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A bodyguard (or close protection operative) is a type of security guard who protect an important person or a group of people from harm either as employees of a government agency or in the private sector. Typically, the people they protect are witnesses, high-ranking public officials or officers, celebrities, and wealthy people who are in danger from theft, assault, kidnapping, assassination, harassment, loss of confidential information, threats, or other criminal offences. 

In popular culture, such as movies or fiction, CPOs are often portrayed as brutal taciturn thugs, ready to respond against anybody that threatens the safety of their employer. Some are even painted as gangsters paid to accomplish the nefarious aims of their criminal paymasters, to eliminate competition, exact revenge for actions or even perceived insults by adversaries. The violent methods they are depicted as using would be illegal were brutal and included murder. 

The same media would also have us believe that they are all tall, muscular, implacable, unintelligent men, void of humor or scruples. Of course, many of those things may be true in some cases. In reality though, CPOs come in all shapes and sizes, both sexes and from diverse backgrounds. The best are well-trained, courageous, honest, intelligent, and loyal, prepared to ‘stop a bullet’ for their principals, should the circumstances demand. The elite amongst them usually have backgrounds in special forces or law enforcement. There are of course, rogue actors in the profession, but thankfully they are few and far between. 

The courage and expertise of those elite CPOs doesn’t come cheap. This causes many with a need for such protection to go without all or part of the time. This doesn’t happen if they are numbered among the wealthiest in society or when they are provided with that sort of protection by their companies, movie studios, or the state etcetera. The alternative is to hire cheap muscle.
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Chapter One
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Kentucky, USA

Most people wouldn’t call Grover Barnes a natural politician. He had, by his own admission, had to be persuaded to enter politics. Unlike most of his political contemporaries, he was not a wealthy man, and wouldn’t have been able to consider making it a career were it not for support from his wife’s father. 

Orphaned in his early teens, he was raised by an aunt, with only a modest inheritance. A small scholarship enabled college at the University of Louisville where he majored in Philosophy, Politics, and Economics. His first-class degree earned him a place at the United States Naval Academy in Annapolis. He excelled throughout his training, and after graduation was attached to a Marine weapons platoon in a ground combat division. 

It was during his third Afghanistan deployment that he received the injuries that saw the end of his military career. Wounded, and in the face of overwhelming opposition, he and two other surviving members of his platoon had held their position until relief came. When it arrived, it came in the form of a full platoon from the same battalion sweeping down to their position from behind surrounding hills in Venom and Viper helicopters. Unfortunately, as it lifted off, their exfil Venom was hit by an RPG. Grover was the only survivor. The end result was that he lost his left eye and right leg above the knee. For his actions, Grover, was awarded the Silver Star, USA’s third highest military decoration. 

Finally, after spending seven months in hospital and specialist rehabilitation, he returned home. His homecoming to Midville, a small town outside Kentucky’s state capital Frankfort, was extraordinary. His father-in-law, Baron Young, had arranged for Grover and his wife Bobbi to be driven through the town in an open top 1962 Lincoln Continental, preceded by the town band on a flatback truck. For weeks after, he almost literally couldn’t buy a drink in the town.

With injuries precluding any return to active duty, Grover eschewed suggestions of a desk job in military procurement and accepted a generously paid offer to join his father-in-law’s business. KY Farm-Tech was a modestly successful company specializing in the provision of farm management software and high specification farming equipment throughout the Eastern States of the Union. It was not Grover’s intended job, but inevitably, he became the high-profile public face, of what might otherwise be seen as a mundane agricultural business.

As a prominent businessman in Midville, Baron had often considered a political career, so when he decided to run for town mayor he persuaded Grover to manage his campaign. Baron credited his win to Grover’s strategies and speech writing acumen, and whilst he’d have liked to further his own political ambitions, he recognized that his age was against him. 

Later, in an attempt to spread his influence, Baron supported by Bobbi, persuaded his son-in-law to use his celebrity status to run for a seat in the House of Representatives. In spite of his late entry into the race, Grover’s popularity, coupled with some catastrophic publicity for his two main opponents, gave him a surprise win at his first attempt. His campaign was principally bankrolled by Baron.

After serving a single unremarkable term in office, Grover was re-elected with a huge majority. Well-liked by voters and somehow remaining uncontroversial and unambitious, he wasn’t seen as a threat by potential rivals. Politically speaking, he was considered to be positioned in the center ground of the GOP, too liberal for some and yet not far enough to the right for others.

At home, Grover was a loving husband to his wife Bobbi, and doting father to daughter Harper, their only child. His disabilities prevented driving, but independent travel was made possible by his state-funded driver, Shona Watson, a high school classmate of both Grover and Bobbi,.

