
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Heart of Desire

11. 11. 11   Redux

––––––––

[image: ]


Kate Robinson

––––––––

[image: ]


Tootie-Do Press

Los Angeles

Redwood Highway 101

San Diego










Heart of Desire: 11.11.11 Redux

Copyright ©2014 by Kate Robinson

All rights reserved.


This book is a work of fiction. Any references to real people, events, establishments, organizations, or locales are intended only to give the fiction a sense of reality and authenticity and are used fictitiously. All other characters, and all incidents and dialogue, are drawn from the author’s imagination and their resemblance, if any, to real life counterparts is entirely coincidental.



No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles or reviews. For more information, e-mail Tootie-Do Press: tootiedopress@gmail.com.





Tootie-Do Press

First Edition

––––––––

[image: ]


Cover design by Clarissa Yeo, Yocla Designs

Editorial by Starstone Lit Services








“The cast of characters is a deft masterpiece in character development that rivals Diana Gabaldon, George R.R. Martin, and Michael Crichton.”



::: Penelope Anne Bartotto

In’DTales 
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“What is hovering in the sky above the White House and the halls of power in Washington, D.C. besides global warming, political intrigue, and secret love trysts? Kate Robinson leads readers on a journey of switchbacks and blind views to Heart of Desire’s riveting, thought-provoking conclusion.”



::: Carl Hitchens

Author of Sitting with Warrior
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“Well written. . . movie script adaptable. Gripping style. . . Chapter 7 reminded me of Hunter Thompson's ‘Gonzo’ journalism, i.e. ‘Fear & Loathing’ – Kate Robinson is a talented and imaginative writer!”



::: Rev. Robert Hanzel

Aquarian Church of Universal Service
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“Writing of the prologue and first chapters commands attention. . . may be closer to the truth than any of us know. . . I think this writer did an excellent job. . . has thought [the story line] through carefully and hints at complications with extraterrestrials that stretch the imagination. The writer makes even unlikely scenes between [humans] and extraterrestrials believable. . . The writing is good. The grammar is excellent. The narration, dialogue and tension are high. . . The reader immediately likes the characters and roots for them.”



::: Anonymous Judge

Arizona Authors Association 2006 Literary Competition


















For all sentient beings








“The fifth revolution will come when we have spent the stores of coal and oil that have been accumulating in the earth during hundreds of millions of years.”





::: Sir Charles Galton Darwin, 1952 
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“In the counsels of Government, we must guard against the acquisition of unwarranted influence, whether sought or unsought, by the Military Industrial Complex. The potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power exists, and will persist. . . Only an alert and knowledgeable citizenry can compel the proper meshing of the huge industrial and military machinery of defense with our peaceful methods and goals so that security and liberty may prosper together.”





::: President Dwight D. Eisenhower, 1961
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“There [is] an inner government in the United States, a centralized state, far more powerful than anything else, for whom the enemy is not simply the Communists, but everything else, its own press, its own judiciary, its own Congress, foreign and friendly governments . . . it does not function necessarily for the benefit of the Republic but rather for its own ends. . .”





::: Neil Sheehan, 1971
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“When the solution to the UFO problem comes, I believe that it will prove to be not merely the next small step in the march of science, but a mighty and totally unexpected leap.”





::: J. Allen Hynek, 1972
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“What are the elite media. . . first of all, they are major, very profitable corporations. . . most of them are linked to or outright owned by much bigger corporations, i.e. General Electric, Westinghouse, and so on. They are. . . at the top of the power structure of the private economy, which is a tyrannical structure. Corporations are basically tyrannies, hierarchic, controlled from above.”





::: Noam Chomsky, 1997
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“Others are engaging even in an eco-type of terrorism whereby they can alter the climate, set off earthquakes, volcanoes remotely through the use of electromagnetic waves. So there are plenty of ingenious minds out there that are at work finding ways in which they can wreak terror upon other nations.”





::: Secretary of Defense William Cohen, 1997
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“One of the saddest lessons of history is this: If we’ve been bamboozled long enough, we tend to reject any evidence of the bamboozle. We’re no longer interested in finding out the truth. . . Once you give a charlatan power over you, you almost never get it back.”





::: Carl Sagan, 1997
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“The world today stands on the brink of a confluence three major, global crises: peak oil, global warming and the imminent collapse of the global banking system. All of these are inter-related, and have greed as their ultimate cause.”





::: Emanuel Sferios, 2006
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::: Prologue
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“The irony of human life is that our very desire results in suffering.”

::: Judith Simner-Brown, Dakini’s Warm Breath
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TERESA VAUGHN LOOKED up from the softcover novel and glanced down at eight-month-old Mikka, pleased with the baby’s contented play. Her attention soon wavered back to the tragic story, so real and yet so insubstantial, like the bubble dissolving on the surface of her spearmint tea.

A few pages later, the silent room jarred the fortyish mother from her book. Mikka was absent from her usual place beside the basket of toys on the braided rug. Tess’s chest contracted. She gazed around the kitchen and jumped up from the ladderback chair, spilling the cobalt-glazed mug in a clanging tumble from tabletop to rug to hardwood floor. It spun and inched to a stop against the love-worn plush lion that Mikka was teething on.

“Mikka? Mikka!” She didn’t go. . . did she?

Her voice grew louder each time she called the baby’s name. She rattled the kitchen doorknob. Securely locked. She dashed from the kitchen and sprinted in circles throughout the lower level of her hand-built house, a log and stone cottage adrift on a high desert prairie. In the spacious living room and office area, she rummaged behind furniture and piles of colorful floor cushions, flipping light switches and snapping lamps on, one with so much psychic force that the bulb burned out. 

She screwed up her face in thought while she trotted up the carpeted pine stairwell to the second story. Mikka liked to crawl upstairs, though she’d never gone all the way to the second floor before. Tess began to repeat her search as if second nature. Mikka was absent from the master bedroom at the top of the stairs. With a little prayer, she pictured the baby safe in her room at the end of the hall. 

No joy. Some old-fashioned wooden toys lay scattered below bright storage modules bursting with toys and picture books. Standing for a moment over Mikka’s empty crib, Tess balled her hand into a fist and pressed it over her heart. An instant later, she took a step backward, turned abruptly, and strode from the room.

“Mikka-ah,” she called a hundredth time, her voice vibrating with the rhythm of her footsteps.

She turned and jogged down the short hallway, her long hair swinging across her back. Pushing a half-closed door open with a thud, she peered inside at an empty clawfoot bathtub illuminated by the hallway light. Her cheeks rounded with a relieved sigh as she inhaled the lingering lilac scent of Mikka’s evening bubble bath.

