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“Excuse me, Senator Kollingwoods,” I interrupted, pausing the senator’s tirade against one of her fellow colleagues for the pejorative comments he directed at her on the Senate floor. Her frustration was not out of line; however, my quarry, the reason I’d been skulking around the Capitol offices, exited the men’s room and was walking away at a fast clip. “I see Senator Harper and must speak to him.”

Senator Kollingwoods turned to follow my gaze as Harper turned the corner. “I’ll just bet you do,” she said with a smirk. 

“Thanks for your time.” I edged past. “I’ll provide those research stats to Marianne tomorrow.”

“Give him hell, Karina,” she called as I strode around the corner.

Lucky for me, my target had been halted for a moment by a staffer, and I caught up with him as he entered the elevator labeled SENATORS ONLY. 

“Senator Harper,” I called out.

His milky blue gaze showed no surprise at my approach, and he waved me into the car. “Ms. Cardinal, I’ve been wondering when I’d hear from you. I’m headed over to the Russell building.”

The doors closed behind me, and the elevator operator, an elderly African-American man dressed in the requisite navy-blue blazer and striped tie uniform, pressed the button that would take us to the basement.

“Did you have a nice weekend, Arnold?” Harper asked the elevator operator. 

“Yes, Senator. My oldest granddaughter came home for the weekend.”

“She’s a sophomore this year?” The senator’s wheezing breaths filled the small car.

“Yes, sir.”

“Remind me, what college is she attending?”

“University of Maryland.”

We ended our descent with a slight bump. “Give my best to your wife.”

“Will do, sir.” 

The elevator spit us out not far from the entrance to the underground passageways connecting the Capitol to the Russell, Dirksen and Hart Senate office buildings. For an overweight man in his early seventies, he walked at a relatively brisk pace, and my sensible heels clacked against the aged russet stone flooring. Fortunately, my height provided an advantage when walking with taller men and I could easily replicate their stride. 

“How’d you get past security?”

“I came over from Dirksen with Senator Kollingwoods.”

Either he preferred not to talk over my noisy heels or his own pace was too much for him, because he slackened his gait. The heavy breathing continued, and I was relieved he slowed us down. “You want to know why I voted against the bill,” he stated.

“I don’t understand. You voted for it in committee, and on the Senate floor the first time. Why?” We exited the drab putty-colored walls of the Capitol basement to enter the bright white halls of the tunnel system. 

“You know why.”

“The amendment?” I clarified.

“Amendment? Try amendments.”

“That happens with every bill as it passes back and forth between the two houses,” I pointed out. “Everyone has to do a little give and take. We knew it wouldn’t come back the same way it went over. Some negotiating has to be done.”

“Negotiating?” He gave a dark laugh. “Is that what you call it? By the time it came to a vote on the Senate floor, there was so much pork added to it you could wrap the White House up in bacon and deep fat fry it like a Thanksgiving turkey.” He indicated for me to proceed him down the short escalator. 

“Granted, I wasn’t thrilled with the ten million Texas package,” I conceded as we rode down. “But, overall the bill retained its integrity. It would have helped the lower income families.”

“The Texas package was the least of my concerns. Did you know Florida stuck on a fifty million grant to research chickens?”

“Wild fowl, migratory birds.”

“Ducks, geese, chickens!” He coughed and pressed a hand against his chest. “What does it matter?”

One of the trams that carried passengers through the tunnel to the Russell building cruised around the curve and out of sight. The other tram sat empty with an OUT OF ORDER sign on its side. 

“I believe it had something to do with research on aging.”

“Fifty million! For fowl! Let’s walk.”

I squinted at Harper. Beads of sweat covered his upper lip and his coloring seemed to have paled. “Are you sure you don’t want to wait for the tram?” I asked.

“My doc says I need to get more exercise.” He lumbered past the tram stop to the walking path. “I’d have been willing to vote for it until the Uptown Trio gutted the incentives.” 

“I agree the incentives were a blow. But, when your support departed, you took your own trio along, Tottengott, Goldman, and Tucker. Surely the incentives were a minor blip that could have been righted through section seven, part c. I won’t even mention the position you put me in with the Alliance or the damage it’s done to my reputation and possibly my career.”

