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Author Note


White House Rhapsody  began life as a very, very long novel that just would not end. I wrote it years ago and was never sure what to do with it since it clearly was useless in its original format.
Fast forward a number of years, and blogging is all the rage. “Hmmm,” I thought. “Blogs don’t end. I have a novel that won’t, either.” So, it originally appeared as a fiction serial on its own special page, then on my website, . I’ve divided the past episodes into Seasons, and you have Season Five here.
So please just be aware that there really isn’t an end here. 
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Episode One


L ess than a week after his wife’s funeral, Al Eddington, Military Advisor for President Mark Jerguessen, made a point of showing up at the Thursday Advisory Board meeting. The group greeted him warmly. At one point, Sharon, who was sitting next to him, reached over and touched his arm. He yanked it away.
Some minutes later, Sharon made a comment on Chinese armaments.
“That’s nonsense,” Al suddenly snapped.
“I got it from my usual source,” Sharon said. “He’s been pretty accurate.”
“He’s an idiot!” Al snarled.
“Al, what’s going on?” Mark asked, cautiously.
“Nothing. Nothing at all.” Al shifted uncomfortably.
Mark moved the meeting forward quickly, asking Sharon for a private briefing. As the meeting broke up, he pulled Al aside.
“Al, you didn’t have to come in today,” Mark said.
“It’s better than staying at home,” Al grumbled. “Look, I’ll be fine. I’m better off keeping active.”
“That may be,” said Mark. “But I don’t want you distracted. It’s hard on the team.”
“I get it. I’ll be fine.”
“Well, do us a favor and take tomorrow off. I get not wanting to hang around the house, but you need to be someplace else for the time being.”
Al frowned. “Is that an order?”
“Yes, it is.”
The next day, a sense of relief rippled through the room when it became obvious that Al was not going to show. The meeting moved on in a timely fashion, and after it broke up, Sharon, Karen, Mackie, and Gus met at a local restaurant for lunch.
“So, is it true Jugs banned Al from the meeting?” Technology Industries Advisor Gwendolyn McKelvey asked, as she frowned at the menu.
“That’s the rumor,” Karen said. The popular culture advisor laid her menu down and leaned on the table. “You should have seen him go after Sharon yesterday.”
“He’s entitled to his opinion,” Sharon said, then buried her head back in the menu.
The waiter appeared and everyone ordered, then chit-chatted until the food arrived.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Gus asked Sharon as he dug into a good-sized salad.
Sharon glared at her pork cutlet. “I’m raw, I guess. I know Al doesn’t always agree with what I come up with, but he’s never been that harsh before. It really caught me off guard.”
Mackie frowned. “He seemed really angry at the funeral. Would it be safe to say he’s not dealing with his grief well?”
“He’s not dealing with it at all,” said Karen between bites of a smaller chicken Caesar salad. “I talked to his daughters at the gathering afterwards. He’s been pushing them away, yelling at the grandkids. His eldest suggested he go to grief counseling, and he almost threw her out of the funeral.”
“It’s really hard for guys like Al,” Gus said. “He’s had to keep himself buttoned up all his life. The only acceptable emotion for him to show is anger.”
“It’s worse than that,” said Karen. “He’s feeling guilty. At least, his daughters think so.”
“That makes sense,” Sharon said. “He’s been smoking for so long, and Caroline was the one to get lung cancer. He probably feels like he gave it to her.”
“You could almost say that he did,” said Mackie. “I don’t have the stats on second-hand smoke to hand, but I’ve read that it’s worse than the actual smoking.”
Gus reached for his phone. “I could look it up.” He paused. “Nah. What’s the point? And besides, Caroline chose to live with him smoking like that.”
“That’s kind of irrelevant,” said Sharon. “The bigger question is, what do we do to help him? I’m not wild about playing bullseye for his target practice, but if it will help him get past the anger stage.”
Karen and Mackie shook their heads.
“There really isn’t much we can do,” Mackie said.
“Plus, he shouldn’t be allowed to abuse you just because he’s upset,” Karen added.
Which put a slight pall on the lunch. However, when the group got back to the White House, Al was waiting in Sharon’s office.
“I owe you an apology,” he grumbled.
“Accepted,” said Sharon.
Al looked up and saw Gus, Mackie, and Karen. “I guess I owe you guys, too.”
They murmured their acceptances and Al stalked off.
“You think Jugs…?” Karen asked.
Sharon shrugged. “Maybe he’s getting past his angry stage.”
“I doubt it,” said Gus. “He’s just getting a better grip on it, is all.”
“So now what?” Karen asked.
“Just let him be,” Gus said.
The following Tuesday, Al didn’t show up for the Advisory Board meeting until it was almost over. It was Gus’s birthday that day, so there was a small party for lunch. Afterwards, Al announced that he’d asked Mark for an office in the West Wing.
“It’ll be easier to keep on top of things,” he said. “And I don’t have to hang around an empty house all day.”
“Maybe you could get a dog,” offered John Whitesand, the Board expert on social justice and housing issues.
Al glared, then forced a smile. “We’ll see.”
Two days later, Sharon asked for an afternoon briefing with Mark. After clearing it with Kent, his secretary, Sharon entered the Oval Office. Mark tossed a couple treats to Ginger and Kickie in their little pen as she entered.