Tess retraced her steps down the hall and stairway and called again, her voice rising. “Mikka!”

She paused at the massive front door and flipped another light switch, arching her back and flexing a trim bicep to unfasten bolt and security chain. She burst through the door with another loud thud, the brass hinges squawking. Her eyes darted again around the screened porch that wrapped around the front of the house, and underneath the weathered wicker chaise lounge, rocker, and side table.

When a happy squeal pealed from outside, Tess held her breath and kicked the screen door open. Her baby sat in a flowerbed, one chubby fist partially crammed into her mouth, the other hand extended toward Tess. A large Luna moth fluttered from the shadows and lit upon the tip of Mikka’s tiny forefinger.

She marveled at the sight until the moth spiraled into the darkness. Then she scooped Mikka into her arms and held her close, a tight smile softening her frazzled expression. She kissed the baby’s cheeks, bounced her, and smoothed her yellow and pink flowered dress and leggings in little nervous pats.

“Goodness, Mikka.”

“Pre.”

“How did you get out of the house? The doors were locked!”

“Pre,” the baby repeated. “Pre-pre.”

“That’s a pretty moth. Pret-ty mo-th.” She lowered her face level with Mikka’s and elongated the syllables. 

“Pree ma. Pree pree ma,” the baby chortled again, her auburn curls and golden skin glowing under the yellow porch light.

Relieved, she placed her forehead against Mikka’s and they each grinned at the one-eyed, cyclops view of the other.

“How do you leave one place and end up in another, Meekers? You can’t even walk yet. This is the third time. . . you scared the daylights out of me again.” 

Mikka wiggled with delight, crowing a happy squeal that rose to the stars. She suddenly straightened her back and turned a sober face toward the ranch gate at the driveway’s end, fastened with chain and padlock to a stout post.

Tess followed Mikka’s gaze, her heart dropping, but she saw only a shadow cast across the frosty ground, a play of light caused by clouds crossing the moon.
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::: Chapter 1
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President Harris Cantrell Henry

August 2009
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PRESIDENT HARRIS CANTRELL Henry sighed and turned to watch the street. After a brief visit with his ailing mother in an assisted living facility—his real mother, not the woman who pushed her aside to help his dad raise him—he found himself hurtling toward the Des Moines International Airport in yet another black bulletproof Mercedes. He prayed that Myrtle Davis Henry would fully recover and make it through his term in office. He’d always reveled in her enthusiastic support and sometimes secretly doubted his power to achieve his goals without her.

The broad sycamore trees lining the boulevard seemed to fly past the tinted windows. He admired the lush setting near the Governor’s mansion in the heart of downtown Des Moines, a garden city at the confluence of two rivers. The clouds gathering over the gilded dome of the state capitol building reminded him of his possible loss. His early separation from Myrtle as an infant, a situation he didn’t question until his university years, would make losing her permanently even more poignant.

But Myrtle was gaining strength, so he shouldn’t worry about losing her, not yet. But a real loss crossed his mind. The day felt almost identical to that drizzly, overcast morning nearly a year before when his campaign manager deposited Tess Vaughn on a commercial flight after their final night together. He’d never strayed before—he felt content with First Lady Merrill Webster Henry and found no fault with her—but his world tilted when Tess walked away. Despite his stellar relationship with Merrill and their twins Delaney and Leigh, despite all they’d worked together to achieve when he’d emerged victor at the Democratic National Convention, Tess had attracted him. She put him in touch with something different in himself, something he’d never experienced before. A vital, creative aspect that lay hidden in his heart like a single wildflower blooming in the concrete heart of a city. He’d given Tess up reluctantly, felt her absence even as he and his family strolled along the inaugural parade route on Pennsylvania Avenue under the stern eye of the U.S. Capitol dome. 

For a moment, he allowed himself to visualize Tess in the last photo he shot of her, that half-crooked smile lighting up her angular olive face and wide-set brown eyes, the outline of her breasts visible under flowing silk.

Then he turned his disciplined mind back to business. U.S. oil extraction had increased with systematic fracking but caused earthquakes and polluted groundwater; the threat of domestic terrorism popped out like a pox here and there; the economy still lay in shambles, and no one could predict or control the weather. By coincidence, he hoped, not only was arctic ice melting at an unprecedented rate, the Earth’s axis tilt was increasing and its magnetic field had destabilized over the past few months. Would the result be a normal migration of magnetic poles or a disastrous polar shift?

He mulled over these contradictions as the Mercedes slowed to a stop. The driver, a Secret Service agent, and a second agent riding shotgun, briskly stepped from the Mercedes and ushered him outside. The Service detail dispensed with the typical motorcycle escort to avoid unwanted attention on this trip. He’d slipped into Des Moines quietly and would slip back out again unnoticed.

A senior aide appeared at his side. “Mr. President, the latest NIHSA environmental report. Urgent and needs immediate review.” The bespectacled young man placed new scientific data, safely shielded in its classified folder inside a locked and coded valise, into his hand while his Secret Service detail hustled him from the auto and into an unmarked military chopper. Probably some ploy to appease public grousing about global warming by “the Agency,” he thought, using his nickname for the National Intelligence Homeland Security Agency (NIHSA), the recently combined NSA, FBI, CIA, and Homeland Security.

He sighed. Alternative media speculated often about the dire consequences of global warming. Amateur astronomers and armchair scientists as well as seasoned professionals documented Earth changes daily in blogs and chat rooms around the world. Yet the latest celebrity scandal or baby bump received far more popular mainstream news coverage. To his dismay, NIHSA insisted that mainstream media downplay climatic events. Even trusted venues like National Geographic and NPR discussed Earth tilt and magnetic field ramifications in a measured, rational bent that made dire consequences seem remote. Conservative pundits mocked legitimate scientists and foundations while cleverly spinning data to their own ends. 

He hated the subterfuge, but he understood it. He’d reluctantly conceded it was not necessary to create undue anxiety about the gradual inundation of coastal cities. America’s coasts were clobbered regularly by record-breaking hurricanes during the regular spring, summer, and fall hurricane seasons of the new millennium, but also at random as weather patterns became even more chaotic. It didn’t require an advanced degree from an elite university to see where the combination of violent supercell storms and polar ice melt would lead. Not to mention the rise of atmospheric CO2, and the Earth tilt, rotation, and magnetic field irregularities that aggravated climate anomalies. Every industrial nation in the world except the US and China signed the well-reasoned multinational agreements recognizing global warming. Only the two corporate empires, a capitalist democracy and a capitalist communist bloc, had held out, unwilling to stop profiting until doomsday arrived. President Henry vowed to change that, and soon. 

