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CHAPTER 1

He watched the trophy fall. Slowly. A mixture of
metal and Lucite tumbling end over end until it smashed the
tempered glass-top desk, creating a tiny cluster bomb that peppered
his face with clear pellets. His left eye caught a volley and
suddenly stopped working.

Before it quit, before the blood began to
flow, the eye sent a message to his brain. It was an angry
farewell, a middle finger to whatever force had ended its life.

The eye occupied his imagination for a
second or two before the pain in his chest took over. A burning
sensation, it overwhelmed his senses and focused his fading
consciousness on the wound just below his ribs. The blood was
everywhere, seeping into the cracks between the polished strips of
oak on the floor, chosen to match the built-in shelves that circled
the room.

He had fallen back, out of his chair, his
arms flailing and bringing down everything from the shelves behind
him. The trophy had been there. It hadn't moved for 20 years.

What a mess. How am I ever
going to clean this up?

It was his last question, unanswered.

By the time his heart stopped, he was alone
once again in his home. The visitor had been there for two minutes
- 30 seconds longer than he planned. His work was done and he
needed a shower.


CHAPTER 2

The cherry blossoms had just broken their buds,
hinting at the beauty to come, as Sara Clancy looked out across
Capitol Hill. Although she stood looking right at them, she did not
see them. Her mind was locked on a day much like this one, nine
years before - a painful day from which she had never fully
recovered. She had stood at that window countless times wishing
there was some way of getting that day back, some way of changing
the course of events. The cherry trees offered no more solace as
they bloomed than when they stood bare.

Sara and Turk had met in high school, both
exhilarated by Holden Caulfield, both eager to escape the clutches
of their parents. In their senior year, they explored their
feelings and bodies in the back seats of cars, darkened basements
and once in the equipment room off the gym while the senior boys
basketball team was getting pasted by a cross-town rival.

In college, they virtually lived together,
maintaining separate apartments for only one reason: her parents.
No daughter of Jim and Tammy Taylor was going to live with a man
unless he married her. They liked Turk a lot, but they loved their
daughter, and the tens of thousands of dollars they were spending
to send their only child to the University of Washington gave them
some leverage.

If Sara and Turk lived a cliche, it in no
way detracted from their love for each other. Late at night, they
would cuddle together and plan their future. The blueprint never
varied significantly. It wasn't as though Turk had consciously
decided to go into politics: It was just understood by Turk, his
parents, his friends and, especially, by Sara. He had a knack, the
source of which no one knew. Neither of his parents could recall
ever delivering a speech to a group larger than the extended family
at Christmas dinner. And they wouldn't have cared about politics if
JFK had been shot dead right on their front lawn. By some quirk of
DNA, Turk had grown up confident, outgoing and articulate, fully
engaged in the politics of whatever organization he was in at the
time. His charisma carried him through sticky spots, and eventually
he learned how to cut corners and get what he wanted.

He asked her to marry him on their
graduation day, and by the next fall she was Mrs. Turk Clancy. By
their fifth anniversary, he had been elected to represent the
second district of Washington State in the House of
Representatives. Among a wave of freshmen congressmen and women he
shone brightly. Standing on the victory podium at the Bellingham
Holiday Inn, it seemed as though the young couple could not be
stopped. "We did this together," he leaned over and whispered in
her ear. "I'll always love you."

He was a right-leaning Democrat, embracing a
carefully crafted mix of social programs while appealing to
business owners and pro-choicers, cutting a wide swath through
whatever electorate he asked to judge him. He was handsome but not
in a plastic cut-out way that characterized so many of his
colleagues. His thick, black curly hair bordered on being too long,
nearly touching his collar; the early flecks of gray reassured
older voters. It was his eyes, however, that most people noticed
first and last. Regardless of the person on whom he fixed his gaze,
his quiet brown eyes simply melted any vestige of pretence. They
were the closest thing to genuine x-ray vision a person could
have.

After six terms in the House, he challenged
and defeated a Republican warhorse to become the junior senator
from Washington. It had been his toughest election ever, and with
two weeks to go, his pollsters declared the race a dead heat. As
much as Sara was unsettled by the prospect of losing, Turk seemed
to thrive on the challenge. He campaigned 20 hours a day for the
final 14 days, going $3-million in debt to finance a wave of TV ads
that suggested, with increasing vitriol, that 68-year-old Senator
Lathan MacKenzie just wasn't up for the job anymore.