“They’re not growling,” Sharon said, in slight amazement.
“It’s our new training protocol,” Mark said. He spooned coffee grounds into the French press. “You up for some Kenyan beans today?”
“Sure. Thanks.”
“So, what’s up?” Mark asked. He poured hot water over the grounds and watched it for a minute.
“I don’t know that it’s anything,” Sharon said. “And Dan Friedman may have already talked to you about it. He called me this afternoon, and I just got a funny feeling.”
Mark poured out the coffee and settled on the Oval Office couch. “Okay. Should I be worried?”
“Probably not.” Sharon accepted her cup and sipped. “The CIA doesn’t think it’s anything. Last May, on Memorial Day, our embassy in Berlin was vandalized. Just some red paint thrown on the windows, but clearly done on purpose. Then on July Fourth, it happened again, only in addition to Berlin, our embassies in Paris and Stockholm were hit the same way. Then on Labor Day, more red paint, and more embassies, six of them, including Berlin and the others.”
“Sounds like something’s escalating.”
“Yeah, and it’s all over the place.” Sharon fidgeted with her cup. “Moscow, Tel Aviv and Buenos Aires. No clue as to who’s doing it or why.”
Mark shrugged. “I’ll have Johnnie check it out. It’s pretty odd but doesn’t sound too bad. Maybe we can get some surveillance for the next big holiday.”
“Dan said he’s already on it,” Sharon said. “But I thought I’d better update you in case it escalates some more.”
“Thanks.” Mark shifted. “How are you doing with Al?”
“Except for that one blow-up, fine.” Sharon’s brow creased. “Did he say anything to you?”
“No. He’s not said much of anything, except for strictly work-related stuff.” Mark shifted. “Have you or anyone else on the Board been up to anything to help him?”
“There really isn’t much we can do,” Sharon sighed. “He has to work it out on his own. But to change the subject completely, you do know you’re taking my sister to the big gala performance for the Arts and the Disabled Festival Saturday night, don’t you?”
“Yeah. I’m looking forward to it. June said she’s choreographing a dance for the finale.”
“Yeah.” Sharon sighed. “She’s been too busy to even say hi to me this week. And she’s not staying at a hotel. Or she’s avoiding telling me where she’s staying. It’s weird. She’s not that secretive.”
Mark grinned. “Does this mean you’re hoping I’ll ferret out her secrets?”
“No.” Sharon chuckled. “Just one more thing to worry about, I guess. Or rather… How do I say this? She’s been trying to prove that she’s back to normal. No, that’s not it. Look, this is going to sound horribly crass, but she’s been hitting on anything male within reach. So, you may get propositioned.”
“Okay. And you want me to…?”
“Oh, hell.” Sharon sank her head into her hands. “I can’t tell you what to do about it. It’s not like you don’t get propositioned regularly, I’m sure. You’re both adults. You make up your own mind.”
“But you’d rather I didn’t go along with it.”
Sharon put her coffee cup down on the table. “It’s not me being jealous. At least, I don’t think it is. I’m just worried about her. If what Sarah, our other sister, says is true, Susan’s acting out and not in a healthy way. But I don’t want you letting her down, either. That would hurt her, too.”
Mark nodded. “I get what you’re saying. But like you said, I get propositioned pretty regularly and I know how to let a woman down gently. Even someone as vulnerable as you say your sister is. It should be interesting.”
“Frankly, I hope it isn’t,” Sharon sighed.
Mark laughed and Sharon left the Oval Office.
By Friday, the rest of the Wheatly clan descended on the Nation’s Capital. Sharon arranged a special tour of the White House and the West Wing for her parents and the rest of the family. However, she was happy to leave the actual tour guide duties to Jodi and Tiffany, especially since a flare up of potential hostilities in Dubai took most of her focus that day.
“I’m so sorry, Maman,” she told her mother. “But it is one of the more annoying realities of my job that if something is going to happen, it will be on the day I least want it to.”
“It is how things happen, ma choux,” Madeleine said. “As it is, I am glad to see Jodi coming out of her shell. We should be proud of her.”
Saturday was an easier day, but by that afternoon, Sharon found herself caught up in getting Susan ready for the gala at which her dance would appear. Susan was less than cooperative. But June stepped in and practically dragged Susan from the rehearsal hall.
“Your dancers need time to rest,” June insisted. “And you have to look good for tonight.”
“But what if—” Susan began.
“No buts,” said June. “There is nothing you can do now that will help. If anything, you’re probably making your dancers more nervous than not. You’ve done the hard work. Now let it happen. I’ve seen the piece. It’s wonderful. Let it go and get glammed up for your date with my brother.”
Susan wasn’t entirely convinced, but finally wheeled herself meekly behind June to the waiting limo that took them back to the hotel where Susan would have been staying if she hadn’t moved out. Her whole family was there, but there was little time. Soon the presidential limo arrived, and Mark came to the door of the suite to be introduced and take Susan out to the car.
“Phoof!” Madeleine Wheatly hissed as soon as Susan was gone. “She is as bad as Michel before a big show. It’s no wonder I’ve never liked performing.”
“I’m not that bad,” Michael protested. 
“No, you’re worse,” said Inez. “And the stakes aren’t as high anymore for you.”
“They sure are if I don’t
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