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Prologue




St. Louis, Missouri

“General, please stand back.”

Robert Bender gave the Secret Service agent a cold look. After seven months, the institutional paranoia of the Secret Service was wearing thin, and he was tired of being moved around like a piece of unwanted furniture. But all very necessary, he rationalized. He stepped farther back into the wings where he could still see the vice president standing at the podium. He split his attention, watching the agents and listening to the speech.

“…this administration is one hundred percent dedicated to the advancement of equal rights.” A loud round of sustained applause echoed over the stage. Turner’s telling the delegates what they want to hear, Bender thought, like any good politician. Most of the audience had bought into the vice president’s carefully constructed image as “the most intelligent and engaging personality in American politics.” The “engaging” he agreed with.

Another agent hurried by, speaking into the whisper mike hidden under his sleeve cuff. He shot a worried glance at Bender and skidded to a stop. “Sir, it might be better if you left the stage.”

“The vice president gets upset when I’m not around,” Bender replied. Hanging around like a trained lap dog, he thought.

The agent jerked his head in agreement. The agents standing post for Turner felt sorry for the three-star general—when they weren’t laughing about his predicament. The vice president liked having an Air Force lieutenant general dance attendance as a personal aide, and the agents chalked it up as another ego stroke for Turner. “Please display your badge, sir.”

Bender fished out his White House area badge and let it dangle from his neck on the outside of his class A blues. Why am I here? he wondered for perhaps the thousandth time. Bender’s wife claimed it was because the vice president liked the way he looked: tall and lanky with gray hair and steel-blue eyes. Nancy Bender was determined to get her husband through this assignment with his sanity intact and teased him. “It keeps you humble. Besides, you make a cute little go-for, although you are a bit overpaid.”

Chuck Sanford, the agent-in-charge of the vice presidential detail, came up the steps from the lower dressing rooms where the Secret Service had set up a temporary command post. “General, have you seen Mr. Shaw?” he asked. A trace of agitation gave his voice a rushed sound.

Bender frowned at the mention of Turner’s chief of staff. “Not recently,” he answered, his words clipped and abrupt. Why is Sanford upset? he thought. He’s the cool one and never flaps, not even when that crazy preacher had taken two potshots at the president’s limousine.

“We need to get a message to Magic”—Magic was the code name a Defense Department computer had generated for Turner the day after the inauguration—“and can’t find Mr. Shaw.”

The general relented. Now it was his turn to feel sorry for the Secret Service. It angered him the way Patrick Shaw controlled access to the vice president. It wasn’t worth an agent’s career to bypass Shaw, and even Bender was very correct in dealing with the prickly chief of staff. Shaw had a well-earned reputation for destroying anyone he saw as a threat to his authority. “I saw Shaw about thirty minutes ago, leaving with the brunette in the short black dress.”

“Damn,” Sanford groaned. “We’ll find him, but he’s going to be pissed if we catch him with his pants down—again.” He hurried away, speaking into his whisper mike. Bender’s frown deepened. He had never before heard Sanford use profanity, and the agent had to be under enormous pressure to be so talkative. Normally, the Secret Service was good for only the time of day, if that. He focused on the activity around him and decided something unusual had to be going down.

The general allowed himself a rare excursion into profanity. That bastard, he thought. Why can’t Shaw keep his pecker in his pants? How many guests in the hotel would be rousted, bullied, or disturbed just because Shaw’s gonads did his thinking whenever a pretty and eager girl on the make came around?

Sanford hurried up the steps with two more agents and moved them into place to scan the audience. Some fool has probably threatened the vice president, Bender reasoned. An Air Force master sergeant, one of the communication specialists assigned to Air Force Two, the vice president’s airplane, rushed up the steps carrying a secure cellular telephone and gestured at Sanford, trying to catch his attention. But before Sanford saw him, two agents grabbed the sergeant and frog-walked him back down the steps.

Fitzgerald is a good man and doesn’t deserve to be manhandled for doing his job, Bender told himself. Besides, those agents should know him from Air Force Two. Bender moved down the stairs in time to see the agents slam the sergeant against a wall and frisk him down. The general clamped an iron control over his anger. “What’s the problem?” he demanded. The agents ignored him and spun the sergeant around, still searching him.

“Agent Adams,” Bender said, his voice heavy with command, “I asked you a question.”

Wayne Adams looked at Bender. The general’s voice carried a punch that demanded his undivided attention. “Ah, sorry, sir.” He paused, breathing rapidly and deciding how much he should say. “You haven’t heard—the president is dead.”

Bender blinked once, the news pounding at him with an intensity he couldn’t understand. Then he was back in control, rigid and unbending. “Sergeant Fitzgerald, is that why you were bringing the phone?”


“Yes, sir,” Fitzgerald answered. “The National Military Command Center needs to authenticate the change of command.”

Bender took charge, overriding the Secret Service. “Do it.”

“We can’t allow that,” Adams said.

“Why not?”

“Because the vice president hasn’t been told yet,” Adams answered.

“Why not?” Bender repeated.

“Mr. Shaw,” came the answer.

Bender shook his head. “Are you that afraid of him?”

No answer.

“Tell her now,” Bender ordered. “Don’t wait until you find Shaw.”

Adams shook his head.

Bender looked at Fitzgerald. “Tell me the details,” he demanded. The sergeant repeated what he knew. Bender jerked his head once. “Give me your message pad,” he said to Fitzgerald. He quickly wrote a note and ripped off the page before returning the pad. He trotted up the stairs and past Sanford and the other agents posted in the wings.

“General!” Sanford barked.

“You know me,” Bender shot back, flashing his White House badge and not slowing as he walked on stage.

Madeline Turner heard the commotion and turned to look. Bender handed her the note and walked back into the wings.

“Goddamn you,” Sanford rasped.

“Without a doubt,” Bender replied, his voice sharp and unyielding. He looked back toward the podium. Turner was unfolding the note, still looking at him. He watched as she read. So this is how history is made, he thought, recalling the exact words he had jotted down moments before:


Madam President, President Roberts died of a massive cerebral hemorrhage at 2:18 this afternoon in the White House. Your presence is needed immediately on board Air Force One.




Madeline O’Keith Turner looked up at him, her mouth slightly open. Tears filled her eyes and streaked down her face.

“For God’s sake, woman,” Sanford groaned. “Not here. Not now.” He never took his eyes off Turner. “You should have waited until we found Shaw.”









PART ONE

APPEASEMENT


Who is Madeline O’Keith Turner? She has been described as “the most intelligent and engaging persona” in American politics. She is certainly that. But she is also a political lightweight with a thin record centered on domestic issues. But as Harry S. Truman warned, although domestic policy can hurt you, foreign policy can kill you. So what foreign policy will emerge when President Turner is confronted with the reality of the new world order? Will it be isolationism or engagement? Only time will tell.

