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          Ten Years Ago

        

      

    

    
      “Oh, Jesus!” she cried. “I’m alive!”

      Isadora wanted to be dead. Like all the others, she’d expected to be sleeping in the sweet afterglow. But she’d screwed up. She must have. But how? Sorting through the buzzing in her head, she hadn’t a screaming notion. The narcotic mixture hadn’t yet worn itself out. It left her half-paralyzed, in the same fetal shape in which she’d chosen to end her broken life.

      No, Izzy. You aren’t dreaming.

      Heaven couldn’t look like this. Izzy’s eyes flickered open to a disturbing vision. It was daylight still. Sometime after five. Four stories up, the late afternoon sun busted through the hanging dust of the abandoned movie soundstage. Third-hand mattresses had long ago been tacked to the walls for cheap soundproofing. Forty feet high of used Orthos, Sealy Posturepedics, and Simmons Beautyrests. The mattresses were riveted and rippled, torn and bleeding stuffing of yellowed feathers and polyurethane foam. The dying sun cast the mattresses in yellows and oranges, an unearthly texture. The gargantuan space resembled a massive padded cell more than a former movie soundstage.

      Before Izzy lay all her brothers and sisters. A hundred dead. She knew because she’d counted. Her eyes scanned madly, clicking off the bodies and adding the numbers. Each one lay on a cardboard mat, naked and dead, just as she should have been. But the peaceful sea of death had been broken by a single ripple. Izzy was alive. And though her body remained nearly as fixed as the dead, her mind was cramping with questions. Why me? All the mixtures were the same, albeit a bit more narcotic was added for the men. Two parts Seconal, one part barbital, ten milligrams of Valium, a quarter-cup of strawberry-flavored Jell-O, and a tablespoon of sour cream. That was the recipe. She’d happily taken hers with the all the others.

      But I’m alive! God, no, I’m alive!

      She reasoned it must have been all the drugs. It had to be. A lifetime of experimentation had bolstered her tightly muscled body into a narcotic-resistant vessel, immune to some of the hardest dope cocktails. She had always been able to out-drink, out-snort, and out-shoot the men in her life. All but her beloved Dean. And now he was dead and gone with the rest of them.

      A shudder of loneliness overcame Izzy. She lay there, motionless, eyes shutting out the horror that lay before her. They had left without her. Brothers and sisters. Left their bodies, left the earth, and crossed over into the mysteriously wonderful beyond. The ultimate trip. The afterglow.

      Fuck!

      “Fuck!” retched a voice. A man’s voice, sounding more like a guttural howl than a curse at the heavens. There was no echo. The sound waves shattered and died when they crashed into the mattresses. Once again, Izzy’s eyes burst open, scanning the room for her brother. Any brother. The one who cried out. Yet she saw nothing. Just death. A mass of bodies lying in their final state. Then she heard sobbing. A woman’s cry. A sister, somewhere to her right. Slowly, Izzy pushed herself up onto her hands, arched her back, and scanned the dead for some kind of movement. Something to tell her the drugs weren’t playing tricks. Otherwise, it could be just a dream. The feared shitty ride that might come before death.

      “I’m alive!” she called out. Her voice ached before being sucked into the mattress fiber. “I’m awake!”

      “So am I,” said a sister. Izzy recognized the sound of little Starr. But where was she? Where had she laid herself down to die?

      More sobs rose up from among the dead. Some bitter. Others doleful. Far across the space, Izzy saw Clem sitting up and rubbing his face. Then Sheila. And Markus. Izzy struggled, found her feet, at once happy that she was not alone, yet afraid that she had made some terrible, horrible mistake.

      She shouted at the heavens as if looking for an answer, “I’M ALIVE!”

      “Yes, you are. Arise and come sit at my feet,” said a voice in soft and familiar phrasing. Izzy wheeled and saw him, his translucent, unblemished skin glowing. Pale, thin, and naked but for a bedsheet wrapped about his waist, the familiar blue tattoo of a medieval sword stretching like an inverted crucifix from his navel to the top of his breastbone. His arms beckoned wide, spread open with an alien grace.

      Come to me.

      Dean stood at the rail just outside the upstairs offices. The abandoned loft. That’s where Dean slept. And that’s where he’d chosen to die. She had watched him herself. He was the first to have swallowed the poison. After which he had demonstrated to the others how they were to lie down and wait for death to come and sweep their souls away. Izzy had cried tears of joy at his bravery. Then, as per his wishes, passed out Baskin-Robbins cups filled with the magic Jell-O to the others. Each waxed container was indelibly marked with a name. That was Dean’s idea. His final, most personal gift to his family.

      “Come,” he repeated to his resurrected.

      Twelve naked bodies rose from the dead. Empty souls, ready to be fitted with a new message. One by one, they climbed. As Dean embraced each one, he recalled the shattered people that they once were.

      First was the slight and gentle Starr with her flaming red hair and sugar-green eyes. Used, abused, and cut off from her family, she had turned her first trick at fourteen.

      Clem, with his dead-blue eyes, rotting teeth, and bleached dreadlocks had suffered through more foster families than there were eggs in a carton.

      And Sheila, always regal inside her Latina-brown skin. Another prostitute he had served up then later saved from the street. There were the twins, Timothy and Jack, heads always shaved to a domed shine; they were the unwanted children of a long-past incestuous liaison. Then came Asia, and Markus with his permanently retarded grin and bulging gray eyes. Arletta and Kris and Jane.

      Finally, there was Izzy. The youngest of them all. Barely nineteen with straw hair and the face of an angel. Her wings had been broken since birth. Fatherless, motherless, and fending for herself in a traveling carny brigade that landed one weekend in Pasadena. Izzy had run off to Hollywood and somehow found her way directly into Dean’s growing covenant. She was the very last up the stairs, still sobbing. She was oh-so-very-special to him. And Dean kissed her tears.

      “Be happy,” he said. “For your new life has dawned.”

      “But the others,” she said, pointing her chin back over her shoulder at all the frozen bodies below.

      “They weren’t chosen,” he said. “But you were. Now come. Hear what I have dreamed. Can you do that, my child?”

      Yes, she nodded. He took her into his arms and held her for what seemed like forever.

      The abandoned office was merely an upstairs loft floored with cracked linoleum. Chairs stacked against the wall were unfolded and arranged in a semi-circle. The half-wakened twelve shook off their goose bumps and obediently sat.

      “We died. You. Me. All of us,” said Dean, with a balletic gesture to the dead that lay below. “And now we have been reborn. We are new souls, returned to do the work the others could not.”

      They all listened, semi-doped and transfixed by their master.

      “God foretold to me who I am, who you are, and what is to happen. The Quickening has begun and we have been resurrected to make way for the end. The human pollution that have poisoned the universe are to be returned to the dust from which they came. Blooded without mercy.”

      Blooded? Izzy looked at Clem. He was staring dead ahead, eyes locked on Dean.

