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        Dedication. Commitment. Obsession.

        Or maybe I’m just crazy.
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      I sipped my glass of alcohol-free fruit punch, trying to make my face convey excitement I didn’t feel as I glanced at my watch. How soon could I leave without appearing rude?

      My friend Monica’s baby shower had promised to be a ridiculously over-the-top affair, and it didn’t disappoint. And when I said my friend Monica, I actually meant my husband’s colleague’s wife Monica, a vacuous blonde with a love of gossip and a tendency to laugh far too loudly at anything and everything.

      Monica’s equally insipid friend Mindy organised the shower, and she’d decreed that since Monica couldn’t drink any alcohol, none of the guests were allowed to either. Hurrah. Mindy had giggled like crazy when she made the announcement, head bobbing but hair firmly held in place by enough hairspray to be a fire hazard.

      As was usual for that sort of affair, Mindy had reserved the conservatory attached to the country club’s restaurant. Birthdays, christenings, bar mitzvahs—it saw them all. Although as Mindy lacked a little in the taste department, she’d filled it with so many balloons and streamers it reminded me of a high school dance.

      The mid-January temperatures hovered around freezing, but despite the last stubborn drifts of snow from last week’s storm clinging to the edges of the golf course outside, the conservatory must have been ninety degrees. The outfits in there all cost at least four figures and would probably only be worn once, so nobody wanted to ruin the effect by covering up with a thick sweater.

      I sighed as I nibbled on a sushi roll, bored out of my mind. The rebel inside me wished I had the guts to stand up for myself. Oh, how I longed to say, “You know what, Monica, I can’t think of anything I’d rather do less than spend another afternoon with people I barely know, eating low-calorie canapés and taking four hundred photos every time you unwrap yet another pair of baby booties.”

      But of course I never would. Monica’s baby shower was just another paragraph in the story of my life. Chapter after chapter, all the same, until the story ended. My epilogue would be a tombstone, a perfectly uniform white slab with nothing to make it stand out in a row of thousands.

      
        
        Here lies Georgia Ann Rutherford-Beaumont,

        Wife and daughter,

        Did exactly what everyone expected her to do.

      

      

      I’d much rather be curled up on the sofa with a good book and a glass of proper alcoholic red wine by my side. I loved to read a good thriller, to secretly wish I was one of the characters caught up in a web of espionage or faced with the challenge of solving a seemingly impossible mystery. That was the only excitement in my life—the adventures in my head.

      But staying at home wasn’t an option, because that wouldn’t make a good impression on my husband’s colleague, would it? I sighed quietly and glanced at my watch. Another half hour before I could reasonably make my escape.

      My mind drifted. How had my life come to this? I’d grown up as the daughter of Senator Robert Rutherford, and for as long as I could remember, I’d been expected to toe the line, never doing anything without considering how it might reflect on my father and his chances of re-election.

      My mother—my role model—spent her life supporting her husband, trotting along by his side like a perfectly turned out show pony. Try as I might, I couldn’t recall her having a hobby of her own, or friends, or any kind of interest she didn’t share with my father. Now I’d grown up and turned into her.

      And to make matters worse, my husband, Douglas Beaumont, never Doug, never Dougie, was becoming my father.

      The good senator, having been re-elected last November in a landslide, had just announced that he wouldn’t be seeking another term. Retirement beckoned. The next election promised to be competitive, but Douglas was determined to replace him.

      In the meantime, my husband’s life revolved around getting voted in as Congressman for the Third District of Virginia. His plan was to serve a couple of two-year terms in the House of Representatives, then run for my father’s seat in the Senate. Marty Danson, the current Member of Congress, was fighting a losing battle with pancreatic cancer, and it was only a matter of time before a special election was called. One man’s loss would be Douglas’s gain, or so he hoped. My father, delighted that his son-in-law wanted to continue in the family business, was behind him all the way. Which meant I was expected to be as well.

      So in public, I plastered on whatever facial expression the situation required—joy, sadness, excitement, seriousness… I could do them all. Really. Douglas insisted I practise my expressions in the mirror just like he did to be sure I didn’t slip up at some vital moment.

      At the table, another gift was unwrapped.