ELIZABETH GORDON
 CNC-TV News
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Washington, D.C.

Robert Bender stood up when the reporter was ushered into his basement office under the West Wing of the White House. The press aide made the introductions. “General Bender, may I introduce Elizabeth Gordon of CNC News?”

“You’re a hard man to find,” Gordon said, extending her hand. Her cameraman halted in the doorway, wondering how he could set up the interview in the small, windowless office while the press aide escaped, eager to join the real action upstairs.

Bender allowed a tight smile as they shook hands. “I’m not very newsworthy, Miss Gordon.” He wasn’t good with reporters or TV interviews. But like all the president’s staff, he had been told to make himself available for media interviews on what Patrick Shaw was calling Media Blitz Day.

The media had been in a feeding frenzy since Turner had been sworn in as president on board Air Force One. But Shaw, her new chief of staff, had held them at bay for ten days, throwing them tidbits and claiming the funeral and period of mourning for the dead president was paramount. Shaw had used the time to sort out the confusion in the White House, moving his people into place and restructuring the staff. Now it was time to throw the press a bone with meat.


“Please call me Liz,” the reporter said. “What do you think, Ben?” she said to her cameraman, turning to business.

“Too small,” the cameraman answered. “Maybe we could do it outside, in the park.”

“Fine by me,” Bender answered as he grabbed his flight cap and motioned at the door. A frown crossed Gordon’s face, and Bender suspected she was worried what the late afternoon August heat and humidity would do to her makeup. “I know a cool spot,” he told her. He led the two upstairs and through the corridors crowded with the journalists, TV reporters, and camera crews who had finally been released from their confinement in the press room.

A Secret Service agent held a door open for them that led out of the West Wing and onto the veranda of the colonnade that connected the West Wing to the mansion. “Thank you,” Bender said. A thought clicked into sharp focus: He hadn’t seen the two Secret Service agents Chuck Sanford and Wayne Adams since returning from St. Louis ten days ago. He added it to his action list.

A hot blast of humid air rocked Liz Gordon back as she stepped outside. “It’s not far,” Bender said, jamming his flight cap on his head, automatically denting the top seam in the back. It was a violation of Air Force dress regulations but a holdover from the days when he flew solo pilot for the Air Force aerial demonstration team, the Thunderbirds.

They walked down the veranda, and suddenly the air became cooler as they neared the White House. “A venturi effect,” he explained.

“Perfect,” the cameraman said. He went to work and rapidly set the interview up, positioning Gordon for the best exposure.

“This is actually quite pleasant,” Gordon said. “How did you find it?”

“I try to get outside whenever I can,” Bender answered. Nancy, his wife, claimed the way he roamed the President’s Park was a subconscious attempt to break free of his cage inside the White House. He agreed with her.

The cameraman gave Gordon her cue, and she looked into the Betacam. A gentle breeze ruffled her blond hair, creating an attractive effect. “Lieutenant General Robert. Bender has been President Turner’s military aide since she was vice president. As we have heard many times, he was the individual who told her the president was dead.” She turned to Bender and tilted the microphone in his direction.

“As Mr. Shaw has repeatedly explained,” Bender said, “I was only the messenger, nothing else.”

“But you wrote the message,” Gordon said, not willing to drop the subject.

“I can’t add anything to what Mr. Shaw has already said,” Bender replied. “I just happened to be there.”

Gordon realized she would not get anything new out of the general on that subject, regardless of the rumors flying out of the White House about what had really happened back stage at the conference.

“General, you were on board Air Force Two on that fateful flight back from St. Louis. I don’t recall seeing you when President Turner took the oath of office.”

Bender paused and stared at her, not liking the way Gordon implied she was there when, in fact, she was referring to the much played videotape of Turner being sworn in by Justice Lorraine Worthing. Do that again, Miss Gordon, he thought, and we’re in trouble. “To be technically correct,” he replied, his voice flat and boring, “the aircraft becomes Air Force One when the president is on board. It was very crowded, and I was on the flight deck with the crew.” He didn’t tell her that the flight deck was the only sane refuge on that flight.

“What was your reaction to the first woman president being sworn in by Chief Justice Lorraine Worthing?”

“The symbolism is obvious,” Bender said, trying not to sound like a pompous ass. “But it was fortuitous circumstance. Justice Worthing had flown to the Bar Association conference with President Turner, and it made sense for her to administer the oath on the flight back to Andrews Air Force Base.”

“On the videotape,” Gordon said, “I saw very few men at the swearing in.”

Nice recovery, Bender thought. “Men were there,” he replied. “It was just the camera angle.” He didn’t mention that Patrick Shaw had deliberately surrounded Turner with women.

“You seem to enjoy a special relationship with President Turner,” Gordon continued. She caught the look on Bender’s face and paused.

You keep pushing it to the limits, Bender thought. This had better not lead into some sleazy question about her being a widow. Turner’s husband had died of a heart attack while playing tennis during an early primary election campaign, and Shaw had played it to the max, milking images of a grieving widow with a thirteen-year-old son and nine-year-old daughter soldiering gamely on. It had been a major factor in capturing the women’s vote for the Roberts-Turner ticket.

Gordon was momentarily rattled, caught off guard by the general’s silence and cold look of disapproval. Normally, she would have taken it as an opening or a weakness to be exploited. But an inner alarm warned her not to push this man. “Ah, ah,” she flustered, “I meant, considering her well-known distrust of the military, some would even say contempt.”

Bender relented. “I was a liaison officer. But more than anything else, I acted as an interpreter explaining military jargon and how the Department of Defense works.”

“So what are you doing now?” Gordon asked.

“Not much. The president is a fast learner and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff is her military advisor now. I’m hoping for a quick reassignment, which will happen as soon as the dust settles and they realize I’m an unneeded body taking up space.”

“I imagine anything after the White House would be very boring. What type of assignment do you want?”

A warm smile spread across Bender’s face and his eyes came alive. He wanted to end his career by commanding ACC, Air Combat Command, the fighting arm of the Air Force. “Anything to do with operations, flying.”

Gordon realized the interview wasn’t worth much, and Bender was living up to his reputation as being a tightlipped, noncommunicative bastard. She brought the interview to a close as quickly as possible, and the Betacam was turned off. “Thanks, General,” she said, not meaning it.


“Miss Gordon, Ben, my pleasure,” he replied. He glanced at his watch: 1710, twenty minutes before the presidential press conference that would cap the day’s blitz. Because he wasn’t needed inside, he headed for the southwest gate and the parking spaces on West Executive Avenue, where his car was parked. It was the one perk that he appreciated.