Then, a few months into Grover’s second term, a state senator was killed in a nighttime motoring accident whilst returning from a fundraiser organized by the Kentucky Distillers Association. With still three years of the term to run, the governor was forced to appoint a replacement, and to the surprise of many, he asked Grover to step up. After considerable pressure from Baron, Bobbi and several other party members, Grover accepted the post. With his relatively short political experience, some had seen him as easy to manipulate, but after a few barnstorming speeches following his appointment, they were soon disavowed. 

His first six months in office went without incident, but one evening, as he was about to get into his car after leaving his Frankfort office, he was stopped by an irate constituent who objected to the senator’s voting record on abortion. No matter how coolly Grover attempted to explain his position, the antagonist became increasingly enraged, finally resorting to a vicious physical attack. The initial blow closed Grover’s remaining eye, effectively blinding him, but even after he was on the ground the attack continued. Shona came to his aid, but she was punched to the floor beside him. The attack was eventually halted by an off-duty cop who’d been in the building to renew his membership.

After pleading guilty to third degree felony assault, Jethro Sackett, Grover’s attacker, was sentenced to five years. Sentencing him, the judge said that because his victim was a serving politician, he regarded the assault as an attack on democracy, and handed down the maximum allowed. The harshness of the sentence enraged fellow members of the small far-right group that called themselves the New Kentucky State Militia (NKSM). They vociferously condemned the sentence on social media platforms but stopped short of threatening retaliation.

Fortunately, neither Grover nor Shona suffered lasting injury in the assault, and, according to the polls, it resulted in an increase in the senator’s popularity. However, in the weeks following the trial, his office received a number of phone calls from Sackett sympathizers, including a death threat. Both Bobbi and Baron insisted he should have a bodyguard. The problem was that neither Federal nor State governments would fully fund a protection officer. 

The average salary of a fully trained CPO was over $150,000 a year. That would be on top of Grover’s current staff budget. Reluctant to increase his already generous contributions, Baron asked him to search for another solution. He was a wealthy man, but that sort of revenue commitment would be a big drain. Thankfully, another donor stepped in, agreeing to sponsor a bodyguard with slightly less impressive qualifications. Days later, Grover appointed his preferred candidate. It was Trey Haggard, another fellow high school alumnus. Ten years earlier, Trey had signed as a quarterback for the Louisville Raiders. Then after his left knee had been shattered in his first game, he’d been forced to retire from the sport, and had found employment difficult ever since. Trey was a big, tough guy, regarded as something of a gentle giant amongst his school and college friends. Nonetheless few would wish to tangle with him.

*****
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A few weeks after the assault, Grover received a call from Preston Lewis, an active member among the most prominent donors to the Kentucky Republican Party. He invited Grover and Bobbi to meet with himself and a small group of big donors for dinner at a well-known country club on the outskirts of Frankfort. He wasn’t the most senior of the Kentucky senators, and he was confused why he was the only one to be invited.

Hobnobbing with the great and good of the GOP was one of Bobbi’s least favorite pastimes, but she reluctantly agreed to go, knowing that her support was a critical factor in Grover’s popularity among Republican voters.

On the night of the dinner, Trey took the driving duties and dropped them at the front door to the building.

The couple were met at the door by a club assistant. ‘Good evening Senator, and you Ma’am. Welcome to Green Oaks Golf and Country Club. Tonight, your host is Mr Preston Lewis, and you’ll be dining in our private members’ room. Have you visited us before, or would you prefer I escort you?’

‘We know where it is, thank you.’ He didn’t mention that they’d both worked in the club kitchen when they were in high school.

They were greeted at the entrance to the private dining room by Lewis with his wife Sheryl.

‘Bobbi, Grover, I’m so pleased you could make it,’ Lewis said with a syrupy smile. The two couples went through the ritual of air kisses, handshakes, and back slaps. ‘You’re last to arrive, so allow me to introduce you to the other guests that you don’t already know.’

Grover looked around. The others present seemed to be waiting as if for a guest of honor. Most were complete strangers, but  names he recognized. However, among them were one or two men and their wives whom they’d met before. A face he was surprised to see amongst the women present, was one who few in America would fail to recognize, Kelsey McPherson, former Press Secretary to Texan Governor Bill Richards. Seemingly, she was rarely off the TV, forever spouting inaccurate propaganda about opposition politicians, or far-right misinformation against policies thought to be ‘woke’. She appeared to regard anyone with centrist views as a communist. They’d met on several previous occasions during election campaigns, but Grover despised her. Kelsey’s husband Colby was a billionaire, the bulk of whose wealth had originated from a shadowy background in far east investment. He’d used his early gains to seed investments in metals and mining and made a fortune. More recently he’d begun investing domestically as well, yet as far as Grover was aware, McPherson was only a modest donor.