      “God said that for the death of our brethren I am to be tried in an earthly court, found guilty, and then sacrificed to the state.”

      “No!” cried Izzy. “Not again!”

      “I am already dead, my love,” said Dean. “And so are you. You’ve been resurrected to begin the work. The end is upon us. And you are the messengers.” His eyes squeezed shut as if in sudden pain. “One of you will betray me.”

      It was as if an electrical charge was set off within each of the twelve. Who would it be? Who could it be? Dean’s disciples rumbled with disbelief. The biblical parallel of it all.

      And with that, Wesley Dean Theroux stood, straightened, his arms held waist high, his palms facing forward and bleeding from fresh razor cuts. Blood spilled onto the floor.

      “We came together in abstinence and heavenly love and as a family,” said Dean. “And we left this world as one. So we must stop trying to remember who we were. Those are the thoughts of the dead. We must live on with a new purpose.”

      “But what is our purpose?” asked Starr. Her eyes were black, smeared with tear-streaked mascara.

      “Our purpose? We are the chosen. We are to usher in the apocalypse. Put the world as we know it out of its misery. And with every ounce of blood you spill in my name, the message will spread that much further. God is angry. God wants his experiment on earth to end. And God wants a martyr. I am the beast to carry that burden. And yours is the privilege of delivering his final wrath.”

      “You spoke to God?” asked Clem, rubbing at his stubbled face.

      “God spoke to me,” said Dean.

      “And he wants us to kill?”

      “Yes,” said Dean.

      “Who and when?”

      “You will find out soon enough,” said Dean. “Remember. We are all new souls. But our hearts are as old as mankind itself. God will tell us who is to live and who is to die. All we need to do is look. With our eyes. With our heads and hearts. You will know what to do. Of that, I promise. Just look. And then act swiftly. Look to me. For I am always guiding you.”

      “Why?” cried Izzy. She didn’t understand. She was alive. But her soul was dead? A new one, installed like a transistor in a radio? One that would kill for him?

      “YOURS IS NOT TO ASK WHY!” boomed Dean. “YOURS IS TO DELIVER MY MESSAGE!”
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      The pregnancy test was negative.

      It was one of those do-it-yourself kits found in a small cardboard box, strategically placed in the supermarket aisle between the tampons and condoms. Totally disposable. Pee on the plastic stick, wait three minutes, and see if the dot turns blue.

      For Gwen, those three minutes might as well have been three hours. She had been late again that October. And with the lateness came hope. And with the hope came a prayer and another failed pregnancy test. Her cycle was a vicious beast. Hard to pin down. And unlike the woman herself, never on time.

      If only the harsh feelings had been disposable, too.

      Gwen sat on the toilet seat in the master bathroom for a good ten minutes, surrounded by the beauty of antique-glazed tiles and imported porcelain installed at the turn of the century, but stared only at that damn plastic stick. Willing it to turn blue. Then finally cursing it for remaining the same, negative white. Tears followed the brief rage. But they always did, cracking the cool and savvy veneer Gwen had cultivated for over the last twenty years.

      Gwen Corbett-Sullivan. A name with a ring and a sterling reputation. Good breeding, her father used to say, was in the heart and not the wallet. But Daddy had never said good breeding hurt so damn much.

      She dumped the failed test into a wastebasket under the sink. The aging housekeeper, Geneva, would see to it that it was emptied by the time she returned from her office. So by bedtime, Gwen would wipe away the day’s makeup and lipstick with a sterile cotton ball and toss it into an empty receptacle, cleansed of any reminder from that horrid morning.

      Such had been the ritual for nearly three years now. Every month, when she’d take that test only to find no blue dot or plus sign or double vertical lines developing in that damned little window, it killed her that much more. She would sit in the bathroom and cry, eventually showering off the feelings that she was defective in a hot spray, dress in something crisply Armani, touch up her delicate face with a little blush and powder, stuff the leftover emotions in her empty womb, and head off to the office.

      With her maternal duty complete for another twenty-eight days, happiness would have to wait. Fulfillment, somewhere down the road. She speed-dialed her husband’s private line in Washington D.C. from her Ford Explorer. After it rang three times, she was certain she would get shuttled off to voicemail. Instead, Will Sullivan picked up.

      “This is Will,” he answered.

      “It’s me,” said Gwen. Her voice was slightly choked, but she covered it well. “Betcha thought it was Sully.”

      “When it rang, yeah,” said Will. “But then I heard it was a car phone—”

      “Dead giveaway.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Just pulling out of the driveway. The leaves are turning. You should see ’em.”

      “I’ll be up for the weekend, so save some for me.”

      “I’ll see what I can do. But me and Mother Nature haven’t exactly been getting along.”

      Will knew what she meant. On first hearing her voice he had thought he would get back to her once she reached her office. He was already behind with his daily staff meeting. But another negative pregnancy test was a priority. “I’m sorry.”

      There was a dull moment of cellular static between the couple. The tension was real. Then Will, always with the solution, served up some encouragement. “So we go back to Dallas. You give me the date, I’ll book that old suite at the Melrose.”

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” she said, her voice cracking. Or was it the cellular? “Not now. So . . . I saw you on Nightline.”

      “What’d you think?”

      Her voice was bolstered by the change in subject matter. “I thought you were really strong on the committee’s overall goals. But I don’t think Koppel believed you when you said that Justice was on board with the committee’s investigation.”

      “He asked and I answered,” he said a bit tersely. Practically his entire key staff was in his office, eyes on him, waiting for the personal call to come to a close. “I’ll let the Ladies Justice speak for themselves. They had the opportunity to go on air with me and they bugged out at the last minute.”

      Both the attorney general, Margie Van Hough, and her right arm, FBI Director Lois Freehold, had been engaged in a proprietary war against Will Sullivan and his committee hell-bent on oversight of the scandal-ridden Food and Drug Administration. In twenty-four hours, at 2 P.M. Eastern time, Will would chair the first round of live televised hearings embarking on what was certain to be a trophied moment in his young career. In Will’s opinion, the FBI had bungled their two-year investigation of the FDA, leaving the agency ripe for the political picking.

      “I can’t believe they put on that prick of a shill Bob Jamison instead,” said Gwen. “And I really think you let him off the hook when it came to all that money he took from the drug companies.”

      “Purely tactical. I need him on my side for SB245.”

      “Was that a spot decision or did someone twist your arm?”

      “No arm-twisting. Koppel clued me to the questions during the break, so I made the deal with Jamison right there in the studio. If I choose, I can come back and hammer him anytime I want if he doesn’t go my way when it comes to the floor vote.”

      “That’s fine and dandy, sweetie. But what works on the Hill doesn’t necessarily work for TV,” she reminded him, sounding every bit as patronizing as she could muster. “Ma and Pa America don’t know your deals from their local Wal-Mart. You get hit, you hit back. Nobody gets off the hook unless they deserve it.” He was her husband, her partner, and her political prodigy. And hell if she would ever let him forget it.

