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Chapter 1



I should have known something was wrong when I passed through security in the lobby. I was in a rush to get to my early morning staff meeting so I wasn’t carrying much and was through and all the way to the elevators before it registered on my consciousness that no one had smiled and no one had looked me in the eye.

The elevator should have felt crowded, but when I got on, there seemed to be an invisible gate that snapped down behind me. As the door closed there was a quick shuffle and suddenly there was a ring of empty space around me. I looked down at my clothing, maybe something was disarranged, maybe, I peered over my shoulder, then surreptitiously brushed the back of my skirt to make sure it was in place and not one of those hideous hiked up hems your friends wouldn’t even tell you about. But no, that was in place.

I peered in the murky reflection in the brass paneling. As far as I could tell there was nothing wrong with the way I looked.

Jasmine got on. Jasmine doesn’t work in my office but everyone knows Jasmine because she is funny and outgoing and collects people like someone else would collect coins. She smiled and I felt a little bit better. The elevator stopped again, the next person to get on gave me a funny look and stepped into the lopsided part of the crowd.

Jasmine got off with a smile and a wave and the next stop was mine.

No one was in the outer office. 

Weirder and weirder.

“Kate? Anybody home?”

Kate whipped out of the employee lounge, with an arm full of papers and a box of opened mail and sped past and into my office. “Good morning, Congresswoman,” She said as politely as she usually did but she had a little one-up twist to the corner of her mouth and a little one-up look in her eye.

She liked to be one-up on the world. It seemed she was only happiest when she had a pinch of somebody else’s life that made her feel in control or more important, or something. I never figured her out, though I’d tried in the beginning.

She put the pile of papers and the box of mail on my desk, paused struck by surprise, “Oh, who put this here?”

I was at the desk, then, and her snatching up the offending pages and crumpling them in her hands did not deter me from seeing them. 

Lesbian.

OpenCloset.com had me out as a Lesbian. Oh. My. God!

When I reached for the printouts she let them go without a protest.

I uncrumpled the papers.

OpenCloset.com was a nasty, nasty new website which was dedicated to ‘outing’ anyone it determined to still be ‘in the closet.’

It wasn’t a closet I’d ever been in. I might be pretty close to being in the virgin closet, but I wasn’t in the lesbian closet, never in the lesbian closet. My husband could attest to that—had he only have been here to do it. Why on earth did he have to die on me? We were supposed to be healthy and happy and married for at least twenty years before we had to worry about bad things.

Instead he died mid-term. Fine one day, passed away in his study the next.

I was appointed for the few remaining months to fill out his term. I don’t know how well I did it. I depended on my staff/his staff to get me where I was supposed to be, to tell me how I should carry on, which way they thought I should vote—they knew what he wanted. I followed the flow in the small things, the big ones—I worked to find out what my constituents wanted. I labored long and hard through the written, reams of written, materials. I talked with people I never would have consulted if I was just making up my mind for myself. I swam through my first election on the sympathy vote. I worked hard, the voters knew it, they realized I could carry on the legacy as they expected.

The past election had been different—long, hard, and close won. That was the first time I hadn’t listened to Kate, hadn’t listened to anyone else in my office. It was like the time I’d been caught in a riptide. The swimable waters in my state didn’t run to riptides. I swam against the current until my body said give up, just give up—my mind said float, float and get some rest, try again.

The lifeguards saw me then, as I floated out toward the deeper ocean too tired to push my arms against the water. Since then I do two things, I never give up before all the information is in, and I never wear dark colored swimsuits or swimcaps unless I’m in a pool.

Kate advised me to concede when the first returns scrolled across the bottom of the TV screen. ‘Be big about it,’ she advised. Hold out the hand of friendship, mend the fences. Let the constituents move on. All of them, all my advisors, my staff, stood in a solemn group and agreed, give in.

I might have, it did look dark. After they left I sat in the hotel suite all alone with a pen and paper to write my concession speech. I thought that maybe I shouldn’t concede at 8 o’clock in the evening when the polls had just closed. Maybe I should wait, at least until midnight when they were shuttered and dark. I should wait until the carriage was almost ready to turn back into a pumpkin, then I could give my speech and go home and try to decide what the rest of my life would be like.

The phone rang as I chewed the end of my pen and I wondered why no one picked it up in the outer room of the suite. When I picked it up, it was the Speaker of the House.