First to step forward to greet them were a couple that they’d both met during Grover’s re-election campaign, George Guthrie, and his wife Ella.

‘Great you could join us Grover, and you Bobbi.’

‘Happy to be here George. Is there a particular reason for this get together, or is it just an opportunity to exchange views?’

‘We were sort of hoping that after we’ve eaten, we could discuss strategy for the mid-terms, but Colby has a new project he wants to run up the flagpole.’ 

The conversation over the meal was dominated by gossip, jokes, and derogatory remarks about prominent Democrats. Grover largely let it go over his head. He found much of it infantile and crude, and he knew that Bobbi wouldn’t approve. Despite being the youngest in the room, he felt anachronistic in their company, one of a dying breed. Some of the men were drinking heavily, and decanters of Wild Turkey and Macallan were replenished more than once. It was as if there were something about to happen that Grover and his wife weren’t party to.

‘Whose paying for this tonight, Preston?’ Grover asked. ‘I hope it’s not coming out of party funds.’

‘I know you’re sensitive about that sort of thing, Grover, so no, Colby is footing the bill.’

‘Why’s that I wonder.’

‘He’s anxious to introduce his new project to us and hoping to garner support, so after the meal, we’ll have to give him the floor for a while.’

Once they’d finished eating, Ella pulled Grover’s wife to one side, ‘Bobbi, sweetheart, why don’t you join some of us girls while the men finish their business.’

She found herself ushered into a private lounge where some of the other women were already being served cocktails. The gender separation was something she resented, but she had little interest in the inner machinations of party politics, so she didn’t voice her opinion. It wasn’t long before she realized that all the wives were there, except Kelsey McPherson who was nowhere to be seen.

Meanwhile, the staff had cleared the table before Grover and the men had returned to their seats alongside Kelsey, the only woman. When the last of the staff had finally left the room, there were a few moments where the hubbub of conversation lulled as they waited for someone to kickstart the proceedings. If nature abhors a vacuum, the same can be said of silence in a room full of well-fed, and partially inebriated men. Grover sensed that everybody except him, was aware of whatever was to come next; the atmosphere akin to the arrival of a celebrity guest.

The hush was broken when Jeb Tucker Junior, a chemical industry tycoon said, ‘We need to put these libtards to bed once and for all. If they have their way we’ll all be having our dicks cut off, walking around in pink leotards and kissing each other.’

‘Ain’t nobody gonna be kissing you, Jeb, no matter what you wear,’ Clayton Boone told him.

Grover was a conservative - always had been - and didn’t imagine ever being anything else, but he couldn’t stand the sort of increasingly intolerant, hard-right, and divisive attitudes among many senior republicans. He sat silently enduring the bigoted banter as it continued back and forth for about ten minutes until he could stand it no longer.

‘Why are we here? Isn’t it a bit early to discuss strategy for the next mid-terms? I’m not aware of any pressure for us to change direction?’

‘Maybe you’re right Grover,’ Colby intervened. ‘Perhaps I can move the conversation on. There’s a project I’ve been working on that I’d like to tell you about, and for which I was hoping to gather the support of all those present tonight.’

‘Let’s hear it Mac,’ Boone enthusiastically spoke up.

Tucker encouragingly added his support, ‘Yeah Mac, it ain’t as if we ain’t all grateful for this little shindig, but we came here for a reason. I’ve driven here from Pikeville.’

‘This is a business meeting, Jeb, and you Clayton, so let’s keep it respectful and use the names chosen by our parents and blessed by our Lord. I’m sure you wouldn’t want me referring to you by some of the derogatory labels that the media and others have given you.’

‘Sorry, Colby,’ Boone said. His deference to the man was obvious, and earned purely by his enormous wealth. ‘Tell us about your project.’

‘Okay, but first I want to make it clear that what I’m about to say will be between us and is not yet for discussion outside this room. Is everybody happy with that?’

There was a general acknowledgement. It wasn’t unusual for party strategy meetings to be confidential.

‘Let me begin by asking you all a question. What do you think are the greatest challenges facing the US today?’

He went around the room and received a variety of responses such as, gas prices, abortions, LGBT, Black Lives Matter, and of course immigration.

‘What about you Grover, you haven’t said anything?’

The Senator took a deep breath, ‘Whatever your views on any of those things, none threaten the extinction of our species. The one thing above all that makes each of them pale into insignificance is climate change, and what we’re prepared to do about it.’

His answer provoked a chorus of derogatory remarks.

‘That’s just fake bullshit,’ Jeb Tucker insisted.