He soared northeast to meet Merrill and their entourage in Chicago, shepherded by another somber Secret Service detail. After completing their late morning speaking engagement in Chi-town, they boarded Air Force One at O’Hare International to conclude a post-election policy jaunt that sliced through the Midwest to the upper East coast. Normally he felt energized while meshing with the grand cogs and gears of his political machine. But today he wished they could simply relax. Wander downtown, stop for a bite at one of Chicago’s famous pizzerias, and soak up some blues in old dives on the South Side as he and Merrill used to do when they studied at the University of Chicago campus.

Rushed again from military chopper to Air Force One, his day was far from over. Valise in hand, he geared up for an afternoon policy briefing as they soared to Cleveland.

Merrill Henry smiled over reading glasses at him, pushing a lock of honey-colored hair behind a dainty, honey-colored ear. “Hey, sweetie. How’s Myrtle?”

“Better. She’s stronger. The blood tests are good. Her doctors are optimistic. Should have a few good years left if she continues to improve. She laughed about our invitation to live at the White House.” 

“I’m glad.” Merrill smiled warmly at him and resumed reading.

A moment later, Merrill gazed around and jabbed him in the ribs with a long, slender finger as he absorbed a policy paper. “Is there a mechanical problem? Shouldn’t we be in the air, Harr?” She tapped her favorite stainless steel mechanical pencil against a cabin window. 

Generally, Air Force One taxied for takeoff immediately after the phalanx of Secret Service agents whisked the government servants and journalists aboard. This time the plane continued to perch near the brand-new VIP terminal, a marvel of geodesic angles and bulletproof glass. He looked up from the front page of The New York Times and nodded at Chief of Staff Lody Ramirez, a trim, youthful man with a full head of wavy, dark hair sitting nearby with favored media representatives. Ramirez conferred with the black-suited Secret Service agent who stood with crossed arms at a discreet distance from the entourage.

“They’re a bit behind schedule—according to the crew, an unexpected electrical anomaly cropped up,” the agent advised Ramirez after returning from the cockpit.

Ramirez turned to him. “Mr. President, they’ve got a handle on the situation, but the flight crew will have to repeat the pre-flight routine. It will be about twenty minutes before we take off.”

“Thank you, Lody.” Henry yawned and checked his watch. “A nap’ll do me some good.” He kissed Merrill on one cheek and excused himself. “Conference room in fifteen.”

He emerged from one of his famous power naps in the private cabin as promised exactly fifteen minutes later. The staff rose and followed him into the Air Force One conference room. Vice President Gaphurst Allen and his wife Ashara joined the conference via monitor from Air Force Two, where the couple and their staff preceded his entourage to Cleveland from Washington, D.C. and awaited clearance to land.

A lively appraisal of issues that a recent poll deemed most pressing ensued: economy, environment, and terrorism. “Gloom, doom, and the apocalypse,” he reminded them.

“We’ve got our work cut out for us,” Gap agreed from the monitor.

Associate Attorney General Baxter Chopps jotted notes on a legal pad and Ramirez typed nimbly into an envelope-thin laptop across the table from Henry and the First Lady.

So skillful and finely tuned was the jet’s ascent from the flight line that the passengers took no more notice of it than the gradual acceleration of a fine automobile on a motorway.

When Henry gazed at his watch approximately thirty minutes later, Ramirez took the cue. “Take five, ladies and gentlemen.” 

Henry stood and pulled up one leg behind him and then the other in runner’s stretches. Running in place for two minutes, he circled the small room several times before sinking back into his leather chair.

Meanwhile, the briefing trailed into Beltway gossip. He flashed one of his trademark smiles when Ashara took center stage on the monitor and started to clown around, puffing her cheeks and belly out in imitation of pompous and fabulously wealthy Senator C. Clelland Collins. Holding a hand toward the conference monitor, she rubbed her thumb and fingertips together. “I fully support environmental concerns and the health of the American economy,” she boasted in a fake baritone voice.

“Hear ye, hear ye.” Bax stood in front of the conference monitor and puffed his cheeks and belly out, waddling in a circle and polishing his nails on his lapel.

Lody’s insane giggle trilled through the cabin, putting everyone in stitches. Lody crouched to the floor and imitated a lizard doing head bobs and push-ups, making fun of the recent tabloid reports that Collins and his family were in cahoots with extraterrestrial human-reptilian hybrids.

Henry left his presidential cares behind to lean back and chuckle at Ashara’s and Bax’s antics and Lody’s giggle. He encouraged light-hearted banter in his administration and his daily vitamin was at least one belly laugh per meeting. Usually his staff wasn’t this silly but the tough election and the even tougher national and international issues they faced made them susceptible to letting off steam in a childish way. Barely five months into the administration’s first year, violent opposition from Collins’ so-called Moral Right movement and constant monitoring by NIHSA was taking its toll. 

His smile faded as he checked his watch again. Though sometimes a laughable buffoon, Republican Senator Collins of Iowa—Triple C, he liked to call the man—was truly powerful and the bane of his political existence long before he’d ascended to the presidency. His long-time best friend Drew Forrest, the impeccable investigative reporter, had dug into rumors about the Collins family since Henry cut his teeth in law school. Drew’s latest book rocked DC, but like he said, people in Foggy Bottom had short memories and there was always more muck to rake. Drew was now unearthing strange new odds and ends.

“Let’s begin again, team,” Ramirez coached. All eyes on the monitor image from Air Force Two turned to Henry as he pulled his valise from his lap, hefted it to the conference table, deftly keyed his code into the digital lock, and extracted the thick blue binder stamped CLASSIFIED in bold, red letters.

Merrill shifted in her seat, questions reflected in her cat-like brown eyes.

“An environmental study sanctioned and interpreted by NIHSA. We’ve got a bigger problem than we thought.” He licked his thumb and shuffled through the pages, held with old-fashioned brass fasteners at the top, until he came to the final narrative summary.

“Is this meant for review by everyone here?” Gap’s face became sober on the conference screen, collapsing from a boyish grin to what Ashara called his doctor look.

