the best.”
Kenny nodded, taking comfort in that reassurance. He firmed his jaw, making McGill proud. Scaring him all the more. Kenny got to his feet and so did McGill.
“Nick says we’ve got some work to do,” Kenny told his father, “but if it’s okay, I want to see Mom now.”
“Absolutely,” McGill said.
He knew if they were going to get Kenny through this everyone would have to help.
Galia Mindel picked up her notepad and her favorite pen to take with her into the Oval Office. She was burning with curiosity as to what Mather Wyman had on his mind. She didn’t doubt for a minute that would be the subject of her discussion with the president.
Maybe she couldn’t strong-arm Wyman into telling her why he wanted to see the president but she could take comfort in knowing she’d get the word before anyone else. In fact, there was only one man in the building who could keep secrets from her and —
He entered her office at that very moment.
Without a knock or a by your leave.
James J. McGill all but collapsed into one of her guest chairs. She would have bristled at his lack of manners under most circumstance, but the man looked nothing like his usual confident, energetic, wise-cracking self. He looked almost lost, as if he’d chosen her office at random because he had to get off his feet before he fell.
Galia glanced up, saw Captain Yates standing in the hallway. He looked stricken, too, but what really scared Galia was when Yates pressed his palms together in a prayerful manner and then closed her door.
Good God, Galia thought, what was going on? If divine intercession was needed, what could the problem be? She put down her pad and pen and picked up the phone to do something she’d never done before.
“Madam President,” Galia said, “I’ll be with you shortly. Something unexpected has come up … yes, of course. I’ll let you know if I need more time.”
The woman was extraordinary, Galia thought, a chief executive secure enough to know there were moments when even she was not at the top of everyone’s to-do list. Galia sat on a corner of her desk and tried to engage McGill’s eyes.
“What can I do for you, sir?”
Rare was the day that she called McGill sir, but it seemed appropriate at the moment. He looked up at her and seemed to remember why he was there.
McGill asked, “Does the president have anyone coming to stay at Blair House soon?”
Blair House was just across Pennsylvania Avenue from the White House. It was where VIP guests of the president were welcome to stay when they came to town.
Galia shook her head. “It’s open for the next several weeks.”
McGill wondered if that would be long enough.
He said, “And it’s the president’s prerogative to decide who may stay there?”
“Yes, it is. Would you care to tell me what—”
McGill told her about Kenny, how his son was relying on Nick to see him through his treatment, how his ex-wife and his daughters, their step-father, too, maybe, would need a place to stay.
Galia Mindel and James J. McGill had had their differences, many of them, but Galia was the mother of two grown sons and if one of them … she had to repress a shudder. She stood and put a hand on McGill’s shoulder.
“I’ll see to it that Blair House is yours as long as you need it. We’ll get the best people in the country to take care of Kenny.”
McGill got to his feet. “Thank you, Galia. I’m sure the president is as busy as ever. I’ll let her know what … what the situation is when I see her. It’s probably best not to distract her before then.” And then McGill was gone.
He was right about not distracting the president, Galia thought. But what reason could she give Patricia Darden Grant for keeping her waiting?
Hugh Collier was having trouble paying attention to the Yank producer they’d assigned to him. Hell, he was having trouble keeping his eyes open. He’d gotten in from Sydney little more than an hour ago, and before boarding the plane he’d played two hours of football and had drunk beer for three hours after that. Doing all that should have helped him sleep, what with the luxury afforded by one of his uncle’s Boeing 777-VIPs, except the flight seemed turbulent for every one of its bloody 9,758 statute miles.
He’d never been afraid to fly, not even halfway around the world, but that bloody flight was enough to make a bloke stay within a longneck of the ground. More jolts than he’d ever got playing footy. He doubted he’d slept more than —
He felt a gentle hand on his arm: the producer. “Mr. Collier, would you like to get some sleep and try this again in the morning?”
It was the Yank producer, telling him he’d nodded off once more. She was a thin bird, a bit severe in her appearance, but he could tell already she was smart, and she had a pleasant voice. Soft and sweet, almost intimate. Soothing to the ear.
If he’d cared for women, he might have given her a tumble. But he was a man’s man, and that was one of the reasons he’d been dragged so far away from home. Dear old uncle, Sir Edbert Bickford, master of the global media empire known as WorldWide News, wanted to know if James J. McGill was queer and his marriage to the president a masquerade.
His lordship had put it to Hugh: “Imagine what a brilliant ruse it would be, President Grant marrying this fellow, giving him all the protection of both marriage and the presidency when for all we know he’s nothing more than her personal assassin, waiting to be dispatched against her worst enemy. Kill one, terrorize all and get away with it.”
Hugh thought Uncle Edbert should retire to one of his collection of tropical islands and write thrillers under a suitably butch pen-name and publish them through one of his many conservative imprints. With his imagination, he’d be a smash success.
Uncle, of course, had seen through Hugh’s impassive demeanor and knew he was thinking subversive thoughts.
“What about that Roger Michaelson fellow?” he asked. “He’s a United States senator and this McGill brute almost beat him to death … and got away with it.”
“It was a rough game of basketball, Uncle, that’s all,” Hugh responded.
A damn rough game, Hugh thought. If McGill could run a bit, he might make a decent footy player.
Uncle was not to be dissuaded. The truth was, with another American presidential election in the offing, Edbert Bickford was going to do his best to determine who the next occupant of the Oval Office would be. He had absolutely no use for Patti Grant, but before he went after her hammer and tong, he wanted reassurance James J. McGill wouldn’t take his head off for being impertinent.
A reasonable precaution, Hugh agreed. McGill certainly didn’t mind a bit of brawling. The story about him and his three friends taking on that great ugly brute under a bridge in Paris was certainly enough to occupy a chap’s imagination.
Uncle, of course, also wanted to know if McGill was gay because he always wanted to know that about his potential enemies. Confirmation of a sexual orientation other than one’s own made adversaries easier to despise, gave one license to pursue any means to vanquish them. And who better to ferret out one nance than another?
Hugh might have taken offense at such bigotry, except Uncle paid him so bloody much money. Had educated him to a fare-thee-well: Oxford, Columbia and UCLA. Degrees in literature, business administration and law. Made him the highest paid, most well rounded chap on his football side, and sponsored the team to boot.
Most important, the crusty old bugger had taken him under his wing after his own father had turned him out for being gay. There was precious little Hugh wouldn’t do for Uncle Edbert. If this berk McGill were to take a crack at Uncle, he’d put a quick end to that.
A quick end to McGill, if need be.
If he could get past the Secret Service, of course.
He realized he’d closed his eyes again, and forced them open.
He smiled at the producer.
“What’s your name, dear?”
“Ellie Booker.”
“Lovely. Would you have a car brought ‘round to take me to my digs, Ellie? You’re spot on about my needing rest. But I’ll be right as rain in the morning.”
Carolyn took the news the hardest. McGill was sure she had to bite her tongue to keep from screaming. The results of the lab tests were in: Kenny’s white cell count left no doubt that Nick had the diagnosis right. Kenny was upstairs sleeping now, with Nick watching over him, and would be admitted to George Washington University Hospital in the morning. Johns Hopkins, up in Baltimore, was generally thought to have a somewhat better reputation, but Galia and Nick were already lining up an all-star team of cancer specialists to consult with their colleagues in Washington, who would have the hands-on responsibilities.
McGill explained all that to Carolyn, Abbie, Caitie and Lars. Kenny really would have the best doctors in the country lending their knowledge and skills to help make him well. Reason, however, did little to dispel fear. Carolyn sobbed into Lars’ shoulder, keeping her anxiety quiet enough not to disturb Kenny’s sleep. Abbie took her cue from Mom and rushed to McGill, crying against his chest as he held her.
Only Caitie refused to yield to fear as a first resort. She stood apart from her father, looking at him, fists clenched at her sides, clearly wanting to strike out at someone or something. She turned her gaze on everyone present.