One ad received national media attention, so
pointed was its message. It was a one minute, black-and-white
collage of old people fumbling with cutlery, moping along behind
walkers, cupping their hands behind their aging ears and generally
showing the effects of their years. Between these uncomfortable
slow-motion shots, Turk's ad man had cut shots of his opponent
falling asleep on the floor of the Senate, tripping as he exited a
limousine and sitting uncomfortably among groups of kindergarten
students. It was the last image, sadly, that said the most. In an
effort to counteract whispers about his age and demonstrate his
continuing vitality, MacKenzie had spent a great deal of time with
young students throughout the state. But slowed down, and carefully
edited, the footage had the opposite effect. It was hard for any
adult to look comfortable on a chair designed for a five-year-old,
and his creaking knees only made it worse.

Although quickie polls suggested people
hated the ad, those offended were already planning to vote for
MacKenzie. Run repeatedly over a three-day weekend, it burrowed
into the soft belly of the state's swing voters and festered there
until election day.

Turk won by five points; eight of every 10
undecided voters supported him. Lathan MacKenzie did not call to
congratulate him.

That victory might well have been the high
point of both Turk's career and their marriage. Three months after
he was elected, on a February day like this very one with the
cherry blossoms at about the same stage, she thought ruefully, his
heart gave out. Only Turk was more surprised than Sara. He died at
age 38, leaving no children and a wife who had done little but
orbit his star since high school. Worse yet, he left most of the
$3-million debt he had racked up to win the senate seat he had
occupied officially for all of three weeks. There was life
insurance but not enough to erase the debt.

Sara was profoundly depressed and
unreceptive when someone first suggested she run to replace her
husband in the special election later that year. But the party
brass liked the idea. She was considered a shoo-in, and no one else
of any stature was prepared to run on such short notice. Those who
were approached deemed it a tad unseemly to be seen stepping over a
dead body to grab the reins of power.

Most of them figured Sara Clancy would win
the first time and flame out so badly that her seat would be easy
pickings the next time around. When she came out of her funk, Sara
listened to several of what in essence were supporters of Turk's;
she let them convince her there could be no better tribute to her
husband than to run for his seat. In the end, the decision was
easier than an outsider might have presumed, easier certainly than
she let on through her new public persona.

She needed a job, something that paid well
and allowed her to carry Turk's debt and raise funds to reduce it.
She had no traditional job skills, but she knew she had learned
something watching Turk operate in the House for more than a
decade. She won the election handily, tripling the margin by which
her husband had won the seat less than a year earlier. Out of
respect or disorganization, the Republicans fielded a genuine loser
candidate - a college professor who had published a series of
scholarly papers matching intelligence and race, suggesting
Caucasians were more suited for intellectual pursuits while those
with darker skin were better suited for more physical labor. That
he managed to finish second above the various fringe candidates was
considered something of a miracle.

Sara gave her victory speech from the same
stage where Turk had given all of his. "This victory is a tribute
not to me or to my wonderful late husband," she read from 8
1/2-x-11 pages printed in double-spaced, block letters. "It is a
tribute to all of you, the workers on this campaign and the
citizens of this beautiful state. Together we will go forward."

She basked in her victory for most of a
week, slowly going through the mounds of congratulatory calls and
emails. She knew she had to respond to each one, much as Turk had
always done, but the task seemed immense. Within two days, the pile
of correspondences from people she knew was dwarfed by those from
people who were strangers to her.

Although she planned to fire her, she set
Turk's executive assistant the task of running down information
about the strangers. "Certainly Mrs., er, Senator Clancy. I think
we have files on most of these people."

To Sara's dismay, she reappeared that
afternoon with a stack of files on nearly every person: Jason
Schurr, president, Chevron Texaco; Marilyn Black, COO, Citigroup;
Charles "Whiskey" Malone, CEO, Duke Energy; Rudy Povowich, senior
vice-president, Ford Motor Co. The list ran on for several pages
and catalogued very precisely who Turk Clancy's real constituents
had been while he served in the House. The corresponding files
listed each company's contributions to the Clancy coffers over the
years, much of it funnelled through various intermediaries to
escape detection and abide by the letter of the convoluted campaign
financing laws.

If Sara Clancy was unclear about the meaning
of the files that day, it soon became clear to her. She was in
debt, and these people and companies held the purse strings. She
could give speeches and hit up ordinary folks for legitimate
donations every day for the remainder of her six-year term, and she
wouldn't have enough money for lawn signs at election time, never
mind TV ads. These people - these faceless people scattered across
the country, occupying the corner suites at their various offices,
most with weekend country homes and drivers to take them there -
they owned her now. She was beholden to them.