      Will switched back to the subject of progeny in an attempt to close out the conversation. “I’m thinking the sooner the better, hon. I say we pick ourselves up and get back into the saddle, so to speak.”

      “I’m the horse, remember?” said Gwen. “I need to be the one to say when I get back in the stirrups.”

      Will knew to dump the subject. She would rebound in her own quick time. “Okay, fine. What else?”

      “I can tell you’re in a crew call,” said Gwen.

      “What was your first hint?” he asked. “My precious staff get so little of me as it is.” With that, Will gave a wink to his silent clan, spread out on the chairs and the sofa while the boss held court from behind his desk.

      Gwen could picture them. Levinthal, Will’s legislative director. Sandra Corwin, director of communications. Four ferrets—Gwen’s description of either legislative assistants or legislative correspondents. Two different jobs, but both requiring the same masochistic attributes of youth, character, and an unmitigated willingness to stay up the ass of an issue.

      “Give my regards to La Roy. I’ll betcha he’s on the sofa, boots on the coffee table, halfway through something called Samoan java.”

      Will Sullivan let his gaze swivel across his Senate office to his chief of staff, Wild Bill La Roy. Half-Seminole Indian, half-Haitian, and one hundred percent American, whose dress de rigueur was pressed jeans and a white, open-collared shirt hugging a small pot belly bulging over a silver rodeo belt buckle. Then there were those trademark lizard-skin cowboy boots—La Roy was rumored to carry a small, semiauto handgun inside the right boot. If asked, he would always grin and deny that he ever packed heat. La Roy’s look was capped off by a gold Rolex and a thin platinum neck chain, all in stark contrast to the darkest, most chocolate-brown skin a black man had ever been blessed with.

      “She’s got your number, Bill,” Will said to La Roy.

      “Tell the Boston Ballbuster that one, she’s making my meeting go way too fuckin’ long,” answered La Roy. “And two, that if she keeps you on the phone any longer, a black man’s gonna start making policy in the name of her husband’s lily-white uppity fuckin’ state.”

      Gwen heard La Roy over the car speaker. “Okay, you gotta go. So do I.”

      They said their good-byes and Will hung up, catching a wide grin from La Roy and a line that drew titters from the crew. “What, y’all forget to say ‘I love you’?”

      “After twelve years, we don’t need to say it,” said Will, returning to the docket. He had to hurry up and cut through the chaff of the daily legislative agenda so he could get on with the ten-minute underground walk over to the Dirksen Building for his last and final prep-day before the FDA hearings. Tomorrow was his big show. And the star wasn’t about to go on without a full dress rehearsal.

      “Earnest is as Earnest says. Is that it?” teased La Roy, hooking Will simply for the sheer amusement of the staff. He loved calling Will by his own pet nickname, Earnest. It came from Will’s uncanny ability to stare a constituent in the eye and, no matter how great the gulf between them, or how deep the bullshit, seem just that. Earnest in every way. As for the marriage part? La Roy had seen better. He’d also seen worse. Two of them his own.

      “Wasting my time,” said La Roy. “Let’s move.”

      “Wasting your time?” mocked the senator. “Okay. Moving on. Who’s chasing the Speaker on the proposed AFDC cutbacks?”

      “I’m on it, Senator,” said one of the ferrets, seemingly out of breath before she had gotten her first words out.

      “You’re not on it,” barked La Roy. “You own it. The job’s about accountability, kiddo.”

      Will’s Amtel beeped with a scrolling message:

      
        
        COMMITTEE READY FOR YOU IN TEN

      

      

      Will double-checked the Amtel against his watch. “Finish up without me.” He let his arms stretch out over an oak desk formerly belonging to Huey Long, then shook them as if he was an Olympic swimmer about to dive head-first into a piranha-infested two-hundred-meter medley. He stood, swung on his off-the-rack, navy, forty-two regular—the same exact size he had worn since graduating prep school—and stepped into a private bathroom to check his hair and tie.

      With a simple thumb-gesture La Roy successfully shooed out the rest of the staff, half of whom never got to their own agendas, dockets, or questions.

      “I betcha Mrs. Sullivan’s got you a closet fulla Italian threads back up in you-know-where.”

      “In my uppity house in my uppity state?” asked Will.

      “Versace?”

      “I might have had a couple.”

      “But would you ever wear one?”

      “Let’s just say I mothballed the fleet at the same time I sold the Porsche.” The flashy car, the suits, the attitude—all gone when Will finished the booze.

      La Roy smiled. Will Sullivan was hardly a man of the people, but boy, he was sure trying. Will was convinced that’s what had got him elected to the House, then four years later, the U.S. Senate. Man-of-the-people talk. Man-of-the-people walk. That and he was the first politician to come out of an alcoholic’s closet on TV. Fox’s popular Overnight with Buddy Prince. On the nationally syndicated program, the reformed boozer made the kind of statement reserved only for Alcoholics Anonymous meetings:

      My name is Will Sullivan, and I am an alcoholic.

      Will had ridden his public sobriety wave into office with help from his friend and sponsor, Bill La Roy, a wife who believed in him, and a couple of well-fitting, department-store suits.

      “You know Versace wasn’t really killed by that spree-killer-guy?” said La Roy. “I read it was the Italian mob. He was up to his eyelashes in their confederate cash, but wasn’t paying the vig.”

      The Amtel beeped again.

      
        
        LUNCH?

      

      

      Leaning over his desk, Will punched up a one key, pre-programmed response.

      
        
        COME IN, PLEASE

      

      

      Exactly three seconds later, that oft-polished plank of a door opened and shut. Myriam stood on her mark, just inside the threshold, medium-sized, medium-aged, medium-looks, with medium-brown hair. And that’s just the way she liked it. Anonymous and totally accommodating. Just what a U.S. senator needed in a personal secretary.

      “I’ve got you down for Ray Hensel with the Lobby Reform Institute. Billy’s Green Room, one-thirty.”

      “Move him,” said Will. “See what he has next month. Cocktails. And make sure it’s pushed up against some kind of sit-down, black-tie event so I have an excuse to leave early.”

      “See what I can do. And in his stead?”

      “I’m taking Senator Akira to lunch. Let his office pick. Just as long as it’s not that far off campus.”

      “What if he wants the CDR?”

      The Congressional Dining Room. Will was actually fond of the in-house eatery. But only for breakfast. At the beginning of a new session, he’d regularly show up early, just when the doors opened. There he’d always find a freshman congressman or youngish senator. He’d invite himself to sit, he’d shake his hand, then respectfully introduce himself as if they had never met, setting himself up to have his own ear bent. “Give ’em a platform and let ’em talk,” ol’ Sully used to say. “Politics is a pair of good ears and never fogettin’ to fix them potholes.”

      That was from back when Will used to listen to his father.