“Miss Clara,” he said in his conservative mannerly way, “It would be a pleasure to work with you—”

I watched the trailer at the bottom of the TV screen and waited for my name to appear again. “I didn’t win yet.” We were close. Close enough to sit on my hands instead of conceding  the election to the presumptive winner.

“You hang in there Miss Clara, it will make my life a lot easier if you win.”

“Mr. Speaker, it is not my job to make your life easy, should I win. If I hang in there and don’t win I’ll look like a fool.”

“You shouldn’t have to wait that long for the fool to show up.”

I was still of a half a mind to follow the advice of my team give in graciously, get this settled so we could party—I picked up the pen again. Why did I have a team if I wasn’t going to follow their advice? I checked my makeup, checked my hemline in the mirror, looked at my husband’s picture in the locket I carried in my pocket. What would he have wanted? He probably wouldn’t have wanted me to carry on—there was his legacy to consider and one mistake on my part would link the mistake to his name. He probably wouldn’t have expected me to take a stand and manage all the financial assets he’d left in such a silly scramble either. ‘She who is currently my wife,’ why had he written such a stupid line in his will.

He had died and I was she who is currently my wife. I was his wife. All the damn money came to me just as fast as a run away train goes down hill, from him to me, everything, and running behind it like idiots waving their arms and yelling ‘stop!’ ‘stop!’ trying to stop the train were his children and anyone else who thought they had an interest in what had become mine from that one phrase.

I closed the locket and waited for the trailer on the bottom of the TV screen to come around to my name again. The opponent was a tiny tiny number of votes ahead. I hadn’t written my speech, I was going to have to wing a ‘thank you and please help my esteemed opponent in his future endeavor.’ I hoped I remembered the big words, I tend to forget big words and hunt for the small ones if my speech isn’t written. I think I was one of the few people in the Federal District who had empathy for Buddy when he was called on to give a presidential speech.

I was going to turn off the TV and leave the room. After my speech I would stay on the ballroom floor for an hour, and then I was going home. Straight home, and to bed. The whole campaign had been vigorous with a lot of stops, lot of day in and day out traveling but I’d made it around to most of the towns and byways in my district. Most of the time I arrived at the rallies just after my esteemed opponent had already passed through town. It made for a tiring case of ‘catch up.’

I searched for the remote to turn off the TV. My esteemed opponent came on and demanded my attention. He looked straight into the TV camera and demanded that I concede. Demanded.

I watched the rest of his tantrum and smiled. I was still smiling when I reached the podium and waited for the roar of the crowd to quell. “I believe we have national sport,” I said with a smile. “Some people think baseball is our national sport, some think football. Soccer has its fans, Basketball, but there’s only one team sport where anyone can be a player. There’s no physical requirement, no education requirement, no money for equipment, no field, no surface. It doesn’t matter if it’s raining or sunny, whether you wear a seal skin parka or a bikini. I believe politics is our national sport, and this game just went into sudden death overtime.”  The crowd roared at that. “We’re going to call in the absentee ballots to pinch hit for us and wait for the umpires to announce the winner. In the meantime we’re going to have a party to thank all of you for being on my team.”

“Winning team!” someone shouted.

We made the front page of all the big daily newspapers. Right up next to the angry face of my opponent was a shot of me and all my friends hopping in a long line doing the bunny hop. I had waved to the photographer.





Chapter 2


That’s one of the pictures on OpenCloset.com, Me waving and mugging for the camera and behind me, her hands on my hips, Eva who didn’t work here anymore, but who now worked as spokeswoman for one of the Alliances. You do hold on to the person in front of you to do the bunny hop. 

I crumpled the printout and tossed it in the trash can, then I fished it out and sent it through the shredder.

I had not ever, not once, done anything to even make someone think I was a lesbian. Or had I? I wasn’t even sure what lesbians did, except the obvious, of course, and that wasn’t me. The real me was worse.

Kate was back with another arm full of papers. She tossed them on top of the ones already on the desk. “Sorry,” she said and didn’t sound sorry at all. “The printer can’t keep up.”

“Up with what?”

She gestured to the twice as deep pile of paper on my desk, “E-mail,” and went out again. I looked at the clock. The day hadn’t even started yet and I already had a ream of paper on the top of my desk.

My constituents are conservative and vocal about it. On any Monday I can count on having a dozen critiques of whatever dress or suit I wore during the past week, half a dozen critiques on my hat or hair, sixteen grammarians to critique my speech or written words. What can I say? They are interested in the process of government and I am their representative.