Almost vibrating with rage, she said, “We won’t let Kenny die, we won’t.”
McGill could tell she was about to repeat her oath at a shout. He shook his head. That was when Caitie ran to him and cried, but hers were tears of frustration. She was ready to do anything to help her brother, but she had no idea of how to help him.
Pray, McGill thought. No atheists in the cancer ward.
He told the others, “We need to call Sweetie. She should be here.”
Caitie stepped away from her father. Now she had something she could do.
She pulled out her cell phone. She had Sweetie on speed-dial.
Blessing, the White House’s head butler, brought McGill a glass of ice tea. They were in the room the president called McGill’s Hideaway. Sensitive to the moods and needs of the First Couple, Blessing had no trouble seeing something was seriously amiss with McGill. He looked … not defeated but sorely wounded.
Only Blessing’s professionalism kept him from overstepping his boundaries.
“Will there be anything else, sir?” he asked.
McGill shook his head.
“The president has been notified I’m on the premises?” he asked.
“The moment the Secret Service saw you, sir, at her request.”
McGill nodded. “We’ll need some time to ourselves.”
“Of course, sir. No interruptions.”
“Unless it’s my family or Margaret Sweeney.”
“Very well, sir.”
Patti arrived just as Blessing was leaving. She exchanged a few whispered words with the head butler. He gave a small bow and closed the door behind him.
The president crossed the room to her husband and embraced him, holding him wordlessly as his tears fell on her shoulder. She led him to the room’s large leather sofa and they sat next to each other holding hands. McGill was trying to find the words to tell her what had happened when Patti spoke first.
“Which one?” she asked.
Galia hadn’t let on as to the nature of the crisis, but had said Jim would be speaking to her later. Understanding that her chief of staff was deferring to her husband out of respect for his wishes and seeing Jim more distraught than … than any time since Andy had died, she knew something life changing had happened to one of the people he held most dear. It wasn’t her; she had the gut feeling it wasn’t Sweetie and it probably wasn’t Carolyn, either.
So, one of the children. But which one?
“Kenny,” he said.
McGill gave Patti the bad news.
She squeezed his hands, but sat back and looked him in the eye. Comforting her husband would have to take second place to helping his son. Kenny was a charmer, and he’d long ago captured her heart. The president was not about to let —
McGill saw where Patti was about to go and told her Nick had already gotten the ball rolling on Kenny’s course of treatment.
Patti nodded in approval. “Nick’s very good, but Harlan Mallory knows every top medical specialist around the world.”
Mallory was the Surgeon General. The only reason McGill was aware of him was because his confirmation hearing had made news. Mallory was an outspoken advocate of doing anything and everything to maintain and advance public health. At the hearings, members of the president’s own party had given the man a hard time when he refused to budge from his insistence that public schools must provide comprehensive sex education starting in the eighth grade.
Going farther, Mallory said that parents should be given remedial sex education so that they could initiate meaningful instruction on reproduction and other facts of life with their children at home as soon as the onset of puberty.
That caused an uproar, until Mallory leaned forward and told his Congressional inquisitors, “Implement this plan and you’ll cut the number of unwanted pregnancies in this country by half. Fail to implement it and the responsibility for an unguessable number of abortions will be yours.”
McGill liked the idea of a fighter like Harlan Mallory being on Kenny’s team.
“Yeah, that’s good,” he said. “Please call him.”
“He’s on the line right now.”
“Galia told —”
“No. She didn’t. I just told Blessing to have all of my cabinet secretaries and senior advisers called. I figured I’d cover the bases. For whomever you needed.”
McGill’s heart swelled. Patti kissed him.
She said, “Let me go talk to the Surgeon General. We’ll do everything we can for Kenny.”
Putnam stood in his living room, looking out the window at the street. He waved to Sweetie as she drove away in her Malibu. Cool old car, he thought. Would have been better, though, if it were a convertible and she had waved to him as she left, her hair blowing in the breeze. But she hadn’t waved or even looked back.
She had kissed him before she was out the door.
Not just a peck on the cheek or a sisterly closed-lip buss.
An honest to God kiss, full of passion.
Almost took the starch right out of him.
She had told him about Kenny McGill, and that was awful. Probably, it was sympathy for the kid that got Margaret worked up, provided a little transference of deep feelings to him. That was okay. He’d take a kiss like that from Margaret any way he could get it.
He sat down on the sofa adjacent to the picture window. There was a gun on the end table next to the sofa, a Walther PPK. It was a recent gift from a friend. Putnam thought he vaguely remembered the Walther being the gun James Bond used, but the friend who’d given him the weapon said a single round from it didn’t have much stopping power. His advice had been to keep right on shooting once you acquired a target.
Sweetie had told him pretty much the same thing when he’d shown the weapon to her. It had surprised him that she hadn’t chastised him for having the gun. Then she shared with him the story that James J. McGill’s first wife, Carolyn, whom Sweetie described as a peacenik, had felt the necessity to acquire a handgun when she thought there were people threatening her children.
True, Margaret had shaken her head while telling that story, as if to silently regret what the world was coming to, but she went on to tell Putnam that she’d given Carolyn instruction in how to fire her weapon effectively. She said she would take him to the shooting range, too.
In the meantime, she’d shown him how to hold the weapon in a two-hand grip, how to sight a target, how to squeeze not jerk the trigger.
Hardly the stuff of romance, but an intimate experience nonetheless.
Then the call came from Caitie McGill and Margaret was off.
But not before he got his kiss — and a warning to make sure all his doors were locked and the security system was armed. Putnam thought he’d go up to bed, see if he could fall asleep and make it an early night. Remember the feeling of Margaret’s lips on his.
See if he could remember a prayer for Kenny McGill, too.
He turned off the lamp on the end table, darkening the room, picked up the Walther and got to his feet. That was when the first shots crashed through his living room window. Putnam, holding on to his gun, dived for the floor.
Another volley shattered more glass, flinging shards on him.
Putnam wanted to shoot back — without exposing himself. He could have just fired out into the sky, but Margaret had warned him of the possibility of hitting an innocent bystander, one who might be blocks away, with an errant round. Spilling the blood of anyone he shot would be a moral burden, she’d told him, but shooting an innocent person would be a crushing weight on his soul.
All that was well and good, but as a third volley entered his home and crashed into the wall behind him, Putnam knew he’d better do something fast before the sonofabitch with the gun poked his nose in the now empty window frame and saw him cowering on the floor.
He rolled onto his back, looked up at his ceiling and fired off round after round, figuring the projectiles would lose most if not all of their lethal power by crashing into the ceiling above him and the second floor roof.
But the shooter outside would only see the muzzle flashes, hear the percussion of shots being fired. He would learn that Putnam was armed and the jeopardy of being shot was now his, too. He wouldn’t know, Putnam hoped, that the gunfire wasn’t being directed at him.
He also hoped that at least one of his neighbors had called the cops by now.
He knew the response time was pretty good in his neighborhood.
If he could just hold out until — he felt the gun click empty.
Margaret hadn’t showed him how to reload yet.
All he could do now was hope and — he thought he heard someone running off.
He remembered a prayer he could say. One for blessings received.
Kenny McGill awoke a changed fourteen year old. He had always been a better than average student but never a great one. He was pretty much that way with most things: better than run of the mill but nothing special. He knew he could shine in at least a few subjects, but he just didn’t push himself. Couldn’t see any reason to go all out.
In that way, he was unlike both of his sisters. Abbie was ridiculously smart and approached everything she did like it was a work of art: Every detail had to be perfect. Caitie was maybe half-a-notch below Abbie for brains, but Caitie would run right over you to get what she wanted. When Caitie had told him she was going to be president someday, just like Patti, he didn’t doubt it for a moment.