Gordon watched him as he walked away. “The general is not a happy man,” she said.

“He wants out of here,” the cameraman added. “Not that I can blame him.” And he remembered my name, he thought.

 

Maura O’Keith sat patiently in the sitting room on the second floor of the White House. She liked the room for its southwestern exposure and was content to wait for her daughter. She shifted her body, feeling for a comfortable depression on the couch. “There,” she murmured, finally finding a friendly soft spot that accommodated her aching back.

Pouring herself another cup of tea, she ignored the little puffs of pastry a White House chef had baked specifically to entice her. “That wicked devil,” she murmured, giving into temptation and helping herself to one of the delicate creations. Maura O’Keith was a plump sixty-eight-year-old woman who had few illusions about herself, her daughter, and, more importantly, her grandchildren.

No, she decided, reaching a conclusion about her fourteen-year-old grandson, much better to keep Brian in boarding school. This place will spoil him rotten. Sarah, on the other hand, will do fine here. And I can make sure she isn’t spoiled by the arrogant fools who think they’re important just because they work in a place that is. She smiled at the thought of her ten-year-old granddaughter. The little girl had a practical streak that rivaled her grandmother’s, and although she wasn’t as smart as Brian, she could read people like a book.

The door leading into the bedroom opened, and Madeline O’Keith Turner, the forty-fourth president of the United States, came through. Maura O’Keith gave her daughter an appraising look. “You look nice, Maddy,” she said.

“Then you think this is OK for my first press conference?” Turner asked.

Maura cast a critical eye over her daughter. Turner’s makeup was perfect, highlighting her high cheekbones and brown eyes. Her severe, light gray summer business suit draped in a straight line, giving little hint of her figure. The long hemline ended six inches above the floor, and a modest slit up the right side ended below her knee. The light silk scarf around her neck contrasted nicely with her suit and did not conceal the single strand of small pearls looped outside her white blouse. “Oh, yes,” Maura conceded. “Sit down, your hair isn’t quite right.” She rummaged in her ever-present handbag and pulled out a comb.

“Mother, it’s the stylist’s job,” Turner said as she sat down in a corner armchair, giving in to the inevitable.

“I got you all the way through college and law school as a hairdresser—”

“A stylist,” Turner corrected.

“A hairdresser,” Maura replied. She gave Turner’s dark brown hair a few deft strokes, smoothing and simplifying the arrangement, accentuating the red highlights. “The pearl earrings are lovely but always hide your ears. They stick out too far.”

Turner laughed. It was musical, low pitched, and captivating. “Thank you, Mother. I didn’t know that.”

Maura gave her daughter’s shoulder a little snap with the comb. “Don’t get sassy now.”

Again the laugh. “I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Maura became serious. “Oh, I don’t know—I’m worried. I’ve seen what reporters can do to presidents. What they did to poor Mr. Reagan—”

“I’m not President Reagan,” Turner interrupted. “We’ve been working on this for two days.” A knock at the door caught their attention. “Come,” she said.

The door opened, and Patrick Shaw stuck his big head in. “Y’all ready, Mizz President?” he asked. As usual, his southern drawl and lopsided face reminded Maura of a court jester. But the chief of staff was not a comedian. The rest of Shaw emerged through the door. He was a shaggy bear of a man, hunch shouldered, wearing a rumpled brown suit and in need of a haircut.

“All set,” Turner answered.

“Is there anything you want to go over one last time?” Shaw asked. “Any dots or t’s you want to give one last twist?” Turner shook her head, and a big grin spread across Shaw’s face, lighting his hazel eyes. “Good,” he said. “Personally, I’m as nervous as a young filly being eyed by a big stud who’s about to—”

“Please, Patrick.” Turner laughed. “No barnyard humor today. This is the White House, and you’ve never been close to a farm.”

“True,” Shaw conceded. “But it fools the opposition.” His southern accent was less marked. “You look great and will do fine. We’ll be ready in fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Make an entrance,” he said.

“I know the script,” she reassured him. Shaw nodded and ambled out the door.

Silence. “I don’t trust him,” Maura finally said.

“It would be chaos without him,” Turner replied. By mutual consent, they dropped the subject of Patrick Flannery Shaw.

The old refrain was back, haunting the old woman. Oh, Maddy, she thought, why can’t you see Shaw for what he is?

Maura O’Keith hated Shaw.

 

Patrick Shaw studied the reporters seated in the East Room for Turner’s first press conference. The elegant ballroom was packed with reporters, sound technicians, still photographers, but only three TV cameras. The cameras and sound technicians were controlled by Shaw, and the networks received their audio and video feeds through a White House control room in the basement.

He joked with the two assistants hovering at his back. “It’s like the folks say in showbiz: Give ’em what they want and they’ll come out every time.” The assistants dutifully laughed while one scribbled Shaw’s latest homily in a notebook. Shaw liked the analogy to show business for this was an opening night and he had left nothing to chance. He scanned the room again, determined to bring off a perfect show. His heavy eyebrows knitted in mock consternation when he saw Elizabeth Gordon sitting in the first row by the center aisle. It was not her assigned seat and a violation of White House protocol. “What’s Liz doing in CBS?” he asked.

One of the assistants moved forward, not happy to be the center of Shaw’s undivided attention. “She sat there at the last minute.”

Shaw focused on the errant reporter. “That’s Whiteside’s seat. Where did he go?”

“He moved to the back on his own,” the assistant said, amazement in every word as he pointed out Peter Whiteside. “He didn’t make a big deal out of it and took Gordon’s seat.”

“That means I owe the bastard,” Shaw grumbled. He made a show of calculating the payback. “He’ll want more than a young bedmate on the next presidential trip.” He paused, thinking. “Whiteside gets the last question. No, let him ask two questions. Make it happen.” The assistant scurried off, glad to have survived. Shaw spoke into the small microphone attached to his lapel that linked him with the control room in the basement. “Add Liz Gordon to the list,” he growled, loud enough for the other assistant to hear.

That ensured the rest of the White House staff would hear about Liz Gordon’s banishment and two or three would leak it to the press—another way to keep the reporters in line like obedient ducks. The controller on duty added Elizabeth Gordon’s name to the Do Not Admit list that barred individuals from entering the White House. Once the reporter left, she would never get back in and her career would take a serious, perhaps fatal, hit.

A late arrival hurried past, anxious to find his seat among the reporters. “You’ve really got us packed in here, Mr. Shaw.”

Shaw laughed. “The White House is like a tight pair of pants,” he quipped loud enough for a few other reporters to hear, his southern accent much heavier now. “Not enough ballroom.” That homily had been recorded before, and the assistant laughed with the reporters as Shaw slipped through the door leading into the Green Room. Clear of the crowd, he headed for the White House television unit, also in the basement. “Keep laughing,” he muttered to himself.