      La Roy had a different take on it. Politics is power. Power is addictive. And recovering alcoholics need a vice. Most end up as chain-smokers. Will quit smoking the same day he quit booze. La Roy, himself a former fall-down drunkard, hooked up with hourly doses of gourmet coffee, single white women, and conspiracy theories—the more outlandish the better.

      “Akira won’t want the CDR,” said Will. “My esteemed cochair from Hawaii wants to grind me one last time before tomorrow. He won’t want to shake that many hands while he’s trying to sell me softballs. Where’s Allison?”

      “On her way,” Myriam said, straightening out Will’s tie. “In her case, probably at a dead run.”

      “And don’t you like to see them young, white things on the move?” said La Roy in a not-so-subtle attempt at getting under Myriam’s leathery skin.

      Myriam fired him an ugly, sideways glare. The man reeked of impropriety and, in her opinion, did not belong in the building, let alone the office of a United States senator. She had made a deal with Will that over her resignation would she take an order or instruction from Bill La Roy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      In her lime-green Hush Puppies, Allison Flannery skidded around a marbled corner, meeting up with Will and La Roy just before the doors of the Russell Building’s private elevator closed. She was twenty-five, freckled from head to toe, with a frizz of radiant red hair. Flushed and panting from sprinting down the entire length of Pennsylvania Avenue, she swung off her backpack and shucked her mohair sweater. The backpack contained so many files it shook the elevator when she dumped it onto the floor.

      Allison looked right at La Roy and made sure she used his standard. “I own this speech.”

      “Good girl,” he said proudly. The smart ones learned fast. Allison was displaying promise.

      “You showed it to Bregman?” asked Will, referring to the White House’s unofficial liaison to the FDA hearings.

      “Showed it to him,” she said. “And I swear, sir, as I’m standing right here, Bregman walked me across the street and straight into the Oval Office.”

      Without missing a beat, La Roy turned instantly abrasive. “That sorry Southern sack of shit! He’s worse than a barnyard dog.”

      “Bregman?” asked a stunned Allison.

      “Not Bregman,” riffed La Roy. “The president. Did he ask you to do the Dance of the Seven Fucking Veils?”

      Allison was lost, shocked, and too mystified to respond. That and she was locked in La Roy’s surly gaze. Will cut in, righting the subject. “You showed the speech to the president?”

      “Actually, sir,” said Allison, regaining focus, “it was more in the manner of performance art.”

      “Ah-hah!” shouted La Roy.

      Will ignored La Roy and allowed his interest to pique. He had known for some time that the White House had an acute eye on him. And hell if he didn’t like basking in the glow of the presidency.

      “Did he give you any notes?” asked Will.

      “Other than ask me to read it again?” Allison shook her head and sneaked a glance at La Roy, who was rolling his eyes. Allison was such a muffin. Will could see La Roy cataloguing every drop of her young sweat into his sub-sexual cortex. Just as President Addison most likely had.

      “Well done. Leave the speech with Myriam and she’ll set aside thirty minutes this afternoon for us to lock it.” Will gave Allison a confident wink. His opening speech was the first big piece that Allison had outlined, run down the dog on, and owned. Finally, Will had given her an hour of dictated notes and the go-ahead to write the all-important opener. Eleven drafts, twenty hours of lost sleep, and six pints of Rum Raisin later, she had delivered a spirited little masterpiece.

      They’d been walking the connecting tunnel between the Russell and Dirksen Buildings, when La Roy made a scheduled pit stop into the nearest men’s room. Will had a mind to join him when Allison tugged at his arm.

      “Senator? I don’t mean to be a bother. But I have to ask. I don’t think Mr. La Roy likes me very much.”

      Will read the pain on her face. La Roy was her superior—and a man who sometimes appeared out of control.

      “It’s an act,” said Will.

      “Excuse me, Senator?”

      “All the bluster. Bill La Roy’s a puppy dog in wolf’s clothing. That and he doesn’t care much for our commander in chief. It’s a Florida thing.”

      “The president and Mr. La Roy?”

      “They go way back,” said Will. “Plus the last time La Roy saw the inside of the Oval Office was at a NAACP luncheon with Jimmy Carter.”

      “Oh, gawd. I feel so young.” She blushed. “I think I was about only eight years old back then.”

      “There!” said Will, his hands up and framing her face in his fingers. “That’s your secret, Allison. Stay young. And as long as people underestimate you, you’ll retain the element of surprise.”

      Allison beamed and almost followed him into the men’s room, but caught herself short of the threshold. She took a deep breath. She couldn’t believe she was there. In Washington. Making policy. Working for him. “He is soooo amazing,” she sighed to herself. Then she spun a one-eighty just to make sure nobody had heard her.
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      North Carolina, Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas. Izzy had crossed four state lines, stolen two cars, changed the registration tags and plates on each, slept all of eleven hours in less than four days, and put eight hundred and twenty-seven miles between herself and a seaside motel room where she had killed a man. His name was Charlie Hunt. A lumbering drunk reporter for the Charlotte Observer and wannabe true-crime writer who had been shopping an updated Theroux cult manuscript to New York publishers. Dean had instructed her to take care of Charlie Hunt in the usual way. And that’s what she had done. Just as she had done so many times before.

      It was 1:43 A.M. She had used the deserted two-lane before. Twenty-some miles ahead, it would cross the state line into sleepy Paris, Texas. Quiet. The occasional pair of headlights crossed her path. Some too lazy, sotted, or rude to turn off their high beams. But she wouldn’t think of flashing them. It was her practice not to attract the wrong kind of attention.

      It was the numbers game that kept her going. That’s how she kept track of the hours, days, and years. Twenty-nine years. That big number was still looming in her head. Big-time. Just a little more than two months until the big three-oh. Seventy-one days and counting. The numbers played on and on through her head as the miles clicked on the stolen Mazda’s odometer. Twenty-three thousand, nine hundred, fifty-five and four-tenths miles.

      Twenty-three thousand . . . twenty-three . . . Now that was a good number to ponder.

      Kurt Cobain was born in 1967 and died in 1994. The numbers 1-9-6-7 and 1-9-9-4 both added up to twenty-three.

      It took twenty-three seconds for blood to circulate through the entire human body.

      There were twenty-three letters in the name William Jefferson Clinton.

      Twenty-three was the first prime number where both digits were prime unto themselves, and both adding up to another prime number, five.

      There were twenty-three vitamins and minerals in a Centrum Silver Tablet.

      Twenty-three was the limit of members in an America Online chat room.

      Ooh. When the numbers were right, Izzy would get an adrenaline charge out of it good for another two or more hours of drive time. It was almost as good as an amphetamine. She would be in California in four days. Back home. Maybe she would head south, down San Diego way to Black’s Beach just below the cliffs at Torrey Pines. It was the only legal nude beach south of Santa Barbara. She could lie out for a few days and let her skin eat some sun. Turn her golden once again. Then, maybe, she’d send the scanned pictures to Dean and, for once in a long time, he would approve.