It was a crushing realization, not only
about her future but about her past. She thought back to some of
Turk's more controversial votes and saw his reasoning for what it
was: payback. He had lied to her and to his voters on and off for a
decade, and without realizing what she was doing until it was too
late, Sara had stepped into his place, into his duplicitous
life.

Nearly a decade later, having easily won
re-election after her first term and thoroughly entangled in the
Washington D.C. web, she was despondent.

An aide poked his head into her office and
startled her. "You're late for the meeting," he said. She nodded
blankly, sucked in some air and walked briskly down the
marble-floored hall.


CHAPTER 3

"The job is complete. Area one is secure," he said
into the cell phone he had purchased that morning at 7-Eleven.

The baritone voice on the other end was flat
and emotionless. "Excellent. No complications, I trust?"

"Two minutes. Too long, but no witnesses.
Clean." As he spoke, he scanned the world around him, casually
surveying 360 degrees. It was dusk and he was sitting in a rental
car at the Chevy Chase Pavilion shopping mall. Nothing about him
aroused suspicion on this day or any other. The job had been the
82nd of his career, if you could call executions a
career. Never saw that table at the
job fair, but he was rich because of it, and he had long ago
settled whatever moral dilemma the work created in his soul.

"I'll wire the money first thing tomorrow,"
said the voice on the phone.

"See that you do," he said, punching a
button and hanging up.

The gruff manner wasn't really necessary. No
one ever tried to short change him. It was an unspoken truth that
double crossing an assassin was a stupid thing to do. One time,
early in his career when payments could not be sent around the
world quite so easily, an OCD husband had hired him to take out his
wife's lover. Payment, in the form of cash, was $20,000 short. A
quick visit to the husband's place of business had rectified the
situation - and netted him a bonus of $10,000 which the husband
insisted he take.

He grabbed a duffel bag from the floor on
the passenger side of the car, glanced at the back seat and opened
the door. There was no reason to wipe away fingerprints: He always
wore gloves. Walking away from the Kia Optima, he clicked the key
fob to lock it and headed to the Embassy Suites attached to the
mall. He had been staying there all week, in town on business, and
would fly out the next morning after double checking his account in
Zurich.

He had nothing scheduled for more than a
week and planned to surprise his daughter, who was just completing
her second year at Brown University in Rhode Island. It would have
been nearly as fast to drive there from D.C. but he was manic about
maintaining his cover and flying out as any other businessman would
do.


CHAPTER 4

The art auction had been an unalloyed success. Her
assistant Penny would have the exact figure for her in the morning,
but Annabelle Colson was confident it would top $1-million - an
astounding figure, really, given not just the weak economy but also
the growing gaggle of charities to which the same Washington
society crowd was invited every year. Unlike some of her friends
who ran similar events for their chosen causes, Annabelle believed
deeply in her charity. But that didn't mean everyone else did, so
raising $1-million in support of diabetes research was a coup, no
matter how you looked at it.

At the wheel of her silver Mercedes
CLS-Class Coupe, she was reliving the entire evening, easily
navigating the Chevy Chase streets on her way home. She hosted the
art auction every year, always introducing a new artist - one of
her finds - to the city. That they were always gorgeous men roughly
20 years her junior was a happy coincidence. She knew what she
liked in art and in men, although deep down she was committed to
her husband of 25 years. She had only slept with one of her
discoveries, and that was 10 years ago when she and Andre were not
speaking to each other. Since then, she had taken pleasure only
from flirting with the artists - looking but not touching.

She tapped a button on her steering wheel,
waited for the $100,000 car to ding and then said, "Call home."
Within five seconds, she could hear her home phone ringing. After
the sixth ring, she heard her own voice inviting her to leave a
message. "Honey, it's me. The evening was wonderful. You really
should come one of these years. Anyway, I'm on my way home. Will be
there in 15 minutes. Take a pill 'cause I'm in a mood to
celebrate."

When she married someone 15 years older, she
had no idea scientists soon would create a little blue pill to make
their age difference so unimportant. She loved her husband, and
with a little Pfizer magic, the differences between him and the
young artist she had flirted with all night were trivial. Too
trivial certainly to risk the life she had.

As she approached her home, a sensor on the
front gate recognized her car and swung open the right side of the
wrought iron barrier. When she had driven through, it closed again
and she crept up the cobblestone drive toward the three-car garage.
The middle door opened automatically and she pulled in, grabbed her
purse from the seat next to her and burst into the mudroom, ready
for a glass of wine and the better part of four good hours with her
husband.