He moved quickly, with surprising agility for a big man, and reached the TV control room in minutes. He slipped on a headset and stood behind the row of technicians controlling the video and audio feeds. He spoke into his mike. “OK, folks. Here we go.”

The carefully staged press conference opened with the press secretary leading Turner’s fourteen cabinet secretaries and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff out of the Green Room. They split into two groups and stood against the wall to the left and right of the entrance to the main hall that connected the East Room to the State Dining Room. The press secretary approached the podium near the hall entrance and stood looking at the crowd. When Shaw judged the honor guard formed by the cabinet was in place, he snapped one word. “Now.”

The press secretary said nothing as the center camera did a slow zoom up the main hall. Madeline Turner was walking down the red carpet alone, carrying a thin leather folder, her briefing book, in the crook of her left arm. Her head was held high, and there was no hesitation in her step as she approached the East Room. The nine reporters Shaw had placed in the audience in a rough diamond pattern sprang to their feet, paying the price for a seat at the conference. They were the catalyst that brought the rest of the audience to its feet well in advance of her arrival.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the press secretary intoned, his deep voice carefully modulated, “the President of the United States.”

The reporters waited quietly as Turner approached the podium. She laid the leather folder on the podium and folded her hands on top. For a moment, she gazed over the standing crowd. The room was eerily quiet. “I would give all that I have,” she began, “not to be here today.”

The reporters that formed the diamond exploded in applause and carried the others with them. Tears caught at the corner of her eyes while she waited for the ovation to subside. “But we must continue. We know the way.”

Again applause, this time without being instigated by the diamond formation, rocked the room. “Perfect,” Shaw said into his mike. He smiled when a camera zoomed in on Turner. The tears were gone as she opened the briefing folder and made her opening remarks. The press conference was off to a good start. “The hard part is behind us,” Shaw said.

The reporter from ABC started the questioning. “Madam President, you inherited the China problem and what has been called the Taiwan Crisis from the late President Roberts. Critics in Congress claim your administration has rolled over by letting the People’s Republic of China occupy Taiwan. Is this an invitation to further territorial aggression by China, and are you going to oppose their takeover of this strategic island?”

Shaw allowed a tight smile as Turner answered. He had expected that question and planned for it. “As you know,” Turner said, “the Chinese established sovereignty over Taiwan the day President Roberts died. But I don’t think you can call the arrival of the new Chinese governor and his staff from Beijing on an unarmed civilian transport an occupation or a takeover. Certainly, no military force was used by the People’s Republic of China.

“President Roberts had been dead less than eight hours when the Chinese ambassador was called to the State Department. He assured the secretary of state that his government was not trying to exploit the situation and was deeply apologetic about the timing of Taiwan’s reversion to Chinese control. In view of the historical claim that China has on Taiwan, the acceptance of the Taiwanese, and the lack of protest from China’s neighbors, the United States is not in a position to intervene.”

“Perfect answer,” Shaw announced. The press conference continued to play out as planned.

Then the sound technician with a boom microphone walked past Elizabeth Gordon. “Madam President,” Gordon called.

“Yes, Liz,” Turner said.

“Why did she recognize the bitch?” Shaw grumbled for the benefit of the technicians in the control room. “That’s not in the script.”

“Madam President,” Gordon said, “you have been described as a political lightweight only nominated to run on your party’s ticket to bring in the women’s vote. Your record in the California state senate supports that allegation and can at best be described as thin since you have focused primarily on one issue: women’s rights. Madam President, what are the issues that define your administration?”

“I think,” Turner answered, “that if you carefully examine my record, you’ll find that—”

Shaw came to his feet, shouting, not waiting to hear the rest of her answer. “Gawd damn!” he roared, filling the control booth with his anger. “Everyone of those meat-heads knows what your record is.” He could hear the reporters shouting for attention as the dam burst.

Behind Shaw, a voice blurted, “It’s out of control.”

Rather than listen to what was being said in the East Room, Shaw barked new marching orders into his microphone. “Get to Whiteside, tell him to change the subject. Turner will recognize him when he stands up.” He pushed a technician out of his seat and overrode the script reader in the president’s podium. He typed furiously:

 

RECOGNIZE PETER WHITESIDE IN THE BACK—NOW

 

He looked up at the TV monitors. A press aide was talking to Whiteside who immediately stood up and raised his right hand. On cue. Turner’s voice rang out. “In the back—Peter.”

A sound technician was already in place and thrust a boom mike in front of him. “Thank you, Madam President,” Whiteside called.

“Peter,” Turner said, her voice amazingly calm, “what are you doing way back there?” A few titters ran through the audience. Whiteside was renowned for the way he lorded it over the lesser lights in the press corps and took offense at the slightest infringement of his preeminence or prerogatives.

“Madam President, I have no idea. But it’s a lot safer here than up front.” The titters turned to laughter, and Shaw relaxed. “For one, Madam President, I am not concerned with your past record but with the future. Right now, our economy is in a slump. Unemployment is spreading, and we’re seeing more and more homeless people on the streets everyday. What are your immediate plans to get this turned around?”

The reporters quieted as Turner answered. “Back on track,” Shaw said, wiping his face with a huge handkerchief. He was quiet until the press conference ended and Madeline Turner left the East Room, retreating up the main hall, still walking alone. Again per Shaw’s script.

 

Shaw’s staff crowded into his large corner office for the postmortem on the press conference. They were surprised to find him so expansive and relaxed after the near disaster caused by Elizabeth Gordon. “Folks,” Shaw said, “it got tense out there today. We gotta learn from our mistakes ’cause there’s no more second chances.”

The intercom on his desk buzzed, and he jabbed at a button with a stubby finger, missing on the first attempt. “Damn machines,” he muttered, punching again. This time he made contact.

“Mr. Shaw,” his secretary’s voice said, “the president wants to see you in ten minutes. She’s in her private study. And you might want to watch CBS. Peter Whiteside is on.”

A young assistant was poised by the TV, ready to do Shaw’s bidding. Shaw punched off the intercom and nodded. Peter Whiteside’s face immediately filled the screen. “President Turner weathered her first press conference today,” Whiteside was saying, “with grace and dignity. Her elegant, but understated business suit—”

Shaw flicked a remote control at the TV, turning it off. “They’re still looking where we want ’em to look,” he said. “So we survived after all. We won’t be so lucky next time. So remember, no fuckups next time around or someone loses their balls.” He looked around the room. Only the male members of his staff were nodding in unison. “Or their titties as the case may be.” Now everyone was nodding. He laughed. “It’s equal opportunity, folks,  equal opportunity.” His staff filed out, taking his threat very seriously. He hit the intercom button to his secretary, this time swift and sure. “Tell Mizz President I’m on my way.”