“Pfft. Your reputation is fine,” he said. “You can’t tell me the National Healthcare Advocacy Alliance is going to fire you over this. You’re too well connected, and I’m sure they didn’t like the changes either.”

They didn’t, but I wasn’t about to let him get away that easily.

“Besides,” he continued, “Tottengott, Goldman, and Tucker make their own decisions. You can’t place their votes at my doorstep.”

I gave him an arch glare. Harper had been in the Senate for over twenty-five years and was considered the leader of the few moderate republicans—a dying breed—left in the Legislature. Gloria Tottengott, Stephen Goldman, and Rhonda Tucker tended to stick together on votes, and often followed Harper’s lead. 

He flapped his hand. “Bah. You can direct that look elsewhere. I’m working on something even better. Something that will make S46 pale in comparison. Something that will put the fat cats in their place.”

“Really? Tell me. How can I help?”

“You’ll know when I’m good and ready for you to know. You lobbyists are all the same. Couldn’t keep a secret if your life depended on it, and right now I’m working the back channels. I decided it’s time to call in some chips . . . maybe all of them.” His breath came out in pants and he stumbled. 

“Senator!” I reached out to steady him. 

He pulled a roll of Tums out of his coat pocket, but his hands were so unsteady that he fumbled to open the package. 

“Here, let me help you.” I used my thumbnail to slit the wrapper, and two antacid tablets fell into his palm.

He pressed his fist against his chest as he chewed. “Must have been the pastrami sandwich I had for lunch.”

It was close to six. Lunch had been hours ago, and I didn’t like the greenish tinge of his coloring. “Are you going to be okay? Do you want me to get help?” We’d reached the curve, the midpoint between the two buildings. The tram at the far end was empty of passengers and the operator.   

“I’ll be fine.” He puffed past me. 

“I’m not sure, Senator.” I glanced over my shoulder to see if anyone was coming from the Capitol side. “I think I should—”

His right hand slapped against the wall, his knees buckled, and he pitched forward. I’ll never forget the dull, smacking thud that reverberated through the tunnel as his skull hit the polished cement floor. In the movies, dramatic events often transpire in slow motion. Not so in real life. The collapse happened in nanoseconds.   

“Senator!” I crouched down and heaved him onto his back. A bruise on his forehead was already purpling from where it impacted. “Oh my gawd! Senator Harper!” I shook his shoulder.

No response. 

“Help! I need help!” My voice echoed against the glass separating the tram track and concrete block walls. 

Adrenaline flooded through my system. “Okay, okay, Cardinal. Think. What do I do?” His chest wasn’t rising; I pressed two shaking fingers against his neck. I couldn’t feel a pulse. I checked it against my own neck to make sure I’d placed them in the proper location. Sure enough, my own blood pressure beat at a fast clip.

Now what?

I drew in a deep breath. “CPR. Remember eleventh grade health,” I mumbled. “First, shake the person to see if there is a response. Already done. No response. Second, identify a bystander. Point and tell them to call 911.” I looked left and right. Not a soul in sight. I lifted my gaze to the ceiling and found a tell-tale globe encasing a camera monitor. 

“Hey!” I waved my hands back and forth. “He needs help!” 

Then, I proceeded to dump the entire contents of my purse on the floor. The cell phone was the last item to slide out, and I snatched it up like a life line. To my dismay, pressing the power button brought no joy. The screen remained black, and I almost cried in frustration. Once again, I hadn’t charged my phone. 

“Damnit!” I tossed the useless mobile back into my purse. 

“Okay, the ABCs of CPR—airway, breathing, chest compressions—two breaths to thirty compressions.” A vision of the senator chomping Tums flashed in my mind’s eye. I loosened his tie, pulled his head back, and checked his throat. The airway looked clean. I ran my finger in there to make sure, before I pinched his nose and blew. His chest rose. 

I got on my knees above the senator’s prone figure and put my hands in the proper place, or what I hoped was the proper location, for chest compressions. Never having done it on a real person, I wasn’t positive. Harper’s body felt softer and squishier beneath my hands than Mannie, the hard-plastic manikin they had us use in school. Stacked one over the other, I began the downward thrusts.

One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. 