Not that he’d let her know, of course. She was still his kid sister.
He was going to hold on to the upper hand as long as he could.
What Kenny was good at was sizing up people, and what he’d seen yesterday was that everyone in his family had been scared silly by whatever was wrong with him. Even Dad, and that gave Kenny a shiver. Normally, he’d have let himself be scared, too.
He had been getting scared until Sweetie arrived. She came into his room, sat on the edge of his bed and held his hand. He could see that she might have been worried a little, too, but she wasn’t going to let herself be scared. Heck, Sweetie had stepped in front of a bullet to save Dad, and she hadn’t let that stop her. She got well and went back to being a cop, went back to being herself.
As Kenny was talking to her, he decided that’s what he was going to do, too.
Get better and be himself.
No, he was going to be better than he used to be.
You got real sick, who knew what could happen to you? Maybe the reason to go all out was you had to do it while you still could. You never knew when it might be too late. He was going to give it everything he had to get well.
Then he’d think about what to do with the rest of his life.
He looked to his right and saw Nick dozing in a chair in the near corner of the room. The White House physician looked to Kenny like he was going to wake up with a stiff neck, if he’d been sleeping in that position long.
Before he said anything, he thought about how he felt. Not great, but not too bad. Nothing really hurt. He hoped he wouldn’t get to hurting. What he felt like, he needed to be recharged. Plug him into an electrical outlet.
Kenny called out to the White House physician.
“Hey, Nick.”
Blinking, Nick looked over at his young patient.
“I was resting my eyes.”
Why did old people always say that, Kenny wondered.
“Me, too. I think they call that sleeping.”
A wide smile brightened Nick’s stubbly face.
“You are your father’s son.”
Kenny nodded. “Yeah. How about we get this show on the road?”
More than one early rising tourist did a double-take. In reply, the president of the United States smiled and said good morning. Yes, it was really her. Out for a stroll. Celsus Crogher strode at the point of a diamond formation surrounding the president with other Secret Service agents following aft and on both sides. There were emergency vehicles on all four sides of the square and air cover, too. But the president was out walking among her fellow Americans.
A round of spontaneous applause put extra bounce in her step.
A young father plucked his child out of the stroller his wife was pushing and raised the toddler high, the better to see Patti. The little girl, if an outfit with pink stripes still meant anything, seemed to catch the spirit of the moment and smiled broadly at Patti before sticking her hand in her mouth. The president stopped briefly to speak with the family.
She waved and said hello to everyone who called out to her.
Entering the lobby of the Hay-Adams Hotel, she felt much better than she had leaving the White House.
“Madam President,” Reynard Dix said, “thank you so much for sparing me a few minutes of your time.”
Reynard Dix was the chairman of the Republican National Committee. The president was meeting with him in the grand old hotel because the Hatch Act forbade elected and appointed officials from engaging in political activity while on duty or in a federal workplace, e.g. the White House.
As president, Patricia Darden Grant was the titular head of the Republican Party. Truth be told, she and Galia had both devoted themselves to the affairs of state and had not tended much to the nuts and bolts of party politics. She’d never been one of the boys.
As a woman running for the Republican presidential nomination, Patti had entered the field as an outsider, a dark horse. There had been support for her in some quarters because of the pain she’d suffered in losing her first husband, Andy Grant, to an assassin. Some of the savvier political consultants in the party went so far as to suggest she would make the best vice presidential nominee the GOP could have on the ticket.
Not only was she a sympathetic figure, she was glamorous and well spoken.
She could be the Stepford veep.
Other wiseguys in the consulting class said it wouldn’t work. Have Patti Grant as the number two and the president, whoever he was, would spend all his time trying to nail her.
Patti had put an end to all the schoolboy leering by passing the word through Galia that she would be nobody’s vice president — and she would have none of the party stalwarts running against her as her vice president.
Hard feelings about this hard line position abounded, especially with Galia Mindel running Patti’s campaign.
The idea of two women at the top of the party was more than many of its members could abide. Who the hell did these broads think they were, Democrats?
They might as well have been, Patti thought, because after the election she and Galia kept right on, filling many White House staff positions and cabinet posts with independents and Democrats while giving only pro forma attention to the suggestions and pleadings of the party apparatchiks.
One of whom was Reynard Dix, now offering her a chair and refreshments.
Patti took the seat and declined coffee.
“What can I do for you, Mr. Dix?” the president asked.
The chairman had helped himself to coffee and put his cup and saucer on his lap.
“Looking at the calendar, Madam President, I thought it would be a good idea for us to touch base.”
Patti had never liked Dix. She thought of him as a phony’s phony.
“Touch base regarding what?”
“Well, there is an election coming up.”
“Yes?”
“Unless, I’ve overlooked something, Madam President, you’ve yet to announce your intentions about seeking another term.”
Patti smiled. “Are some of my would-be successors getting restless?”
“There’s never a shortage of ambition in this town, Madam President.”
Patti had to laugh at that.
“No doubt, Mr. Dix.” Patti thought as long as she’d had to see the chairman, she might as well sow a seed or two of mischief. “Have you heard about Roger Michaelson?”
“What about him, Madam President?”
“I have it on good authority he’s going to run for the Democratic nomination.”
“To be president?” the chairman asked.
“He’s already a United States senator, Mr. Dix. Do you think he would seek a lesser office?”
“No, no, of course not. You just caught me by surprise. Pardon my asking, but are you sure of this?”
Patti nodded. “Let me ask you, as party chairman, who among us in the Party of Lincoln do you think might be best positioned to defeat Senator Michaelson?”
Not possessing the keenest of intellects, Dix still knew the immediate reply to offer, “Why, you’ve already beaten him, Madam President.”
“So I have. Who else in our party would do as well?”
Dix was impolitic enough not to deny anyone would run against the president in the party primaries. He gave her question serious consideration, mentally ticking off how Patti’s would-be challengers would stack up against the junior senator from Oregon.
By the expression on his face, not well.
He needed a jolt of caffeine to bolster himself.
Patti stood up and clarified matters for the chairman.
“I intend to run for another term, Mr. Dix. I’ll make the announcement at a time and place of my choosing. Please let any potential primary challenger know that I’ll make him or her look worse than Roger Michaelson ever could.”
The president left the room before the chairman could get to his feet.
Celsus Crogher fell into step ahead of her.
He spoke into the microphone at his wrist, “Holly G. is moving.”
“You make quite a first impression,” Teddy Spaneas said.
He’d never met the thin man sitting across from him. The guy had let Teddy order breakfast for him and still hadn’t said a word five minutes after they had walked into the restaurant.
“You don’t have a voice, my friend? Perhaps you’re not the man I was expecting, just some lucky fellow who is letting me buy his breakfast.”
The thin man smiled. That said enough. He was the man Teddy wanted.
“Perhaps you think I am not a man of good character,” Teddy suggested. “You think I would betray a potential business partner?”
The waitress came with their orders.
The two men ate in silence.
When they finished, the thin man said, “Let’s talk in the conditional tense.”
Teddy was a natural businessman, but he had never gone past the eighth grade.
“What does this mean?” he asked.
“Could, would, might, may. Like that.”
Teddy understood perfectly. “If you could help me, I might be interested.”
The thin man nodded.
Teddy added, “If you might have done me a favor, I might have shown some appreciation.”
The thin man had dropped the Bentley Continental Flying Spur he’d stolen from the guy he’d popped in Fell’s Point at the waterfront gate of Spaneas Import-Export — with the motor still running. The word he’d been given was they would know what to do with it, and they paid a fair price, too.
He’d walked away from the car without saying a word to anyone, leaving only a plain white business card placed in the driver’s sun visor. The card had two sequences of numbers printed on it. The first sequence was for an offshore bank account; the second was for a disposable mobile phone.
When the thin man found an appropriate deposit had been made to his account, he turned the phone on. The call came within ten minutes. He gave the time and location for the meet and threw the phone in the bay.
