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An unsuspecting First Lady must rely on a Secret Service agent to discover who can be trusted—and who will do anything to keep control. 
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WHEN A SHY, country girl from Virginia marries a prominent Georgetown attorney, her life is bound to change. But when that attorney is catapulted to the office of President of the United States, she is thrust into the position of First Lady—and uncovers a world of secrets and betrayals that alters everything she once knew.

After recovering from her initial missteps and negotiating the obstacles of her new public life, Elizabeth Collins begins to understand the nature of politics. But as another election approaches, turmoil in the White House intensifies. Leaks. Lies. Deceit. Deception. People the First Lady thought were friends desert her and the true character of people she thought she knew is revealed.

When the stakes become life and death, the First Lady uncovers the ultimate betrayal and is forced to come to terms with her own role in the political process. Only with the help of Secret Ser-vice Agent Clint Brody can she hope to find her way out of danger—and uncover the identity of the real traitor in the White House.
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Theodore V. Kincaid III straightened his tie and turned his head side to side in the mirror, checking one last time for anything out of place before going on the air.

“Two minutes.” The floor director held up two fingers as Teddy made his way to the news desk.

This was only his second day anchoring the evening broadcast, but he didn’t feel the least bit nervous. Why should he? This is the seat he’d envisioned himself sitting in since he was ten years old.

Well, not this seat exactly. The station served a small market outside Washington DC, and this was the weekend news...a position usually filled by new hires and ambitious wannabe’s. But Teddy had no doubt it would serve as a stepping stone to bigger and better things—like a high-paying network job in New York City.

Closing his eyes, Teddy envisioned the hordes of fans that would swarm the studio each morning—all hoping to catch a glimpse of him, the newsman who’d been catapulted onto the national stage by breaking the biggest story of the decade.

“Thirty seconds.”

The announcement jerked Teddy back to the present moment. He straightened himself in the chair and stared straight into the camera lens as the hand-signal countdown from the floor director began. Just as the “go” sign was given, Teddy’s phone buzzed in his pocket with a text message. He suppressed the urge to smile and, instead, began to read the teleprompter. He’d been waiting all day for this message, and hoped it would give him some good news.

All he needed was a tip...a hint...a clue, to help him connect the dots on a story he’d been investigating the last six months. After spending all of his time—and a good bit of his savings—to track down the missing pieces, things were starting to happen now.

Even without looking at the text, something in his gut told him the stars were beginning to line up. The answers he’d prayed for and dreamed of for so long were now within reach, just waiting for him to grasp them.

Who knows? He might even be credited with doing something good for humanity. He’d already uncovered a glitch in common technology that could endanger American lives. In fact, the capacity to do harm was so immense and the awareness of the problem so small, he surmised it could actually be used to intentionally kill someone of importance some day...

That is, if it hadn’t already.
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Elizabeth Vaughn folded her arms over the top rail of the fence and watched the horse and rider canter toward the last series of jumps. A soft breeze lifted the few strands of sun-bleached hair that escaped from her pigtail, causing her to absently reach up and brush it away. Her eyes remained glued on the duo in front of her, but her hand dropped down by her side to rub the head of the dog that nudged her leg for attention.

“Whoa.” Liz’s best friend Katherine walked up from the barn and joined her at the fence. “Is that the bag-of-bones racehorse we rescued last year?”

Liz nodded enthusiastically. “Yep.” Then she straightened and clapped her hands with excitement when the duo sailed effortlessly over the last challenging sequence of obstacles.

“Perfect, Joann!” Liz yelled to the young rider as she opened the gate and entered the riding ring. “You’re doing a remarkable job with him.” Liz was so excited, she didn’t see the mud puddle in her path until it was too late. Cold water splashed onto her pants leg as her boot plunged deep into its muddy depths.

“He’s such a big sweetheart,” Joanne said as she pulled the horse to a stop and leaned forward, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I can’t wait for everyone to see what a transformation he’s made.”

Liz looked over at Katherine as the trio began to walk back toward the barn. “I’d really like to get some snazzy publicity photos, and feature him as a success story for the charity’s next gala.”

“What a great idea.” Katherine pulled out her phone and glanced at her schedule. “I leave for a shoot in Brazil tomorrow, but will only be gone a few days. We’ll firm something up when I get back.”

Liz jumped over the next mud puddle they came to, but the horse’s hoof hit it squarely, splashing water on all three women. None of them seemed to notice. 

“It’s going to be a blast getting to show off a horse that was rescued, and is now going on the show circuit.” Katherine wiped the mud off her phone with her shirt and shoved it back into her pocket. “I know it took a lot of hard work to get him to this point.”

“Liz did all the hard work,” Joann said. “I just found the perfect horse for myself and bought him from the rescue.”