As I approached thirty, a memory of a Time magazine article came to mind. The American Heart Association had changed the ABCs. They recommended untrained bystanders perform straight chest compressions when faced with a heart attack. 

Is this a heart attack? Looks like a heart attack to me. 

And I most definitely fell into the “untrained” category, so I didn’t stop to provide mouth-to-mouth. 

“Come on, Harper! Today is not a good day to die. You understand me? Help! Anyone? Hello? Fire! Rape! Where the hell is everyone!” I called. The passageway, usually a busy corridor, remained empty of police or staffers. “I’ll never live this down if you die on me. Goddamn it, you old goat. Breathe!” 

I continued to pound away on his chest when it occurred to me the senator might have a cell phone, and I paused my ministrations to check his pockets. 

“Bingo!” 

I pulled a black phone out of his coat and pressed the power button. The screen lit up with a lovely sailboat scene behind a numbered keypad. The senator, having been given some good advice, locked his phone with a PIN. 

“Crap.” I was about to toss it aside when it occurred to me that emergency calls could be made from a locked phone. Never having done it before, I swiped my finger in a circle, and, to my relief, a button popped up from the bottom—Emergency Call. I tapped and waited. 

Nothing. “What is going on?” I pressed the emergency icon again before realizing the problem. 

No service. 

“Are you freakin’ kidding me here!” I let out a feral yell, tossed it aside, and returned to my chest compressions. One, two, three, four, five.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I heard the beat of running footsteps and glanced up to find a Capitol police officer coming from the Russell building. 

He skidded to a stop at the senator’s feet.

“It’s about time!” I snapped “Where have you been? I’ve been calling for help forever.”

“What happened?”

“I think he had a heart attack. I don’t know, he grabbed the wall, then fell to the floor and hit his head. You need to call for a paramedic.” I continued CPR as we spoke.

“Daryl . . .” He spoke into the walkie talkie on his shoulder. “We have a situation. We need paramedics down here immediately. There’s a white male. Unresponsive. Possible cardiac arrest.” 

“His name is Senator George Harper.”

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” the police officer asked me.

“This is Senator George Harper.”

“We have a senator down. I repeat, we have a senator in cardiac arrest. Get medics in here immediately.”

“How long will that take?”

“Not long.”

Hurried footsteps, and more feet wearing shiny black police officer shoes came into my line of vision. Conversations went on around me, but I remained focused on my patient.

“Jesus. Isn’t that—”

“Senator Harper.”

“Christ.”

“Jodi, go seal off the Capitol end. No one but police or paramedics. DaShane, you wait on the Russell end. No cell phones. No photos for the press. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

The shoes retreated. My hands became clammy with sweat and my shoulders began to tire. “C’mon. Wake up, Senator. C’mon, man.” Up and down I pumped in a steady rhythmic pace. 

The rattling clatter of the gurney rebounded through the passage over the sound of pounding feet. 

“We’ve got it now. I need you to move back.” A young blond paramedic gently pulled at my shoulders, and I scooted backward on my bottom, relieved to have the professionals take over. 

He started compressions while his partner, a dark-haired, Hispanic female took Harper’s vitals. “Pupils unresponsive. No pulse. Looks like he sustained an injury to the head,” she said in a calm, clear voice.

“I think he had a heart attack,” I choked out. 

The pair of EMTs barely acknowledged my comment as they worked over Harper, spewing rapid-fire medical jargon back and forth to each other.

“Charging the defibrillator.” As the woman unpacked the mobile machine, the man at my feet unbuttoned the senator’s shirt, moving his tie to the side. 

“Uh-oh.”

“What?” The female paramedic put the machine on the floor next to her colleague.

“Looks like he’s got a pacemaker.”

She felt the area just below his collarbone. “Yes, indeed.”

“My God, I had no idea he had a pacemaker.” I pushed the hair back from my face. “Should I not have performed CPR?” 

“You’re fine,” the man said dismissively. “What’s the protocol? I’ve never dealt with a pacemaker. Can we shock him?”

“If it had a defib it would already have shocked him. What happened when he passed out?” She looked up at the police officer. 

He shrugged and pointed. All eyes turned to me.