Now the two men were talking, after a fashion.
Teddy said, “I might be interested in working with you again if you are able to specialize.”
Steal cars to order, the thin man knew.
“That might work,” he said.
“Might be steady work,” Teddy said. Then he smiled. “Or you might like something more challenging and rewarding.”
The thin man had always liked the idea of a big score.
“I might,” he said.
“Good. I’ll pick up the check.”
As Teddy got up, he took a copy of The Baltimore Sun out of his coat pocket and left it on the table. Thing was, the paper was over two years old. It was open to a story about the new president’s husband. There was a picture of the guy, James J. McGill, getting into a Chevy sedan. The car had been detailed to a mirror finish, but cars didn’t get stolen for their wax jobs.
Without laying a finger on the paper, the thin man read the story. It said the president’s husband got ferried around in the Chevy by a guy who was a former NASCAR driver, and when the driver, Leo Levy, had been asked how fast the car could go, he’d said, “Really fast. Other than that, I’m not supposed to say.”
So there it was. Somebody famous — McGill — had a tricked out Chevy that was so hot a pro driver called it really fast. Now, somebody else with money wanted that Chevy stolen for him.
Might be some rich SOB in another country. Might be a good ol’ boy right here at home who’d have a new paint job put on the Chevy and laugh his ass off every time he got behind the wheel. Either way the price tag would be as high as what a super-exotic fetched. Over a million bucks easy.
Given the risk of stealing the car, his cut would be higher than usual.
It would be a big score and …
He just might be interested.
Thing One, the president’s preferred limo, formerly known as The Beast, was waiting at the curb outside the Hay-Adams when Patti stepped out of the hotel. Celsus Crogher opened the door for the president and saw her safely inside. He took the shotgun seat and Thing One moved ahead by a distance only slightly greater than its own length before coming to a stop. It sat idling, the driver awaiting further orders.
Galia had been waiting in the back seat for Patti. She was there not only to hear how the meeting with Reynard Dix had gone but to bear witness to the next obligation on the president's schedule.
“The video link is ready, Galia?” the president asked.
“Yes, ma’am. The link is secure, she’s waiting and and once you’re connected we’ll be recording.”
Patti nodded. “Let’s get it over with. No wait. I want to be able to shut this down the moment I feel … the moment I want to.”
Galia handed a remote control to the president and indicated a red button to press if she felt the desire to end the conversation.
Patti gave a nod and Galia reached over and pressed another button.
Erna Godfrey’s face appeared on a video screen mounted on the divider separating the president and Galia from Celsus Crogher and the limo’s driver. A red light in the top margin of the screen indicated that the president’s image was being seen in the secure female housing unit of the United States Penitentiary in Hazelton, West Virginia.
It was the first time the two women had seen each other since Erna Godfrey had been sentenced to death. Seated behind Erna and to her right was the prison’s warden.
Erna got right to the point.
“I don’t have any right to ask you to forgive me, and I won’t. But I will say I’m as sorry as I can be, as sorry as anyone might be, for taking the life of your husband. It will hurt me every day I live thinking about what I did, and that’s no less than I deserve.”
Patti had expected an expression of remorse. She thought it would inevitably be a prelude to a plea for a further reduction in Erna Godfrey’s sentence, a reason to hope that she might someday be a free woman. The president was determined that Erna Godfrey would spend whatever time she had left behind bars.
Even so, there seemed to be a ring of honesty to her words.
Galia put her right hand over Patti’s left hand.
Out of the corner of her eye, the president saw her chief of staff give a small shake of her head. The meaning was clear. Don’t say anything Erna Godfrey’s lawyer might use as rationale for a judicial appeal.
Erna continued, “I don’t blame you if you can’t bring yourself to talk with me. You might even think I’m trying to trick you somehow. But I’m not. I just want you to know that my repentance is sincere. I hope to study for the ministry, and the ministry I hope to pursue is to bring the Lord’s mercy to other women in prison who have sinned as grievously as I have. To do that, I’ll have to spend the rest of my life in this prison or another one. I’ve made peace with that.” A sad smile formed on Erna’s face. “In a way, accepting that has brought me comfort. I won’t ever again be tempted to do anything so stupid, anything so horrible. Mrs. Grant, I really am sorry. I hope that someday you’ll be able to believe that.”
Erna Godfrey’s plea for credibility gave Galia such a startling idea she almost began to vibrate. In fact, she may have squirmed in her seat because the president held up her hand to caution Galia, let the chief of staff know she shouldn’t say a word.
Erna went on, “There’s only one more thing I have to say. In case you’re thinking all of this was some way for me to ask for something from you, it’s not. But I am trying to do something for someone else. I’m trying to save my husband’s soul.”
Then, on her own, Erna Godfrey did what Galia had hoped to pressure her to do.
She confessed Burke Godfrey’s participation in the plot to kill Andrew Hudson Grant.
She did that and said she would testify against him in court.
Galia was stunned.
The president had another concern in mind.
She spoke to Erna for the first time. “You said you saw Jesus?”
“Yes, ma’am, I did.”
“And you said you saw my husband, Andy, too.”
“I did.”
Patti took a deep breath and asked, “How did Andy look?”
Erna told the president, “He was at peace.”
The president hit the red button before Erna Godfrey could see her cry.
With Nick’s approval, it was decided that Leo Levy would have the honor of driving Kenny McGill to the hospital. The Chevy assigned to the president’s henchman came equipped with flashing lights and a siren, in the event a need for urgency arose, and it could travel faster than any ambulance on the planet, with a driver behind the wheel who was uniquely experienced at high-speed urban driving.
Kenny was thrilled by the idea.
He would have liked to ride shotgun, just him and Leo in the car.
Turning on the lights and sound effects would be cool, too.
But life was such that even in his current condition Kenny had to make concessions. Nick had to come along, and Mom, too. Carolyn had said they would ride in the back seat and she would pray that there’d be no need for either flashing lights or a siren.
With a smirk, Caitie added, “You know if you did get the kind of ride you wanted, I’d come along, too.”
His sister would certainly want to, Kenny knew. He’d have to work out a secret agreement with Leo to give him a thrill ride another time. But Caitie’s comment brought to mind a point to which Kenny had been addressing serious thought that morning.
“Caitie,” he said, “school’s going to start soon. If you want to stay in Washington, you’ll need a tutor or something.”
Kenny’s words made Caitie whirl like a dervish in her parents’ direction.
“I’m not going home, not until we know Kenny will be okay.”
McGill held up a calming hand. “We’ll work something out.”
He wasn’t simply placating Caitie; he agreed with her completely. The family would do better by staying together, at least for the near term.
But Kenny wasn’t done. “Abbie, you’ve got to get a good start on college. I don’t want you to fall behind because of me.”
Abbie repressed her sadness and nodded. Then she gave her brother a hug and held on to the point that Kenny told her she was getting mushy. Abbie laughed and defiantly gave her brother a kiss on the cheek.
“Lars,” Kenny told his step-father, “if you need to go home to run your stores, that’s cool.” Carolyn nodded in agreement. Kenny added, “You might want to come back on the weekends, if you can. Don’t want Mom getting lonely.”
Carolyn blushed, and everyone laughed at that.
Then Kenny turned to his father.
“Dad, you’ve got to help Sweetie with her case. You know she’d be there for you.”
The kid was right, McGill knew. He said, “I will, but I won’t be far away if you need me or you just want to talk.”
“I know,” Kenny said. “Where is Sweetie anyway?”
McGill was wondering the same thing.
Then Kenny had another question. “Dad, you think Patti might stop by and see —”
Celsus Crogher knocked on the open door to the room.
He said, “The president would like to know —”
Kenny was way ahead of the SAC. He darted past Crogher and disappeared around the corner, almost giving heart attacks to several special agents following Holly G. as they saw an unidentified figure rush the president. Adrenaline surged and hands reached for weapons. It was only after the president embraced the boy and kissed the top of his head that they collectively exhaled.