      “Ooh, diapers!” Monica squealed. “And look, they’ve got little teddy bears on them.”

      Cloth diapers, of course. The country-club crowd had to at least pretend to care about the environment, even if they got their nannies to use disposables as soon as nobody was watching. I carefully arranged my face into expression number seventeen, “excitement with a hint of responsibility.”

      Was this really what the rest of my life would be like? I feared I knew the answer. What other alternative did I have? At twenty-nine years old, I’d never done a proper day’s work in my life.

      Sure, I’d gone to college and gotten my degree, a major in accounting, a fittingly dull subject. But when it came to actually getting a job, both my father and then later my husband insisted I didn’t need to work. According to Douglas, supporting him was my full-time job, and he generously provided me with a monthly allowance so I could buy “whatever it is women buy.” He did let me out one day a week to volunteer at the animal shelter, but he moaned about the smell every time I got home.

      All that meant I got lonely. But what was new?

      The buzz of conversation about kids made me think back to my own childhood. A little girl, sitting in a professionally decorated bedroom, surrounded by the latest toys, accessories, and outfits. But no friends.

      “Mom, nobody likes me,” I’d say.

      “Nonsense, Georgia. You’ve been invited to Charlotte’s party this weekend.”

      “Charlotte’s mean.”

      “Don’t be silly. She wouldn’t have invited you if she didn’t want you to go. Now, wash your hands for dinner.”

      Ten-year-old me was always the good girl, so I did go and wash my hands, even though I wasn’t hungry. Charlotte never passed up an opportunity to be nasty, and her party wouldn’t be any different. Yesterday, she’d stolen my homework out of my bag, then I got told off by the teacher while Charlotte and her cronies stood around sniggering. And afterwards, I heard them talking about me in the bathroom while I sat in a stall, too scared to leave.

      “What did you do with Georgia’s homework?” a girl asked, I recognised the lisp of Charlotte’s best friend.

      “Threw it in the trash. That’s where it belonged.”

      A chorus of giggles. How many were out there? Three? Four? Then, “Is she coming on Saturday?”

      “Mom made me invite her. My daddy wants Georgia’s daddy to invite him into some club.”

      “Eew! And I bet she’ll bring that creepy bodyguard.”

      “And wear one of those stupid frilly dresses.”

      “Mom says I have to be nice to her, but I stole chilli pepper to put on her food. You guys have to help me.”

      They moved away while I sat shaking with my underwear around my ankles, vowing not to eat anything at Charlotte’s, not even a slice of birthday cake.

      Things hadn’t changed a whole lot now, although the lack of food at parties was due to the fact that most of my acquaintances had eating disorders, some real, some imagined. I still only got invited places because of who my father and husband were. People only talked to me because they wanted something.

      Oh sure, conversations would start off innocently enough, but sooner or later—usually sooner—they’d turn to Douglas or Daddy. Did I think Douglas might be interested in a new business opportunity? Was my father free three weekends from now to open a school fair? Did the senator’s office have any vacancies for interns? Because a second cousin twice removed was just dying to work in politics.

      Of course, I didn’t know the answers to any of those questions. Over the years, I’d learned how to let people down gently, and once they realised I was of no use to them, they drifted away.

      I didn’t have an identity of my own.

      My thoughts were interrupted by Mindy. “Georgia, darling, would you like more faux champagne?”

      No, I wouldn’t. I’d drunk one glass, and I still had the bitter aftertaste in my mouth. It would be rude to decline, though.

      “I’d love some. How kind of you to offer.”

      Discreetly, I looked around for a plant pot to pour it into, but the potted palms were on the other side of the room. Getting to them would require me to brave the gauntlet of the tennis club, and I’d rather die of alcohol poisoning.

      Would I ever have the guts to live my own life? Rapidly approaching thirty, I couldn’t see any prospect of change on the horizon. Perhaps this was my destiny, to live out my days as a Stepford wife.

      I sighed as I pretended to sip. Don’t be so ungrateful, Georgia. There were most likely women out there who’d kill for my life. As well as money from my father and Douglas, I’d gotten full control of my trust fund at twenty-eight, and that was not insignificant. Days spent shopping and supervising the household staff were hardly taxing, and considering the big birthday I had coming up in a few weeks, I didn’t think I looked half bad.