“He was kind of sweaty and clammy and was breathing heavily, but . . . but he insisted on walking. Then his coloring paled and . . . he kind of turned green. I thought he was going to be ill. Then he, just . . . fell forward. I’m sorry . . . I didn’t react fast enough to catch him.” I looked down at my shaking hands. “His head hit the floor.”

Their attention returned to the patient. “Maybe it’s gone bad,” the woman said. “I’ve seen it happen. You’ll want to place the pads here and here. Make sure they are at least an inch away from the OED. Charging. Stand back.”

The little machine gave off a whine and the senator’s body convulsed. The blond checked for a pulse and shook his head. “Again?”

“Charging. Got it. Stand back.”

Again, the senator’s body jumped. 

“No pulse,” the blond said.

They repeated the step one more time, to no avail. 

“Continue compressions. Get him on the stretcher, I’ll bag him, and we’ll get out of here,” the woman directed.

The pair maneuvered him onto an orange backboard and, with the help of the surrounding officers, lifted him onto the gurney. I scrambled to shove the strewn bits and pieces of my possessions back into my handbag before chasing the crowd of first responders down the hall into the Russell building. I followed them as far as the elevator, but there was only room enough for the stretcher and the two paramedics still working on him. The rest of us remained on the other side of the elevator. The doors closed, and all went silent.
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“Someone should call his wife. I don’t have her number. They have a place in Georgetown, but I’m not sure if she’s here in D.C. or back home in Michigan. Does anyone know where they’re taking him? I can call his office and get her number. Her name is Elise . . . Elise”—my voice hitched—“Harper. Someone should notify his staff. They’ll want to know.”

“Here, honey, take this.” The petite African-American police officer standing next to me held out a tissue. 

I didn’t know when the tears had started. During the mad rush to the elevators, I suspected. 

“It’ll be okay,” the officer continued. “Why don’t you come with me? We need to get your statement.”

She put her arm around my shoulder and guided me through the stone halls of the Russell building to an office with a pair of industrial metal desks and computers. 

“I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m crying.” I blew into the Kleenex. “And look, my hands are shaking. I feel cold. Is it cold in here?”

“It’s the adrenaline. You’re starting to come down off the high. Here.” She hung a long black raincoat over my shoulders.

“Thanks” —I noticed her nametag— “Officer Leander.”

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”

I nodded. “Cream and sugar, please.”

She left me alone and I took the moment of privacy to get a grip. I wiped away the tears and searched through the mess in my purse for a compact. The mirror showed bright red eyes, matching my nose and cheeks, and I dabbed beige powder over my face. A movement in the mirror had me quickly tossing it back in my purse.

“I’m awfully sorry about . . .”  But when I turned, it wasn’t the cop I’d expected, it was a different one—male, average height, light brown hair, tough-looking. One hand was in his pocket, the other behind his back. I stood to face him. “I beg your pardon, I thought you were Officer Leander.”

“Where’d she go?” His buggy, pale blue stare unnerved me.

“To get a cup of coffee.” To my relief, the squeak of her shoes heralded the officer’s return. 

“Excuse me.” She brushed past her colleague and held out a disposable cup. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” I wrapped my hands around it, welcoming its heat.

“What can I do for you, Officer . . . er . . . Jablonski?” Leander asked.

“Just came in to see if I could help.” His eyes darted between Leander and me.

“You’re new here, right?”

“Yes, ma’am, started last week.”

“It’s best if you return to your post.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Officer Leander turned away, but I continued to watch as Jablonski hesitated. Something about this guy wasn’t sitting right. He kept staring at me, and not in what I’d consider a nice manner. 

“Is there something else I can help you with, Jablonski?”

His gaze snapped to Leander. “No, ma’am. I’ll be going.”

“Please, shut the door behind you.”

I waited for the door to close completely before resuming my seat. “Am I in trouble, Officer Leander?”

“Call me Jodi, and why would you say that?”

“That other cop didn’t seem to like me very much.”

“Jablonski? Forget him. He’s new. He looks at everyone that way. I noticed it myself when we met last week.” Her nails clicked against the keys on the computer as she spoke. 

“Has someone contacted Harper’s family?” I asked.

“We are taking care of it. Now, why don’t you start with your name, and then you can tell me exactly what happened.”