Crogher, who’d almost had to call off the troops, shook his head.
Another McGill male giving him fits.
Kenny led Patti by the hand into the room where the family had gathered.
Passing Crogher, Kenny gave the SAC a sidelong glance.
Hardly in the mood to play along with a gag, Crogher remembered what Holly G. had told him about the boy’s problem, and he made a good guess what the kid wanted.
So he intoned, “Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States.”
Kenny shot Crogher another quick look.
The SAC added, “And Mister Kenneth McGill.”
To which Patti added, “Did somebody forget the flourish of trumpets?”
That got a laugh, but for a heartbeat Carolyn felt a deep green pang of jealousy, seeing Kenny hand in hand with Patti, his affection for her obvious.
How could an everyday suburban mom like her compete with Patricia Darden Grant?
Before she could tell herself that would be impossible, her jealousy was overtaken by a moment of grace. If Patti Grant could make Kenny happy, especially now, she would welcome her and be grateful.
Carolyn stepped forward and hugged the president. She introduced Patti to Lars. There was a moment of small talk before Nick cleared his throat.
“We should be going,” the White House physician said. “A number of very busy people will be waiting for us.”
Patti asked, “Can I give anyone a lift?”
She took everyone who hadn’t already booked passage with Leo.
Rockelle Bullard watched as Putnam Shady stood outside his townhouse with Margaret Sweeney and Welborn Yates. Except for the uniformed cops keeping the crime scene perimeter secure and the techs doing their thing, Rockelle was the lone representative of the Metropolitan Police Force in attendance. In the event that she had to swallow either her pride or a large helping of BS from someone who outranked a mere homicide lieutenant, she’d sent her detectives off to work actual murders.
If they were on hand and saw Rockelle humbled, her authority wouldn’t be undermined, it would be gone. And things were going to be hard enough as it was.
She’d been out on the street all night, and went right after Mr. Putnam Shady the moment he stepped out of his house. Margaret Sweeney had asked her to wait until then. Ticked Rockelle off, but she decided it would be smart to play along.
She said to Putnam, “Tell me something you forgot the last time we talked.”
There was no question in her mind the guy whose house got shot up knew a lot more about the three dead lobbyists — and maybe the pig pins — than he’d told her before. He played squash with Mark Benjamin? He knew a lot more than that, and she told him so.
To her surprise, the man didn’t argue.
He said, “You’re right, I do.”
“Well?” Rockelle said.
“If I told you, you’d never believe me.”
Getting right up in his face, Rockelle said, “I’ll be the judge of that.”
So he told her, and she didn’t believe him.
Not one little bit. But as crazy as life in Washington could be … Rockelle called Welborn Yates. Maybe he could get the guy to talk straight. She was pleased that Captain Yates was on the scene with her within twenty minutes. It really did chap her backside, though, that a man fifteen years her junior, with little more than two years on the job, already held a superior rank.
It was only because Welborn was so polite, honest and cooperative that she liked him at all. Oh, hell, she liked him a lot. Didn’t mean, though, there weren’t times she wished she could get mad at him. Like right after he showed up and Putnam Shady gave him the same cock-and-bull story he’d given her.
Only thing was, being a fed and hearing a story of what would be a gigantic federal crime if it wasn’t pure craziness, he hadn’t dismissed it out of hand. No, what Captain Yates had done was discuss the matter with Margaret Sweeney.
Shady swore to Ms. Sweeney and Welborn Yates he’d been truthful. Now, the three of them, in the light of morning, were looking at Mr. Shady’s residence. Adding to Rockelle’s headache, she’d been told Ms. Sweeney lived in the basement apartment in the building. Several rounds of gunfire had gone through her front windows. Had she been home at the time …
It was going to be a heavy lift, to put it mildly, to persuade Ms. Sweeney that she should be content to let the police handle the chore of finding the shooter. Rockelle could even sympathize with her. The woman had spent twenty years as a cop in Chicago; she’d told Rockelle that when she was polite enough to introduce herself.
Hearing Putnam Shady’s story again, Margaret Sweeney hadn’t thought the thing to do was scoff at it. No, she had made a phone call of her own.
And look at who was coming right now.
The man himself: James J. McGill, husband of the president of the United States. He was nice enough to explain himself to the cops at the perimeter. Showed them his ID like he was no big deal, all the while the Asian guy standing next to him — had to be Secret Service — looked like he’d reach for his Uzi if the Metro cops so much as gave the man any lip.
Things worked out with no blood being shed and McGill joined his friends.
Rockelle stood close enough to hear Putnam Shady say yet again: “What we plan to do is seize control of the United States government.”
Mr. McGill didn’t seem to find the idea fanciful. Not even when Mr. Shady added as he had before: “In a perfectly legal way, of course.”
The president’s henchman took a minute to digest that. He whispered something to Ms. Sweeney. She turned to Rockelle and said, “Lieutenant Bullard, why don’t you join us?”
Rockelle headed their way.
Knowing McGill and friends wouldn’t be asking her permission to work the case.
Wondering if they’d be nice enough to leave something for her to do.
Hugh Collier woke up hungry. It reassured him when his appetite traveled with him. There were times when he seemed to leaved the damned thing back home in Oz. Oh, he’d feed himself on a more or less regular schedule, but he didn’t enjoy one meal in ten, and the food he consumed seemed to supply inadequate nutrition. Left him listless, not up to form.
It was at such times that he was susceptible to making one of his rare mistakes.
That morning the mere thought of food had him salivating. Breakfast would be just the thing if his biological clock had reset itself, but he was still on Sydney time, fifteen hours ahead of the Eastern U.S. He wanted a thick steak, grilled just enough to brown the outside. Fries and a green salad. And a beer or two.
He rushed through his morning scrub and shave and appeared in the kitchen with his hair still damp. It brought him up short to see … what was her name again, the Yank producer? Ellen? No, Ellie. Ellie … Booker. Yes, that was it.
She was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and a notebook.
Jotting notes to herself, it seemed.
Had she spent the night? He assumed she knew his preference in bedroom companions, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t have kipped in a room down the hall. There were four bedrooms in the townhouse.
She looked at him standing there, his hair still damp, trying to suss things out, and she knew just what he was thinking. She held up a ring of keys. Now he remembered: She’d let him into the townhouse last night. He hoped she’d laid in his grocery order as well.
“Filet mignon’s in the fridge, ready to broil,” she said. “Salad’s ready to be dressed. If you really want fries this early in the morning, that’s doable. If you want to be a little more sensible, you can nuke an Idaho in the microwave.”
Hugh thought that was a sensible idea. His taste buds might think it was dinner time but he didn’t want to be weighted down through a full day’s work. He was beginning to like Ms. Booker. She’d studied his preference and … probably made notes what they were.
“Might we have any beer in the house, Ellie?” he asked.
Just one wouldn’t hurt.
She told him, “Epic Armageddon, Wild Thing and Little Creatures.”
He pulled the fridge door open and saw she wasn’t having him on. Two pale ales and a stout. Kiwi, Aussie and Yank. All of them among the best money could buy. Restraint would not be easy. He shifted his gaze to the filet mignon and the salad. Think food first, cobber, he told himself.
He put the steaks on to broil and dressed the salad with spices and a sprinkle of brown rice vinegar, no oil. He sat across from Ellie, thinking she would make a wonderful catch for a bloke inclined to sheilas. He looked at her jottings as he took his first forkful of salad. He couldn’t make out what she’d written, but he clearly saw her nose wrinkle.
“Too much garlic?” he asked.
“Or too little salad.”
He smiled, glad she wasn’t a suckup. He moved to the chair on his right, giving her more breathing room. He said, “What sort of hieroglyphs are you using there?”