Boone joined in. ‘What the Hell are you doing in the GOP if you’re gonna talk that shit.’

‘I’m a Republican because I’m a conservative, and I think the conservation of our planet as a habitable place is the overarching issue for mankind at the moment.’

Tucker added, ‘I saw this scientist on Fox News the other day, Professor someone or other. He was saying that global warming is all horse shit propaganda, paid for by commies to bring the States to its knees. He says that climate change is cyclical; been happening for thousands of years.’

‘I guess you’re talking about Reinhardt T. Heydrich. He’s not a professor of anything, he’s a failed PhD student from Heidelberg University where he studied Near-Eastern Archeology. It makes no sense to take his opinion or those of a few other isolated pseudo-scientists in favor of the overwhelming body of evidence from worldwide climate experts. Almost all of the noisiest deniers are funded by multi-national corporations who have a financial interest in maintaining the status quo. The big chemical, oil, or energy industries for example. The others are just client journalists, shock jocks, or rentagobs who couldn’t make a living any other way. They’re opinion whores.’

Grover’s reply prompted a wave of objections, not least from Clayton Boone, whose company was a big manufacturer and exporter of chemicals.

McPherson allowed the noisy complaints to continue for a few minutes before raising his voice to silence the protesters.

‘No just a minute, I think Grover’s got a point. I don’t agree with all of the claims by the so-called green lobby. But I think it’s undeniable that pollution is a problem, and I see no harm in reducing carbon emissions where we can. I also think we can help do that without damaging our economy.’

A stunned silence followed. Of all those present in the room; McPherson was the least likely to have been predicted to support any green policies. They were all astonished, none more so than Grover.

‘What are you saying Colby?’ Preston Lewis asked.

‘However much some people might object, the move to electric vehicles is now inexorable. The main limiter on producing economically viable EVs is the production of the lithium-ion batteries that power them.

‘Here in the USA, we have a limited and perhaps exhaustible supply of the essential minerals for this process. With the rising demand, importing and transporting from existing sources elsewhere in the world is becoming increasingly expensive, as well as being polluting in itself. What if we could import from a previously undeveloped source closer to home?’

‘Sounds great, Colby but why would this source country treat us differently to any of the others? Surely it would be in their interests to exploit the resource to their own best advantage. Why not sell their product to the highest bidder I mean?’ Boone asked.

The tone of the question, from that particular person, made Grover suspicious that he’d been cued to ask it.

‘Yes, Clayton, you’d be right to be skeptical if it were a country where the US has little influence. What if it were one whose government were beholden to us for their development, it might be considered a sort of quid pro quo.’

‘Does such a country exist?’ Grover asked. ‘Is there anywhere left in the world where either our own country, or one of the other superpowers don’t already hold sway?’

‘There are one or two, yes,’ McPherson replied.

‘Are you about to suggest the one that you have in mind?’

‘Costa Rica.’

‘Costa Rica? You must be crazy. Lithium mining is one of the most ecologically destructive and polluting industries that exist. What makes you think that one of the most environmentally conscious countries in the world would allow us to exploit their mineral resources? And why us in preference to anybody else?’

‘It’s true that in the race to get ahead of the game there have been some examples of irresponsible efforts to extract lithium and other metals, but that was in the past. The industry has learned a lot of lessons since then, I’ve been assured by experts in the field that using modern mining techniques, the impact would be limited to a relatively small area. Not only that, but the area could also be returned to its original condition once any mining concessions have expired.’

‘That’s BS. How do you imagine you could return a hole in the ground big enough to swallow most of Louisville, to virgin rainforest?’

‘That area of Central America was subject to extensive gold mining over previous centuries, it seems to have recovered well enough.’

‘I hope you’re not trying to compare the gold mining techniques of 17th and 18th century colonialists to the open cast and strip-mining methods of today.’

‘No, I’m not. As I say, the industry has learned a lot.’

‘Where are you proposing this mining venture take place?’

‘In Limon province, thirty miles from any populated area. It’s a remote mountainous region.’

‘If it’s miles from anywhere then the consequential damage caused by transportation to and from the site alone would be enormous. That’s without taking into account this issue of spoil disposal,’

‘My advisors believe that can be minimized.’

‘For decades, Costa Rican governments have always adopted a ‘leave it in the ground’ approach, they’d never allow it.’

‘The current government, perhaps not, but if there were to be a change of administration, one with a more sympathetic approach to modernization, things might change.’

‘Is that likely?’

‘There’s increasing dissatisfaction among the nation’s populace when they compare their lot with other countries. Poor living standards, inadequate health care and transportation, limited access to the internet, etcetera, etcetera. I know that those are things that prevail across much of South and Central America, but the Costa Rican people are beginning to recognize that they’re all affected by their government’s policies. In particular their adherence to an outdated economic model. In the meantime, people see that they’re sitting on huge unexploited assets.’