“My name is Karina Cardinal. I work for National Healthcare Advocacy Alliance.” I recounted my interaction with Senator Harper, starting from our encounter on the elevator. When I got to the part about his collapse, I paused.

“Then what happened?” She drew her eyes away from the computer screen.

“I called for help and, honestly, I can’t understand what took so long. Why didn’t anyone see us in the cameras, or hear my calls? It echoes down there. One of the guards at the desks to the hallway entry should have heard something.”

“A couple of knuckleheads thought it would be funny to put on Guy Fawkes masks and run around knocking down flags in the hallway. The guards responded to the hubbub.”

“Both of them?”

She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Then what happened?”

“And what about the tram operator? What happened to him?”

“That’s a good question.” She wrote down a note on a yellow legal pad. “I’ll have to look into that. I know we’ve been having electrical problems with both those trams in the past few weeks.”

“Maybe he went to find maintenance when he couldn’t find the guards?”

“Let’s finish this up,” she said abruptly. 

I thought I’d hit a nerve, asking questions she was probably asking herself. I sipped the strong coffee and resumed the story up until the point where we all met up at the elevator. “And you know the rest. I really had no idea he had a pacemaker.”

“How could you?”

“I mean, I don’t recall reading it in the papers or anything like that. They must have done a good job keeping it under wraps three years ago, when he last ran for office.”

“Maybe they put it in recently.”

“True.” I chewed my lip. “Do you think I shouldn’t have performed the chest compressions? I mean, I—I just didn’t know what else to do.”

She shrugged. “You heard the paramedic. He said it was okay, and they were doing it on the way out.”

“Lord, I hope so.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure everything will be fine once they get him to the hospital. I’m going to print this out. You’ll need to review and sign it. Put your current address and phone number at the bottom.”

Half an hour later, I directed the cab driver to my office and stared sightlessly out the window as the sedan crossed the Potomac River into Virginia. We stopped at a light on the George Washington Parkway, and I frowned up at the brick building on my right—my old office building, a medical association for physician assistants. I’d been happy working there, and they’d been happy with me . . . until I got involved in returning a piece of stolen art. That debacle cost me a broken engagement and eventually my job. The chief operating officer, Joanne, hadn’t been too pleased with my side job—representing my soon-to-be father-in-law, who was neck deep in the fiasco. Or rather, she didn’t like the reporters on our front lawn, or the FBI agent that made his way into our lobby because of it. She never fired me, but things between Joanne and I became rather cold after that affair. I found myself shut out of important meetings. Some of my duties were passed on to a younger, less experienced staff member. 

Reading the writing on the wall, I accepted an interview with NHAA, a healthcare coalition advocacy group, who had been politely courting me for years. I supposed I shouldn’t complain. The money was better. However, I missed the more relaxed atmosphere of the association and the comradery with my colleague, Latesha, who had come to my aid at a time when I didn’t know who to turn to. A week ago, I started encouraging Latesha to consider applying for an open position at NHAA. As a single mom, I knew she could use the added income, and frankly, I could use a friend. There was no one at my new job in whom I could confide tonight’s tragedy, though, come morning, I’d have to tell my boss, Hasina.  

The light turned green and the cab crawled forward with traffic. My new office wasn’t too much further, and we soon pulled into the parking lot. “It’s the silver Camry with the baseball-sized dent in the bumper. Stop, this is it. Thanks.” 

The best thing about my new job—its convenience to my condo. Only five to ten minutes away, depending upon traffic. Bits and pieces of the night’s events replayed through my mind during the drive. It was a relief to get home to my two-bedroom condo—a lucky investment I made six years ago when one of my mom’s friends passed away. Her estranged children, who lived in Africa, wanted nothing more than to unload it quickly. The place had never been updated—the kitchen had sported avocado appliances, the bathrooms were pink tile, and the living spaces had wall-to-wall shag carpet. They accepted my low-ball offer, and I finished updating it last year.

After hanging my coat in the hall closet, I dumped half my purse contents onto the kitchen island; the items musically jingled and clanked onto the granite. Two phones slid out together. I must have grabbed the senator’s when I gathered my odds and ends from the tunnel floor. 