“Yes, everyone aboard Air Force One and Air Force Two is privy to what I’ll present now. We’ll discuss the more sensitive, ‘need to know’ aspects at the next Cabinet meeting.” He cleared his throat and raised his head as though posing for a television broadcast. “The gist in fifty words or less: Earth’s axis tilt has changed by seven percent over the past year, two percentage points more than the normal variable of one to five percent. Added to the planet’s magnetic field weakening by ten percent over the past 150 years, the result might be an upcoming field revers—”

A sudden glimmer in his peripheral vision piqued his curiosity. He glanced across the table at the conference monitor, affixed like a flat screen television to a wall divider.

“Is that static interference. . . ?” Static was a problem with the specially encrypted video linkage between Air Force One and Air Force Two. Everyone followed his gaze. Twin translucent forms shimmered from the monitor and firmed in consistency. 

He blinked. Another electrical anomaly, a malfunction caused by the screen’s holographic capability? The tall figures emerging from it had to be an optical illusion. Perhaps he’d stared at the screen too long.

As the figures continued to materialize in front of him, he tried to stand and shout. But he barely managed to blink his eyes. His heart started to pound and he imagined in cartoon-like images that his jaw sagged and his eyes bugged out on sticks. Who in the hell were these black-suited gentlemen? They weren’t the beefy Secret Service or NIHSA agent types. Definitely not holograms either, a feature rumored to be gleaned from reverse engineering of an extraterrestrial craft stored in Nevada’s Area 51. Holograms were rarely used with the conference video screens aboard Air Force One and Two due to interference with terrestrial navigational systems.

He tried to peer through a window to see if anything was happening outside but couldn’t turn his head. Were they on the ground? He couldn’t recall whether they’d taken flight or not.

He tried to speak and to motion to Merrill, but managed only to jiggle his lower lip in the tiniest of motions. Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead. His arms tingled with an odd electric current and his legs felt like over-inflated balloons about to pop. At least he could move his eyes, which darted in a blur from Merrill to Ramirez to his other colleagues around the conference table, and finally back to the lanky men in front of him. 

The handsome blond men stared at him with intense yet vacant eyes. His body relaxed a bit. Finally, he uttered a few words that bubbled out as if he spoke underwater. “What’s going on here?”

Mr. Henry, excuse our intrusion. We are reviewers. We will review your instructions.

Their detached, mechanical voices manifested, to his consternation, inside his head. But his own fleeting thoughts felt garbled. Can they read my mind? Is it possible to block my thoughts? How do I control this situation?

The pair moved in odd synchronized motions as they edged closer to him.

He tried to thrust his foot out and trip them, but his leg barely twitched. Holy crap, he thought. 

A contradiction in terms, the pair responded, casting a curious look at one another.

Their response answered one of his questions—the pair were definitely clairvoyant. He tried to grip the arms of his seat, but his hands refused to budge. His thoughts began to sputter out and he did his best to make them gruff. You’re dealing with the President of the United States! He added a few more phrases, protesting, threatening, and finally whining. The men did not respond. And everyone he could glimpse onboard Air Force One and on the monitor from Air Force Two appeared frozen in place.

He trembled with the effort to open his eyes wider. He stared hard at the pair’s faces, which wavered like mirages and then became translucent for a split second. 

He almost shit his pants. Crapola.

One guy cocked his head. Excrement?

Henry blinked and looked again. Textured brown amphibian hide and bright eyes like yellow ice surfaced behind the Miami tans and sky blue eyes. Good Lord. Had the tabloids gotten the wildhair story about Senator C. Clelland Collins right? Drew Forrest had found something strange about two of Collins’s staff members right before the election but couldn’t quite pin it down at the time. . . Henry stopped in mid-thought, reminding himself that the strange men read or heard his thoughts just as he read or heard theirs.

The pair pulled devices about the length of ballpoint pens and about the thickness of relay running batons from their breast pockets, positioned the devices between thumbs and ring fingers, and aimed them at Henry.

He couldn’t hide his surprise. Whatinthehell? What kind of bad sci-fi movie is this? He half-expected Tommy Lee Jones and Will Smith to burst into the cabin.

Though the devices emitted no noise or light, he felt suddenly tranquilized and he heard the men’s hypnotic directives as though no other truth existed.

We are concerned, one “said” in an officious tone.

The other beastie boy chided him in the same mechanical cadence. We are disappointed at the digressions from NIHSA policy made by you, your cabinet, and members of your administration. The new climatic conditions are essential to the alignment of our power structure. These conditions are not to be interfered with in any way.

Power structure? Extraterrestrial directives? The pair, the ETs, Henry thought of them now, began talking about taking “mind prints.” 

We will check on your progress periodically, the first ET thought tersely.

Henry tried to grimace. Why do I feel reassured?

They looked at him again with quizzical expressions, apparently confused by his sarcasm. Henry tried to glare at them, instinctively realizing they’d embedded their instructions in his mind.

Apprehension filled his gut with a big cold lump.

The scene in front of him flashed faster and faster into a blur, a video chip stream on fast forward. The tiny data chips were rumored to be either a straightforward gift of ET technology or another NIHSA reverse-engineered device. The new chips were presented to the public in the form of chipped credit and debit cards holding basic account and ID information. But Henry learned of the advanced chips in his first NIHSA briefing, how these were used in the bowels of the intel agency to hold massive gigs of info, including holographic images and films of suspected terrorists and other clandestine activity. These could be contained in small gemstones and worn as jewelry, making them almost impossible to track.

The ETs disappeared in a quick dissolve as enigmatically as they’d appeared. Henry felt his body relax and he twitched once when full bodily sensation surged through his nervous system.

His wife and his colleagues stirred as if awaking from a deep sleep. The press pool seemed especially confused when Henry personally rose to check on them and the Secret Service detail outside the conference room. He gazed around without comment at the dozen or so personnel and staggered back to sink into the leather upholstery of his chair. Lody Ramirez looked stunned. Merrill began primping, pushing her bangs across her forehead as though she’d mussed her hair. Chopps frowned at him, looking perplexed. Across from Henry, the faces of National Security Advisor Howard Raineville and his perky black senior aide, Terry T., as she liked to be called, were split by the wide grins they sported during the playful interlude prior to Henry’s introduction of the NIHSA report. 

He reached out to pick up the report, but it was no longer on the table in front of him.

No one aboard Air Force Two noticed his confusion. Onscreen, Vice President Allen pulled his hand away from Ashara’s shoulder and loosened his signature sky blue tie. He responded to the viewpoint she’d voiced before the interruption about the preservation of disappearing public lands. “Yeah, you’re right, Ash,” he said, not missing a beat.

Merrill cocked her head at Gap and Ashara’s images, simultaneously business-like and girlish. “We’ve got to do more than that. You’re both too soft on environment,” she told them.