‘I don’t follow Costa Rican politics that closely, but I do try to keep a weather eye on global issues as well as domestic ones. I’m not aware of any groundswell of opinion in favor of radical change in that country.’

‘You’d be surprised. Maybe all they need is a platform to express themselves.’

‘Are you suggesting that the US should intervene to encourage regime change?’

‘It sounds terrible if you word it like that, but we’ve provided assistance to political movements many times in the past.’

‘Like in Vietnam, Iraq, Afghanistan, and Cuba you mean? And of course, they were all such resounding successes,’ Grover said, with ill-disguised contempt.

‘Nothing like any of those would ever be likely to develop in Costa Rica.’

‘Because they’re the only country in the world without a standing army; is that what you mean? Any military intervention by us would be seen as an invasion. The UN would walk all over us.’

‘We wouldn’t need to see US boots on the ground. Providing funds for a popular opposition would be enough.’

‘It never stops there, and you know it. Besides, the international press would see through it in a heartbeat. There are no significant human rights issues in the country at the moment. An intervention by the US would be seen as anti-democratic at best, colonialist or even imperialistic at worst.’

‘It would be in our interests to see a new Costa Rican government. For one thing, it would be able to do more to help stem the flow of migrants from South America.’

‘It would be more in the interests of both countries, as well as potential migrants, if we helped prevent the conditions where they felt the need to migrate in the first place. The implication of what you’re saying is a US backed military coup, motivated by greed. This is just a thinly disguised power grab with personal profit at the heart of it. It has nothing to do with benefitting the people of Costa Rica, and I won’t have anything to do with it. So, if there’s nothing else you want to talk about tonight, I’ll bid you all a good evening.’

Without giving the others an opportunity to respond, Grover stood up and left the room.’

It was obvious to anybody that knew him, Colby McPherson was furious; this hadn’t gone the way he’d hoped. ‘Go after him Preston, and you Kelsey. Make sure he understands that the subject of tonight’s discussion isn’t for public consumption.’

Grover called Trey and asked him to bring the car to the front door. Once he’d collected Bobbi, to her confusion, he ushered her hurriedly toward the lobby as fast as his artificial leg would allow. Preston stopped him at the door.

‘Grover, it’s nothing more than a subject for debate at the moment. Colby was just throwing it out there for our consideration,’ Kelsey told him.

‘Bullshit! Tonight’s little dinner party will have set him back at least ten thousand dollars. You know as well as I do that he’s well known for being as tight as a duck’s ass. Your husband would never commit that sort of money if he weren’t expecting a return.’

‘I thought it was an interesting approach,’ Preston said.

‘He’s talking about the military takeover of a friendly country, in order to line his own pockets. That’s not an interesting approach to anything, it’s piracy.’

‘You can’t talk about it, you agreed.’

‘I’m a man of my word Preston, so I won’t be spreading it about, but if I get a single sniff that it goes beyond talk, then I’ll tell whoever the Hell I like,’ Grover told him, as he climbed into the back seat of his car alongside his wife. ‘Let’s go honey, the air around here doesn’t smell too good.’

Throughout the journey home, Bobbi pressed her husband about what had upset him, but he refused to speak about it.
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Chapter Two
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The next day over breakfast, Kelsey McPherson spoke assertively to her husband, ‘You can’t let that pinko-liberal asshole ruin the plan, Colby. We’ve spent over ten million of our own on it already and so have a lot of others that were at the club last night. What's more, we’ve made commitments to Moon and there are billions at stake; he wouldn’t be happy.’ 

‘I know.’

‘Why the Hell did you let Preston persuade you to include Barnes in last night’s meeting?’

‘He didn’t persuade me; as soon as he suggested it, I thought it was a good idea. In fact, he’s the whole reason I agreed to the damned meeting in the first place. We need to get some big names on board, and I’d hoped that if I could put a good enough spin on it, I could get him to provide an endorsement.’

‘So, what went wrong?’

‘As you saw, he already had a surprisingly good understanding of the science, as well as Costa Rican geology, geography, and geo-politics. He was hostile before I even got started.’

‘Is he going to cause us problems?’

‘I believe he might.’

‘Then we need to get something on him, something we can use to bring him to heel,’ she told him.

‘That’s your department. Just make sure that nothing can come back on us. If anything is proven to be just a political smear, it could end up having the opposite effect. Whatever you do needs to stick.’

‘I understand. I’ll make sure we’re well insulated from it,’ she said. ‘I’ve already made some contingency plans and done a bit of groundwork. I’ll set the wheels in motion today.’