      Headlights fast approached in her rearview mirror. Closing a hundred-yard gap. It had to be a cop, she thought. Otherwise, the car would up and pass. She checked her speedometer. Fifty-three miles per hour. Legal as hell. In the glare she could make out the squared features of the cruiser and the mounted shotgun bisecting the front windshield. One driver. Highway Patrol, most likely. Or some county-mountie bored out of his skull. Sure as shit he was calling up the tags. And no way would they be coming up on the computer. She had stolen the Mazda from an airport car park. She had watched the owner take his bags from the trunk, check in at the ticket counter, walk to the gate and get on the aircraft.

      Ten minutes later, once she had sparked the car’s ignition, all she had to do was say she had lost her parking stub and pay the maximum. Only the cashier thought she was cute enough to cut her some slack on the price, taking her word for it that she had parked the car for less than twenty-four hours.

      No way would those tags come up stolen. Not yet.

      But the lights went on anyway in a blaze of cop car glory. They loved to do that, she thought. Flashing those red lights got ’em all hot and hard in the pants.

      Dumb fucker.

      Carefully, she eased the car over to the shoulder, checking forward, then back. She could see a good three hundred yards of road in either direction. Plenty of warning were an unsuspecting car to round the bend. In a practiced move, she kicked off her panties and hiked up her skirt to just above mid-thigh. She put her hands at the ten and two o’clock positions on the steering wheel, just where cops liked to see ’em when they approached. She would do her best to be a good customer. Question was, would he be a good cop?

      With her right hand in clear view of the oncoming officer, she so-very-obviously switched on the overhead dome-light and adjusted the rearview mirror to face herself. Out came the lipstick. At twenty-nine, Izzy was afraid of the day she would lose her precious looks. Ten years of running had turned that angelic teenager’s face into a visage sculpted from make-believe granite. And it killed her to so much as glance at it through her rearview mirror. What looks she had left, she knew were mostly complimentary of Maybelline or Revlon, smeared over cosmetically improved cheekbones and collagen-injected lips. Hell, she thought. Her breasts weren’t even hers anymore.

      But who was she tonight? The Darvon prescription she had dipped out of an old woman’s purse made it a bit fuzzy and hard to remember.

      Ten years.

      One town after the other, city upon city, state lines crossed a hundred thousand times. Or so it seemed.

      “And my name’s Dorothea Jean Haskell,” she said aloud, suddenly remembering, to the mirror. Just to make sure, she checked her wallet and current driver’s license to see if she had passed the little quiz. There was her name, Dorothea Jean Haskell of Memphis, right next to a younger version of the same stunning face, under a brassy wig. The license lied that she was only twenty-five. At least the picture passed for twenty-five. The dim lighting and rearview mirror said otherwise. Twenty-nine going on forty. A stone’s throw from premature middle age. After that, it would all be about wiles and wit. Turning heads from across a room might be too much to ask for. From then on, she would have to do the inviting.
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      Deputy Duwayne Burnap was bored out of his skull. The graveyard shift in McCallister County had a way of doing that to a fellah. Was a time, he remembered, when the late shift was buoyed by the old buddy system. Partners in a car, cruising the backwoods’ two-lane, answering domestic violence calls, outpacing drunk drivers, and jabbering about local and national sports through the night. That was before the county started with the cutbacks. More welfare. Fewer cops. Smart, thought Duwayne. Real fuckin’ smart.

      The department still had plenty of cars. Just not the cops to fill them. The younger guys had to either move out of state or take lower-paying security jobs that didn’t have any benefits. As for Duwayne, he was right on the seniority bubble. Had he come out of training a couple of months later, who knows? He might be working the graveyard watch at some Little Rock construction site.

      No thank you, ma’am.

      Instead, it was single-man duty from then on, day and night. Nobody to talk to and lonely as hell. Creeping up on the Mazda, Duwayne could make out the shine of a woman’s honey-blonde hair behind the wheel. She had been right at the speed limit, but who was there to tell him he had no probable cause to pull her over?

      Absolutely nobody.

      Duwayne could pull the governor over if he damn well pleased. White, black, Ford, or Cadillac he would say to himself. It didn’t matter. Just as long as the driver spoke English and politely showed him his license and registration.

      It was procedure to call in the tags of the car before the approach. Suspicious cars with suspicious plates. But the only thing suspicious about the blonde in the Mazda was that she was headed for Texas somewhere close to two in the morning. That wasn’t quite enough to radio the dispatcher for a routine tag check.

      The deputy stepped from his cruiser, adjusting his Stetson. Flashlight in his left hand, right thumb hooked inside his belt and close to his gun. It was all standard. For appearances mostly. After all, Duwayne was a professional. He wanted to impress the lady.

      She had both hands on the wheel, waiting for him to tap the flashlight against the windshield.

      “Wanna roll down yer window, ma’am?”

      She smiled, nodded stupidly as if she should have already done it. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Cops make me nervous.”

      “Why?” asked Duwayne. “Were you doing anything illegal?”

      “I might’ve been weaving. It’s late and I’m kinda tired.”

      “Where you goin’?”

      “Paris.”

      “But you’re from—”

      “Tennessee.”

      “Can I see your license and registration, please?”

      “Oh, sure.” She had it planned that way. Waiting for him to ask the license and registration question. So when she reached over to the glove box, her left hip would turn up, revealing a slight bit of bare rump. He would be sure to look. Any man would. They really were that predictable. She handed him the registration, already having memorized it. “As you can tell, it’s not my car.”

      “Whose is it?”

      “My brother’s”

      “And what’s wrong with your car?”

      “Nothin’s wrong with it. I just don’t have one.”

      “Driver’s license, please.”

      Seemingly embarrassed again, she dove to her right into her faux Chanel bag, pulling out her faux Chanel wallet and giving Duwayne another peek at her ass. She showed him her license.

      “Take it out of the wallet, please.”

      “Sorry.” She slid the driver’s license out of the wallet and handed it over.

      The picture was definitely her. The name identified her as Dorothea Jean Haskell from Memphis. Date of birth February 26, 1973.

      “Brother’s car, but he lives in Little Rock. You’re from Tennessee, but headed to Texas,” surmised Duwayne. “Am I missin’ somethin’?”

      “The asshole I divorced is in Tennessee,” she said with a slight huff. As if she was put upon. “I’m living in Little Rock with my brother. But I don’t got a car on account that the asshole got drunk and rolled it into a ditch. He’s okay, but the Toyota’s totaled. Don’t ask me if I wish it was the other way around. Anyway, my brother? He’s a local rep for Michelob, so he had to go outta town on business, so I’m going to Paris to see our mother.” She batted her eyes and smiled. End of story.

      Duwayne gave her a dirty-dog grin that she had seen too many times before. “And you don’t wear no underwear. Now, what’s your momma gonna think?”

      Bingo. That’s when she knew that she had him.