“No, Katherine did the hard work in starting this rescue.” Liz glanced over at her friend. “I did the fun part, bringing out his natural talents and watching him thrive.”

“Okay, I guess it was a team endeavor.” Katherine laughed as they entered the barn. “The important thing is that Apollo is going to be seen. The more attention he gets, the more attention the Lyons Equine Rescue Foundation will get.”

Liz nodded as she reached into her back pocket to pull out her buzzing phone. When she saw who it was, she smiled. But as soon as she read the message, the enthusiasm disappeared.

“Something wrong?”

“I’m not sure.” Liz clipped the chain that hung in the barn isle onto the horse’s halter and then pushed send to her reply message.

“It’s a message from Ethan. He says he needs to talk to me...in person. Right away.”

“Now?” Katherine stopped her search for a brush and looked over her shoulder, frowning. “In DC?”

“Yep.” Liz read the message again. “And no explanation why.”

“I’ll bring Jasper and Comet in from the paddock if you need to go change clothes.” Joann’s eyes lowered to Liz’s muddy jeans. “It must be important.”

“That would be awesome. But I don’t even have time to change. He said I should come right away no matter what I’m doing. It’s urgent.”

“Why didn’t he simply call you and tell you what’s going on?” Katherine’s voice held a hint of disapproval in it.

“He can’t always get away to talk on the phone. You know how I hate texting, but that’s the only way we can communicate sometimes.

“But he knows how you hate that drive,” she insisted. “And at this time of day, it will take you more than an hour.”

“Just go.” Joann patted the head of the German shepherd who stood obediently beside Liz. “I’ll feed Garth and drop him off at your place. He should be fine until you get back.”

“Yes, go,” Katherine finally agreed. “Call if you need anything.”

“Thanks, you guys! You’re awesome. Can’t wait for the photoshoot!”
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Chapter 2
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It wasn’t until Liz was just outside of Washington, DC that Ethan texted her about where exactly to meet. And it was then that Liz had second-thoughts about how she was dressed...in clodhoppers, barn coat, and a baseball cap.

He told her to use the South gate of the White House, which took her by complete surprise. Why do I have to meet him at the White House at this late hour? This must be pretty important if he’s still at work.  

Her gaze drifted down to her clothes. Ethan said he would meet her, but she still regretted not taking the time to change into something more appropriate. In the few times she’d visited the White House, she’d felt out of place even when dressed up for the occasion.

She put on her brakes and rolled down her window at the barricade where a number of police cars sat.

“Name and identification, please.” A man with a clipboard was all business as she handed him her license. “Elizabeth Vaughn.”

He nodded and handed it back. “Yes, ma’am. Pull ahead, please.”

Liz drove around the grand entrance of the White House and parked where a man in a suit directed her to stop. The White House loomed large and intimidating in front of her, making her feel even more out of place.

“Hey, gorgeous.” The voice came from out of the dark as soon as she exited her Jeep.

Liz turned to see her fiancé striding toward her, impeccably dressed in a dark, wool coat. Even in the dim light she could see that his tie was straight and his shoes were polished to a shine. The only thing out of place was his smile, which appeared forced.

“Hello, Mr. Vice President.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a kiss. “What’s wrong? I came as soon as I could.”

“Thanks. I know you hate the traffic and drive.” He held her at arm’s length and studied her. “I see you left straight from the barn.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Liz thought she detected a hint of disapproval, but blamed it on the fact that something was bothering him. He’d said it was urgent, and she had come. It wasn’t a secret they made a strange couple. He was a dapper and sophisticated man of the world, and she—for the most part—preferred the company of horses over people.

“I thought it was something serious. I didn’t want to make you wait.” 

“It is. We have very little time.” He took her hand in his and led her deeper into the shadow of a massive tree. Out of the corner of her eye, Liz noticed a man standing silently not far away, scanning the area around them. She knew that for every Secret Service agent she saw on the grounds, there were probably three or four more that she didn’t.

“There’s no easy way to say this.” Ethan cleared his throat, causing a surge of anxiety to prickle Liz’s spine. One thing about Ethan, he was never at a loss for words. He was the smoothest talking, most sincere man, she had ever met.

“Paul had a stroke today.”

“How terrible! Is he okay?”

“No. I’m afraid he’s not. I’ve been sworn in as acting president...it’s protocol of course, and probably temporary.” He paused a moment as if giving her time to absorb the information. “They’ve kept it quiet until we could get everything sorted out, but it’s probably breaking now. I wanted to tell you in person before it hit.”

Liz held onto the lapel of his coat and laid her head on his chest. “Ethan, I don’t know what to say. I know you can handle this...but it’s so sudden.” She gazed up at him. “I’ll do whatever I can to help you. Do you want me to stay?”