"Andre? It's me. Did you get my message?
Where are you?" Kicking off her heels, she danced down the hall
toward his study. The great room was home to an 80-inch flat screen
TV, but she knew he was just as likely to be sitting in his study,
behind his desk, listening to the ball game on the radio while he
did three other things, unaware of the time, her activities or
whether he had eaten that day.

"Honey, I really hope you got that message.
Maybe I should have texted too."

The first thing she noticed was the mess.
Everything on the shelves had crashed to the ground and lay strewn
on and around the desk. She felt queasy. Then she saw a shoe,
protruding from the left side of the desk, attached to a leg that
was bent at an unnatural angle. She turned involuntarily, dropped
to her knees and threw up. She heaved twice more before gaining the
strength to crawl around the desk and see her husband's crumpled
body, lying in a proverbial pool of blood. It wasn't like TV - his
eyes were wide open, his face expressionless. The trophy, topped by
two figurines holding tennis rackets, was broken, its pieces lying
beside him. She pulled him to her and sobbed for 10 minutes before
calling 911.


CHAPTER 5

Senator Sara Clancy had attended thousands of
meetings during her nine years in the Senate. Halfway through her
second term, her life was largely about absorbing enough
information to perform well in whatever meetings were scheduled
that day. Rarely did the information stick in her head more than a
week; often she had trouble remembering who she had met earlier
that day. She had devised a system to help battle the monotony of
it all, something she had started doing in her first year. Before
every meeting, she rated it from 0 to 10, a predictive exercise
taking into account factors such as subject matter, brevity or
likely political gain. She wasn't as cynical as the rating system
suggested. She was just bored. Coming out of the meeting, she rated
it again and compared the number to her prediction. A positive
number meant it was a good meeting - interesting, beneficial or
both. A negative number meant she had probably wasted her time.

She added the scores at day's end to produce
a numerical summary of her day. A score above 0, something
approaching double digits meant it had been a good day. A negative
number meant the day had been a disaster, and she was likely to
have a second or third glass of wine with her late dinner that
night.

She did not share her rating hobby with any
of her staff. To reveal her boredom to such an idealistic group
would have been like Robin Hood admitting to his Merry Men that
he'd been stashing the loot they stole in an offshore account for
years.

Like many of her meetings, this one had a
double purpose. As a member of the commerce committee, she
frequently met with the titans of industry. That was a phrase she
rarely heard anymore. When she was a kid, that's what her parents
called them. Henry Ford had been a titan of industry. So was
William Sloane, the creator of General Motors. The Rockefellers, of
course.

Contrary to popular accounts, there were
still plenty of manufacturing companies in the U.S., but the real
business leaders controlled companies that did not need transport
trucks to deliver their goods. Even after the crash, finance
companies ruled the economy, and Sara had to admit she had a tough
time understanding how they made so much money and what exactly
they contributed to the greater good of the country. She had seen
how a few rogue financial firms could bring down the whole country,
and the world along with it. It seemed to her all they really did
was find ways to skirt new regulations, moving money from here to
there, producing stacks of paper and not much else.

But there was no denying their influence. In
the depths of economic collapse, it was the banks that got help
first, with virtually no strings attached. She had voted for all of
it, understanding no more than half of her briefing books. The half
she understood boiled down to a single sentence: Do this or you'll
be responsible for creating another Depression. The auto industry
got billions later, but mostly because so many voters worked in the
industry. Lots of experts said the economy would be better off
without the aging auto companies. But those experts didn't have to
run for re-election, so the car companies got help. It came,
however, with strings, lots of strings, and a few scalps. Get rid
of the guy running GM, as if he were singularly responsible for the
ruination of a great company. Whatever. She did what she had to do,
and as usual it meant ignoring a voice in the back of her mind that
kept calling her a hypocrite.

She breezed into a smallish board room two
floors down from her office in the Reagan building. She always wore
two-inch heels, partly because she was shorter than most of her
male colleagues but mostly because she loved the sound they made as
she walked down the marble corridors of the building. If power
could be distilled into a sound, she thought, it was the echo of
her heels on the cold, hard floor. The loafers worn by 94 male
senators could not match that sound, and she loved hearing it.