She smiled at him, showing a beautiful arrangement of sparkling Yank teeth.
If his younger brother weren’t such a miserable sod, just like their old man, he might have arranged an introduction.
Ellie told him, “It’s a variation on Pitman shorthand my aunt taught me. She worked at the Pentagon. Doing some sort of secret stuff.”
Hugh seized on the most interesting part of what he’d heard.
“How many people know this variation?”
“Well, there’s my aunt and me, and she’s dead.”
Hugh got up to turn the steaks with a broad smile on his face.
He wondered if an experiment in bisexuality might be in order.
“How many people might suss out your secret writing?”
“Some, but they’d have to be code specialists with a secretarial background.”
“How much is Uncle Edbert paying?”
She told him. He awarded her a fifty percent increase, saying he could do such things.
“So, this McGill bloke, this president’s henchman, is he an odd fellow like me?”
“You mean gay?”
“I do.”
“No.”
“You’re sure?”
“He’s forty-eight years old. Absolutely nothing I’ve found on him, and I’ve looked everywhere, indicates he’s anything but heterosexual.”
Hugh took the filets off the broiler pan and put them on a plate. They were browned and sizzling outside now, but would be a cool red in the center. Just the way he liked his beef. He grabbed an Epic Armageddon from the fridge, didn’t need a glass.
“That’d be a bloody long time to stay in the closet without even poking your nose out,” he told Ellie. “So we’ll have to find some other way to embarrass James J. McGill — and his wife, the president.”
Ellie said, “McGill has an ex-wife, but they get along better than most married people I know.”
Hugh cut into the first filet: perfect. He didn’t like to speak while eating, but he didn’t mind listening. So he prompted his new colleague.
“You have found something else, though, haven’t you, Ellie?”
She smiled. “There is this one old girlfriend.”
Kenny McGill may have been a VIP patient, but he had to cough up health insurance information like anyone else. Fortunately for him, his mother handled the chore and she arrived at the billing department well armed. The primary carrier was McGill’s policy. After kissing Kenny goodbye at the hospital door, McGill had given Carolyn his insurance card. He had coverage for himself and all three of their children.
Secondary coverage was provided for Kenny by the policy Lars provided for his wife, his step-children, and the employees of his drug stores.
In case there were any gaps left by the primary and secondary policies, the president had taken out a tertiary policy on Abbie, Kenny and Caitie. After all, they were her step-children, too.
The lady at the billing department smiled when she learned how swaddled in health insurance young Kenneth McGill was.
“Everyone should be so well covered,” the woman told Carolyn.
“I’ll take it up with the president,” Carolyn told her.
She rejoined her children, Lars and Nick.
The president had kissed Kenny goodbye, too.
He had insisted that she, like everyone else, had to keep up with her work.
There had been a discussion on the way to the hospital whether Kenny should be treated on the pediatric or adult oncology floor. Nick said it was a judgment call best left to the patient. Kenny chose the adult floor. Unspoken but understood by all, Kenny was determined to face his treatment and his fate like a man.
Nonetheless, he took his mother’s hand when he saw how many medical professionals were waiting for him. There were a dozen doctors and an equal number of nurses.
McGill made room for Lieutenant Rockelle Bullard. In fact, when the building’s owner, Dikki Missirian, brought refreshments, McGill saw to it that she got the first bottle of sparkling water.
The man definitely had a way about him, Rockelle thought.
Charmed people without half trying.
Rockelle saw that Margaret Sweeney was the most important person in the room to McGill, but Welborn Yates, Deke Ky, Putnam Shady and even her own sweet self were made to feel valued. She almost felt as if she’d been inducted into some secret society. No application necessary. No spooky initiation ceremony required.
McGill asked Putnam to tell his story one more time.
The lobbyist said, “Congress is for sale, has been forever, but since the Supreme Court did away with limits on political spending things have gotten a lot worse or better, depending on your point of view. However you look at it, the amount of money spent on political campaigns has exploded. Naturally, everybody who makes a substantial contribution to a successful candidate expects a return on his investment, and for the most part the rate of return beats anything you can buy on the stock market.”
McGill, a Chicagoan born and bred, knew all about pay-to-play politics.
He asked, “So what are you saying, Putnam, the sheer amount of money has changed the game?”
“Money plus organization,” Putnam said. “Right now, Speaker of the House Derek Geiger is about to put a plan into effect that he calls Super-K. He’s laid down the law to the heads of all the big K Street lobbying firms. Hire Republicans, fire Democrats. Make contributions to preferred candidates in the amount specified or your pet legislation will go precisely nowhere.”
Welborn said, “Wasn’t that tried before? And didn’t the idea bomb?”
“Yes and yes,” Putnam said. “But an Air Force guy like you has to remember that quite a few early airplane designs flopped before the Wright brothers got their flyer off the ground. Learn, improve and implement, that’s the idea. From what I’ve seen, Geiger’s refinements could work … if they were left undisturbed.”
“How do you know all this?” Rockelle Bullard asked. “How is it you’ve got all this information?”
Good cop, McGill thought. He’d been about to ask the same thing.
Putnam Shady took a deep breath and let it out audibly.
“Mark Benjamin, Bobby Waller, Erik Torkelson and I were all rising stars in our respective firms. Each of us was on his way to becoming his shop’s biggest rainmaker.”
“Money maker,” Rockelle clarified.
“Yeah. We were all on our way to becoming big rich.”
“You had a problem with that?” Welborn inquired.
“Left to our own devices, probably not.”
McGill made the right call. “Someone close said the personal cost was too high.”
Putnam nodded. “My friends all married well. The kind of women who made them better men. I’ve even met someone who’s … undertaken a heck of a reclamation project.”
Sweetie wasn’t given to blushing, especially not when she was in cop mode.
She said, “You know about Geiger’s plan because you were told about it, taken into the big boys’ confidence.”
Rockelle nodded. The shape of things was becoming clear.
“We were told,” Putnam said. “We were trusted and proved untrustworthy.”
McGill said, “Because you came up with your own plan. One that would sit better with the women in your lives.”
“We did. We saw the flaw in Geiger’s plan and figured out how to exploit it.”
Deke spoke for the first time. “But you didn’t cover your tracks and look what happened.”
Putnam nodded again, the pain of losing his friends clear in his eyes.
“Yeah, just look.”
McGill wanted to keep things moving. He had worries of his own, and now he could see more coming.
“So what’s your plan,” he asked Putnam, never doubting that Sweetie’s landlord would do his best to make the plan work, if only to honor his lost colleagues. “How are you going to seize control of the United States government?”
Putnam asked him, “You know how Mutual of Omaha works?”
Putnam’s explanation was so simple, so elegant and so compelling that everyone in the room sat or stood in stunned silence. The implications of his plan for the future of the country were profound. It gave the old G.W. Bush notion of an ownership society a whole new meaning.
Deke, given his duties and his discipline, was the first to come back to the here and now. He looked out a window. Turning to McGill, he said, “TV van just pulled up outside; people getting out. Man with a camera, another with a microphone.”
From his tone, the Secret Service agent might be describing a coming armed assault. Metaphorically, he was absolutely right. Deke had relayed to McGill the warning Chana Lochlan had passed to Welborn.
McGill told Deke, “Go downstairs, find out who the talking head is, let him or her up alone, no camera, no microphone. Have your colleague …”
“Elspeth Kendry,” Deke said.
“Yes, please have Special Agent Kendry set up a security perimeter to keep the rest of these people far away.” Deke started for the door, but McGill held up a hand. “Them or any other media people attempting to do an unscheduled interview.”
Deke gave McGill a look. McGill read it accurately.
“I know, keeping the paparazzi at bay isn’t your usual chore, but think about it. Someone wanted to pop me or, say, Putnam, it’d be pretty good cover.”
Deke said, “The Secret Service has thought of that.”