      Monthly salon visits meant my blonde hair was perfectly highlighted, I could put on make-up like a pro, and regular yoga plus an hour with a personal trainer every other day kept my butt looking perky. My clothes were always fashionable, if somewhat dull, chosen to accentuate my behind and boobs. Not my knees—they were bony and I hated them—but as Douglas informed me, anything above the knee made me look like a lady of the night so I wasn’t allowed to wear shorts or miniskirts anyway.

      The downside was that every other day I had some function or other to attend, events where I had to be nice and polite to a bunch of people I couldn’t stand, all while trying to remember their names and other pertinent facts so people would smile at Douglas and remark what a lovely wife he had.

      Monica let out a squeal of glee, bringing my attention back to the room. She’d just unwrapped Mindy’s gift, which was so big that two of the waiters had been co-opted to carry it in from her SUV.

      “A stroller! I can’t believe you got me a stroller!”

      Monica leapt up and hugged Mindy, who grinned as wide as her Botox would allow. Beautiful.

      At some point in the future, I’d be expected to have a child or two of my own. My father, impatient for grandkids, had already given Douglas a long lecture on the importance of family to an election campaign. A candidate needed to show voters he could empathise with them on family-related policies, and what better way to do that than to have his own child?

      I wasn’t so keen on the idea. Nightmares from my own childhood still plagued me, the whirlwind of rallies and meet-and-greets where I’d been passed around strangers like some sort of novelty. I wouldn’t wish that on any son or daughter of mine.

      Speaking of Douglas, tonight was date night. Every week he made sure he took me out for dinner, just the two of us. Like I said, I should make more of an effort to appreciate him because he did try in his own way to make me happy. He just wasn’t terribly good at it.

      We’d be going to Claude’s, which was where we went in the third week of every month. Why? Because it was the third most expensive restaurant in Richmond. Douglas hated five-week months because it meant he had to stoop as low as La Gallerie, a restaurant-slash-art gallery which was only the fifth priciest place in town.

      Several months ago, I’d suggested we could make a small variation to our repertoire and visit a different restaurant, but Douglas had stared at me, aghast, as if I’d just grown horns and a pointy tail.

      “Darling,” he said, “we always go to Claude’s. You love the salmon coulibiac there.”

      “Maybe we could try something new?”

      “Let’s not do anything rash.”

      And so that was that.

      After dinner, we’d have sex, which was another area where my life was lacking. Sex. That was all it was. Not making love or fucking or anything that could be construed as having emotional involvement. Douglas didn’t use the Kama Sutra. His approach came straight out of a biology textbook. Insert part A into aperture B.

      And I would lie there, making appropriate noises while Douglas pounded into me until he came and I didn’t. Always in bed. Always in the missionary position. Never taking more than half an hour. I swear Douglas allocated sex a time slot in his schedule just like everything else, and he also thought foreplay was something to do with golf.

      Then while I lay there, trying to recall the last time I’d felt my belly flutter or my pulse race, he’d disappear off to bet on the stock market or write campaign speeches or whatever else it was he felt an urgent need to do at eleven o’clock at night.

      At first, the coldness used to bother me, but I’d talked it to death with my therapist. He’d helped me to recognise that I valued responsibility, respectability, and safety above excitement and thrills, and that was what I’d chosen when I married Douglas.

      Sure, there were times I wished he’d cuddle me or even just look at me with a modicum of affection, but those disappointments were outweighed by the life he provided for me. Over the years, my heart froze over. Love wasn’t a factor in the life I’d picked.

      Monica unwrapped another gift.

      More applause sounded.

      Oh, right, I’d brought that one—a tiny T-shirt with the slogan “My Mommy Loves Me.” Yellow because I hadn’t a clue whether the bump was going to be a boy or a girl. Judging by the abundance of pink all over the table, Monica was having a girl. I must’ve missed that announcement. I put on expression number twenty-four, “gratitude,” as Monica offered me faux-thanks.

      Time ticked on.