Ashara cast a frown at the conference screen. “What? Environment equals politics these days.”

“What’s the matter, Mr. President?” Allen shot a sharp look at him via the screen.

Henry opened his mouth to reply. No sound emerged. Merrill handed him a bottle of purified water. He slugged down half of it, then tried to speak again.

“Cat’s got my tongue,” he joked, transforming his lower Midwestern drawl into a parody of his veep’s New England accent.

In a sudden burst of energy, the groups on both aircraft began to engage in a sobering argument about the environmental terrorism that had erupted recently, replacing suicide bombings by foreign terrorists. No one paid any more attention to Henry’s ongoing struggle to readjust. He leaned back and sniffed the air. A subtle and peculiar odor hung over him, the scent of a kitchen match doused in a beer can. He rubbed a sore spot on the back of his skull next to his right ear and checked his watch again. His skin crawled and he almost shivered involuntarily. Nearly an hour had passed.

Henry pushed the incident out of his mind because there was no other way to get through the day’s final public appearance.

:::
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IN ANOTHER GENERIC-looking though luxurious room in a Philadelphia hotel, after his sixth identical speech in three days, President Henry tossed and turned through the night. A subtle, almost chronic headache had nagged at him since the flight from Chicago to Cleveland.

“Honey?” Merrill winced when he turned a bedside light on and grabbed his valise from the side table, snapping it open in an almost savage gesture.

“The classified report is gone again. It disappeared twice before on Air Force One.”

Merrill propped herself on one elbow. “Harris, are you okay? What are you talking about?”

“The report disappeared during our meeting on the way to Chicago, reappeared in the valise after we left Chicago, and then disappeared when I made a mental note to discuss it again on our flight to Philly. At first I didn’t quite get it, but now I remember.”

“Harr—are you sure you’re not dreaming?” She patted the bed beside her. “Get some rest, honey. Let’s talk about this in the morning.”

“You’re right,” he conceded, crawling back in the warm cocoon of bedclothes and snuggling closer to his level-headed mate. The room faded as he drifted into exhausted sleep.

:::
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PRESIDENT HENRY CAME to with a start.

“Harris, wake up.” Merrill pointed the television remote at the flat screen television on the wall opposite the bed and raised the volume. “What in the world is this?”

He yawned and tried to focus. A spear of sunlight shone between the slightly parted drapes on the other side of the room. Onscreen, two morning show newscasters railed at one another over a curved walnut desk about the hour’s delay in air traffic at O’Hare International Airport and the closed VIP terminal, one dismissing “The Air Force One luncheon party” as a reason for both, and the other decrying the decadent and self-absorbed Henry administration. No one dared mention race, but the administration attracted every other criticism possible and the race issue simmered beneath the situation like an invisible toxin.

He looked at his wife square in the eyes. She didn’t remember anything, did she? Perplexed, he struggled to find the words needed to explain his experience. But she probably wouldn’t buy it. “Lord have mercy, Baby. What the media won’t dream of next. The Moral Right must be on the warpath again. Supplies are brought aboard Air Force One in advance of our arrival. And we boarded after lunch that day.”

She gazed at him quizzically. “Honey, this just doesn’t make sense.”

Despite a non-existent luncheon party, the media bombarded the airwaves with shots of flustered air traffic controllers and livid politicians grousing about Air Force One impeding air traffic. Most convincing were the interviews of angry passengers who’d queued up outside the cordoned VIP terminal while their flights were delayed. Supposedly, this was a much bigger boondoggle than the expensive haircut Bill Clinton scheduled aboard Air Force One years before.

He pulled the remote from Merrill’s hand and turned off the television. “Well,” he said, puffing his cheeks out, “sounds like this will come off as our people’s word against the media. Actually, my word against. . . whose policy? Would the goddamn Agency offer me classified information on a need to know basis and then intimidate me about it? Because that’s what they seem to be doing.”

Rock-steady Merrill gave him one of her penetrating gazes. “Harris, whatever are you talking about? Are you keeping something from me?” 

He took a deep breath and explained what he remembered about his contact with extraterrestrials. “I’m not sure I recall everything that happened even though I was the main course, so to speak.” 

Amused and skeptical at first, Merrill quickly recognized he was telling the truth, or maybe she felt he believed he was. “I don’t know what to make of it,” she said. “I have a feeling we’re going to find out more when we least need to deal with it.” 

He didn’t try to discuss the classified report with his staff on the last leg of the speaking tour. He wished he could dismiss the incident as a crazy dream. Though he knew better, he rationalized briefly that the incident was an off-the-wall plot by Washington’s Moral Right faction to bully him about his affair with Tess. Or did it have something to do with the Moral Right downplaying legitimate environmental concerns as God’s divine will? The thought of parleying again with the Moral Right on either a real or unreal issue added insult to injury—somehow that entire day reminded him of Tess and he didn’t need any more emotional agitation. He’d been reamed repeatedly by the Moral Right about an alleged dalliance he’d manufactured to divert attention from Tess. Though Merrill suspected it was a sham story, she thought it a maneuver to deflect attention from something else. When he dug past his guilt about Tess, he took illogical comfort in knowing the affair was far more serious than a fling, and that the personal issue paled in comparison to this new situation, a matter of national security. No, of international security. He would just have to rock and roll with the punches.

Like Merrill, everyone else aboard Air Force One and Two had little recollection of what Henry came to call “the event.” Two months passed before he got a better grip on his recall, and two more passed again before Merrill and the cabinet began to connect all the dots he’d understood almost from the moment the two ETs faded away.

Finally, he summoned enough courage to continue their low-key briefings about the extraterrestrial hand in Earth affairs. The possibility of full disclosure loomed before him, a controversy never mentioned in the President’s Daily Brief and one he’d always wanted to tackle. He knew those shape-shifting lizards with the beach boy identity fields, whatever they were, would be far peskier than the prudish Moral Right hypocrites and the bigoted naysayers who secretly didn’t like having a progressive, multi-racial family in the White House.

“We’re getting a better picture about what happened that day on Air Force One and Air Force Two,” he said to Merrill as they snuggled in the family quarters late one night after a White House dinner, “but our story doesn’t have much clout. This administration isn’t much more than a flea biting a big dog. But Baby, before my term in office ends, someone’s gonna have a gigantic itch to scratch.”
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::: Chapter 2
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Tess Vaughn



––––––––
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TESS FINGERED THE PHOTO—REALLY a short video—in an oversized electronic frame on her mantel. Harris had shot it during their final happy visit in Arizona together. Her long chestnut hair and the delicately embroidered yellow silk floated all around her like a dream, saguaro cacti topped with cup-like white flowers standing sentry in the background.