“I hadn’t,” Putnam said.
“How far away do you want Special Agent Kendry to keep these people?” Deke asked.
McGill said, “For WorldWide News, the other side of the Continental Divide. Anyone else, West Virginia will do.”
Climbing footsteps sounded on the staircase. Deke moved quickly out the door to turn them around. Air Force Captain Welborn Yates followed, providing close support.
Harlo Geiger gave her husband a shove, not hard enough to be mean but forceful enough to remove his spare, gray-haired, permatanned frame from atop her. He flopped onto the satin sheet next to her. He reached over and put a hand on her arm.
“Give me a minute,” he said. “We’ll try again.”
She reached a hand over to him, found what she was looking for and shook her head.
“Honey, a minute’s not gonna be near enough time.” She let go of him. “Maybe next week, if you get yourself some of those pecker-upper pills.”
That was mean, she knew. Derek prided himself on his ability in bed. But she knew the dawn always came when the cock just refused to crow. She was surprised, though, that the day had come with her in the bed.
It was almost enough to make a woman think she’d lost her allure.
Harlo had returned early from a sales trip to Europe. Her latest furniture designs had been well received in Amsterdam, Helsinki and Berlin. Less so in Milan and London. After those chilly receptions, she’d canceled her stop in Paris. She’d decided to come home early and surprise Mr. Speaker.
She hadn’t worried that she might catch him carrying on with some floozy, someone younger and less accomplished but with a backside that perched just a half-inch higher than her own. Like any other man, like every politician, Derek Geiger wasn’t beyond being tempted. Unlike most of his colleagues in government, though, he had a more adult sense of restraint. That was, ambition came before rutting.
Harlo had taken a room at the Mandarin upon her return. Not merely to spend the night but to have a pleasant place to shower, to have the opportunity to buy some new clothes, perfume and intimate apparel that Derek had yet to see her model. She would sneak in on her husband before dawn. Launch her own commando raid.
He was still sleeping — alone, smart boy — when she sneaked into their bedroom. She stripped down to her cut-out halter teddy and stood next to where he lay. Let him inhale the scent of Clive Christian No. 1 she’d applied a bit heavier than usual. Took him less than a minute to catch hold of the fragrance and flutter his eyelids open.
That was the moment of truth.
Would he get her name right or think she was someone else?
“Baby,” he said with a sleepy smile.
Leave it to a politician to fudge things.
She slid under the top sheet with him and started doing things to him that had always made him stand to attention in the past. But that morning nothing she tried produced results, and she went at him like a hooker working on commission.
Mr. Speaker leaned over and kissed her in a fairly sweet way.
He hadn’t taken offense at her gibe.
He told her again, “Just give me a minute.”
But he was asleep a heartbeat later, his breath coming in a buzz too soft to be called snoring. Sounded more like a muted guiro. The man was sleeping peacefully. Almost as if he’d been hauling some harlot’s ashes most of the night and had sent her packing shortly before his dear wife had come home.
Traveling inside the veil of her own perfume and adding the smell of her perspiration to the bedding, Harlo was unable to detect another woman’s odor. But her suspicions had been aroused all the same. Because Mr. Speaker was justified in taking pride in his bedroom prowess.
Maybe she’d just caught him after he’d been tapped dry.
That could explain why he hadn’t take offense at her insult.
He knew he didn’t need to spray starch his thing.
Harlo got out of bed and took a shower. She put on a pair of Plain Jane panties and a T-shirt from her alma mater: SCAD, the Savannah College of Art and Design. She stepped barefoot past her sleeping husband and went to search the rest of her residence: the title to the townhouse was in her name; she’d bought it with her own money. Maybe she’d find a wine glass in the kitchen sink with lipstick on it.
She didn’t. The place was as neat as the proverbial pin. With one exception.
In Derek’s office, a faxed message lay on the machine’s reception tray.
It was from Brad Attles, her husband’s personal lawyer.
The caption on Attles’ message was Re: Divorcing Harlo.
The sonofabitch. She’d told Derek she would be the one to make that call.
She picked up the phone to call her D.C. lawyer.
Following Deke Ky’s direction, Welborn Yates made contact with Elspeth Kendry and asked her to enforce McGill’s wish to keep the media, especially WorldWide News, at a far remove. He’d slipped past Deke and the crew from WWN that the Secret Service special agent had bottled up on the stairway leading to McGill’s offices.
Welborn had waved to Deke and said, “Reinforcements will be here soon.”
Deke gave a minimal nod but said nothing. He was busy staring down a burly guy at the head of the interview/ambush team. The guy was handsome enough to be a talking head, but he looked as if, under other circumstances, he might be willing to dance a few rounds wearing sixteen-ounce gloves.
Trying to push your way past a working Secret Service agent, though, that was just plain crazy. It made the departing Welborn recall Mr. T’s signature caveat. “Pity the fool!” Welborn called out, giving the caution as much bass rasp as he could muster. Looking back, Welborn saw the camera operator, the sound guy and a thin woman look his way and appear to take his warning to heart. The woman followed him out the door to the street.
Welborn stopped before getting into McGill’s Chevy.
“Would you care to introduce yourself?” he asked the woman.
“Ellie Booker, producer, WorldWide News,” she said.
“A pleasure,” Welborn said, “but I must be going.”
“I don’t get to know your name?” Ellie asked.
“Not at the moment, but I can tell you I’m a federal officer. So is the fellow blocking your friend’s way, who, if he doesn’t take a step back and mind his manners, is closing in fast on a very unpleasant experience.”
Welborn opened the Chevy’s door. Leo turned the engine over.
“What kind of reinforcements are you going for?” Ellie asked.
“The kind with very little patience.”
Elspeth Kendry’s face had lit up when Welborn told her what McGill wanted.
Screwing with the media was every cop’s dream job.
Now, Welborn sat in his office wondering what new turn his work would take.
No doubt something he never would have dreamed of when he’d entered the Air Force Academy with the goal of flying fighter jets. His reverie led him to the times he’d actually lived his dream, flying high and oh so fast. Until the car crash in Vegas had taken that away from him. Had taken the lives of his friends Keith Quinn, Joe Eddy and Tommy Bauer.
“Why are you looking so sad?”
Welborn blinked and saw Kira standing in the doorway to his office.
“Thinking about the guys,” he said.
Kira knew which guys Welborn meant. She nodded in sympathy.
“I had an idea,” she said. “Wanted to ask your opinion first.”
“Tell me.”
“You know how we had to postpone our wedding?”
“I have some memory of that, yes,” Welborn said.
Kira cut him some slack; a moment ago, he’d been mourning a loss.
“I don’t want to postpone it again. I want to be your wife soon. Though I will concede there are moments when I wonder what the hurry is.”
Welborn grinned. “Let’s do it right now. Go to city hall, get married on our lunch hour.”
“I was thinking of something with just a bit more charm.”
“Do you really think we’ll be unlucky again? Have to set another date?”
“You’ve heard what’s happened to Kenny McGill?”
He had, but he didn’t know how Kira had come by the news.
But then the White House tom-toms might have sounded while he was elsewhere.
“And my uncle told me something in confidence,” Kira said.
Her uncle the vice president, Welborn knew.
“I won’t ask you to break that confidence,” Welborn said. “But I’ll take it to be a matter of significance.”
“It is, and thank you for not asking.”
“You’re sensing that storm clouds might be gathering?”
“I am.”
“Can we allow enough time to have your mother and my parents join us at the river?” he asked. “Nuptials along the Potomac might be nice.”
Kira liked the idea. She told Welborn, “I did call Father Nguyen. His schedule is fairly open this week.”
Francis Nguyen, they’d agreed, would be the celebrant at their wedding ceremony.
“That’s a good sign. Ms. Fahey, I will marry you any time of day or night, any day of the week. Whenever you will have me.”
“I’ve always suspected as much,” she said with a smile.