“I’d love you to, but I doubt I’d even get to see you. Things are...fluid right now, and I need to get up to speed and hit the ground running.”

Liz nodded in understanding. She could only imagine the myriad of issues he would have to be briefed on so that he could feel comfortable in this new role. In a matter of hours—if not minutes—all hell was going to break loose.

“Just know that I’m here for you,” Liz said. “I’ll support you however I can.”

“I know you will.” He pulled her out to arm’s length. “I’m, uh, not sure how this will affect the wedding.”

“It doesn’t matter to me. I mean, of course we can postpone it. You have a lot more important things to worry about now.”

He laughed and pulled her into him again. “Postpone? Not on your life. I meant we might have to do it quietly—and sooner.”

She tilted her head back to gaze up at him. “Sooner? Why?”

“Because...” He paused a moment as if thinking hard about how to answer. “Because the level of security is going to change, and my schedule is going to be heaven knows what—” He stopped and squeezed her shoulders. “And I’m going to need you...by my side...not an hour away and available only by phone.”

Liz nodded and relaxed into him again. “Whatever you want me to do, I’ll do. I don’t want to add to the pressure you’re under.”

“I knew you’d say that.” He kissed the top of her head. “You’re perfect. This is going to be as hard on you as it is on me...but together we can do it.”

At the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps, they pulled apart. 

“We need you inside for the announcement, sir.”

“I’ll be right there.”

Ethan pulled Liz into him again. “I’m sorry to run you all the way here for such a short time, Lizzy. I’ll make it up to you.”

“I’m glad you told me in person. It would have been terrible to find out through the media.” She shook her head again. “It’s so devastating. I hope he pulls through.”

“Time will tell. But if he doesn’t...” Ethan cleared his throat. “You’re still okay with all this, right?” He studied her intently. “I mean this is all really sudden. If you want to back out, or are having second thoughts, now is the time to do it.”

Liz held up her hand to remind him of the ring on her finger. “I’m engaged to be married. I wouldn’t have said ‘yes’ if I wasn’t good with it.”

“I know, but you weren’t expecting this—at least not so fast and so soon. It will be a significant change in your lifestyle, I’m afraid.”

Liz gazed into his worried eyes. It was just like him to be concerned about her when he had such a heavy load to bear. She’d never been treated so well or loved so much as when she’d met him. 

But still, her heart thudded at the overwhelming magnitude of the news. A significant change in your lifestyle...

The statement kept repeating in her brain, like it was bouncing off one side of her skull and echoing onto the other. She shook her head, ignoring the warning signs that tugged at her from all directions.

“No, don’t worry about me,” she heard herself saying. “I want to help you as much as I can.”

He kissed her again. “I’ll call you as soon as I know anything more. I love you so much. Be careful driving home.”

“I love you too.” Liz watched him walk away, his tall figure dominating the three men who had materialized out of nowhere and appeared to be briefing him on some new development. Her heart swelled at the sight of him, and broke at the weight of responsibility he now carried.

She knew he could handle it—he thrived on this type of thing. From being appointed to a senator’s seat right before a primary election to being selected as a running mate for President Paul Cantwell, Ethan had always stepped up and shouldered the responsibility without so much as a moment’s hesitation.

Since the first day she’d met him, he’d been larger-than-life...the kind of guy who only comes around once in a lifetime. He was kind. Supportive. Compassionate. And despite his high-visibility position, he understood her shyness, never pushing her to do something she didn’t want to. Even when he was at a public event surrounded by smart, sophisticated—and often-adoring—women, he still looked at her like she was the only person in the room. He was her knight in shining armor, and now the rest of the country was going to see what a great man and leader he was.

As she made her way back to her car, Liz thought about what this would mean for her career and her schedule. She’d never had any political aspirations, and had so far been successful at keeping her distance from the tumult and turmoil of DC.

Well, not that far away by distance—only about forty-five miles. But the bucolic countryside in northern Virginia where she lived was a world away from the noise, mayhem, and motion of the city. She loved the isolation and seclusion her cottage on the large county estate of Lyons Gate provided. 

Then her mind drifted to thoughts of the president’s wife, making Liz forget all about her own trivial problems. She’d met Rose a number of times and found her composed and unruffled during White House events.  But how was she handling this horrible tragedy? And how was her husband doing? This was all so sudden and unforeseen. The president was in his mid-seventies but seemed in such perfect health. It didn’t seem possible.

Maybe I’ll wake up and find this is all a bad dream...

A very bad dream.
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Liz stared at the dark ceiling for a few minutes listening to the first callings of the birds outside her window. She knew something of great importance had transpired, but couldn’t get her groggy mind to remember what it was. It took a few moments to untangle her thoughts, but when the realization hit her, she sat straight up.