      At long last, Monica opened the final gift, and I let out an internal cheer. A blue bunny? Either somebody else hadn’t gotten the message, or Monica was having twins. While the waiters stuffed wrapping paper into trash bags, I put on expression number fourteen, “disappointment,” and tried to mask my happiness at finally being able to leave.

      “Monica, thank you so much for inviting me. Lunch was delicious, and the non-alcoholic fizz was something else.” I started to stand, and the waiter hovering behind me leapt forward to pull my chair back.

      Monica’s face fell in faux-disappointment. “You have to go already? We’re just about to play baby-themed charades.”

      Oh gee, in that case… It would be a lucky escape.

      “I wish I could stay, but Douglas is expecting me back.”

      Mindy leaned towards me as I put on my jacket. “Since you’re leaving early, I should probably mention that we’re also using today to help mothers less fortunate than ourselves. We’re each going to donate a hundred dollars to the Baby Basket.”

      “What’s the Baby Basket?”

      “It’s a charity that helps poor people to buy basic necessities for their babies.” She wrinkled her nose, as if talking about those less fortunate might somehow associate her with them.

      “Oh, sure, I’ll just grab my chequebook.”

      It was Douglas’s money anyway, and he always liked giving to charity. He liked it even more when he could do it while handing over one of those giant novelty cheques, preferably with a photographer or two in attendance.

      I rummaged in my purse until I found my chequebook and the ridiculously expensive fountain pen my father had given me last Christmas. Pretentiousness above practicality every time, that was Daddy.

      In my haste to get the cheque written, I flicked off the cap, and the damn thing flew under the table. I cursed as I bent to retrieve it, only in my head, of course, because a well-bred lady should never say such things out loud. Not when anybody else could hear, anyway.

      As I stooped, the splatter of something warm landed on the back of me, and gelatinous lumps slid down my neck. That damned waiter! What had he dropped? A plate of truffle ravioli? Leftover soup? As if today hasn’t been bad enough already. First, I’d had to endure my mother’s company at breakfast, then Monica’s party, and I still had the joys of dinner to look forward to.

      Well, at the very least the country club would be paying my dry cleaning bill. I only hoped that whatever it was came out. Not that I particularly loved the outfit, but having to go to the effort of choosing a new one to wear this evening left me feeling peeved.

      The first screams came as I turned to make my feelings known to the hapless clown, biting back the words I really wanted to say.

      It took a second for me to register the waiter was no longer standing behind me. A further second to see him lying on the floor. Time slowed as I took in his head, or rather what had once been his head but was now a mass of bone and blood and grey mush. The pale edge of a broken tooth stuck out like a small white flag of surrender.

      All around me, the screams continued, high pitched, getting louder.

      The last thing I remembered, before everything went black, was realising my voice was among them.
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      The world came slowly back into focus as somebody half-carried, half-dragged me across the floor. I cringed when I realised I had a gaping run in my pantyhose, from knee to ankle, and I’d lost one of my pumps. Odd that I should feel so upset about that, given the circumstances, but it was yet another layer of my dignity that had been peeled away.

      I was dumped onto a couch, one of the beige ones next to a matching coffee table where the club served up drinks and a selection of petits fours if you didn’t feel like ordering a proper meal.

      What just happened? My thoughts were hazy, a black fog so thick it was suffocating. Sucking in each breath took effort as the air weighed heavy in my lungs.

      In. Pause. Out.

      In. Pause. Out.

      I tried to sit up straighter in the chair—Mama told me never to slouch—but I didn’t slide freely across the leather. My ass stuck like a piece of gum on a ballet pump.

      I gingerly reached a hand up and touched my back. The hand-woven silk jacket came from a collective in Afghanistan, sold by the wife of one of my father’s friends as part of a project to empower women. Once, it had been soft as clouds. Now something gloopy covered it, but what? My fingers were splodged with maroon liquid, almost black. I sniffed, and as the coppery tang wafted under my nostrils, it all came rushing back. My pen cap. The screaming. The waiter. Oh-hell-oh-hell-oh-hell! It was his blood. I was covered in his blood. My other hand brushed against the back of my neck, and it came away wet. I stared down, marvelling at the redness, a brighter shade this time, interspersed with lumpy little cauliflowers that clung to my fingers. Another second passed as I processed that.