‘I don’t want to know the detail, but I’ll transfer $100,000 into the seed account right now. Let me know if you need more.’

Colby looked up at his wife for her reaction. She had that look on her face, as if a drunk driver had run over her favorite child. He knew that whatever scheme she came up with to put Grover Barnes in his place, he wasn’t going to like it.

‘I’ve already looked into the usual smear campaign; it would take too long to get anything worthwhile going. He’s squeaky clean, a war hero from meagre beginnings, his wife was his high school sweetheart, their photogenic family look great on any election billboard, they’re living the American dream,’ she told him. ‘No need to worry though, by the time I’ve finished with him, it won’t matter what anybody’s opinion of him is.’

Colby smiled; he knew that when Kelsey set her mind to something, she would make it happen. Her Machiavellian tendencies were what made her such a superb political strategist.

Leaving him to finish the egg, bacon, and hash brown breakfast she’d cooked him, she went to another corner of the huge ranch house that they called home. The massive spread where they lived was just a symbol of power and wealth; neither of them had ever had an interest in cattle or ranching. Administration of the enormous spread was left entirely to the Ranch Manager. 

Whilst Colby used the study as his center of operations when at home, it was the library that was Kelsey’s domain. That was where she held court over the network of contacts and sycophantic followers that she’d developed since her marriage to Colby over twenty years earlier. Taking a seat in her favorite chair she picked a cellphone from the four on the small table beside her, then selected a number from its short list of contacts.

‘As I suspected, it needs to happen,’ she said without greeting whoever had answered. ‘And it needs to happen soon. It’s important that it looks as if NKSM are responsible. Might as well take advantage of what that dumb asshole Sackett started.’

‘How soon?’

‘Within the week.’

‘Outcome?’

‘As discussed.’

‘Budget?’

‘Ten.’

‘That limits it to one of my operatives acting alone.’

‘Are you telling me you’re not going to handle it yourself?’

‘I don’t work for as little as ten.’

‘Just make sure that whoever you get doesn’t make a hash of it. I don’t want anybody turning state’s evidence for a deal that might expose us.’

‘Subject?’

‘The one we spoke about.’

‘I need details of his itinerary, and the fee in the account by close of business Monday.’

‘The info by the end of today I hope, and the money will be there when the banks open in the morning.’ 

She ended the call and paused with a mirthless smirk, before choosing another phone to make her next call. 

‘Bobbi sweetheart, it’s Kelsey. How are you today? ... That’s good to know. Listen, the reason I rang is because Colby thinks that last night’s little gathering didn’t go as well as he hoped. He feels that he and Grover somehow got their wires crossed. I wondered if we girls could get together and see if we can pour some oil on those troubled waters. What do you think? ... Oh, didn’t he mention it? Maybe that’s a good thing, perhaps it’s me that’s got things wrong. What say we get together anyway, just you and me? I could drive over later, and we can have a little girl-talk over a cup of coffee. ... Is eleven o’clock okay? ... It is? Looking forward to it.’

‘Naïve little simpleton,’ she thought, as she ended the call.

*****
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Grover was just putting the last papers in his briefcase before leaving for the airport. ‘Who was that honey?’ 

‘Kelsey.’

‘What did she want?’

‘She hinted that you and Colby had a bit of a falling out last night, she wants to smooth things over.’

‘He’s a crook; wanted me to support his latest corrupt scheme. I told him I wanted nothing to do with it and walked out.’

‘Is that why you were in such a foul mood last night?’

‘I guess. I’m sorry about that, sweetheart.’

‘I forgive you, just make sure you’re in a better frame of mind when you get back from DC.’

‘If he’s sending her to sweet talk you, thinking you’ll be able to change my mind on this issue, he’s in for a surprise.’

‘I don’t even know what the issue is.’

They kissed and he went out the door where Trey and Shona were waiting with the car. ‘See you on Wednesday, darling.’

Hoping to put Bobbi on edge, Kelsey arrived twenty minutes early. However, Grover’s wife was an old-fashioned ‘take me as you find me’ woman. Her house was always in order, but she would never fuss if anything were out of place.

‘Hi Bobbi, hope you don’t mind me being early, I kinda misjudged how long the journey would take. I don’t think I’ve been this far out on this side of the city before.’

‘It’s no problem. Come in.’

‘What a quaint little house,’ she said, using one of her well-practiced putdowns.

The jibe was lost on Bobbi. ‘We like it. Would you like coffee?’

The pointless chit chat went back and forth for forty minutes before Bobbi’s patience ran out.

‘Was there anything special you wanted to talk about Kelsey, or is this just a social call?’