The president of the United States was fighting for his life in the hospital, and her fiancé had been sworn in as president. 

The few seconds of sluggish thoughts were followed by dozens of questions racing through her mind at lightning speed; things that hadn’t occurred to her the previous night.

Poor Rose. I can’t imagine what she is going through. Should I try to talk to her? Go sit with her?

Although she wasn’t a close confidante of the first lady, the two of them had hit it off despite their wide difference in age. Rose had just turned seventy-two and Liz was only thirty-one.

Did Rose have people around to support her? Originally from Kansas, neither she nor the president had been very enamored with the people they’d met in DC. Rose had confided in her once that they were there to serve their country—not the political elite who clamored for their attention.

Liz’s heart gave a double-beat as her mind pondered the question of the first lady’s duties. Ethan was now president. He’d insinuated everything was about to change. Did he know something she didn’t? Was she going to be expected to drop everything she was working on and go be by his side? Second thoughts and self-doubt began to creep into her mind. The news had been so sudden and momentous, she’d only thought about Ethan’s role—not her own.

Garth, who was stretched out beside her, groaned and rolled onto his back.

“Time to get up old man,” she said rubbing his belly like she did every morning. His presence made her think about Rose again, and how hard it must have been for her to wake up alone.

Garth was just a dog, but after rescuing him from a shelter seven years ago, he’d become her constant companion. She couldn’t imagine life without him.

Poor Rose had been married to Paul for more than fifty years. The shock must be terrible. Despite his age, the president had always been a robust, strong man. Rose, on the other hand, was a little frail. Liz wondered how she’d find the strength to get through this.

The sun’s rays were starting to brighten the landscape by the time Liz padded her way to the kitchen barefooted. After letting Garth outside and pouring a cup of coffee, she turned on the television and went about her morning routine.

The sudden buzzing of her phone on the kitchen counter made her stop in her tracks. She glanced at the clock. Seven-ten. Who would be calling at this hour?

As she reached for the remote to turn the volume of the television down, her jaw dropped open at what she saw on the large screen.

She answered the phone mechanically, while staring at the TV. “Hello?”

“You see the news?” The voice in her ear was Ethan, and it sounded strained.

“I’m...seeing...something...now.”

The television screen featured a picture of the Washington Post’s front page with a large, bold headline about the president of the United States being in critical condition from a stroke. But a large picture of her and Ethan embracing beneath one of the oak trees on the White House grounds was also quite visible, appearing above the fold.

The tall, handsome, dignified man in the wool coat holding the woman in muddy work boots and a ball cap was stunning in its visual effect. The caption read, “Odd Couple...Is This the Acting First Lady?”

“I’m sorry about this.” Liz continued to stare at the screen, not believing her eyes. A beloved and highly respected president was tragically ill—possibly dying—and this is what the newspaper considered news? “I should have changed clothes, I guess.”

Reading the closed caption while she talked, she could see the anchors were appalled by what they saw and were trying to figure out how Ethan had kept this relationship hidden for so long. There had long been rumors circulating that Ethan had a girlfriend outside of DC, but the media was easily distracted and had never taken the time to look into the assertion.

Actually, they weren’t so much distracted as they were captivated by Ethan’s charismatic personality. No one questioned his sincerity, and no one doubted his explanations. He was a handsome, likeable VP who disarmed the press with his charm, and somehow steered clear of political pitfalls.

Liz listened to the anchors laughing at a quip about the “stable girl,” being in the wrong part of town. “Perhaps it’s a long, lost relative from the other side of the tracks,” another one said with a hopeful tone. Another person on the panel seemed to take her time analyzing the photo and came up with the term homespun to describe the mystery woman they were discussing.

“Don’t worry about it.” Ethan was all business. “Pack some clothes. You’re coming here.”

“Excuse me?” Liz turned away from the television.

“There should be Secret Service agents arriving any minute. The press won’t be far behind. Don’t say anything to anybody. I have to go, but I’ll talk to you soon.”

Liz walked over to the kitchen window and stared out over the beautiful landscape of rolling pastures and fields she loved as she heard the call disconnecting.

Ethan knew how much she disliked city life, so she understood the significance of the request. It calmed her a bit to know he was in control and would somehow straighten this mess out.

The sound of tires crunching on the stone driveway interrupted Liz’s thoughts. Pulling back the curtain a little more, she saw a plain black sedan pull up to the house. A man wearing tan pants and a brown sports coat got out, and within moments, she heard a knock at the door.

“Miss Vaughn?” The man stepped through the door without waiting for an invitation and slid his dark glasses to the top of his head in one swift movement. She watched his eyes give a quick sweep of the room and then lower to take in Garth who sat beside her. The dog’s ears were alert, but he remained quiet.

“Garth, stay,” Liz said as she nodded an assent to his question.