He hummed as he left his office. “Oh, my Gawd, how the money rolls in,” he half sang, half mumbled.

Madeline Turner was working in the small office off her bedroom in the residence, the second and third floors of the White House. It was a comfortable nook, not rigidly formal like the better-known rooms, and suited her personality. Books and magazines were strewn around the floor in casual disarray, and she was sitting in the corner of a couch wearing a short-sleeved dark blue sweatshirt, matching warm-up pants, and fuzzy socks.

“Patrick,” she called when he came in, “sit here.” She patted the couch beside her and took off her reading glasses. She laid the thick blue briefing book she had been reading on the floor.

Shaw noticed that the TV in the corner was on and tuned to CNC, Elizabeth Gordon’s network. He glanced at the briefing book but couldn’t read its title. What is she boning up on now? he wondered. Turner was a voracious, very fast reader and could read and watch TV at the same time—a trait that bothered him.

“I thought it went well today, didn’t you?” she began.

Shaw settled his bulk into the designated spot and tugged at his tie, loosening it even more. “It could have been worse.”

“The Liz Gordon thing?”

Shaw dumped his chin onto his chest, not looking at her. “You shouldn’t have recognized her. She was out for blood and opened a floodgate.” He stood up and paced the floor, a sure sign that he was worried. “I ran the videotape. We’ve got problems with the press and—”

“Patrick,” she interrupted, “we don’t have problems with the press. Not yet—the honeymoon, remember.” The tone in her voice warned him to drop the subject. She watched as he paced the carpet.

He finally stopped and stood by the fireplace, looking at the small brass bell sitting on the mantle. “That’s the bell, isn’t it?” Turner nodded an answer. “I haven’t seen it in years,” Shaw mumbled, remembering.

Maddy Turner had been a young, idealistic, and dazzled first-term California state senator when they first met. She was two years out of law school and had run for the senate in the East Bay district of San Francisco more as a lark than with any expectation of winning. Much to her surprise and that of both parties, she had won. Once in the California senate, the egos stalking the halls of the state capital relegated her to the sidelines. As the old men running the California legislature in those days liked to say, she was “marginalized” and there was nothing she could do about it. It was simply a matter of waiting for her defeat in the next election.

Out of frustration, she had turned to Patrick Shaw, her party’s state chairman. From the very first, it was a political marriage made in heaven. Turner was eminently electable, and Shaw couldn’t be elected as an animal control officer. She could charm, Shaw could raise money. But no one was listening to her in the senate. Then Shaw gave her the bell.

For four sessions, the bell sat on her desk on the senate floor, and whenever she felt her colleagues were ignoring or trying to intimidate her, she rang it loudly until they listened. While she made a name for herself, Shaw funneled campaign money her way. And as he was fond of saying, “Money is the mother’s milk of politics.” He often regretted that he hadn’t said it originally.

When Turner swamped her opposition in the next election and carried two other candidates with her, all thanks to Shaw, the bell disappeared. Turner was on the road to power, and Shaw was the force behind her.

Shaw stroked the bell’s ebony handle. Then he picked it up and rang it. Turner looked at him, and all the warmth and nostalgia of that time was back. “That was a long time ago,” she murmured.

Shaw knew she was listening now. “Mizz President, we’ve got problems with the press. It was the women reporters leading the attack, not the men.” Turner was silent, and Shaw knew he could continue. “You’re not one of the sisters anymore. For them, you’ve gone over, become part of the establishment. They’re sending you a message.”

“What’s the message, Patrick?”

“Stay a sister, advocate the issues that are important to us or we will nail you. Mizz President, I know how you feel about the feminist movement, but you’re the president of everyone now. You’ve got to move beyond it.”

Turner tilted her head and looked at him. “OK, Pat. What’s the real angle?”

Shaw sprawled on the couch opposite her and dropped his chin on his chest. “There’s a stridency in any militant movement that turns the voters off. You’ve got to disassociate yourself from any group not near the center.”

“Especially one that can be called bitchy,” she added.

Shaw grinned. “Your word, Mizz President, not mine. But you saw one at work today.”

“Or maybe she was being a good reporter,” Turner replied. “Don’t worry about it—not yet.” She looked at him. “Where was General Bender? I didn’t see him at the press conference.”

So that’s why she wanted to see me, Shaw thought. Why is she worried about him? What’s the connection there? “Ah, he did an interview or two and took off. Itchy feet.” He paused, wondering if this was the time to get rid of the stiff, reserved officer. “Mizz President, he doesn’t have anything to do, so put him out of his misery. Send him back to the Pentagon. There’s really no place for him on your staff.”

“So he’s bored?”

“Stiffly.”

“Then give him something to do.” No answer from Shaw. “No suggestions? Well then, tell him I want a detailed briefing on what’s going on in the Far East. I haven’t got the slightest idea what the Chinese are up to.”

So she was reading the briefing book on China, he thought. He would have to spend some time reading it. “Rawlings or Murchison can do that for you.” William Rawlings was the national security advisor and Clement Murchison, the secretary of state she had inherited from the former president.

“I also want to know what my military options are.”


“That’s Overmeyer’s job.” General Overmeyer was the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. “He’s very territorial and—”

“It will give Bender something to do,” Turner interrupted.

Shaw smiled. He knew when to capitulate. “Can do. Mr. General Robert Bender is going to be one busy man. Anything else, Mizz President?”

She shook her head, dismissing him. He headed for the door. Her voice stopped him. “Patrick, did you put Liz Gordon on the Do Not Admit list?” He nodded. “Take her off.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, closing the door behind him. He whistled a tuneless melody as he ambled back to his office. He filed away a few more pieces of information in his mental computer about Madeline O’Keith Turner. For some reason, she wanted to keep Bender around and was concerned about China. The Senate Foreign Relations Committee chairman would be interested in that.

He was vaguely aware that it was dark outside when he entered his office in the West Wing. His long-suffering secretary was still there, waiting for him with the president’s schedule for the next day along with a guest list. He initialed off the schedule and handed it back to her for distribution.

“Elizabeth Gordon has called twice on your private line,” she told him. “She wants to know why she is on the Do Not Admit list.”

“Go home, Alice Fay,” he said. He waited until she had left before picking up his private phone and punching in a number. He managed a “Liz” before the reporter hit him with a stream of invective.

“You bastard!” she screamed, piercing his ear. “You put me on the Do Not Admit.”

The grapevine is a little too fast and way too accurate, he thought. He would have to do some fine tuning. He smiled and let her wind down. “You got it wrong, darlin’. I took you off the list.” He smiled. This was the stuff of disinformation and kept the reporters off balance. By implication, the president had put Liz on the list and he was spending his obligata getting her off. “You did good out there today.”