The first email in the pile quoted the Bible at me. They quoted Chapter name and Verse number, but just that, the Chapter and the Verse in a long and varied list, but no content. I put it aside to look up and translate what the constituent was trying to tell me in such a roundabout way. The next one quoted the Constitution and half a dozen other formation documents, but not the content. Just the vague document, paragraph, half paragraph list, no note of the contents. I laid that one aside too.

The third one said it right out and in bold black, twice the size they needed to be, fat chunky little black tracks. They obviously didn’t believe in don’t ask don’t tell. Dark fat black ugly words that put the problem right there on the page. The problem I didn’t have. I can only imagine what would happen if they knew the real problem in my heart.

Each of the fat black words had a cutting edge, like nasty flat leaved grass that cuts your skin as you walk through it or your hands as you pull weeds. The one below it was sown with the same mischief. And the one after that. 

After reading those three I didn’t have to read every word for comprehension anymore, I just looked at the ugly fat words. They were all the same. They all came to the same conclusion, I should have died yesterday, early in the day, and saved myself and everyone else, every voter, the embarrassment, the shame of being me at this hour of the morning today.

Kate came in with another ream of printed e-mails and slapped them on the top of the pile. “You reap what you sow!” she snapped, then turned and marched out.

Right on top, an e-mail from my first grade teacher, funny Miss Em, retired now from teaching but leading the reading brigade at the local library three days a week. Her words praised the reputation and the legacy of my dead husband. In between the lines I read what she really meant, how could I sound the death knell to the reputation of a good man by my wayward unchristian ways.

“Miss Em,” I sent a telepathic message, “I am not a lesbian and not because they’re not good people. They’re as good and as mixed up as the rest of us. I am not a lesbian because what my heart pines for is worse.”

The letter under Miss Em’s was from my minister, a man in whose church I had sat week after week, enduring his dry scholarly sermons without falling asleep in public. He Bible quoted me, too, but he had copied out the citation under the Chapter and Verse. I guess I won’t have to decode the first letter.

I started making a pact with the Lord, too. “Lord, if I read ten, surely I’ll find one on a different topic. Lord, if I read twenty…”

How was I going to reply to all these letters? I always replied to every e-mail with a personal e-mail in return. What was I going to do this time? Should I just broadcast a canned message? Would my constituents vote for me next time if I took to sending generic broadcast messages to their personal e-mails. I really wanted them to vote for me next time. I wanted them to vote for me and I wanted to be ahead, far enough ahead so that there was no nail biting sudden death overtime ending to the politics game. Once was enough. My nerves wouldn’t take another one without turning my hair gray.

At the end I nearly had to draw the smile on my face like a clown, it was so hard to keep it there. My opponent, he should fry on the barbeques of Hell like pork ribs in the summer, took every opportunity to jump in front of a microphone, camera, and on some occasions people waiting for the light to cross the street to say that I should concede before I embarrassed myself and them. There were some emails from that, too, but I survived that.

Next was an e-mail from my mother, who should have understood my predicament, but she was right up there on the Bible spouting how could you ruin a good man’s reputation bandwagon with the rest of the carrion pickers. My mother whom the older church women still whispered about as being ‘fast.’ Fast enough to dump her teenage daughter on Grandmother and leave town with the man of her fancy and not do her duty.

I was seventeen, how much duty was left? What she’d really tried to avoid was Grandmother’s illness which was icky and smelly and laid a robust woman on her bed a tiny ravaged shadow of herself. Grandmother had been able to take care of most of her personal needs and a nurse came in to take care of the rest. What she needed help with was housekeeping and grocery shopping and tidying up the yard, getting the car to the mechanic for an oil change. That sort of stuff.

I did it. It wasn’t hard, not the work. Watching Grandmother try to get enough strength to fight the invisible invader was harder, but eventually she conquered and she’d been well ever since. Thinner, of course, she never got the soft Grandmother roundness back, or I outgrew seeing her that way, and more tightly bonded to her God and her church.

It took me six years to finish college at the local, very good and nationally known, college instead of the usual four, but my husband always said that I had been waiting there to meet him. I wasn’t even supposed to be at the dinner but my best friend got sick and gave up her place to me. She was supposed to be beside him because she was the editor of the college paper and stringer for a national news syndicate. She gave me a list of questions over the phone to ask and a list not to mention. I got them mixed up and turned cherry red when the first wrong one flew out of my mouth. “I’m sorry, that’s one of the don’t ask ones.”