      “You noticed that?” She tried to blush. “Stick your arm in here. Go on. You feel around? Floor heater’s broke. Turned all the way up and I got a little . . . well . . . you know. Anyway, you ain’t met my momma.” She giggled.

      “Oh, it’s all beginnin’ to add up.” Duwayne was pleased he hadn’t called into the dispatcher.

      “Well, ain’t you an ol’ dog on the prowl.” Her voice was getting stickier and Southern-infected. He didn’t seem to notice the change. “Step back and lemme get a look at ya.”

      Duwayne sucked in his beer gut and took two steps back. In his most charming move, he aimed that flashlight on his pudgy face.

      Dumb with a gun. Isn’t this precious?

      She swung her door open and swiveled ninety degrees, leading with her left leg. She followed with her right, but never imagined bringing her knees together. With that flashlight, Duwayne decided to inspect the merchandise, that beam crawling up her inside thigh . . .

      “Uh-uh,” she said, bringing her knees together. “Turn it off and come here.”

      Obediently, he switched off the flashlight and holstered it. Before approaching, he looked both ways, up and down the road. No cars. No headlights coming. It was dead out there. That time of night, that stretch of two-lane was always dead.

      Duwayne stepped up to her. “What you got in mind, Dorothea?”

      “Just call me Dotty.” She unzipped his pants, reaching inside for him with her right hand. He knew what was coming. A dream. A cop’s midnight fantasy. A lonely perk of the single-man graveyard shift. He arched his back, hands on his hips, eyes flashing left and right once again for any sign of oncoming headlights.

      In her left hand, Izzy found something hard. The plastic butt of Duwayne’s Glock 19. She knew the gun well enough. All the bumpkin cops were carrying the Glock. The plastic grip molded well to just about any-sized hand. The nineteen-round clip enabled cops with the worst aim to put a hail of hot lead into the air as quickly as they could pull the trigger. Cops felt safe with the gun.

      “C’mon, sister. Pull it out.” But Duwayne wasn’t thinking about the Glock. She had it cleared of the holster and stuck underneath his jaw before he realized the ploy. After that, everything went black. She popped off the first round, cutting his motors and dropping him to the pavement like a wet sack of seed. Quickly, she switched hands and finished him off, squeezing two more rounds into Duwayne’s head.

      Pop pop!

      She stepped over the body and, in her bare feet, strode back to the cruiser. Careful not to touch anything, she reached inside and switched off the headlights with the Glock’s muzzle, then leveled the semiauto on the squawking police radio.

      Pop pop!

      The radio sparked, dead as Duwayne. She was back in the Mazda inside ten seconds and roaring down the highway. At the first bridge, she tossed the gun out the passenger window into a creek. And by 2:10 A.M., she had crossed the state line into Paris, Texas, where she left the car in the courthouse parking lot and walked to a nearby motel. There, Dorothea Jean Haskell checked in under another assumed name. Cathy Brewer.

      And though McCallister County had cut back on manpower, they hadn’t cut back on those fancy Glock 9 mills or an even newer invention that guaranteed more coverage on prime time. Four of the department’s radio cars had been outfitted with a video surveillance system called Vid-Safe. Deputy Duwayne Burnap’s had been one of them, with a fiber-optic eye posted just above the rearview mirror aimed at twelve o’clock through the cruiser’s windshield. From it a mini-cable snaked to the trunk where the unit was still recording in black and white digital bytes.
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          10:00 A.M., EDT. The Dirksen Building.

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning,” said Will, addressing the four hundred-plus, standing-room-only crowd of would-be witnesses, attorneys, and media. He was flanked by twelve other U.S. senators, six to his left, six to his right. Each of them backed up by their own staff members, ready with a factoid or written rebuttal to hand off. And though by his youthful looks Chairman Will Sullivan was clearly the junior statesman on the committee, he took command of the room with all the authority of a future commander in chief. It didn’t hurt that all the lights and the TV cameras gave him an adrenaline rush more powerful than a night of tequila-induced sex.

      “This committee’s purpose and proxy is in oversight of external and internal actions involving the United States Food and Drug Administration. Therefore, as cochair, I open this forum with a public promise. It is that this committee believes that high-ranking officials in the FDA have been involved in the obstruction of commerce and free trade by favoring certain pharmaceutical companies over others.

      “This committee believes that certain pharmaceutical companies have engaged in fraud, extortion, and payoffs to certain high-ranking officials in the FDA through gifts, low-interest home loans, and even special favored lease agreements on the luxury cars they drive.”

      Still cameras popped relentlessly while TV cameras broadcast live as Will Sullivan personally took the helm of his Beltway destroyer. All TVs from Congress to the White House were tuned to the event. And the pundits wondered: Would Will Sullivan succeed in his public peeling of the FDA’s corrupted layers? Or would the behemoth agency eat him alive as it had so many young scientists and corporate competitors?

      On Will’s immediate right, waiting his turn to speak was his cochair, the aging senator from Hawaii, Philip Akira, chosen to appease the loyal profiteers of the status quo. Next to Will’s exuberant posture and camera-ready attitude, the old senator looked positively embalmed.

      Bundled behind Will, cluttering the pool camera’s frame, were the senior members of his committee staff along with a rarely-suited Bill La Roy, Allison Flannery, and former FBI agent turned private investigator, Benjamin Yao. As committee chair, Will had made a controversial choice in foregoing FBI investigators in exchange for the high-profile services of Benny Yao. The Washington Post had jumped on the story, leading the way with a fistful of queries about the rift between Will Sullivan and the Ladies Justice. Why wasn’t the FBI investigating for the committee? Sources surfaced, revealing Will Sullivan’s personal distrust of the feds. After all, hadn’t the FBI been investigating the FDA for years without a single indictment?

      So began the war of words between Camp Sullivan and the Department of Justice.

      It was two months of strike and counterstrike, with the FBI accusing the Massachusetts senator of political opportunism while Will staunchly defended his committee’s power of oversight on the Sunday talk shows. Meanwhile, on ABC’s Politically Incorrect, the colorful Bill La Roy publicly began a gender war, renaming both the attorney general and the FBI director the Slammer Sisters. He had said the two women had set feminism back a decade in their preternatural zeal to “clean the House on Capitol Hill,” and that instead of carrying a stick, “the attorney general carries a broom and dustpan.”

      La Roy was referring to Margaret Van Hough’s feat of successfully putting two senators, four congressmen, and a cabinet head behind bars for various indiscretions since her installment as attorney general. More indictments were on the way. It seemed that all of Washington was running scared from the Slammer Sisters.

      Everybody, that was, except Will Sullivan and, apparently the FDA. Will’s popularity was high, he had the ear of President Addison, and, in the opinion of many, a slam dunk in his FDA investigation. Heads were ready to roll and scalps were about to be hung on Will Sullivan’s political totem.

      As Senator Akira began his opening statement—political pabulum with a dash of caution added just to stay on the good side of Madam Attorney General—Will turned to face Benny Yao. “Give me the witness list.”