‘Well, sweetie, I’m always pleased to spend time with the womenfolk of the GOP, but I was kinda hoping you could persuade Grover to meet with Colby privately, so they could discuss his proposals in greater detail. Colby was furious with himself after not making his plans entirely clear at last night's meeting.’

‘I don’t know what it was you discussed in that side meeting, but Grover is his own man. If Colby wants to meet with him he should call his secretary to arrange a date and time.’

‘Oh sure, but the Senator is such a busy man, as is Colby. We were hoping you’d be able to flag up a gap in his schedule sometime in the next week say.’

‘Grover’s in DC until Wednesday. On Thursday he’s meeting with representatives of the Planned Parenthood Advocates of Kentucky.’ 

Kelsey unsuccessfully attempted to disguise her distaste at that particular revelation. Not that she gave a damn about abortion - she’d had two herself- but it was a subject that attracted opposition to the right-wing of the party.

‘How about Friday, in the afternoon? Colby could easily rearrange the meeting he has planned with his lawyer?’

‘I’m sorry, it’s Harper’s progress meeting at the school. We never miss those.’

‘Saturday?’

‘This Saturday is our volunteer day.’

‘What's that?

‘Twice a month, I give up my Saturday mornings to man the phones on the Frankfort Domestic Violence Helpline, while Grover and Harper serve in the Veterans Outreach thrift store in Midville.’

‘I’m sure they wouldn’t miss him just once.’

‘Grover would say that just once was the thin end of a very thick wedge. There are very few things that would drag him away from something that he regards as a civic duty.’

‘I guess Sunday would be a church day.’

‘Not at all, we’re not church goers, but Sunday is a family day for us whenever we get the opportunity.’

‘Are you not Christians?’

‘Our faith is our business. We don’t discuss it with others, nor do we question others about theirs.’

‘Absolutely right of course. I can’t help but admire such a socially conscious family. What do you do with yourself when you’re not caring for your disabled husband, or when you’re home alone while he’s away?’

‘Grover is quite self-sufficient; he doesn’t need my help. I have Harper to look after, the house to run, and I serve meals at the homeless shelter in Frankfort on Monday and Tuesday. What about you? How do you keep busy?’

‘We have a housekeeper and a cook, and I’m kept constantly on the go with GOP business.’

‘Of course. I’m not sure I’d be comfortable having domestic help. But I’m sure that your efforts on behalf of the party are really appreciated.’

‘It’s been lovely Bobbi, shame we couldn’t find a free hour or two for Grover and Colby to get their heads together. I’ve a meeting with the Governor’s re-election committee this afternoon, and I expect you’ve some chores that you need to attend to.’

‘You’re right. I’m hosting the Attorney General and her children later, so I’ve one or two things left to prepare.’

‘You’re hosting Maria Rodriguez, while Grover is away?’

‘Not Maria the state Attorney General, I mean Judith Powell the US AG. We sat on the same housing and homelessness committee for five years. She’s rarely in the state these days, so we don’t often get the time to socialize. We were briefly at college together. Didn’t you know?’

If looks could kill, Bobbi would have been clutching her chest at that moment. Kelsey walked away without responding. The host waved and watched her guest drive away, pleased to see the back of her. Bobbi was not alone among the prominent female membership of the Kentucky GOP who hated the sight of the pretentious woman.

Driving faster than she needed, Kelsey McPherson couldn’t have been angrier if she’d tried. She never liked to be second bested, least of all by someone who she regarded as little more than a farm girl. ‘What the Hell was she doing playing house with the US Attorney General?’

Two miles down the road, she pulled over and called that number again. ‘Thursday afternoon at a meeting of the Planned Parenthood Advocates of Kentucky. ... No, I don’t know where that is, look it up. ... I know it’s short notice, but if it’s going to look like the NKSM are responsible it’s the ideal opportunity. ... Why do you need a secondary location? ... If your operative doesn’t fuck it up it won’t be necessary, will it? If he does, then he’ll be at Westside Elementary School Friday afternoon, and the dickhead serves in a veterans’ thrift store in Midville on Saturday mornings. ... I authorized the money transfer after we spoke earlier. It should already be in the account but by the morning at the latest.’

‘Jumped up little farm bitch, that’ll let the wind out of her sails,’ she thought. ‘Who do these fucking libs think they are? They should have been thrown out of the Republican Party years ago.’

*****
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For Bobbi, the next three days flew by. The afternoon and evening with Judith Powell and her children had been good fun. She’d decided on a cookout, something she hadn’t tried on her own before, but Peter, Judith’s 14-year-old son had picked up plenty of tips from his dad. He enjoyed helping out. In the meantime, Harper and nine-year-old Eden had great fun in the pool.