Was her affair with Senator Harris Cantrell Henry a fairy tale dream or a star-crossed tragedy? Once she birthed Mikka, she never felt certain what to call it. For the moment, she recalled the ordinary Sunday that changed her life forever as a crazy fluke. She’d taken one of her early morning jogs from her brother’s north Phoenix condo toward a ridge marking the division between middle-class homes and the voluptuous estates near Dreamy Draw. Bored, she’d veered from the street into a mountain park to run a hilly trail and break the monotony of running along level asphalt. As she crested a hill brightened by the spring sunrise, she literally ran into a group of joggers with attitude.

“Halt!” A man in black athletic wear with a shaved head appeared from nowhere and shouted at her. He reached under his jacket, stepped forward with a menacing stare, and motioned her back. Feeling threatened, she slowed her pace. There were lots of nutty people floating around Phoenix.

“He said halt, chickie!” Another almost identical guy swung around and positioned himself behind her. A third and a fourth hemmed her in from the sides.

She tried to stop her forward motion, terrified of the joggers’ intentions. Her feet grazed a stone, launching her, an unintentional missile, at the tall, mocha-skinned male jogger dressed in white.

The bald man snarled and leapt between the jogger and her in a flying tackle. The jogger thrust long-fingered hands out to catch her as the grimacing bald man arched his body to butt her backward, grounding her in a dusty heap. In one smooth, athletic move, the jogger disentangled her from the sputtering tackler and helped her to her feet. He motioned to the men in black to stand back, but they scowled at him and remained around her, hounds poised for the kill.

“I’m so sorry, miss. Are you all right?” The jogger tilted his head and gazed at her.

Speechless, she nodded and dusted her rear end off. Was she looking into the famous turquoise eyes of. . . ?

Senator Harris Cantrell Henry, the Democratic candidate for President of the United States of America, flashed his famous, disarming grin. “Good morning, I’m afraid our manners are lacking,” he drawled, his voice sweetly husky. “I’m Harris Henry. No relation to Patrick.” His eyes lit up at his own joke. “Nor Henry Harrison.” His grin widened. “Please call me Harris. Who are you, pretty lady?”

She shrank back, afraid of the Secret Service agents. “Uh, T, Tess. Vau. . . Teresa Vaughn.”

“Don’t be frightened. The agents are here to protect me.” Henry smiled again. “Do you live around here?”

She shook her head as he glanced up and down her body. The man was sizing her up!

“I’d like to make this up to you. Now that you’ve fallen for me, would you care to join me for brunch?”

Every American regarded this presidential candidate as a family guy, outgoing and sometimes mildly flirtatious, but Henry had winked at her. What a dweeb! She opened her mouth to ask him why her legs and breasts interested him more than her face, but all that came out was gobsmacked agreement. She wanted to kick herself, but rationalized her weakness as journalist instinct. Here stood a grand opportunity, even though she’d sworn to retire permanently from the business.

“Excuse my confusion. I. Um, I’d be honored, sir.” She froze and squinted into the sun, not sure how to exit. She resisted the urge to cover her sweaty, burning cheeks with her hands, feeling like she blushed with every inch of her body. At least she’d worn loose shorts and a T-shirt rather than revealing spandex.

Baldy and the other three Secret Service agents arched their eyebrows above their sunglasses in disbelief. They strutted like a flock of flustered roosters in a knot around her, one with a hand hovering near what was probably a weapon concealed under his armpit. Another lifted his wrist to his face and started muttering into his sleeve. Agents number five and six, also decked out in sports clothes, sprinted up the hill she had just crested, panting and waving their arms.

“How’d she get through?” one of them growled through clenched teeth. 

Henry scattered them away with a grin and wave of his hand. He pulled a pen and an embossed ivory business card from his navy blue waist pack and jotted something on the back. Later, Tess would stash the card with other mementoes, but at that moment, she clenched it in a sweaty, unmanicured hand.

Henry turned back to his agents. “Let’s hit it, boys,” he ordered, and started jogging back in the direction he came from.

She turned and jogged back to her brother’s condo in a daze. Was she losing it? Even a chance of a lifetime might not be worth the stress it might create. She still felt exhausted after her decade of investigative reporting. But her love of good writing and the unanswered questions she might ask the presidential candidate made her old journalist mind-engine rumble to life. If she wanted to kick-start an independent freelance career, an interview with Henry was a stellar opportunity. At the very least, the one-in-a-million meeting in the mountain park would amuse family and friends. She’d be crazy not to accept the invitation. Would anyone refuse to socialize with Harris Henry for an hour?

There wasn’t much time to consider the situation—after she showered and dressed, she had only minutes to make the appointment. She didn’t want to share the tantalizing tidbit with her brother just yet. After the brunch, when the story was juicier, she’d spin the yarn. She figured she’d have to stand on her head to make Paul believe it.

:::
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HOW DOES A REGULAR person like me have brunch with a potential president of the United States?

She and Senator Henry dined at the Biltmore in a vine-covered private bungalow far from the prying eyes of the public. There was still no real privacy to speak of, with Secret Service and staff people swarming all over, but then, she didn’t expect it. As the minor guest of an important public servant, she was stricken virtually speechless, an unusual condition for a seasoned journalist. Most of her thoughts revolved around wondering what Mr. Henry told his people about her, or how he justified her presence at his table.

She reconsidered her feelings about him over brunch, finding she liked his easy style. The Henrys did seem genuinely interested in the country, in citizens’ lives, and in making bad things better. She had concerns about his biggest campaign contributors, the wickedly wealthy who’d gained their fortunes in questionable corporate manipulation. And she definitely felt leery about the way he’d come on to her.

Apparently, many people, not just women, found Mr. Henry or the aura of power about him fascinating. She hadn’t considered him particularly attractive before she met him—he was appealing in a boy-next-door way, but not her type. She was in for another surprise as she sat across a roomy dining table sharing fresh berries, yogurt, and croissants. She felt her blood heat, finding him both mentally and physically provocative. The shock of silver and charcoal hair she’d thought old looking in media photos seemed, in person, a perfect complement to the hypnotic turquoise eyes that sparkled mischievously from a square-chinned mocha face. He was buff, more muscled than he seemed in photos and on television. And the accent! Lower Midwest / Upper South twangs might sound nasal to some, but she heard his voice flow like honey.