Shaking my head, I eyed the mess. When did I become so disorganized? At Christmas, Mom gave me an organizer that moved easily from purse to purse, full of little pockets, zippers, and clips. After tonight’s escapade, I determined it was time to take it out of the plastic bag and actually put it to use. No more searching for keys, lipsticks, cell, or wallet in the depths of my handbags. I plugged my phone into the charging station and went in search of the gift. 

As I sorted my belongings into pockets, I flipped on the television. The nightly news station broke in with the story. A local Capitol Hill correspondent gave the highlights. “This evening Senator Harper, a Michigan Republican, collapsed at the Capitol. Medics rushed him to Georgetown University Hospital, where he was pronounced dead from cardiac arrest. We will have more on this breaking story when we return.” 

Even though I knew what the reporter said was true, the reality wasn’t computing. 

Poor Elise. 

“That’s it. I need a glass of wine.” If any day called for a glass of wine, it was today. 

At nine thirty, on the dot, my cell rang with a welcome caller. “I’m so glad you called,” I said, answering the phone.

“What’s wrong?” Mike asked. 

My relationship with Michael Finnegan went back to college, undoubtedly the reason he distinguished my distress with a single sentence. 

“Did you hear about Senator Harper?”

“No, tell me.”

I went on to describe the events.

“Why didn’t you call?”

“It’s your first day, I didn’t want to bother you in case you were in a session. You said you’d call at nine thirty . . . so I waited.” Our dating status, a recent development, was an evolving creature. Mike, an FBI agent working for the cybercrimes division in D.C., was currently at an undisclosed training facility. Or at least, that’s what he told me when he announced he’d be out of town for the week. Ostensibly, his flight left at six this morning. He could have been anywhere, Toledo, Texas, or he could’ve driven down I-95 to the FBI training facility at Quantico. Such was the life of dating an FBI agent. 

“I don’t have regular access to my phone,” he told me. “If something comes up, it’s best to text, and I’ll get back to you as soon as I’m available.”

“No worries. I’m not sure I was ready to talk, but now it’s kind of a relief to tell someone what happened.”

“You haven’t told anyone else?”

“Besides giving my statement to the Capitol Police . . . no. I thought they’d be able to revive him once they got to the hospital. I think I’m still in shock . . . I mean, he died right in front of me.” I paced the floor. “I’m having trouble wrapping my head around it. There he was, puffing along, telling me how the House messed up S46—which they did—and how he was working on something better, then bam! Down he went. And I didn’t even catch him. What kind of person doesn’t reach out to catch a falling man? Hm? I’m going to hell, aren’t I?” I paused, staring out my sliding glass door into the darkness. The lock snapped beneath my fingers, and I pulled the door open. A humid breeze brushed my cheeks and the smell of approaching rain hung heavy in the March air.

“Did he fall toward you?”

“No, but I should have seen it coming. He’d been wheezing. I should have insisted we take the damn tram. I should have—” 

“Whoa, K.C., you need to stop with the shoulda, woulda, coulda routine. It’s not like you knew he was going to keel over. Did you?”

“Of course not.” I pinched the bridge of my nose.

“It sounds to me like you did the best you could. Besides, Harper weighs twice as much as you do, he would have taken you down with him.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” I mumbled.

“It likely wouldn’t have made a difference if you did catch him. Did you ever think it was just his time to go? We’ve come so far with medical advancement, but death is still inevitable. Today . . . was Harper’s day to go.” 

“Were you always so matter-of-fact in college, or is this the FBI training?”

He snorted. “Maybe a bit of both.”

I chewed my lip. “I suppose you’re right. I can’t control everything.”

“Which drives you nuts.”

“You know me too well.”

“Get some rest. Things will look better in the light of day. Trust me.”

I sighed, “You’re right.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow, say . . . eight?”

“That’ll be fine. Talk to you then.”

“Night.”

Lights in the neighboring apartment complex blinked out as early risers went to bed. Car headlamps twinkled in the distance. A vehicle with a pulsing bass pulled into a parking space, then silenced as one of my neighbors exited. Life carried on around me as if nothing had happened, and as far as they were concerned, nothing had. 

A raindrop hit my cheek, and I wiped away the moisture. 

Mike is right, today was Harper’s day to go.