“Then I didn’t hear it.”

I swallowed hard. “What do you consider your legacy?”

“Honey,” he said and put his hand on my shoulder to move me out of the way of a passing waiter, “I’m not old enough yet to consider my ‘legacy.’”

And he wasn’t.

Where his fingers touched it my shoulder tingled. My body tingled all the way to my heart.

“Clara,” he said later, when we’d gotten over the initial awkwardness of the wrong question and spent a little time on the right question number one, “I’ve got to give my speech and I can see my campaign manager is already waving me forward. Take my private phone numbers. Call me tomorrow and I’ll answer those other questions for you.”

I called for the answers and got them, then we talked of other things. It became a habit, one of us called the other, talking of inconsequential things, silly things. That campaign, too, had been a hard won. 

When it was won, though, he appeared in Grandmother’s parlor. In a sweet old fashioned way he asked her first for my hand, then he asked me to marry him. We’d had a good marriage. Yes, he was older than me by a bit. And yes, his children were my age and hated every minute of the thought of Daddy with the witchy woman. I had to dress against the type, good, solid, basic, conservative definitely not ‘witchy’ clothes.

It all went well until he caught one of his sons pulling some kind of shady deal on one of the family’s businesses, that depressed him. When the doctor diagnosed the prostate cancer, that depressed him. I guess the doctor should have downplayed the after effects of prostate cancer surgery. It’s a strange cancer, grows so slowly that in many cases it’s a zero sum game whether to operate or just let Nature take its course and die of something else. It’s the side effects of the surgery that are daunting, incontinence is one, impotence, at least temporarily, is another.

It’s not as if it were a dementia. Things that affect your thoughts are daunting miserable things to live with. The aftercare aspects of the operation were a temporary nuisance and I was willing to put up with them, help him with them.

But in the night, in his study, he put the damn gun to his head and put a period to his life ending whatever ‘legacy’ was waiting to happen. He did it while I was having dinner with the  man who has since become the Speaker of the House—who even then had conservative charm and southern manners that would not let me leave the party alone, but tucked me in the car with him and his wife. He saw me to the door—but when I opened the front door I knew something was terribly wrong, I just knew it by the way the hairs raised on the back of my neck. 

I wasn’t alone when I found the body.

I had a witness to the suicide but we played that down. Healthy one day, passed away the next. Cremation sanctified what remained of his legacy, his children hated me for that but it was my call and I’ll rather plane hop with his ashes than with his casket and what was left of his earthly remains.

The governor appointed me to fill out his remaining term. The voters seconded his opinion and felt sorry for me and knew I was devoted to the legacy. I filled the job to the best of my ability. I stood for re-election and won, by a cat’s whisker in the votes. I had settled into my life as a vestal to my husband’s legacy, someone to keep the flame of the legacy alive because he had been a good public servant but he wasn’t with us any longer.

“Whore of Babylon,” the next e-mail set out in bold letters. I understood the sentiment if not the reference, but Bible thumping doesn’t require precision just volume.

The next e-mail was Grandmother’s. The woman who should have known me to my soul, who should have had a clear God-given talent to know me. There was no turning back from the opprobrium. Somewhere inside me must be a tiny flag waving for all to see setting me apart from among the majority of women and that OpenCloset.com recognized to put me into a minority category.

There was a little flag there and it did put me in the minority, OpenCloset.com had just miscast me.




Chapter 3


“Nail in the coffin,” my eldest stepson said from the middle of the little censorious group standing before my desk. “I am glad Daddy did not live to see this day. To know what you’ve done.”

Kate bustled in looking after them like I’d died and they were here to view the corpse.

He pulled himself up as if he smelled something bad, and stepped forward. “You’ll be hearing from our attorney. This time the judge will listen to us. This time we have proof.”

He waved the printout from OpenCloset.com under my nose.

“It’s a damn lie!”

“I’m sure these people wouldn’t print a lie. The smoking gun is there. This time we’ll find it.”

I gagged and fell back in my chair. All I could see was the smoking gun in my husband’s dead fingers, and the blood, blood everywhere, and little bits…I put the lid back on that thought. I’d only spoken the truth to one other person, in the dark, on the way back from the airport the day I’d returned from taking home my husband’s ashes. Only once had I ever mentioned the horror of that day.