She was the last to enter the room and took
her seat at the circular table. An aide - wearing black, tasselled
shoes that, appropriately, made no noise as he walked - sat
directly behind her, obscured by a pile of file folders stacked on
a table in front of him. The other three people in the room had
power that didn't require high heels to project. They didn't have
aides or file folders. Only one bothered with a BlackBerry. They
had people to send and receive their emails and texts.

"Evening senator," said Larry Heinz, a
long-time presence on Capitol Hill. Heinz had come to Washington in
his 20s, an intern in the Congressional Budget Office. It was after
Woodward and Bernstein had taught everyone to follow the money, and
that's exactly what he set out to do. He wanted to understand
Washington, so he worked 14 hours a day - for free - learning how
the city really worked.

Most people concentrated on the president
and Congress. Heinz was interested in all of that, but he knew what
most Americans never considered. Without the money, there wasn't a
hell of a lot any president or legislator could do. The president
and members of Congress all knew that, of course, and Heinz quickly
saw that real power resided in the offices of those who controlled
the money. It's a simple lesson that can be learned by playing
Monopoly in grade school. Heinz's genius was to implement what he
learned. Lots of people knew money was power; he used that
knowledge to turn himself into a broker of that power.

His degree of influence in Washington was
related inversely to his fame outside the Capitol. He was anonymous
to most of his fellow citizens, millions of people whose lives were
affected by what Heinz did every day. They didn't know him, and for
many years he had been happy to keep it that way. But anonymous
power could only take someone so far. For decades he had helped
politicians - almost all men in the early years but more women
lately - to achieve their goals, not only to get elected but to
grasp, however briefly, the levers of power in Washington.

For a long time he was satisfied doing that,
but in the last couple of years his attitude had started to change.
Rather than celebrating his clients' victories he had started to
resent them. He saw people with little talent but plenty of
connections come to Washington and become celebrities - celebrities
as defined within the Beltway of course, which was not what most
people thought of as celebrity. Appearing on Meet The Press twice a
year was not the same as walking the red carpet at the Academy
Awards, which was why former Senator Chris Dodd had jumped at the
chance to leave the Senate and become chairman of the Motion
Picture Association of America. Instead of presiding over health
care committee meetings that went nowhere and schlepping around
Delaware begging for political donations, he now rubbed shoulders
with movie stars, the least glamorous of whom was considerably more
exciting than any of his fellow senators had ever been. His first
meeting with Gwyneth Paltrow, at the opening of one of the Iron Man
movies, dispelled any doubt he had about his career move. He
stammered like a school boy as blood flowed to parts of his body
that hadn't been stimulated like that in many years.

Beltway celebrity wasn't like that, but
still Heinz was increasingly jealous of the high profile success so
many do-nothings achieved, often because of his hard work. One common denominator among most
of his clients was their innate ability to profit from their time
in Washington, whether that was four years or four decades. They
didn't get rich on the surprisingly tiny government salaries, but
they collected favors: chits they invariably cashed in when they
left politics to gain access to the upper stratosphere of wealth,
sitting on boards and collecting fees just for showing up to have a
picture taken. Not everyone was like that; some went on to work
hard and contribute legitimately to whatever company or law firm
hired them. But they were the exceptions, and even they relied on
markers they collected while in office to open the doors that
needed opening.

Eighteen months earlier, Heinz had decided
he wanted - needed actually - to make a change. He wanted to step
out of the shadows and show people how talented he was. He had
enough money to buy anything he wanted for the rest of his life,
but that was no longer enough. Having been around power for so many
years, he was determined to exercise it before he was too old, to
prove to himself and to anyone else who was watching that he could
outperform the lightweights all around him. He was dating again -
if skulking around having sex could be called dating - and he had
to admit part of his motivation was to show the new woman in his
life that he could accomplish something big. One crisp fall
evening, he had toasted himself with a Lagavulin, neat, vowing to
do whatever it took to achieve his goal, and he'd worked every day
since to make it happen.


CHAPTER 6

The police arrived in three minutes, followed
closely by a pair of detectives. It took them less than five
minutes to realize their task was likely to be futile. Forensics
would dust every surface and take enough pictures to fill an
old-fashioned scrapbook - the kind of scrapbook produced these days
by lumpy, middle-aged women who go away together on weekends to
document their banal lives using bits of pink and orange paper
embossed with trite expressions and quotes. But Detective Kerry
Simpson had a feeling it would all be for naught. She had worked
dozens of crime scenes - murders, robberies and assaults - and
after eight years she usually knew within minutes if the
perpetrator had made the kind of mistakes that invariably led to
his arrest.