Welborn laughed and added, “And if I’m busy doing derring-do, I’ll get it done.”
Hugh Collier never did get past Deke Ky. The Secret Service special agent backed him down the stairs and onto the sidewalk outside Dikki Missirian’s first investment in American real estate. By the time Collier stepped outside, Ellie, the camera operator and the sound guy had already vanished.
The whole thing was like something out of a movie, Collier thought. One of those films where everything looked normal, but people behaved in ways you’d never expect. He had to remind himself this was Patricia Darden Grant’s Washington not Vladimir Putin’s Moscow. Journalists didn’t fear for their lives in the United States, and they didn’t disappear.
Even so, he was dead sure the slant-eyed bastard with his right hand under his suit coat would have shot him dead, had he tried to bull past him. Collier was a quick bloke, had moves on the football field that left defenders grabbing at air. But that was his game. The game on the stairs was one he’d never played, there was far more at stake and he knew in his bones he’d come out second best.
But where the hell had Ellie and the words-and-pictures men gone?
Whisked off to the gulag, all of them?
Replaced by an exotic bird — looked a bit Persian — with her own concealed weapon and a glint in her eye every bit as predatory as the Asian bastard. The two of them exchanged a glance. The bastard gestured to the woman, pointing down. Collier knew he wasn’t free to go. Custody had just been passed.
The woman pulled a chair out from one of the two café tables outside the building.
“Have a seat,” she told Collier.
“And if that’s not what I care to do?” he asked.
“Then I’ll arrest you.”
“On what charge?”
“Refusing to obey a lawful order from a federal agent,” Deke said.
A newsman being pushed around by feds would have been brilliant theater for WorldWide News, if only there had been a camera to capture it. Uncle Edbert would have soiled himself in his excitement. But Hugh Collier didn’t see so much as a curious onlooker with his cell phone out.
He sat down. Not liking being bullied at all.
That was normally his prerogative.
Jim McGill appeared a moment later, followed by Sweetie and Rockelle Bullard. Right behind them came Dikki Missirian carrying a tray holding bottles of Perrier, glasses and a bowl of mixed nuts. He waited for McGill and the ladies to be seated and served the refreshments. He nodded to everyone and went inside.
McGill sat opposite Collier, with Sweetie to his right and Rockelle to his left.
He extended his hand to Collier. “I’m Jim McGill.”
Collier took McGill’s hand. Each of them was strong; neither was adolescent. The handshake was just that, not a test of the other guy’s pain threshold.
“Hugh Collier.”
“Of WorldWide News.”
“You’d been alerted to my approach,” Collier said.
McGill wasn’t about to give away anything.
Collier told him, “Might have been your people saw us coming. Or perhaps someone inside my organization gave you a call.”
McGill’s response was indirect. “What do you want, Mr. Collier?”
Sir Edbert Bickford’s nephew sipped Perrier from the bottle and looked at McGill.
“If not a public figure, Mr. McGill, you’re a figure of public interest. You’re married to the president of the United States, you work as a private investigator after a long career as a policeman. Your exploits both in uniform and in a private capacity are becoming legendary.”
McGill smiled. He looked at Sweetie.
“Legends in our own time,” he said.
“I’m almost impressed,” Sweetie said. She had her eyes on Collier, not pushing it, just keeping up a light pressure.
“Don’t underestimate yourself, Ms. Sweeney. You’ve cut quite a swath yourself.”
“Pride is a sin, Mr. Collier. A deadly one.”
“So it is, but we’ll all expire from something. Might as well make life interesting.”
Collier turned to Rockelle.
“I’m sorry, I wasn’t briefed on you.”
“My publicist got laid off,” she told him.
“Some sort of police, though,” he guessed.
“The touchy sort.”
Turning back to McGill, Collier said, “My brief is to do an in depth study of the life and times of James J. McGill, how he manages his roles as the president’s henchman, a private investigator and who knows what else.” Collier turned to look at Sweetie, just long enough to suggest he thought she might be more than a friend to McGill. “How do you do all that and manage to keep such a low profile?”
McGill knew he’d better wrap things up before Sweetie took an active dislike to Collier. “I’d tell you, except I signed an exclusive deal with Ken Burns, effective as soon as the president leaves office.”
“So you’ll be of no help to me?” Collier said.
“None at all.”
Collier raised a name from the past. “All because Monty Kipp made an unfortunate joke about putting President Grant on page three?”
Page three was where Sir Edbert ran photos of incompletely dressed women in the foreign editions of his tabloid newspapers. Kipp, the former Washington bureau chief of WorldWide News, had, in an inebriated moment, confessed his ambition to put the president on page three. McGill had discouraged him.
Chana Lochlan had told him of Kip’s scheme, too.
At the moment, Collier was fishing for confirmation of that fact.
And trying to see just how simple a mark McGill might be.
McGill stood up. “I have a lot to do, Mr. Collier. I’m a private citizen, despite being married to the president. As for the inquiring minds who might like to know me better, tough. Special Agent Kendry will tell you how much elbow room you’ll need to give me.”
Collier got to his feet. “That could be a story in itself.”
“Run with it,” McGill told him. He turned to leave.
Deke and Elspeth moved in on Collier.
“One last thing, Mr. McGill.”
McGill looked back. “What’s that?”
Collier told him, “Clare Tracy says hello.”
McGill smiled. “Nice to hear from her again.”
He turned and went back into Dikki’s building.
Wondering how the hell Collier had learned about Clare.
Carolyn Enquist had never heard of HLA. Not many people had. Hearing that the acronym stood for human leukocyte antigen didn’t clear matters up any. In fact, being brought face to face with her ignorance of Kenny’s disease only served to scare her.
Nick and the squadron of doctors and nurses he’d enlisted had taken Kenny off to begin his … the word that came first to Carolyn’s mind was ordeal, but she amended that to treatment. Then, accompanied by a silent prayer, she changed treatment to cure.
One nurse had stayed behind, a mature woman whose pretty face made her seem younger than her years. Her name tag read Barbara Marcos. She had questions for the family, starting with whether they knew what HLA was.
She wasn’t surprised at Carolyn’s inability to answer.
But she’d learned from the intake report that Lars Enquist was a pharmacist.
“Mr. Enquist, do you know about HLA?”
Lars said, “They’re proteins, markers. Most of the body’s cells have them.”
Caitie piped up. “Why’s that important?”
Lars looked at the nurse. She gestured to him to continue.
He told Carolyn, Caitie and Abbie. “The markers are like your personal brand. Your immune system recognizes your brand, knows it’s not something foreign that has to be attacked.”
Lars glanced at Barbara Marcos to make sure he had it right.
She nodded, and Lars continued.
“The donor bone marrow cells are what help a patient recover, but that can’t happen if the patient’s own body attacks those cells.”
“How do you know who’s a good match?” Abbie said.
“We’re family,” Caitie said, “we should all match, right?”
Barbara shook her head. “Full siblings, same mother and father, have a twenty-five percent chance of matching. To find whether any of you match or not, we’ll need a sample of your blood to test.”
Carolyn said, “But with the girls and me and my former husband, we should have a match among the four of us, shouldn’t we?”
It became clear why Barbara Marcos had been chosen to talk with the family. She knew the facts and she wouldn’t shy away from them, but the depth of her caring was clear on her face. She said, “It would be great if the math worked that way, but it doesn’t.”
“Why not?” Caitie asked indignantly. “Twenty-five percent times four equals a hundred percent. One of us has to be a match.”
“I wish that were so, but in this case you can’t add individual percentages or multiply them. I’m afraid the number you have to keep in mind is this: Approximately seventy percent of patients who need a bone marrow donor have to go outside the family.”
“Oh my God,” Carolyn said.
Lars put an arm around her. “I’ll be tested, of course.”
“Thank you, Mr. Enquist,” Barbara said.
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