“I’m sorry, Clara,” he’d said and wrapped strong arms around me. “That’s a hard thing to see.” He’d seen it more than once so he knew. Later he went back to where he would see it again.

I was going to be sick. I put my hand on my throat to keep the bile where it belonged but it wasn’t going to stay there, I ran to my private bathroom and made it just in time. I couldn’t get away from the blood and the smell of the memory that had me in its clutches, the rank smell of the smoking gun.

They left as heavy hoofed as a herd of horses. I leaned weakly against the sink and looked at my face in the mirror. I didn’t recognize the woman who looked back at me. I mean she looked a lot like the person I was yesterday but nothing like the woman I was today.

I staggered back to my desk. Kate had left a report there on the poll that had appeared  overnight. The pollster concluded that I should never have been elected and would never be elected again. I was a lame duck already.

“Clara, the Governor,” Kate cued me and when I was slow to pick up the telephone she shoved the receiver at me and pushed the button to connect us.

“Hello, Governor.”

“Clara, what the hell is going on there? Have you lost your good sense?”

I just laid the receiver on the desk and just let the tiny voice quack far enough away so that I didn’t have to hear the words.

Rose, who was one of my best office workers and the one I felt really liked me for me and not for my connection to my dead husband’s legacy, stood before my desk.

“I’m sorry, Congresswoman, sir, I can’t continue working here, what would my mother say?”

“Rose…” What could I say. The miasma wasn’t going away. A stinking fog was slowly filling the room. I wasn’t sure I could continue working here either.

“I’m sorry. If you change your mind, please come back.” I could tell from the set of her head and shoulders that there would be no coming back. “Please close the door on your way out, I’d like to be alone.”

What I wanted to be was in the arms of the one person who understood what I’d seen. When my husband had put his hand on my shoulder he had touched my heart. In that car, in the dark, coming back from taking my husband’s ashes home, when he parked the car and took me into his arms it wasn’t my heart that was beating faster.

Forbidden. If I wanted to extend the legacy that was forbidden.

Kate slipped the door half open and slid sideways through the crack. “They’re here.”

“Who’s here?”

“You have appointments.”

I glanced at the list on my desk. Several of my largest campaign contributors were visiting to see how their money and their taxes were being spent. 

“How could you do this to a great man’s memory?” the spokesman intoned. “Had we known—well, it’s not to late—”

I heard fraud. I heard sue. All I could see was a long long line of courthouse doors and a longer line of missed votes and absences from the floor of the House.

I heard resign.

I wasn’t going to resign in favor of that nasty little jumped up nobody who had challenged me for my seat and made my life miserable every day since. I wondered, if I went to the window that overlooked the street would I see him dancing the devil’s jig on my grave.

I was very, very tired, so tired it was hard to hold my eyes open. Too tired to stand, I sank slowly into my chair and then shriveled down until I was a tiny tiny person in the seat. It was too much to get up again.

I had done everything right. I had not, once, made a move without consulting opinions from all sides of the question. I had not once gone against the flow of the answers I received. I had not once gone against the will of the people. Not once. I’d made a compromise when I needed to, never a moral one, but occasionally a practical one.

My governor, a man who had campaigned with me, who should know what kind of person I was, evidently realized I’d laid down the phone. He resorted to email. Kate laid it on my desk. “I’m sorry, Clara, the printer needs new cartridges before we can print anymore.”

“They’re still coming in?”

I had thought that like a flood, the angry e-mails would crest finally, then abate.

It wasn’t going to happen.

My whole life had been reduced to angry e-mails, and long days of court depositions fighting for a career that wasn’t really mine, an inheritance that wasn’t really mine—the email on top said it all. “You should be dead. If the Lord wanted to take one of you, why did He leave the useless bitch behind and take the good man instead?”

I couldn’t resign.

I couldn’t abandon my elected office and hold up my head unless every one of them reversed their vote. I couldn’t abandon my inheritance to the stepchildren, at least one of whom had already defrauded the stockholders, and live. I wanted to make it all go away.

I understood why my husband had resorted to the gun instead of the scalpel to solve his quandry. I understood and I knew he had shown the way. Left me a message and a map. How to go forward without going back. If I wasn’t here, then I wouldn’t be responsible for the things that went wrong.

I still had the gun. It had been returned to me, cleaned, and in a nice wooden box with a lock on it. The key had been attached to the handle on the box with string.

If I was going to do the deed I wasn’t going to do it in the damn matronly grandmotherly nightgowns that I wore to bed at night. 