“I’m Agent Brody. I’m here under the president’s orders to take you to the White House. Are you ready?”

“I-I-I just got up. I j-just found out. I haven’t even packed anything yet.”

“We need to hurry, Miss.” Neither his face nor his tone showed any emotion. He was obviously carrying out orders, but did so in a calm, tactful—detached—way.

“Okay.” Liz turned toward her bedroom, and patted her leg for Garth to follow. “Give me a minute. There’s plenty of coffee. Help yourself.”

Closing the door, she hurriedly ripped off her jeans and threw on a pair of khakis with a pair of heels and a dark wool blazer. She wasn’t going to be caught looking like barn help again.

Then she tugged on a suitcase lodged under her bed and began to look around. Pack? For how long? Overnight? Days? And pack what? Formal attire? Casual?

Liz heard the man talking on his phone right outside her room, and heard his shoes clicking as he paced. “I’m almost done,” she yelled out so he would be able to relay the information to whomever he was talking to.

Running into the bathroom, she applied makeup with shaky hands and then threw toiletries into the bag. Moving to the closet, she pulled two dresses and a navy suit off hangers and rolled them up into the suitcase. The last thing she packed was two more pairs of shoes. She gazed longingly at her sneakers, and then threw them in along with a pair of dark jeans, undergarments, and a few more tops.

“Okay,” she said, after throwing all her weight into zipping the bulging suitcase. “I’m ready.”

As soon as she opened the door, the agent took the luggage with one hand and led her by the arm with the other to the door. Confidence radiated in his slow, deliberative movements, and authority showed in the set of his jaw. “Moving to the vehicle,” he said to no one that she could see.

“Wait! I need some food for Garth and—”

The agent stopped in his tracks and glanced at the dog before raising his gaze to meet Liz’s.

“I can’t go without him. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

After assessing the look on her face, the agent went back to his mic. “Moving, times two.” Without missing a beat, his said in a commanding voice to her. “We can get whatever he needs at the White House. We need to go. Now.”
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There was no more conversation on the topic. Liz closed the door to her home and stepped off her front porch. Garth happily jumped into the waiting car before Liz climbed in beside him. Before she had even clicked on her seatbelt, the vehicle began moving, proving the urgency of the situation.

Staring out the window, she listened to the crunch of the tires on the long, winding lane, and watched the scenery pass by in a slow blur. How soon can I come back? She felt a strange twist in her gut at having to leave this place. It was her little piece of paradise, a place of warmth and contentment and charm where she felt safe and secluded from the world.

The vehicle stopped at the end of the lane and turned right onto another dirt road, causing Liz’s heart to drop again. This is really happening. Even the large iconic lions that stared out from their perches at the gate seemed to be frowning, causing her to twist in the seat to give the property one last look over her shoulder.

But already, it was lost from view.

Liz glanced at the secret service agent sitting on the other side of Garth, to see if he noticed her distress. The man stared straight ahead, alert yet relaxed, apparently not noticing the swaying and pitching of the vehicle as the tires plunged deep into potholes and bounced over the ruts in the washed-out road.

Liz closed her eyes as the car rolled through a stop sign and turned again, this time onto a paved road. Just as she re-opened them a blur of white raced by the window, followed by another. She turned and looked over her shoulder to confirm it was a satellite news truck that had sped by in the opposite direction...toward her house. Was that just a coincidence? She stole another quick glance at the Secret Service agent, but could read nothing in the eyes hidden behind dark glasses.

Since no one in the car seemed inclined to speak, Liz allowed her mind to wonder. It was considerate of Ethan to just whisk her away so that she didn’t have to deal with the media on her own, but why couldn’t she simply lock the doors and promise not to talk to anyone?

She discounted that notion almost immediately as she recalled numerous news stories about the media camping out on people’s front lawns. Ethan had known she’d feel like a trapped animal. Amid all his own problems and responsibilities, he was trying to protect her. She closed her eyes and made a solemn vow. No matter how upsetting it was to leave her own home, she was going to do everything in her power to stay positive and go with the flow. No matter what was asked of her, she was going to do it. 

It was the least she could for Ethan, who had been so cooperative and considerate about keeping their engagement quiet from the beginning. Even though he hadn’t liked the idea, he’d agreed to help protect her from the spotlight she deplored.

But all of that was changing—and changing fast.

Just as Liz opened her eyes, a news van and a smaller vehicle whizzed by the window. I wonder what is going on back there. They can’t possibly be looking for me.

Liz tried to convince herself it was a coincidence, but without realizing it her arm reached out for Garth and pulled him close. He was her comfort, her steadying rock. His large brown eyes and warm body calmed and reassured her, but it didn’t completely relieve her of her anxiety. He gave her a big wet kiss as if sensing her apprehension, then went back to trying to see what he was missing up ahead.