****
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SHIVERING, I SNUGGLED further beneath the blankets. No light shone through the slats of the blinds, and I rolled over to check the time. 2:48. I punched the pillow and readjusted my position, but a chill continued to nip at my nose. March weather in Virginia brought wild temperature swings, and the day had been so mild I’d turned off the heat before going to bed. A cold front must have followed the rainstorm. With a grunt, I pushed aside the covers and opened the door. 

Brr, the temperature is even colder in the hall. 

I flicked on a lamp and adjusted the thermostat. The creak and whoosh of the old heat pump reassured me, but a cold draft tickled my bare toes and, in my periphery, the drapes billowed.

What the hell? 

I pushed them aside. No wonder the apartment was freezing. I must not have closed the sliding door properly. It shut with a soft click, and I scuttled back to bed, pulling the comforter up to my chin. 

Unfortunately, the short period of wakefulness turned into an hour of my brain’s rehashing of the day’s awful events before I fell back asleep. 
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Chapter Three
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In the morning, I stopped by Hasina’s office to inform her that I’d seen Harper’s death. She kindly offered me the day off, but I declined, reluctant to spend more time alone with my thoughts. Instead, I requested her confidentiality. I wasn’t willing to spend the morning fielding a steady stream of office coworkers “stopping by” to offer their sympathies. Still, a few poked their head into my office, asking if I’d heard the news. I sent them away with a simple nod and a “yes, terrible news.”

Rodrigo, on the other hand, was a different story. I looked up from my computer to find the Puerto Rican looming in my doorway. 

“So, I hear old Harper bought the farm last night. Did you give him a piece of your mind before he kicked the bucket?” He closed my door and slid into the wooden guest chair. 

Rodrigo’s parents moved to Maryland when he was a baby, which is why he had no Spanish accent. He grew up in a low-income neighborhood and was the only sibling out of four kids in his family to have obtained a college degree. He’d worked social media outlets and phones to whip up public support for S46, and he’d taken Harper’s defection much worse than I, which didn’t surprise me, considering the benefit it would have brought to poorer families. 

Nine years ago, Rodrigo’s father, a construction worker, fell off a roof, sustaining a back injury. He went down the opioid rabbit hole to mitigate the pain, and when his insurance wouldn’t pay for decent addiction rehab, he turned to heroin. Three days after Rodrigo graduated college, his father died from a bad batch of Fentanyl-laced heroin. Two years later, his mother was diagnosed with lung cancer and passed away within six months. It took the kids years, fighting with the insurance company and the hospital, to come to an agreement and retire her medical bills. It was no wonder Rodrigo took Harper’s reversal as a personal affront. My coworker told me none of this. Hasina had, and it’s the reason she asked me to reach out to Harper. 

“That’s not funny, Rodrigo. I was with him when it happened.” 

He snorted in disbelief. It took a minute for him to realize I wasn’t joking, and his mouth dropped. 

“It was very traumatic, as a matter of fact. He had a heart attack and I performed CPR.”

“Better you than me.” He crossed his perfectly creased pant legs and fastidiously picked at a piece of lint. “I would have stepped over him.”

I eyed his pink shirt with white cuffs, Italian silk tie, designer vest, and slacks. “I believe it. I had to get down on my knees to help him. I sweated through my silk blouse, ruining it.” 

Rodrigo scrunched his nose. 

“I understand you disliked him,” I said. “However, I warn you, if you’ve come here to be mean about Senator Harper, you can save it. He had legitimate reasons for voting against the amended bill, and I’ll not have you speaking ill of a dead man in my office.” I ended my little speech with a steely glare.

Rodrigo blanched. “Touché. I’ll put my claws away. I’m sorry, Karina. It must have been terrible for you.”

I didn’t deign to answer, instead returning to the email I’d been working on when he arrived. 

“Want to talk about it?”

My fingers didn’t stop their dance across the keyboard. “No. And I would appreciate it if you don’t tell anyone about it either. I’m not interested in having a parade of morbid curiosity seekers trotting through my door. Now, I’d like to drop it, if you don’t mind.”

He shifted, uncrossed his legs, and cleared his throat. “Hasina wants to see the S46’s post-mortem report, and our recommendations for future strategies, on her desk by close of business Monday.”