What few people knew was that most criminals
were incompetent. Most of their crimes were not carefully
considered. Those carefully considered often were executed badly. A
detective's job was to find the mistakes, figure out what they
meant and then follow wherever they led. To outsiders, it seemed
like magic. That's certainly how Hollywood portrayed it. The truth
was somewhat simpler. Cops relied on a mixture of mistakes and luck
to solve cases. Their odds went up in proportion to the hours they
spent looking for those mistakes, but if there weren't mistakes to
be found, it didn't matter how long they spent, or how many people
got involved.

In Simpson's precinct alone, dozens of
serious crimes went unsolved every year. Once in a while the cold
case geeks would track someone down, but that was only because the
criminal had made a mistake they could detect today with better
technology. Without a mistake, the cops were useless.

Simpson stood in the Colson study feeling
useless. The only thing she could say for certain was that Andre
Colson had died from a single shot that pierced his heart with near
symmetrical perfection. There was no indication how the shooter
entered or exited the home. Aside from the mess in the den, there
was not a pillow or spatula out of place in the rest of the home.
An army of beat cops would soon discover not one neighbor had heard
or seen anything, and the sophisticated security system - the one
that had recognized Annabelle's car and let her in the house - had
not recorded a tittle of information about anything out of the
ordinary.

"Professional job," Simpson muttered to her
partner, Ed Campbell, as they stood back-to-back in the study
looking for anything that might help figure out why the hell
someone had executed the popular owner of the Baltimore
Orioles.


CHAPTER 7

The meeting that afternoon had been scheduled for an
hour, a standard block of time in the senator's day. Like many
meetings she attended, this one reminded her of a rollercoaster
ride. The first few minutes were slow and kind of painful, as
things got going, then there often was a rush of adrenalin as she
discussed a panoply of ideas with some very smart people. She
usually enjoyed that part of the process, but getting there often
was painful. She had never mastered small talk the way her husband
had. Of course, small talk in Washington was not about the weather
or sports - Redskins excepted during football season - but rather
about the minutia of the social scene inside the Beltway. The
social scene overlapped considerably with the political scene. Just
like in Hollywood, it mattered what party you attended. The quality
of invitations was a barometer or how connected you were, and
everyone knew it.

"Will you be at Daisy Shore's barbecue?"
Heinz asked the senator by way of kicking things off.

"I never miss it," she answered with a roll
of her eyes. "It isn't spring without the cherry blossoms and that
damn barbecue. I see you there every year Larry."

"Well, yes. It just so happens that I love
pulled pork. That's what brings me back, the pulled pork and the
potato salad. Can't beat it."

Across the table, Elroy Thompson smiled
broadly. "Are we really here to talk about pork in Washington?
That's such a cliche."

Thompson sat directly across from Heinz, to
the senator's right. He ran SkyVision TV, which piped satellite TV
service into about 80 million homes across the country. His company
was more than double the size of its nearest rival, a dominant
player in a quasi-monopolistic industry that made lots of money
during good times and even more during bad times. Thompson was 53
and barely looked 40. He ran six times a week; on the seventh day
he rested but thought and talked about running. When he took over
SkyVision from its affable but short-sighted founder 15 years
earlier, its only value was the federal licenses it held, allowing
the company to bounce signals off satellites 22,000 miles above the
earth. NASA hadn't put anyone on the moon in more than 40 years,
but they damn sure knew how to launch a satellite, and SkyVision
had lots of them up there, beaming cooking shows, sports and porn
into American bedrooms every day and night of the year, for an
average monthly bill of $128.

That figure had increased every year for a
decade. The goal was to nudge it to $140 in the next 18 months,
sucking ever greater profits from a public that simply could not
live without a steady stream of content for its growing number of
big-ass, flat-screen TVs.

To Thompson's right sat Thomas W.
Cartwright, a man whose wardrobe matched his name perfectly - blue
checked shirt, a la Morley Safer, a yellow bow tie, a tweed blazer
and navy blue pants, or trousers as he called them. At 67, he had
led a full life, but he was far from content to spend his remaining
years fishing or sitting on the wrap-around porch of his
plantation-style home in Charleston, South Carolina. Until four
years ago, he had been the commissioner of baseball, a post he held
for 10 years, a job he enjoyed more than anything else he had ever
done: more than the two years he spent in Sudan with the Peace
Corps right after college; more than the three years he spent
playing bass in a Rockabilly band touring the South when he got
back from Africa; more - a lot more - than the five years he spent
getting his Ph.D. in History from the University of Michigan. Damn,
winters in Ann Arbor were cold.