Garth’s simple act of affection and his seeming eagerness for the future helped Liz look at the whole thing as a grand adventure rather than a disruption of her life. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Then again, this wasn’t going to be easy. She was on her way to the White House to meet with the acting President—a man to whom she was engaged. How did all this happen?

Liz certainly hadn’t’ planned it this way. When they’d met, Ethan was just a hard-working attorney with minor political aspirations. But when a sitting Senator had been killed in a car accident right before a primary election, Ethan had been appointed to fill the seat. Fate had stepped in again when Paul Cantwell won the nomination for the presidency, and chose Ethan to be his running mate.

Until now it had been fairly easy to maintain her secluded lifestyle. Unlike most other politicians, Ethan hadn’t had to go through any down-in-the-dirt elections or face any real scrutiny from the press. Since he’d been appointed to the Senator’s seat right before a primary in Virginia, he hadn’t been required to run for the seat until November of the following year. Before that time came, he’d been asked to run as the president’s VP.

Liz barely remembered the presidential election. Since her relationship with Ethan had been fairly new at the time, she’d gotten to know him by spending hours talking on the telephone. She’d enjoyed hearing about the places he traveled and stories about life on the campaign trail.

But now here he was standing in as president...thankfully, on a temporary basis.

Goes to show you that anyone can become President of the United States.

Ethan had been just like any other young hard-working attorney before all of this happened. Yes, he’d gone to an Ivy-League school, and yes, his family had political connections, but it still seemed like a stretch of the imagination to think that such a down-to-earth guy could suddenly be thrust into such a powerful and historic position.

The car stopped at a traffic signal, giving Liz the opportunity to see where they were. During her musings, they’d left the rolling hills behind and were now in the congested sprawl of DC’s outer limits. What used to be rolling farmland was now paved—every inch of it. She began to feel a slow panic building at the base of her spine at the sight of it.

Without realizing it, she let out a long sigh. She knew this situation would probably come about some day. But the idea had been so foreign to her, she’d put it on the back burner. Being elected to the presidency in the future was a lot different than being president. And being the wife of an acting president was a lot different than being the secret fiancé of a vice president.

Am I even strong enough to do the job? To represent the greatest country in the world and give it the time and devotion it deserved? And what does Ethan even need me to do?

Liz could feel the heaviness of the responsibility like an incredible weight on her shoulders. Maybe I won’t have to. Maybe this was a false alarm—or at least a temporary situation.

She thought back to Ethan’s words. He’d said he’d been sworn in as a precaution. There was always a chance President Cantwell would make a full recovery. From what she’d seen on the news, the White House was not releasing a lot of information on his condition.

Liz felt her eyes welling with tears at the thought of the president fighting for his life in the hospital. She could get through this to help Ethan—and Rose. It was just temporary. She was sure of it. She could do anything for a short period of time if she put her mind to it.

After all, hadn’t she enjoyed her visits with Ethan at his home in DC? Those excursions had actually been kind of fun. Getting to see the city with a tour guide who was a U.S. senator—and then vice president—had been fascinating and inspiring.

But like Katherine often told her, it wasn’t her life. It was like living in a dream world or watching someone else on a stage. She enjoyed the experience, but was doubly glad when she got home to her little house in northern Virginia.

Actually, it wasn’t her house...it was a small overseer’s cabin located on the two hundred-acre Lyon’s Gate estate owned by Katherine. She’d offered the house to Liz out of the blue after they’d met at a horse charity function five years earlier. It was the perfect solution for someone who loved horses and did some writing on the side. Peaceful. Quiet. Secluded. And best of all rent-free. All she had to do was work with the horses that Katherine brought to the farm through her charity.

Her mind drifted back to her grandfather who had raised her after her parents had died. She wished she could run into his arms and hear his words of encouragement and inspiration. Even though he’d been gone for more than a decade, he was always the person she thought of when faced with a difficult decision.

Liz rubbed Garth’s head again for solace as she thought about the future and what she was leaving behind. From somewhere deep within she heard the steadying voice of her grandfather, sharing his wisdom:  Stay true to yourself and try to enjoy every minute of this grand adventure.

She leaned back in the seat with a new sense of peace.

Okay, Gramps...but I can hardly wait until I can go back home.
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Before Liz knew it, the car stopped, the door opened, and the man who had been sitting beside her was standing in a defensive stance, protecting her from any unseen threats. 

Liz mumbled a thank you to another man pointing the way up the steps, and allowed herself to be ushered through the open door, with Garth following immediately beside her.

“Right this way, ma’am.”