I clicked send and stretched my arms above my head. “I started it yesterday. I’ll forward a draft so you can add your materials.”

“What about our recommendations?”

“What do you think?”

“I think it’s an uphill battle, but we made great strides this time. The House is up for election this year. If we get a few of those seats to turn blue, we might have a good chance in the fall.”

I gave a distracted nod. “You know, just before he collapsed, Harper was telling me about a new bill he was working on.”

“You mean a new healthcare bill.”

“I assume so. He said it was better than S46,” I mused.

“Did he get into specifics?”

“No, he was really cagey when I offered to help.” I rotated my chair to face the window. “He said something about cashing in his chips.” 

“Who’s his legislative aide on healthcare?”

“Christy Manheim.”

“You should set up a meeting. See what you can find out.”

“I plan to.”

“Do it today.”

“Rodrigo!” I spun around to face him.

“What?” He put his hands up.

“Her office is still reeling from the senator’s death.” I tapped my chin. “It’s not the right time.”

That evening, I received an email from Senator Harper’s Chief of Staff inviting me to a memorial service on Friday morning. There was no indication what the funeral plans would be, but I assumed Elise would inter his remains somewhere in Michigan. The service was being held at the National Cathedral by invitation only. I blocked off the time in my calendar, printed the invite, and tucked it into one of the convenient new pockets inside my purse. The bottom of the email recommended arriving early, due to heavy security and tight parking, which basically meant Secret Service would be on hand with their metal detectors and wands. 

I wondered who, of the Washington elite, would be showing up to mourn the senator. I also wondered who the Michigan governor would appoint to replace him.
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Chapter Four
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Wednesday afternoon, the winds whipped my hair and trench coat in all directions as I walked the two blocks to Table Talk, a restaurant I frequented often enough for the staff to call me by name. The scent of scrambled eggs, bacon, and syrup swirled around me as I fought to keep the door from being ripped out of my hands by a gust. So much for March going out like a lamb. 

Latesha waved me over to the table, and I bypassed the unmanned hostess station to join her.

“It’s good to see you.” I tossed my coat and handbag onto an empty chair and hugged my friend. She smelled of fresh baby powder and coffee. “You look fabulous in that yellow suit. You’re so lucky, with your dark skin, you can pull off that color. I’d look like a washed-out Big Bird if I tried something like that.” 

“True, but I can’t wear a lot of colors you white girls wear. That scarf really brings out the green in your eyes, by the way. I ordered an Arnold Palmer tea for you.”

“Thanks.” I slid into the chair and took a sip of the sweet/tart tea. “I’m assuming you heard about Senator Harper.”

She nodded. “Who hasn’t? I understand there’s a memorial service on Friday at the Cathedral.”

“Did you get an invitation?”

“Nope.” She cupped her coffee mug. “Nobody at our office did. Anyone at yours?”

“Yes.”

Latesha’s brows rose. “Really? Which muckety-muck got an invite?”

I fiddled with the straw. “I did.”

“Get out!” She slapped a hand on the table.

“Nope. Came via email yesterday.”

“Girl, who’d you sleep with to get one?”

I gave a weak smile. “I figured everyone in the biz got one until I started asking around. Maybe they’re waiting for the RSVPs to roll in before they send out a second round.”

She whistled. “Who sent it to you?”

“Sandy, his Chief of Staff.”

“Do you think you got one because of your recent work on S46?”

Before I could formulate an answer, we were interrupted by the waitress. “How are my two favorite ladies?” the petite, white-haired woman asked. 

“Hi, Ruby,” Latesha said in greeting. 

“I’m good. And you?” I asked.

“Got my health, a good job, and money in my pocket. Can’t complain.” Ruby’s upbeat response garnered grins from both of us. “What can I get ya?” She whipped out her pad. 

After we placed our orders, Ruby bustled back to the kitchen. I leaned forward and indicated Latesha do the same. 

“I think I got the invite because I was there when Harper collapsed,” I said in muted tones.

“What do you mean, ‘you were there?’ You were at his office when it happened?”

“No, we were walking the tunnel from the Capitol to the Russell building, talking about S46. He was kind of worked up and then . . . bam! He collapsed.”

Her dark
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