The two days at the homeless shelter had been draining but nonetheless gratifying when some amongst those that they’d helped showed their appreciation. However, it left her with little time on Wednesday to catch up on her domestic routine.

Harper was just finishing her homework, and Bobbi was preparing vegetables for their evening meal when Grover finally arrived home from the airport.

‘How was it darling?’ she asked, after watching him hug his daughter, and then accepting a kiss.

‘Exhausting. I’ll never cease to be surprised how much time people can take to say something that could be summed up in a few words. I swear some of them don’t truly know the meaning of some of the words they use. In the marines we’d have called it horseshit, but in Washington they’re all too polite for that. How about you?’

‘Equally exhausting at the shelter. There are some pretty distressing cases at the moment, including a couple of vets who aren’t getting the help they need from the VA. I told them to give your office a ring.’

‘What about your little coffee morning with Kelsey?’

‘That was weird. There didn’t seem to be any point in it. She made a half-hearted attempt at getting me to fix up a head-to-head between you and Colby but gave up without much of a fight. She must have known that your secretary is the only person who can put anything into your schedule.’

‘Everything about that woman is weird. Did you know that she’s fifty-nine?’

‘No way!’

‘I’m afraid so. I have it on good authority that she’s had a nose job, two facelifts, breast uplift surgery, and a tummy tuck. In her childhood, that blonde hair was mouse. No doubt there’s an unhealthy amount of Botox and collagen in there too.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised; she looks hideous up close, with that spray tan, and makeup that looks as if it was put on with a trowel.’

Grover laughed, ‘You mean you don’t believe she’s a thirty-one-year-old beauty pageant winner anymore? I’m shocked.’

‘When I mentioned that Judith and her boys were coming for the afternoon, she looked as if she were going to have a seizure. Are you still meeting with the Planned Parenthood people tomorrow?’

‘Uh huh,’ he said, looking through the letters on the hall table. ‘With all the crazy talk about banning abortion, we need a strategy to get some actual facts out there to counter all the Southern Baptist bullshit going around.’

‘That’s another naughty word, Daddy,’ his daughter admonished. ‘I’ve done my homework; can we watch a movie together after dinner?’

‘Sure thing, sweetheart. You choose, but please don’t make me watch Frozen again.’

His daughter giggled; she knew that he’d sit through whatever it was she picked.
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Chapter Three
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‘Don’t you worry that you’ll lose votes over your public support for abortion, Boss?’ Trey asked on the way to the planned parenthood meeting.

‘Politicians who only say whatever they need to, just to get elected are the worst kind of hypocrite and won’t stand up for their beliefs. I don’t want to be that sort of politician; I want to be one that people can trust to tell the truth. And for the record Trey, it’s still Grover. We went to college together; you’re a friend, not just an employee.’

‘Okay, I forget sometimes.’

‘Just don’t call me Shithead like back in the day eh?’ Grover said with a smile.

‘Sorry about that. Do you want me to wait around today, or will you call me when you’re ready to be picked up?’

‘I’ll call you; I can’t say how long it’s going to be.’

Before driving away, Trey watched his boss climb the steps into the meeting house. He admired how well he coped with his battlefield disabilities, which were so much worse than his own from the football field. As the senator had hinted, they had been best buddies in school. Grover had maintained a 4.9 grade average throughout, whereas Trey had struggled to keep his averages up. The football scholarship had been his savior. Nonetheless their rivalry never went beyond banter, even after Bobbi dropped the footballer for Grover when they were fifteen.

Trey was already waiting in the car at one-thirty when his cellphone buzzed with a text message from Grover asking to be picked up. He gulped down his coffee, finished the last two bites of his hamburger, and pushed the shift into drive.

Stopping beside the wide sidewalk he saw Grover appear at the door carrying his briefcase in one hand, and a box in the other. Knowing that negotiating steps downwards was something that his boss found more awkward than going up, he hurried to offer his assistance. Grover turned to speak to someone behind him and at the same moment, a man crossed in front of Trey, pointed a handgun, and fired a shot. The bullet missed Grover and harmlessly embedded itself in the doorpost. Trey tackled him to the ground before he could fire again. In the brief ensuing fight, the gun was fired twice more, the second invoking a shout of pain from Trey.

The attacker disentangled himself from Trey’s grip, scrambled to his feet, and ran toward a waiting F150. As soon as the gunman jumped inside, the pickup sped away with wheels spinning on the blacktop as they fought for grip.

Hurrying to his bodyguard’s assistance as fast as he was able to on his artificial limb, Grover was still slower than he would like to have been. Trey lay clutching the side of his head, with blood pouring through his fingers. Grover was already calling 911 when he reached his side.

‘Stay where you are
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