      Benny shuffled some papers and came up with a Xerox. As Akira droned on, Will perused the names and the order in which they were to appear. Halfway down the page, Will stopped on a familiar name. Mo Gaffney. He underlined it, then passed the list back to Benny. “Think we can move him up a few notches? If this soap opera starts to get dull, I think this guy could give it a little ratings push.”

      “See what I can do,” said Benny.
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      Mo Gaffney had begun his quasi-legendary career selling used cars in a dirt lot next to a strip joint in Worcester, Massachusetts. The lease on the South Main lot was largely financed by the nightly renting of some back-row product to the dancing ladies and their after-show customers. The code for a come-on in the club was something like, “You wanna go next door for a test-drive?” Being that there was no state law against charging prospective auto buyers for test-driving a used Lincoln or Cadillac, business was brisk, most of the cash went unreported, and the rent on the lot was always paid on time. Whether a single car ever rolled off the lot was moot. Mo was in the car business.

      Two years later he went legit with a second lot in Framingham, after which he bought out a failing Ford dealership across the state line in Rhode Island. Word on the street was that Mo Gaffney had set himself up with a Providence crime family who wanted to wash cash and stolen auto parts. As a gesture of their new partnership, the crime family even bought a new road sign for the dealership, complete with a twenty-by-eighteen-foot likeness of smiling Irish Mo, gapped teeth and all.

      Fifteen years and multiple Lincoln-Mercury, Nissan, and Lexus dealerships later, Mo’s gap-toothed grin was pretty damned famous. And so was Mo.

      “So what? You’re here to kiss my ring or my ass?” bullied Daniel “Sully” Sullivan from the comfort of a worn, antique leather chair that he claimed once belonged to Joseph Kennedy.

      Across from Sully sat Mo Gaffney himself. Barely five foot six, round as a wine barrel, wearing a long overcoat to slenderize the puffy frame that pedestalled his famous cartooned face.

      “You mind turning the TV down?” asked Mo. “I got only one good ear to hear with.”

      With a remote, Sully turned down the twenty-five inch Zenith perched above the corner liquor cabinet. It was tuned to CNN’s live coverage of Will’s FDA hearings. “If you’re here to listen, lemme give you a quick tip. My boy Willy plays it like he’s Joe-the-boss-of-his-own-destiny. If he wants you up before that committee of his, hell if I’ll be the one to tell him otherwise.”

      “Aw, Sully. I got nothin’ to do with this FDA scam. The only reason your boy wants me up there is cuzza my name goes a long way with the local constituents.” With his thick Worcester accent, Mo couldn’t mouth constituents without fouling the word into something worthy of Mike Tyson.

      “Because you’re famous?”

      “Somethin’ like that,” said Mo.

      “You’re sorta famous, yeah. And you’re also under a federal subpoena to testify in front of my boy’s committee.” Sully was shaking his head. “I can see right through it, Mo. So can any other son-of-a-wise-guy. You think if you can twist my arm hard enough, my boy might hear you all the way down on the Beltway.”

      “If I go up in front of that committee,” said Mo, “my chances at public office go straight to zero.”

      “You?” asked Sully. “A public servant?”

      “Nothin’ big. Just some statehouse gig. That way, I figure, I can get a little respect.”

      “Respect.”

      “Yeah. And why not me? I got name I.D. from here to New York. I’d play the party line just as long as nobody crossed me.”

      Amused, Sully swiveled left in that big Joe Kennedy chair. He gestured toward his rogues’ gallery. Black-and-white photos of himself arm-in-arm with a who’s who of American politics. Jack Kennedy. Robert. Teddy. Nixon. Reagan. Carter. Clinton. Just about every dignitary, presidential candidate, winner, and loser had come to Boston’s Southy to shake Sully’s hand. He was the local crown whose ring required kissing before that certain block of poor Irish Democrats would pull a voting lever.

      “Look at ’em,” said Sully. “You think you measure up to any of ’em? Every one of them fat bastards was right where you’re standing. That very spot. Every one of them to pay their respect to —”

      “Okay,” said Mo. “So in your eyes I’m just a car salesman. And here’s my best pitch. I give big to the party. They ask. Mo gives. But I swear, if I’m forced to go up in front of that committee, no Democrat’s ever gonna get another dime outta Mo Gaffney.”

      “I could give a crap about the party,” said Sully, ready to count off on his fingers. “I got two causes in my life. South Boston. And my one and only son, U.S. Senator William Daniel Sullivan. And so help me God, he’s gonna be the next President of the United States. Bank on it.”

      Mo pointed at the TV. “I don’t wanna be no part of your little Willy’s TV circus. I just need you to tell me what it’s gonna take.”

      Sully snatched a price out of thin air. “How many car dealerships you up to?”

      “Eleven.”

      “Then may I suggest you build number twelve in old Southy,” said Sully. “Create some jobs. Buy some sewer line. Hell. I’ll bet with a little rummaging down around city hall, I could find you some Expressway-friendly lease space with a grandfathered property tax assessment—”

      Mo laughed. “Folks don’t buy cars in Southy. They fuckin’ steal ’em.”

      “You asked me what it would cost —”

      “Be reasonable. Mo Gaffney sells luxury cars. Caddys and shit, you know? Who in Southy’s gonna buy a fifty-thousand-dollar Lexus?”

      “It’s called access, Mo!” said Sully. “And my boy doesn’t break the surface for a feeding unless his daddy says it’s time for supper.”

      “I thought you said he was Joe-the-boss-of-his-own-whatever. Destiny?”

      “He is,” said Sully. “But I’m still his old man. And there’s only three ways to get to him. His wife. His chief of staff. And me.”

      “You’re an asshole.” Mo’s face was the color of a filet mignon, cooked rare and beaded with a million points of sweat. He was half-clown, half-connected guy with the Providence mob. It was no wonder he was getting yanked in front of Will’s committee. He’d be a peripheral witness at best, but a guaranteed boon in the New England ratings. Famous Mo. Gap-toothed. Meat-faced and grilled by a coterie of senators dying for a taste of televised blood.

      “You know, how about we start with somethin’ kinda social?” offered Mo. “Like dinner. Me and my wife. You and your missus. Will. That honey of a wife of his. What’s her name. Ginny? Gwenny? You pick. Some joint down here in Southy. Like McCarthy’s. Yeah. Your turf. We can talk. Your little Willy can share a bottle of wine. See that this whole FDA thing is a mistake. Then maybe you and I can talk business. Maybe I’ll throw some money into a restaurant—”

      Sully rose, showing his six-plus feet over the chipped oak desk. “The only thing you share with ‘my little Willy’ is when your feet are flat on the floor, you both look up to me!”

      Mo didn’t want to take any more shit. “You sit there in Joe Kennedy’s big chair, thinking you’re just like the man himself. Makin’ as if you and your connections are gonna make your little boy the next Irish president. Well, I got some words for ya, Sully. You ain’t no Joe Kennedy. Most you ever did was carry the water.”