If there had been anyone in the outer office that probably would have stopped me, but no one was there. All the personal things that had been on the desks and on the cubicle walls were missing. A stack of papers had spilled across the desk and spread out across the floor like a domino fan. It looked like I had moved, and I had. I had moved to another plane of living. I could feel my husband waiting for me at the end of the tunnel. He waved toward me, speaking to me, his hands outstretched but I wasn’t close enough to hear what he was saying.

I was all the way downstairs, at the street door before I realized I didn’t know where I was going. I turned to a group of women who were trying to decide where to have lunch.

“Tell me, if I wanted a really nice nightgown and negligee, where would I go. Lace. All lace and black. Cut down to here.”

“Victoria’s secret.” The youngest one piped up.

“No, no, Violetta’s,” another woman said and two of her friends nodded and agreed.

“Violetta’s, first,” the woman on the security desk said, “I’ve never been disappointed there.”

I got the address from her. 

That’s where I was going. I was going to get two outfits, one for the deed and one for them to change the body into if the one I chose to wear first was ruined.

It was a good solution. I was going to do the right thing. The deed was going to save us all embarrassment and the blood would wash away the moral turpitude.

The cab driver thought he belonged on the NASCAR circuit, but I didn’t care. For the first time since my husband’s death I felt free. Free of the legacy, free of always having to do the right thing, free of the damn inheritance. I’d never have to stay awake at night trying to fight my way through those problems again.

I threw the driver the largest bill in my wallet. I was sure it was enough and opened the door to Violetta’s.

Right away I saw the rack I was looking for and went right to it.




Chapter 4


I went through the nightgowns on the rack. I went through them twice. Only one of each kind. Just one. All my plans were going to be ruined.

“Congresswoman, can I help you?”

I was so out of my league and so damn jealous. If I didn’t have all my problems, if I didn’t have to hold everything together every minute all day, I’d be able to look like that. I knew how the way I was dressed measured up to her. Queenie dresses. My husband used to tease me about that, dressing like the Queen of England, good fabrics, conservative cut, none of my constituents was ever going to be scandalized by my clothing.

But I had changed. I was going to shake hands with St. Peter as the real me. I wasn’t wearing one of those long sleeve, high neck, low hem gowns when I met him, I was going to be wearing this fast piece of lace.

“Yes, I’d like two of these nighties exactly the same, one for the deed and a clean one for the viewing, but I can find only one of each kind.”

“Violetta’s prides itself on having none of my clients see themself coming and going.”

“But I need two.”

“If you choose the style you want I can order you a second one, or I can order you two of the same, it will take about ten days.”

“I can’t wait that long.” I couldn’t. Right now Kate was getting new cartridges for the printer and as soon as one was installed she would be printing out another ream or two of ugly e-mails. The process servers were probably already leaving their blue backed messages, if there was anyone there to receive the service. Stretched ahead was a thousand days of trying to find time for my constituents and at the same time trying to get a handle on my personal life. “I’m going to be gone,” I said and started flipping through the rack again. I found a white gown in the same lace—I wondered if that would work, black for the deed and white for the viewing, or should it be the other way around.

Maybe I should get several so there was a choice to take to the undertaker. But who was going to take it? Who was going to choose how to dress me when I had gone to join my husband. I flicked through to a red one. My stepdaughter would be glad to choose that one.

“Congresswoman, if you’re going somewhere, you can take that negligee with you and I’ll send the other one along to your hotel.”

Now, why was the silly woman going on and on about a hotel. I wasn’t going to a hotel, I was going farther away than that.

“Congresswoman, I’m sure that your supporters want to vote for you in the next election just as they have in the past election.”

“The deed runs in families, you know. If one of them does the deed, other members tend to do the deed. My husband has been waiting all this time for me to join him.”

“I seriously doubt, Congresswoman, that your supporters have been waiting all this time for you to commit suicide.”

“I already have. All that remains is to do the deed and I’m not doing the deed in the nightgowns I have, not those ugly old womany things. I’m going to die young and look good in my casket. I’m going to be wearing this at the viewing.” I shook the nightgown straight and laid the gown and the hanger over my arm.

“Maybe there’s something in the back. I just got a delivery.” She disappeared through a door marked OFFICE.