“It’s Liz,” she said, trying to keep up. “You are welcome to call me Liz.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The agent remained all business as he led her down a long hallway, only nodding as he opened a door and stood to the side. As Liz stepped across the threshold, she glanced around at the sea of unfamiliar faces.

An enormous conference table with plush leather chairs made the room appear small. Ethan, who was sitting at the head of the table looked up as if surprised at the interruption, and then stood. “You’re here.” His eyes went down to Garth. “Hello, Garth.” He gave the dog’s head a hesitant pat before giving Liz a quick hug.

“These are some of my advisors,” he nodded toward the table where four other men sat, but didn’t bother to introduce them. “Gentlemen, this is my fiancé Elizabeth Vaughn.”

After nodding at Liz, the men’s attention turned to Garth whom they regarded with looks that ranged from smirks to confusion to disgust. Then they turned back to their computers as if there had been no interruption. Liz noticed a half-dozen newspapers spread on the table, all of the front pages containing the same picture and news.

“I’m sorry about—”

“It’s done.” Ethan cut her off before she could finish, and pulled out a chair for her. “All we can do now is put our heads together and figure out how to fix it. I’m sorry for how sudden all this is for you.”

He turned back to the men at the table. “Where were we?”

“We were talking about our best options moving forward. What if we go ahead with the wedding and leak some of the photos?” one of the men said, as Liz sat down. “You know, a beaming bride, the happy couple. That will take the country’s focus off the depressing news of a dead president, and show a picture of stability and happiness.”

“Wait.” Liz leaned forward, horrified. “He’s dead?” She swallowed hard. “President Cantwell died?”

She saw Ethan shoot a glaring look toward the man, before he touched her arm in comfort. “He hasn’t passed yet, honey, but it’s a possibility we have to be ready for.” His voice was calm and soothing. “No matter what happens, we have to prepare for the very worst so we’re ready.” He leaned forward and put his hand on hers. “This is a very difficult time for the entire country. We have to reassure them that we’re prepared, confident, and ready to move forward. You understand, right?”

“What about Rose? Is someone with her?” Liz glanced around the table at the grim, unsmiling faces. “She must be devastated. It all happened so fast.”

“I’m sure she’s being taken care of. She hasn’t left the hospital as far as I know.” Ethan pointed to the papers. “This is our focus right now.”

“Bad idea,” another one of the men said, picking up the conversation where the other had left off. “It will come across as cold and callous...the country doesn’t want to see the new president in the White House enjoying his honeymoon before the body is even cold.”

“True. How about this scenario?” another one said. “We do a quick, secret wedding to make everything official, and then we do a whole wedding photo shoot of the happy couple...say six weeks out. That will give the photographers time to plan something really spectacular, and it will give people time to mourn and all that stuff. The media will jump on the photos, help lighten things up and get everyone happy again. It’s a new start for the country. New president. New first lady. Everyone’s smiling. Life is good.”

“Too risky,” another said. “If someone finds out the photos were taken later, it will look like we’re being underhanded. Remember, we’re still going to have hold-outs from the previous administration working in the White House. We won’t be able to get rid of them that fast.”

Liz’s eyes jerked around the table, studying the faces of men who were treating the current president and first lady with such indifference, like they were merely pawns in a chess game.

“Ethan, I don’t understand. What is happening?” 

She watched his eyes flash with an emotion she could not read, and then fill with something that looked like understanding.

“Honey, I know this sounds harsh, but it’s what we have to do. It’s politics. It’s how the game is played.”

“But I can’t help but think about poor Rose...” Liz’s voice trailed off as one of the men reached for his phone as it vibrated and danced across the table. All the other men seemed to be getting messages at the same time because they reached into their pockets and then stared at the screens.

“We need to make a decision on this right now,” one of them said. “He’s dead.”
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Liz’s lungs felt suddenly devoid of air at the suddenness of the news, but the men at the table acted like the unexpected death of the president of the United States was a situation about as unforeseen as a slow-moving driver in the fast lane on I-95.

Their solution? Go around it and move on.

“The funeral will take a few days to plan, and will be a logistical nightmare.” One of the men stood and rubbed his head like it was painful to him. “He wants to be buried in Kansas, so we’ll have to have two public memorial services.”

“There’s a team working on that,” another said, clearly irritated and trying to keep the conversation on course. “Let’s get the wedding out of the way, and do the photo shoot before the funeral, so it’s all on the up and up. That way Elizabeth can be introduced and serve as the first lady during all the bullshit—” The man glanced over at Liz and then down. “Beg pardon, during the ceremonial events that take place here in the city.”

“Poor Rose,” Liz murmured again, her mind a million miles away, barely even hearing the conversation going on around her. “When can I see her?”

“Would tomorrow work for you?” One of the men thumbed through a calendar on his phone. He leaned forward and waited for Ethan to respond.