Starstruck and jittery, she barely opened her mouth at first. Aware of her butterflies, Mr. Henry led the conversation into light, airy avenues—weather, recent movies, and comments about the attractive room. She buttoned her lip and listened.

Finally, they both opened up.

“You know, I’ve always been fascinated by the Southwest. I always wanted to live here but got involved early on in Iowa politics,” he said.

“Have you explored the history of Arizona Territory?” she asked. “It’s a fascinating tale.”

Henry talked at length about the establishment of Arizona Territory after miners discovered gold near Prescott, Arizona’s territorial capital. He discussed articulately the state’s economic development and water dilemma, tribal gaming and sovereignty. He even understood the linguistic origins of some tribal languages.

“I’m stunned by your extensive knowledge about our state,” she said, realizing her time with him was drawing to an end. She didn’t ask many questions and her feature might never be written. Perhaps this was the cosmic answer to starting a freelance career, that she shouldn’t bother.

Henry leaned forward and gazed at her warmly. “Thank you, Miss Vaughn. You’ll give me your contact info, won’t you? We can talk again. I’ve enjoyed this so much.” 

She giggled, taken aback. She snapped her mouth shut, not believing she heard the girlish trill coming from her own mouth. “You’re kidding.”

“No-o—I’m serious.” Senator Henry reached for her hand, poised with butter knife in midair. 

Her hand collided with his and the dab of blueberry jam on the knife plopped into her lap.

“Why would someone like you want to talk with someone like me? I mean. . .” Her voice trailed to a squeak. She blushed, swallowed air, cleared her throat and regrouped, searching her lap under the table with her free hand for the errant blob of jam.

“You mean despite your role as a journalist,” he said gently. “I didn’t know that when I invited you to brunch. I appreciate you telling me that.”

“Need another vote?” She winked, imitating him, hoping to seem mischievous.

Henry rolled his head back and his honeyed laugh tickled her in the solar plexus. “One after another, darlin’.”

After a bit more chitchat, Mr. Henry excused himself to attend to other matters. The bald Secret Service agent who’d tackled her, now smartly dressed in a black suit and silk tie, escorted her outside to the little pickup truck that now seemed tacky in the rarified resort atmosphere. 

As she drove herself back to Paul’s, she engaged herself in a stern mental lecture—Mr. Henry’s flattering attention was only an interview; at the very best; they shared some polite conversation made to pass the time. She wouldn’t see him again. She felt a twinge of regret, and then corrected herself. Why would she want to see him again? A man in public office with a gorgeous wife and two kids. Who needed that? She could hear her grandmother’s voice declaring, Why, the very idea!

Despite her devotion to single life—or maybe because of it—she continued to fantasize about Harris Henry, safe in the knowledge he was out of her reach. She started writing a feature story even though she hadn’t drawn much out of him. The unfinished piece morphed into a human interest story that could only reaffirm his supporters’ interest in him or perhaps draw a few fence sitters onto his side, and she’d ultimately let it languish in her computer.




May 9, 2008

For some reason I can’t quite articulate, I haven’t told anyone about my encounter with you in April, as though revealing my secret would dilute its power. I’ve always been a private person, and my dicey attraction for you makes me feel more guarded. I know I should resist you, that the responsibility for saying no lies with me. 

Your sincere demeanor at brunch almost canceled your coming on like a train wreck of a gigolo. I was charmed by you despite the way you looked me over when we met, probably because you flaunted more than your physical self. You have a razor-sharp mind and the way to my heart lies through my mind—I’m a pushover for articulate, intelligent conversation. On the other hand, your status as a senator and a potential president are propelling me past my better instincts, I’m ashamed to admit. 

My attraction to you feels so different from my old flames, the high school and college crushes, and the adult relationships that never really took off during my career. I think of these men now as if they’re beads strung on the necklace of my life: the colorful rock and roll musician who loved his white powder more than any woman, the budding war reporter consumed by the adrenaline of his life, the sensitive and romantic but equally dark and brooding portrait painter, and finally, the water quality specialist and environmental activist, practical, earnest, lively, but not particularly loving and giving. 

At the bottom line, I’ve not experienced a fully satisfactory relationship and to this day, I relish my independence more than I relish relationships. Not that it matters. Why would we want to have an impossible relationship?





Six weeks later, the phone rang in her Tucson condo. “Yes, this is Teresa Vaughn,” she responded briskly to the business-like voice, a travel agent notifying her of an airline reservation in her name at Sky Harbor International Airport, and lodging reserved in a San Francisco bed and breakfast. 

“Booked by whom?” she asked, annoyed at Senator Henry’s presumption that she’d accept the anonymous invitation. Who else could it be?

“I’m sorry; we’re unable to reveal that information.”

“May I speak to your supervisor?” 

“Of course. Hold, please.”

But the agent’s supervisor also steadfastly refused—or was unable—to reveal the source of the booking, even though Tess tried to discreetly offer a modest bribe, delicately referring to it as a deposit.

So she bit at Senator Henry’s lure, penciling the bookings into her calendar, curious about what might happen next. Perhaps she’d do the feature anyway, a series on his campaign. 

But she arrived in San Francisco to find a bouquet of lilies and a silky, diaphanous gown in a suite of designer rooms, and later, the same at each destination. The flowers and dress became essential props for each rendezvous. Harris liked her nude and barefoot under the gowns, and called her his Desert Rose, and—her favorite—Mariposa Lily.

After the first passionate rendezvous, they’d repeated the process more than a dozen times as she headed for San Antonio, Tallahassee, St. Louis, and other locations recognizable to any American. Whenever Merrill and the Henry twins couldn’t travel with him on the campaign trail, he installed her behind the scenes.

“It may be difficult being involved with me,” he drawled before he made love to her the first time. His words were matter-of-fact and spoken with a straight face.

“I know,” she simply replied. She had no reason to think otherwise and fighting it was futile. She struggled to maintain mental and emotional detachment after that steamy first night and the others that followed. She pretended she was but one of Henry’s conquests in a sordid snarl only the powerful, wealthy, or famous dared entertain. That fantasy helped her to distance her emotions.

She imagined Barbara Walters interviewing her. Baba Wawa would lean forward, cup her chin in her hands, and cast a knowing look. Tess, did you feel used by this powerful married man?

Not really. She truly cared for him, harboring none of the youthful illusions that someone like Bill Clinton’s young Monica must have struggled with during their brief affair. Tess had no agenda or aspiration except to enjoy Henry. Always self-contained, independent, and relationship-shy after her series of interesting but scattered boyfriends, she’d learned to develop definite boundaries she had never moved beyond.