I waited. I really really wanted to have two of these nighties. I let the lace fall across my forearm and I imagined how it was going to fall over my body. In my mind it wasn’t my husband who was waiting for me at the end of the tunnel with the light, it was, I wasn’t going to think about him, forbidden, he was there, leaning on the door to the bedroom, and if I stepped in there that wasn’t the heavenly heaven that was going to be my destination, that was the straight slide to hell.

She lugged out a heavy carton and pushed and pulled it more than lifted it up on the counter, then took out a pair of bandage scissors, those bent ones with the blunt ends, and started cutting through the tape on the outside of the box. With the night gown lace over my arm I drifted over toward her. 

The carton was full of dresses. Beautiful fabrics. She shook them out and hung them on a hook behind the counter. She shook out another one, displaying it across the box and the counter. 

“Congresswoman, wouldn’t you rather have this for the Speaker’s reception?”

“I’m done going to receptions, being talked about, being stared at.”

A handsome man strolled in then, his hands in the pockets of his perfectly tailored slacks, his wrists hiking up the perfect hems of his jacket. “Vi, you should keep that one for yourself.”

I couldn’t help myself, I reached out to touch the fabric. If it wasn’t so beautiful I might consider doing the deed wearing it, but it was too beautiful to be ruined with blood.

“Congresswoman, would you like to try it on?”

I shook my head. I pictured the blood stains on it. After the deed it would look just like my husband’s white shirt had looked patched and muddled with blood and ugly spatters.

She said, “I can order you another negligee, one just like that. It might take two weeks. It’s well worth it, if you really have your heart set on that one.”

Why did the bitch keep prattling about ten days, two weeks. I needed to get the deed done now, before everything piled up and I was too tired to go through with it.

“I guess I’ll have to go to Victoria’s Secret.”

The handsome man stepped to block my path to the door. “You don’t have to do that,” he said, “I’m sure Violet can find just what you need. Violet’s been a big help to me.”

“No one can help me. He put me on the internet.”

“Who?” they both asked.

“OpenCloset.com,” I whispered. “He outed me as a lesbian.”

I expected her to flinch. I expected her to step away. Instead she smiled. “He says that about everyone.”

“You don’t understand, I come from a very, very conservative district. They think all the lesbian women and gay men live in San Francisco and New York City, not at home. I can’t face them now. I wasn’t trained for the job, I wasn’t bred to public service like my husband’s family, but I’ve tried to do my best, now it’s all gone.”

The bell over the front door rang. I glanced that way. Trapped! I was trapped between the devil and the devil.

“Clara,” he said, “I came as soon as I heard. How are you doing?”

“No! No!,” I heard my voice inside my head but I didn’t hear it outside. Forbidden! I stepped behind the counter to get away from the forbidden or I would burn in hellfire for sure. He wore a tee-shirt so old the printing had washed off. He wore cargo pants, the pockets filled with treasures like an eight year old. He wore his damn shiny combat boots polished as highly as they’d ever been when he was on active duty. He didn’t look damn old enough to drive.

“You went over to the enemy. You left me and went over to the enemy.”

“Working for the President is not going over to the enemy, love, going over to the enemy would be working for that jumped up bastard who’s going to run against you.”

“How did you find me?”

“Security. At your building.”

“You, you go back to the enemy and stay there.”

“Not anymore, Clara, honey, not any more.”

He tried to snatch me from across the counter. I jumped back and put both my hands behind my back or I would have snatched him across the counter and embarrassed the two people in the store with us.

“Honey, do you like that dress?”

“No.”

He handed his damn credit card to the woman.

“It won’t fit me.”

He just smiled a silly little smile that told me that nothing I was going to say was going to change his mind until I tried the dress on.

She took the dress and the nightgown and led the way back to the dressing room.

“They’ll talk about us,” I whispered. “Everyone will talk about us. Stare.”

“Clara, they’re already talking.”

I knew he was going to put his arms around me. Forbidden rolled through my mind but I couldn’t step away. “No one will vote for me after this.” I whispered as I put my arms around him and held on for dear life.

“Then you can do anything you want. You can dress anyway you want. You can vote your conscience. You can get a head start and plan your next life in retirement.”

It seemed so simple when he said it.

“Let’s see how the dress fits,” he said in my ear. Then he whispered, “And the nightie. I really want to see how that one fits.”

He had his arm around me drawing me close. 

The woman held the curtain to the dressing room aside for me. I expected to go into the dressing room alone, but Trent didn’t let me go, I was blushing as he ducked under the curtain with me. The curtain dropped closed behind us.
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