“You mean to see Rose?” Liz asked, wiping a tear from her cheek.

“No, he means to get married,” Ethan said. “Does that work for you?”

Liz blinked and stared at Ethan, then looked at each man in the room as they waited for a response.

“Remember, I told you we’d probably have to move it up? You said you were okay with whatever happens.” Ethan’s tone held a touch of impatience—and even agitation—in it now.

“But I...”

“If you’re worried about a suitable gown or whatever, that will all be taken care of.” An older man with a tablet sat busily scribbling on the pad. “We’ll just need to get your measurements.”

“She has something picked out I think,” Ethan said.

All of the men looked up at once. “Is it appropriate for what we have in mind?”

“I don’t know.” Ethan looked at Liz. “Men aren’t allowed in on these things. But Liz has excellent taste.”

Liz saw two of the men glance down at the papers in front of them and frown. She felt like she was being swallowed alive by some horrible creature that held her by the throat and wouldn’t let go. Everyone was staring at her, waiting for an answer.

“Honey, this is important.” Ethan’s voice was soft and compassionate. “You’re part of something bigger than yourself now. You’re going to have to step up to help heal a country that is reeling from this terrible tragedy.”

He paused a moment as if to let his words sink in. “The tradition of having a first lady to oversee things and stand by her husband is long. You are being called upon to be the steadying force behind me. I hope you’re not so overwhelmed by all this that you’re having second thoughts.”

Liz mulled that over in her mind. She loved Ethan and was planning to marry him. Did it really matter that it was going to take place a few months earlier than expected?

“And think of the good you can do for your causes. Horses. Animals. Children...People will listen to you as first lady. You’ll have a megaphone that others can only dream of to raise funds and awareness. When you speak, people will listen.”

“It’s so much...so fast.” She squeezed her temples as if that would help slow down and organize her thoughts.

Ethan reached out and put his hand on hers. “Same here. We’re in this together.”

Liz thought about the tremendous pressure he was under, and felt silly for dampening everyone’s spirits with her own insecurities. All she had to do was move her wedding day up two months. He, on the other hand, was now President of the United States.

You knew this could happen. Don’t second-guess yourself. Be there for Ethan like he’s been there for you.

“Yes, that sounds fine,” she heard herself say. Yet it hit her once the words were out that Katherine—her closest friend in the world—wouldn’t be able to make it on such short notice. She was on a business trip out of the country.

Liz heard a couple of the men exhale loudly as if their life depended on her agreeing on the matter. 

“Let’s get moving on this,” one of the men spoke authoritatively. “I think the plan to take the photos now and let them out later will work if we lay the groundwork ahead of time. We’ll just have to test the waters and see when the public seems to have put their grief behind them and moved on.”

“But the pictures will have to be very tactful,” another one said. “People will want to perceive empathy and compassion for the dead president in the midst of the celebration.”

There was no disagreement now and a few heads nodded in agreement.

Chandler Bates, the president’s best friend from college, glanced at his watch and stood. “I’m afraid the president has another meeting.” He looked at Liz. “I’ll have a staff member show you around the building. Wait here.”

Liz glanced down at Garth who perked up at the sound of the voice and now sat watching Chandler carefully. His ears were pricked forward, but the hair on his back was bristled.

“Won’t I be staying with Ethan tonight? At his residence?” Liz wanted nothing more than to be able to relax with Ethan in familiar surroundings.

The men looked at each other and then Chandler shook his head. “No. We’ll find temporary lodging for you. We don’t want any scandalous stories leaking out, or to give the perception of anything inappropriate happening before the wedding. The media is on the lookout for you now. We don’t want to open the papers tomorrow to a new front page of first lady jokes.”

Liz felt her cheeks grow warm at Chandler’s customary coolness toward her. He was a frat house buddy of Ethan’s who’d been appointed to be his chief of staff when Ethan became vice president. It appeared he was going to continue in that role.

A young man who had been bent over his phone looked up excitedly. “According to what I’ve been able to find, this will be only the second White House wedding of a president,” he said. “The first since Grover Cleveland. We can focus on that distinction in the press release.”

“Perfect. Give that tidbit to the communications department,” Chandler said. “We need to meet with Camilla about the president’s address to the nation as well.”

“I’ll talk to you later.” Ethan kissed Liz on the cheek. “I don’t’ have the words to thank you for what you’re doing.”

As if by some unspoken cue, everyone in the room got up and disappeared out the door.

Liz remained sitting, staring at the table as she tried to control her emotions and grief. When the last man exited, she raised her gaze slowly, making eye contact with the Secret Service agent who was in the process of re-closing the door.

For a brief moment Liz thought she saw a look of empathy on his face and a glint of compassion in those brilliant blue eyes, but his expression turned to stone again just before the door clicked shut.
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