After hanging up, he scanned the names on the guest list. His eyebrows came together, and he frowned as he deleted a senator’s name. No way, he thought. You’re so crooked that if you ate a nail, you’d shit a screw. He smiled. Remember that line, he told himself. He buzzed for the duty officer to pick up the revised guest list and made one more phone call. “I hope you’re thinking what I’m thinking,” he said, his voice low and husky. He smiled at the answer and walked into the deserted corridor.

Not a bad day, he decided, shuffling past the lone Secret Service agent still on duty outside the Oval Office.
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Okinawa, Japan

It was still dark when the F-15E Strike Eagle taxied into the flow-through at Kadena Air Force Base on Okinawa, Japan. The crew chief marshaled the jet into the last bay of the long, carportlike structure with its sawtooth roof. The canopy came up as the engines spun down and the crew unstrapped. The backseater was the first out, throwing two small canvas bags of flight publications, checklists, and charts to a waiting crew chief. She scampered down the crew boarding ladder and waited for her pilot, Captain Chet Woods, to descend.

“What’s the hurry, Laurie?” Chet asked. “Got a hot date?”

“At this hour?” she shot back. “Sure.”

Chet could tell she was anxious to get going, not that he could blame her after the long training mission. Unfortunately, a maintenance problem had delayed their launch, and what should have been a relatively short flight had turned into a grueling twelve-hour crew-duty day.

Then the tanker that was scheduled for a night airborne refueling had canceled, another maintenance problem, and they had to divert to Osan Air Force Base in South Korea for gas. The flight profile back to Okinawa had been a stresser because Laurie had simulated a failure of the Eagle’s navigation computer, her idea of having fun.


The production supervisor’s panel truck pulled up, and a grizzled master sergeant got out. “Anything for Maintenance, Cap’n?” he asked.

“She’s good to go, Sergeant Contreraz,” Laurie answered. “Out kickin’ butt this early?”

Master Sergeant Ralph Contreraz frowned. As the production supervisor, he was responsible for the care and feeding of the Forty-fourth Fighter Squadron’s twenty F-15Es and eighty crew chiefs. He had heard about the problems Laurie and her pilot had launching and was going to solve the problem. “My people screwed up, Cap’n. It won’t happen again.”

Laurie called to the pilot. “Chet, you got any write-ups?”

“Just what’s already in the forms,” he answered.

“We’ll take care of it,” Contreraz told them.

Chet thought for a moment. By rights, he and Laurie should review the videotapes from the mission and debrief the flight. But it had been a long night. “Laurie, you’re cleared off hot. We’ll debrief the mission after the change of command ceremony this afternoon.”

“Sigh-oh-nar-ah,” Laurie said, drawing out the Japanese word for good-by.

The pilot and Contreraz watched her walk away. “She’s a real squatty-body,” the sergeant said.

“A bundle of energy moving at warp 8,” Chet said.

“I hear she’s a pretty good wizzo.”

“Oh, yeah,” the pilot allowed. It was the truth. She was an excellent wizzo, Air Force slang for WSO, weapon system officer.

Laurie drove to the BOQ, trotted up the stairs, and took off her flight boots before letting herself into the room. Without turning on the light, she unzipped her flight suit and pushed it past hips that no amount of exercise could make smaller. But Laurie was happy with her body, all five foot four inches and 140 pounds of it. She peeled off the athletic bra she preferred for flying, not that her small breasts needed much support to fight the g’s that came with flying the F-15 Strike Eagle. Because of her compact and sturdy frame, she could sustain over 12 gs without passing out, an impressive number. She slipped out of her panties and ran her fingers through her short dark hair, fluffing it out. Now she had another use for her body.

She slipped into the bed and cuddled against the back of its occupant. When the back didn’t stir, she whispered, “Come on, Robert Junior, wake up.” No response. “There’s always plan B,” she coaxed. Still no response. She reached into his shorts and had his attention.

“What time is it?” he mumbled.

“After five.”

“Must’ve been a hell of a mission.”

“A real ballbuster,” she said, kissing his neck. Now he was responding.

“Do you always come home horny?”

“Always,” she answered.

“It’s the flying that does it,” he said.

“You’re the shrink, you know about these things.”

“I don’t want to be around if you ever fly in combat.”

“Why?” she murmured.

He sucked in his breath. “According to everything I’ve read”—a long pause as he tried to breathe normally—” the sex drive goes into supercharged overdrive in combat.”

“I hope you’re up to it.”

 

The long line of officers and their wives or husbands snaked out the door of the Officers’ Club ballroom and into the hall. Laurie moved with the line, hoping that Robert would arrive in time to go through the reception line with her to meet the new wing commander. Probably some problem at the clinic, she reasoned. She was wearing trousers and high heels with her class A blue uniform, but her heels weren’t high enough to let her see over the crowd.

He found her just before she reached the reception line. She looked up, suppressing an urge to kiss the tall and lanky captain. Lately, she had been wondering if their kids would have blond hair and blue eyes like him. “Lucky dog,” she kidded. “You missed the change of command ceremony. Boring.”

“I’ve seen enough of them,” he said.

“Seen one, seen them all,” she quipped.

They reached the reception line, and he went first because he was more senior in rank than Laurie. The wing commander’s executive officer made the introductions. “General Martini, may I introduce Captain Robert Ryan, Jr., one of our flight surgeons. Captain Ryan is also doing psychiatric research while at Kadena.”

Brigadier General David Martini extended his hand. He was a heavy-set man, almost six feet tall, barrel-chested, and with a head of jet black, barely controlled, curly hair. His narrow-set brown eyes darted around, never resting, and his handshake was firm but abrupt. “Captain Ryan,” he said, “I understand you’re an expert on stress.”

“Not an expert, General,” Ryan answered. “But I am researching the physical and mental ramifications of stress and how it affects flying and judgment.”

Martini gave a short nod, little more than a jerk. Based on that short introduction, Robert Ryan knew he was dealing with a classic type A personality, a hard-driving, tightly wound, aggressive overachiever. Martini turned to the officer standing behind Ryan. “General Martini,” the executive officer said, “may I introduce Captain Laurie Bender, one of our weapon system officers from the Forty-fourth.”

They shook hands. “Any relation to Lieutenant General Robert Bender?” Martini asked.

“He’s my father, sir.”

The Pentagon

The staff car dropped Lieutenant General Robert Bender at the River Entrance to the Pentagon. He trotted up the steps, through the entrance, and past the Bradley Corridor and the office of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. He took the escalator to the fourth floor and walked directly into the Air Force corridor. He turned left into the Air Force chief of staff’s outer office and was ushered directly into the office of General “Wild Wayne” Charles, the Air Force chief of staff.