Luckily, he had met Betsy about two months
after arriving. Among other things, she made the cold winter nights
much more bearable, the weekends in particular. She played field
hockey, and Cartwright fell for her the first time he saw her in
the pleated, blue skirt she wore to represent the Wolverines in
battle against other Big Ten schools. He watched a lot of field
hockey games before getting up the nerve to ask her out, and he
watched a few more before she agreed. But he counted the time as
the best investment he ever made. They married in his fourth year
and remained in love for the next 40 years.

Cartwright sat at the table thinking of her.
Her death two years earlier still seemed like last week to him, and
there literally wasn't a day when she didn't pop into his
consciousness, if only briefly. He was astounded at how many
ordinary events brought her to mind. He was wondering, for the
100th time, if he would spend the rest of his life
missing her when he caught a scent of something, a faint but
distinct perfume, that made him blink. He looked again at Sara
Clancy, and in less than a second had two thoughts - he missed
having sex, and this senator, dressed rather conservatively in a
grey skirt and dark silk blouse, was very attractive.

"Thank you senator for your time today. We
are grateful for the work you do," Heinz began.

Sara stifled a smile, allowing it to surface
only briefly at the corners of her mouth. Having pulled back the
grin, she nodded acknowledgement across the table. That morning,
when he had woken up in her bed, Larry Heinz had expressed his
thanks for the work she did in a more creative and interesting way.
It was the sixth time they had slept together, not that she was
counting. They both understood the risks, but after a year or so of
dancing around the question, they had given in to their
desires.

Why the hell should
anyone care? she had asked, almost rhetorically, to the
mirror the morning after their first wonderful evening.
I'm a single woman. Everyone knows that. He's
been divorced for, what, a decade? Why is it anyone's
business?

A few months in, she had nearly convinced
herself their relationship was safe for public consumption when she
saw the ubiquitous Breaking News banner fly across the CNN screen.
Wasn't all news breaking?
Isn't that what makes it news? And why did all
the news networks take such delight in telling us what was
happening right now? Of course, it's right now you idiots. You're
not running the History Channel.

The breaking news that morning was about a
state senator in Minnesota who had been enjoying the company of a
lobbyist, often at a hotel in Minneapolis, every other weekend for
the last year or so. The time frame was still uncertain. What
seemed absolutely certain was that the senator and the lobbyist
were in for an awful couple of weeks. At that moment, as their
pictures appeared on screens around the world, framed by the
alliterative banner, 'State Senator Sex Scandal', there wasn't any
evidence either of them had done anything illegal. It wasn't clear
if the lobbyist, a single mom with two teenagers at home, had ever
worked for any company with business before the senator's
committee. And it wasn't clear whether the senator had ever
accepted money from any of the lobbyist's clients. That wasn't the
issue today or for the rest of the week it seemed.

The issue was simple: sex. And Sara Clancy
most certainly was having sex with Larry Heinz, something she very
much wanted to continue doing.

She snapped back to the present when her
aide tapped her shoulder and passed her a folder. Evidently, it was
germane to something someone had said. Shit. I
have to pay attention. Focus.


CHAPTER 8

"He's a stranger, and I don't trust him. He'd say
anything right now to get you to sign. What's the rush?"

Angela Vanders looked earnestly at her son,
hoping for an opening, looking for some way of delaying a choice
she knew deep down he already had made.

"But Mama, it's everything we ever talked
about. Half a million. How can I stand them up," asked Kevin
Vanders, who, at 6' 3", was more than a foot taller than his mother
but nevertheless ceded to her on most issues.

Carl Crozier replayed the moment over and
over, letting his mind wander as he sped along I-95 toward
Baltimore. It was a conversation he had overheard through a kitchen
door, and it was the reason he was on the road that morning. Two
weeks earlier, he had played his hand just right and convinced his
newest client, a fireballing lefthander who had been drafted after
his sophomore year at school, to sign with the Orioles. In theory,
his job was to do what he thought best for his client, and there
was a plausible case that signing was indeed the right move.

But it also was the best chance for Carl to
revive his fledgling career, to achieve some long lost goals,
signposts that had been slipping away from him in recent years.
Fifteen years earlier, his plans did not include an evening spent
in Charlotte, essentially auditioning for the role of father figure
and financial advisor for a 19-year-old boy he barely knew. His
dreams were larger, so his failure to fulfil them often left him
feeling depressed.