      “I carried the sword,” said Sully. “And lemme tell you, it was an honor.”

      “Well, you can go ahead and pull that sword out of your ass,” said Mo. “’Cuz it’s been stuck there for as long as I’ve known you!”

      The parting words from Mo Gaffney left Sully turning up the volume on his TV so loud he hoped the sound of his son’s ongoing FDA hearings would be the Kryptonite that chased Mo and his boys out of the building. Sully sat, pulled open his desk drawer, and muscled the childproof cap off a prescription bottle of Cozaar, a valve stabilizer for his double-bypassed heart.
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      “I can’t believe Sully tried to sell Mo Gaffney access to me,” said Will.

      “He just thinks the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” said Gwen.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that he’s your father,” said Gwen. “And that’s how fathers think. It’s in the wiring. You screw up? You’re a no-good son of your mother. You succeed, it’s the old man who takes all the credit.”

      They were in the backseat of a government Town Car on their way to a state dinner at the White House. It was the first time they’d actually seen each other in weeks. Strangely, they had been holding hands ever since he had picked her up at the airport. As if a constant connection was required to re-juice their marital batteries. The deeper each had gotten into their careers, the more shallow their marriage had become. As much as their bones ached for the other, politics was a certain wedge.

      “I love him, but he’s a fossil,” said Will. “A relic of the way it was and will never be again.”

      “All those back rooms and bare knuckles.” Gwen gave Will a gentle elbow. “You gotta give some credit to the old school. It was simpler then.”

      “Yeah. Back when the only women in politics were in the president’s bed.” Will finally cracked a smile, catching a glimpse from the Marine Corps driver and making a mental note not to let the conversation stray too far off the public record.

      Gwen opened the window to get some cooler air. It was a rare night for her in the government seat. A city she preferred to keep at arm’s length. And the longer the arm, the better. Boston was sedate, civilized, and only a phone call away. If Will ever made it to the White House, she just might have to lobby to play the part of First Lady from New England.

      “I want our child to know his grandparents,” said Gwen. Both her parents were dead. So Will’s had stood in for the past ten years. They weren’t perfect, but in the absence of a mother and father . . .

      “It’s a blessing,” added Gwen. “Even if ol’ Gramps turns out to be a such a cantankerous—”

      “Old prick?” finished Will. “We’re agreed.”

      “I think Sully’d make a fine granddaddy.”

      “I thought we weren’t going to talk about it,” said Will.

      “We weren’t talking about it. We were talking about Sully.”

      “Oh. Him again?”

      Sure. She was trying just a bit to rattle Will. It was part of their little game. And Will’s father was the only sure-fire red-button issue. Only Gwen would invariably lose the game. That’s because Will Sullivan did not actually rattle. Not anymore. The most he would get was slightly hot under the collar. Getting rattled equaled a return to the bottle and Will had long ago vowed that he would never drink again. And Gwen, taking his promise to heart, had vowed that should he return to that unhappy, unhealthy, and unsavory pastime, she would be gone before he’d knocked back his first fifth of Stoli.

      “Maybe he should retire,” said Will. “He’ll live longer.”

      “You believe that?”

      “No,” laughed Will. They were both pros, understanding that the only thing more annoying than a permanently entrenched politician was a retired one. They tended to grow tumors on their overgrown egos from all the calls that never got returned.

      “And I think your mum would make a find grandmother,” said Gwen.

      “There you go again. And I didn’t bring it up. You did,” warned Will, his voice still sounding somewhat collected. They were getting a little too personal in front of the Marine driver.

      Gwen pulled her shawl over her bare shoulders. Her Vera Wang dress was black, shorter than the White House Protocol Office would have preferred, and left over from a busy summer. She’d bought it on a lunch-hour whim at a resale boutique, chewing thirty percent off the price before she walked out the door with it. Will reminded her that she could have afforded to buy the dress new. But that wasn’t Gwen. The pride she had taken in her staunchly middle-class upbringing had a retroactive effect. Whenever she found herself writing a check for more than two hundred dollars, her knuckles would turn bone-white. As for the dress, she hadn’t had a chance to wear it until that night. The protocol officer be damned. She would make President Del Addison look twice. Or three or four times if he was lucky.

      Finally, Will spoke. “Maybe we should slow it down.”

      “Can’t take the pressure?” she teased.

      “I was thinking of you.”

      “I’m not getting any younger.”

      “Thirty-six is not old.”

      “I’ve decided I don’t want to slow down. I don’t want to ease up. If we do, it won’t happen, okay? That much I’m sure of.”

      “Just a month, for God’s sake.”

      Ah, the blood pressure was finally rising. Will’s pulse heading north of fifty.

      “You got some other plans?” asked Gwen.

      Will pulled at his bow tie. His shirt collar was getting hot and the damned dry cleaners had starched it so crisp it could cut birthday cake.

      “I talked to Dr. Bertrand.” She retreated, letting Will off the hook. She’d seen a little bit of steam. Enough to satisfy her. He was human again. “Dr. Bertrand says it’s time he took us to the next step.”

      “Which is?”

      “More drugs. Up my antibodies,” she said. “He was also thinking of switching from the synthetic progesterone to a natural by-product. There’s some extract they get out of the rain forest.”

      Jesus, thought Will. They’re chopping down the rain forest so wealthy, infertile, white Americans could have babies of their own.

      “I know what you’re worried about,” she said. “Senator Willy wants to know how many more times he has to wank into a plastic cup.”

      Right in front of the driver. Will could see the Marine smirking in the rearview mirror. So he decided to make a joke at his own expense.

      “It’s not masturbating into a plastic cup that scares me. It’s having to fly all the way to Texas to do it.” Will saw the driver’s eyes smile. “Look. We could still go the adoption—”

      “I want a baby of my own!” she said, hushed but full of force.

      “And you think I don’t?” asked Will, already feeling somewhat shut out of the parenting process. “Since when do you have the market cornered on parental ambition?”

      “It’s different,” said Gwen. “To have a little life inside you—”

      “Fine, fine,” said Will. He had heard the argument before. She wanted a baby. Hers. From the womb to the tomb.

      “Adopting’s too cynical. And you agreed. A man who wants to run for president doesn’t need his baby’s picture on TV and the opposition looking for a five-second sound bite saying that we adopted the precious thing simply to court the family values vote.”

      “I don’t think anybody’s low enough to do that.”

      “You want names? And they’re not all Republicans, sweetie-cakes.” Like most of her repartee, Gwen’s use of the endearment had a sting to it. It’s what had attracted him when they first met at Damiano’s, a small Italian restaurant in west Washington, D.C. They were at separate tables, each celebrating their birthday with a few close friends. The waiters decided on a two-for-one aria, singing “Mia Bambino Cara” to Will and Gwen at the same time. Later, both guests of honor shared in a private toast. Gwen knew a fair bit about the young congressman, but he had only heard of her. Will was at an instant
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