No one had called General Charles “Wild Wayne” in years, at least not to his face. But the ferocious drive that earned him the nickname, four stars, and his current position was still very much a part of his personality. “Bob,” Charles called, waving Bender to a seat, “I understand you’ve got a problem.”

Bender told him about the briefing the president wanted on the Far East and her military options. Charles spun around in his chair and looked out a window. The Potomac sparkled in the summer sun, and a power boat cruised slowly upstream. “Not good. Briefing the president is the chairman’s job. You’ve really got a problem.”

“What a surprise,” Bender allowed, irony caught in every word.

Charles turned around and laughed. “I’ll be damned, Bob. Are you lightening up at last?”

“Somebody has got to tell the chairman.”

Charles nodded. “I’ll do it right away. Expect the shit to hit the fan.”

Bender nodded, understanding only too well the reaction of General Tennyson Overmeyer, United States Army, the current chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Overmeyer would read the situation exactly as Bender would have: A three-star general was playing politics in the White House and had gained access to the president, bypassing him, who, along with the secretary of defense, advised the president on all matters relating to the military. Bender fully expected Overmeyer to crunch him hard and force him into retirement. He would never see his fourth star and reach his ultimate goal, the capstone of his career: the command of Air Combat Command. It was all he had ever wanted.

“Chief,” Bender said, “this was not my idea. All I want is out of that place.”

“Which is exactly what we want,” Charles assured him.

“So what do I do?”

Charles said nothing and was silent, turning the problem over in his head. Finally, “Brief her.”

“Thanks, chief.”

“I may be able to salvage this,” Charles told him. “There’s things you don’t know, and as long as you’re talking the party line, the chairman may think you’re just his mouthpiece. I’ll try to convince him.”

“I hope so,” Bender said, not feeling hopeful at all.


“Bob, the only guy I know with a backbone as rigid as yours is Overmeyer. But he knows the truth when he hears it. Now chase your body down to Plans and OPs”—Plans and OPs was the deputy chief of staff for Plans and Operations—” and get your act together. I’ll do what I can with Overmeyer.”

Bender stood up. “Thanks, chief. I appreciate it.”

Charles watched him leave. You are about to get your eyes watered, he thought.

Bender left Charles’s office, turned left, and took the few steps down to the office of the DCS for Plans and Operations. In short order, he found himself inside and talking to the three-star general who headed the directorate. What Bender heard was worrisome, and there was no doubt that China was well on the road to becoming a major military power. The DCS for Plans and OPs calculated that if China sustained its current rate of military buildup, the United States would be facing a very credible threat within three to five years.

“How many people know this?” Bender asked.

“The chairman has briefed everyone in the current administration. But our take on China’s trending is not a popular position right now and no one is listening. But we’re doing exactly what we’ve always done, looking at military capability, not political intentions.

“As we speak, China has the capability to project its military power well into the Pacific and envelop Japan. Think of China as being Germany and Japan being England at the turn of the twentieth century. But there are two major differences when you compare them. First, Japan is an economic superpower that is militarily irrelevant. Second, China is the preeminent military power in Asia but an economic midget.”

The pieces started to come together for Bender. “Then the Chinese takeover of Taiwan is nothing but a grab by the biggest bully on the block for the goodies and we can expect to see more of the same.”

“That’s guessing at China’s political intentions,” the three-star said. “But we think so. Unfortunately, the State Department and the national security advisor have a different take on the situation.” A knock at the door cut off any conversation. A lieutenant colonel entered and handed the three-star a note. “General Charles wants to see you ASAP.”

A worried Bender made his way back to the Air Force Chief of Staff’s Office. His condition did not improve when he was immediately escorted into Charles’s office and found General Tennyson Overmeyer, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff sitting there. “General,” Charles began, “I think you know Bob Bender.”

“We’ve met,” Overmeyer grunted. He waved Bender to a seat. “I don’t like the idea of you briefing the president.”

“I assure you, sir,” Bender replied, “it is not my idea. All I want is out of the place.”

“So I’ve heard,” Overmeyer told him. “But it will be feet first if you’re not careful.” He pulled out a cigar and chomped off the end. But he did not light it and chewed on the tip. He studied Bender for a few moments. “Of all the damn situations,” he finally said, “this has got to be the one most screwed up.” The general shot out of his chair and paced back and forth, still rolling the unlit cigar in his mouth. “Wayne assures me you will tell the president exactly what we want.”

“You can rely on it,” Bender said.

“We’re dealing with too many unknowns here,” Charles said. “We better bring him on board. He can be trusted.”

“So help me God,” Overmeyer growled, “I’ll build a gallows and hang the bastard in the parking lot if he can’t.”

Bender assumed he was the “bastard” Overmeyer was talking about. “Sir, you sign off on the briefing, and I’ll give it word for word. For all practical purposes, it will be you up there speaking.”

The two four-stars exchanged glances. Overmeyer sat down. “A few days before Roberts died”—Bender caught the derogatory sound in Overmeyer’s voice when he referred to the dead president—” a satellite monitored the positioning of the Chinese fleet opposite Taiwan. The National Reconnaissance Office repositioned a Keyhole satellite—cut its useful life in half—to get the detail we needed. It wasn’t just the fleet on maneuvers but a massive repositioning of the People’s Liberation Army—army, air force, and navy. Much more than the saber rattling that had been going on in the nineties. I called Roberts, told him I was worried and wanted to upgrade the DEFCON. He told me, and I quote, ‘Don’t worry about it. Return to normal readiness and stop all internal posturing. Do it immediately.’

“The bastard knew enough to know I had already started internal measures and was moving up the readiness ladder. He shut us down, and all we could do was watch. Naturally, I talked to the DIA and the boys in the basement.” The boys in the basement were the supersecret intelligence organizations that fell under the Pentagon’s control. “The boys put it together.” The general was chewing his cigar at a rapid rate, his jaws working like a pit bull gnawing a bone.

“Roberts had cut a deal with the Chinese under the table. Based on what happened, we probably gave them Taiwan. But for what? What do we get out of the deal? Peace in our time?” The general’s face had turned beet red as his blood pressure skyrocketed. “Our president appeased the Chinese exactly like Chamberlain did when he sold Czechoslovakia out to Hitler at Munich.”

That was 1938, Bender thought. Haven’t we learned anything in sixty-three years?

Overmeyer was back in tight control, binding his emotions with an iron-hard clamp. “When Roberts died of a cerebral hemorrhage, he really left Turner with a headache.”

“Sir,” Bender said, “I honestly don’t think President Turner knows a thing about this.”

“We agree on that,” Charles told him.

“That makes anything I tell her about the Far East misleading,” Bender replied.