Tess, did you ever feel guilty? No, but sometimes she felt, ironically, that she’d contributed to Merrill Henry’s “captivity.” Everyone knew that Merrill Webster Henry, with her degrees in law and international politics, could easily have forged a successful career in her own right, maybe even outrun her own husband for President. Even so, the twenty-first century American public still expected candidates’ wives to play subordinate roles to their husbands. Merrill abandoned her promising career to support Harris and he’d repaid her with. . . well, if not abuse by having an affair, then benign neglect. Tess felt some female kinship by engaging in what she understood as their mutual humiliation. To tolerate her subordination, Merrill must have found Senator Harris Henry and his presidential aspirations enchanting. But the couple claimed to be happily married and truly appeared to be, despite Henry’s fascination with her.


July 17, 2008

I’m long past my initial nervousness and denial about our “torrid affair,” as it would be looked upon if discovered, and I’m more focused now on how we share the secrets of our hearts. We’ve become true friends, enjoying one another’s minds, bodies, and spirits without clinging expectation. 

The one thing I most appreciate about you, Harris, is that you’ve never offered less than honesty. It helps too that I’ve never expected more than you could give. And we really do have much in common. Not in a tangible sense, for our lives are very different. Your life as a small-town boy turned urban sophisticate is career-driven and goal-focused. I was born a city girl, earning scholarships and then degrees in journalism and communications, climbing to the middle rungs of the career ladder with my quest for truth and my passion for writing. But lately I’ve begun to go in the opposite direction, longing for the simplicity of a life in the country, even if it’s a bit hand-to-mouth. At our core, we strange bedfellows share a desire to help all beings live in harmony while we figure out how to live in harmony ourselves. . .

What I find most touching about you, though I don’t say this openly, is the fear that you cover with bravado. Your life as one of two minority candidates with a chance of winning the White House isn’t simple nor is the network of power that presidential candidates negotiate. It’s one thing to hear about your trials and tribulations in the media, and another to get the scoop from you. It’s fashionable and easy for your detractors to condemn you, to brush you off as just another hapless politician in a multiracial skin. The way you brush away your clouds of anxiety with jokes and laughter while under such vicious scrutiny is remarkable.



After competing candidates dropped like flies in the Republican and Democratic primaries, the Progressive Left as well as the Moral Right yammered through the remainder of the campaign year about corporate conspiracies and corporate support of candidates. What Henry shared with her before he gained the nomination chilled her more than his detractors’ accusations. She’d heard the general story before, but it seemed more sinister coming from the mouth of a potential world leader.

Henry spoke about international bankers and agendas implemented decades, if not centuries ago. His narrative contained a story within a story, a tale of an outside influence that extended into the dim recesses of almost prehistoric memory, an extraterrestrial civilization hinted at in ancient texts, basically the stuff of many woo-woo internet sites. 

She listened to him, perplexed, more concerned with soothing his fears than with absorbing everything he said. In spite of his strange commentary, Henry seemed lucid enough. Sometimes she asked herself if maybe the campaign stress loosened his screws, and she wondered if maybe she didn’t need hers tightened for hanging out with him.

At the last, he said his opposition was harassing him, perhaps warning him in a peculiar way. “Maybe I should let you go, Tess. I’m seeing myself coming and going, literally.”

She felt startled by this take on their imminent breakup, something she wanted too but for different reasons. “You mean doubles?”

“Yeah. Someone appeared as me at least twice in Washington recently, minor public affairs, but still. . . Drew Forrest is looking into it. . .” He seemed reluctant to elaborate, as though naming the devil might cause a manifestation. He offered no more about the doubles, but mentioned how Washington, D.C. was “crawling with intel.” Then he connected that with cryptic comments about “oil deficits” and “extraterrestrial agendas” and “technology wars.”

Was all this strange talk a symptom of instability? Was he coming unglued because of his—their—infidelity and the havoc it might play in his personal life and for his presidential aspirations? Did trying to please everyone under intense political scrutiny and racial animosity send him over the edge? Though the country was far more racially tolerant now than in their respective childhoods, this derision had certainly reared its ugly head again in a multitude of ways.

Probably all this exacted a terrible pressure.

In the midst of her investigative career, she might have regarded his far-out claims like juicy steaks. But no more. She shook her head and steered the conversation back to the break-up.

“I agree, but for completely different reasons. I’m total jeopardy for your campaign,” she replied. Did he even consider his wife and kids as a reason to “let her go?” She opened her mouth to remark about this omission, then stopped. No point in going there because their relationship was ending one way or another.

Harris pulled closer, stroking her hair and kissing her eyelids. “Maybe not right now,” he said, as if appeasing her, “but soon.”

“It has to be soon,” she replied.

His eyes softened, and he looked visibly shaken with her resolve. She’d held back tears, but not the heaving sigh that rose from her soul. She gazed into his deep oceanic eyes. “You’re doing the right thing, Harris. I’ve let you and your family down by agreeing to spend time with you.”

Henry pulled away slightly, perturbed at her ability to shoulder the blame. Clearly, he wanted to take the lead. She couldn’t pretend to be as reluctant or as attached as she might be in a normal love affair, if there was such an animal. At any rate, the affair had to end. Even if Henry was single, if he was going loopy, she certainly didn’t need to hang around.

She locked eyes with Henry. “We knew at the outset we were fated to renounce our relationship,” she said softly.

He stared at her for a long time until his eyes filled with tears. He leaned toward her again, kissing her forehead, each eye, the tip of her nose. “Yes, I suppose we did know, didn’t we?”

The poignant pre-breakup session was not without pain, yet not heartbreaking either. But she received another phone call from a travel agency confirming airfare. They spent two more nights together a few weeks later. Tess felt spooked and distracted while hanging around Henry’s Mississippi River stomping ground, right outside his birth town in Iowa. After his campaign commitments, the pair sat outside an old but charming brick farmhouse owned by one of his old school chums, splashing around in a Jacuzzi near a private pool while the Secret Service and the owner’s security men milled around outside the high brick wall.

Tess vowed to keep the visit on a platonic level, and assumed Harris would too, because he’d told her he only wanted to make sure she was okay. She tried to resurrect her feature article, to approach their last meeting as a professional journalist. She’d been in the process of quizzing him about his Democratic Party platform, hoping to flesh out her abandoned feature about him when he’d taken her by surprise and initiated lovemaking in the hot tub. He poured his body over hers, rubbing his hips rhythmically against hers, giggling and whispering love words in his honeyed accent.
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