At college, he knew where he wanted to go
and what he wanted to do. He had represented several athletes over
the years, mostly baseball players, but as they retired or were
forced to quit because of injury, he hadn't been able to replace
them. He landed the occasional client, but after a decade of losing
more than he signed, his one-man firm was sucking wind. This was
his chance to get back on track, or so he hoped. He had searched
his soul several times in the last month, and he was sure his
advice was based on his client's interest and not his own.

The hurdle had been the boy's mother,
naturally, and Carl understood why she felt so strongly her son
should finish college. No one in the family ever had - not even
close. But the financial windfall was too much to ignore. How any
teenager could say no to $500,000 was a question for which Angela
Vanders simply had no answer. Maybe because it all seemed so easy,
maybe that was why she was determined to find the catch. But then,
how easy had it really been?

Kevin's father had never met his son,
preferring to spend his time in a series of state-run facilities
stretching from North Carolina to Massachusetts. Angela had raised
him by working two jobs so they could live in a decent part of
Charlotte. In the early years, a neighbor came over after Kevin was
asleep so she could duck out and put in her four hours tending bar
nearby, the nutritional quality of the week's meals fluctuating
with the tips she got. The pathetic band of regulars were always
more generous when the Hornets were on cable, putting a beating on
some crappy expansion team. A close game held their attention too
closely, cutting tips by about half, she had calculated over the
years. A loss meant she and Kevin would dine on her wiener hash
recipe for most of the week. She was as despondent as any
season-ticket holder when the team left for New Orleans, leaving
the city and her bar without an NBA team for several years until
the expansion Bobcats arrived. They were awful but people still
showed up to watch them. They reclaimed the Hornets name about the
time a group of young players arrived to give fans hope again.

A few times, she had managed to switch
shifts so she could work Sunday afternoon when the Panthers laced
it up. But the risk was simply too great. A victory brought instant
wealth; a loss translated into six hours of high-volume complaining
and second-guessing of everyone from the coach to the play-by-play
guy with nothing in her pocket to show for it. The time away from
her son simply wasn't worth the risk, she decided, so she stayed
away from the bar on weekends.

With some luck, but mostly her dogged
determination, she had raised one hell of a son. Kevin had grown up
adoring his mother, tolerating school and loving baseball. It was
the first and third items that were in conflict that Saturday
morning earlier in the month.

"We didn't even know if I'd be drafted," he
reminded her. "Now Mr. Crozier is talking half a mil. We've gotta
do it Mama. I've gotta take it."

The offer had come quite suddenly from the
Baltimore Orioles. Kevin had only finished two years at Mars Hill
College, three hours away near Asheville, when he was drafted in
the 2nd round. A left-handed pitcher, he had hit 94 mph on the
radar gun (the fast gun, he told anyone who would listen, trying to
lower expectations). About a dozen batters had felt the sting of
that fastball last season as he worked on his control. Still, there
was potential, and scouts beat a path to his games all season
long.

"Another year like this one, you'll get
picked even higher," she pleaded back. "And you'll have your
degree. That was supposed to be why you went there."

"What if I get hurt? Do I call them up and
say, OK, I'll take the money now. This could be our only chance. I
can get the degree later, when I finish playing or whatever. Mama,
you could move outta this place and buy something of your very own.
And a car too. I gotta do it - for both of us."

"Don't think I didn't hear what you said
about finishing that degree," she said finally after dragging out
the argument long enough to save face.

That evening, when Carl returned to the
house with the Orioles scout in tow, there was a new paragraph to
be added to the end of the contract. "This really isn't binding,
you know Mrs. Vanders, but I don't see any harm in appending
it."

And so, the contract Kevin Vanders signed
that day, in addition to providing him with a $500,000 signing
bonus and a plane ticket to Rookie ball the next month, included
the following line: "I undertake to complete the necessary work to
earn my degree at my earliest opportunity."

Kevin's hand shook as he scrawled his name
along the dotted lines on five copies of the contract. The next
thing he signed was a check made out to Carl Crozier: 10 per cent
of $500,000 was $50,000, and his hand shook even more as he signed
that piece of paper.

To his surprise, his mom had arranged a
little party in his honor, and within half an hour of signing, the
tidy apartment was overflowing with friends and neighbors, all of
whom were genuinely happy for Kevin and Angela. Kevin floated
through his home, shaking hands, slapping backs and laughing inside
at his mom: He estimated she had put in about five hours getting
the food ready for an event she had argued hard to delay for at
least a year. She knew he
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