Overmeyer threw the remnants of his cigar into a waste can. “Correct. And that’s the problem.” He stood and walked to the door. “I want you to tell her.” He stared at Bender. “And then I want you out of the White House. Dead or alive.”


Washington, D.C.

The door to Robert Bender’s small office was open. His coat was off as he sat at his desk trying to create a meaningful briefing on China for Madeline Turner. But he was drowning in the shear mass of information the Pentagon had thrown at him. It was too much, and he changed direction, outlining a new briefing book for the president. The first step is to hitch the horse to the cart, he thought. He personally doubted if Turner would ever see the briefing book or, for that matter, him once the briefing was over. That outcome didn’t bother him, and as he had told Nancy the night before, “I was looking for a job when I found this one.”

A “Hi” caught his attention, and he looked up to see Sarah Turner standing in the doorway. “May I come in?” the ten-year-old girl asked.

He waved to the only chair. “Sure. But it’s not very comfortable.” Sarah stepped inside and crawled onto the straight-back chair. She was wearing light blue warm-ups with white running shoes. But instead of the presidential logo on the embroidered name tag, it only said Brat. She’s a prototype of her mother with blond hair, he thought, and is going to be a beautiful teenager. “What brings you down here?”

She slumped back in the chair and kicked her feet back and forth, the unhappy gesture of a little girl. “Just looking around.”

A Secret Service agent walked by, a rarity in that part of the basement, and smiled when he saw Sarah. “Please leave the door open,” he told Bender before he retreated down the hall. Bender saw him raise his left wrist and speak into his whisper mike. Sarah looked even more unhappy.

A warm smile spread across his face, and he remembered when Laurie was young. “Looking for the place?”

Sarah nodded. Like many ten-year-olds, she needed a hiding place where she could find refuge from the cares and traumas of being a little girl growing up. A niche that was hers only and safe from the prying eyes of adults.


“It’s going to be hard in the White House,” he told her. “But I bet your grandmother could help.”

“Grams,” Sarah said, fuming. “She doesn’t let me get away with anything. The ushers talk to her and tell her everything. They’re afraid of my mom but not Grams. Everybody talks to her.”

“That’s life,” Bender said. “But you’ve got the inside track. Your grandmother loves you.”

That cheered her up, and she stopped kicking. “Mom’s going on a big trip over Labor Day, but I’m not going. Maybe me and Grams can find a place then.”

“Lots of places to hide down here,” Bender said.

The little girl gave him a serious look. “Why don’t you like my mom?”

Are my feelings that obvious? Bender thought. He did not like the president, but then, he did not totally dislike her. So what was the problem? He was brutally honest with himself. His was a male-dominated, elitist world, and now women, like Madeline Turner, were shaking that world to its foundations. He did not object to change, but he was extremely reluctant to tinker with a system that had been tested in combat and worked. However, social equality was not in the equation, and his standards of success hinged on mission accomplishment, combat effectiveness, and low casualties in that order. But how could he explain that to an outsider, much less a little girl?

“Do you like your teacher?” he asked. She nodded. You probably like all your teachers, he thought, because you’re a perfect kid and the teachers love you. “But what about your principal?”

“I don’t know her.”

“Who enforces the rules at school, I mean, really swings the big bat?”

Sarah smiled, liking the image of her principal with a baseball bat. “The principal, I guess.”

“So how do you act around your principal?”

“Everyone is very polite, and we never talk when she’s around.”

“Does that mean you don’t like her?” he asked. She shook her head. “Your mother,” Bender continued, “is like my principal.”


That satisfied the little girl, and she changed the subject. “Why do you like airplanes?”

“Oh, boy—”

“Shouldn’t you say ‘Oh, girl’?” she interrupted.

For the first time since he had been in the White House, Bender laughed heartily. “You are absolutely right. Oh, girl, that’s a hard one to answer.” How could he explain to a child his love of flying? The attraction of the machines? The challenge? The unparalleled sense of freedom and being in control? The sheer beauty of breaking out on top of clouds to meet a crystal blue sky? The sense of peace?

“Airplanes, especially jet fighters, are beautiful things and fun to fly,” he said.

“Mom says jet fighters and bombers are killing machines.”

“They can he used for that, but no one I know wants to.”

“Could you shoot another plane down?”

“If I had to, yes.” He wasn’t about to tell her that he had shot down an Iraqi MiG in the 1991 Gulf War and watched the pilot fall to his death when he ejected too low to the ground. “But I don’t want to.”

“My brother, Brian, wants to go to the Air Force Academy and be a fighter pilot. But Mom says she’s not going to let the military kill her son.” Bender didn’t know how to answer that one. “Do you have a son?” Sarah asked.

He held up a single finger. “We have a daughter.”

“Oh. Girls don’t have to fly, do they?”

He smiled. “No, they don’t.” But kids have a way of growing up different from what parents want, he thought.

“See you,” Sarah said, flouncing out of the office.

The Secret Service agent walked by, following her. He stopped and nodded at Bender. “The kid’s all over the place,” he said.

“Say,” Bender replied, “I haven’t seen Chuck Sanford or Wayne Adams around lately. What happened to them?”

The agent looked around to be sure they were alone. “You didn’t hear this from me. They’ve been relieved and are looking at an administrative firing.”

Bender’s eyes narrowed. “Shaw?” he asked. The agent only looked at him. “Because of what happened at St. Louis when I told Turner the president was dead?” The agent grunted an answer and disappeared down the hall.

Bender leaned back in his chair, thinking. He’d have to do something about that. Another thought came to him. He knew why Madeline O’Keith Turner hated the military.
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Washington, D.C.

The butler hovered behind the two women and little girl, ready to be of instant service. He liked the easy and warm family atmosphere that enveloped him when they ate breakfast, and of all the families he had waited on in over thirty years of service in the White House, he liked this one the best. He even liked the children, Brian and Sarah. But without a doubt, the little girl was his favorite. If you’re going to be a princess, he thought, you’ve got to start young. And this one was going to be a princess.

“Mr. William,” Sarah said, concerned about his welfare, “when do you eat breakfast?”

A warm smile spread across his dark face. “I eat in the kitchen mess early in the morning, Miss Sarah. Right after I come to work.”

“Why can’t you eat with us?”

“Well, thank you,” he said, “but my job is to see that you get a hot breakfast. We all gotta do what’s expected of us.”

Madeline Turner smiled at the man. “Thank you, William.” He keyed on that and withdrew, leaving them alone.

“I don’t like having servants,” Sarah announced. “It doesn’t seem fair.”

“They’re helpers, not servants,” Maura O’Keith told her. “They help your mother by doing little things so she is free to do the big, important things. You and me get helped because we’re here with your mother.”

“Your Grams is right, Sarah
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