      Bile rose in my throat, and I clutched at my stomach, leaving a crimson handprint on my cream wool sweater. It was no good—I couldn’t hold it in. I threw up right on the coffee table, the smell of vomit mingling with the odour of a dead man.

      I clawed at silk, at cashmere, at my hair. “Get it off! Get it off! Get it off!”

      A woman in a spa uniform rushed over to me. “Calm down, ma’am, please.”

      She spoke with a Mexican accent, panicked, her words so fast I barely understood what she was saying.

      “No, I won’t calm down! His fucking brain is on me!” I batted her hand away and tore at my jacket. It ripped as I yanked it away from my body and flung it as hard as I could across the room.

      “Please, it will be all right. Please, ma’am.”

      “Just get away from me!”

      I struggled out of the sweater, forgetting to undo the buttons at the neck. For a moment, it got stuck halfway over my head, and I gulped for air, feeling dizzy as it covered my nose. I tugged harder, writhing from side to side until the seam gave way and I was free. The garment was left inside out, but the blood had soaked all the way through, and the stain spread out like a gruesome Rorschach test.

      I could almost hear my therapist, his reedy voice needling at my brain. “So, Georgia, tell me what you see here.”

      “Death, you imbecile! I see death! Isn’t it obvious!” I yelled in my head. Or maybe I shouted out loud, because all the people in the room who weren’t already watching me swivelled their heads in my direction.

      I’d become an exhibit in a sick circus.

      My fingers were slick with blood, and I lost my grip on the tiny zipper as I tried to undo my skirt. Tears streamed down my face and my nose ran, all mixing with the gore that covered me.

      I’d got the damn zipper halfway down when a man rushed in and smothered me with a blanket. He pinned my arms to my sides, and I fought to get them loose as he hung on tight.

      “Let me go!” I shrieked. “I need to get out of these clothes.”

      “Calm down, ma’am.”

      “Get off me!”

      No matter how much I wriggled, I couldn’t escape from his grip, but I did hear his yelp of pain as my one remaining high heel made contact with his shin. Then my feet left the floor, and he carried me away from the gawking onlookers, out of the restaurant, through the bar, past the squash courts. I went limp as three-day-old arugula, my energy sapped as I resigned myself to going wherever I was being taken.

      The man’s steps sped up, his heels clicking on the stone paving until he pushed through a door. Next thing I knew, I was sitting on the floor, still wrapped in the blanket, then a rain cloud burst over me. Torrents of water fell, washing all the blood and flesh and brain off me. When the blanket released its hold, I scrambled to my feet, kicking it to the side of the shower stall. I didn’t want that filth anywhere near me. The rest of my clothes followed. I spied a shelf full of complimentary toiletries and poured the contents of a tiny bottle of shower gel into my hand. Then another and another, scrubbing at myself until my skin turned as pink as the water once ran.

      The bubbles swirling around the drain took on a new fascination as I tried to block the waiter’s misshapen head from my mind. Don’t think about it, Georgia. But the images wouldn’t leave. I turned the temperature up and stood under the scalding stream, concentrating on the burn until the Mexican lady called me again.

      “Ma’am, please, you need to come and speak to the police.”

      I wanted to tell her to go away, to tell the police to get lost as well, but I was Georgia Ann Rutherford-Beaumont, and I’d been brought up not to be rude. So I shut off the water and wrapped myself in the robe hanging outside the cubicle.

      The woman from the spa didn’t speak as she led me into an office and pointed at a plastic chair. I dropped down into it, grateful I didn’t have to try and stand any longer. The plain, functional furniture was a world away from the elegant decor and relaxed elegance of the public areas of the club, but I was beyond caring.

      A grey-haired man perched on the edge of the desk and held his hand out to me. I stared at it. What had he touched? The waiter? Had he touched the waiter? The blood? After a few seconds, he shrugged, dropped his hand into his lap, and cleared his throat. A woman was standing behind him, but she didn’t seem so friendly.

      “Mrs. Beaumont, you seemed a little confused after the shooting,” the man said. “Do you remember what happened?”

      I focused on his face. He had kind eyes. In fact, his expression reminded me of my grandfather’s that awful morning I found my first hamster stiff in her cage. Sympathy mixed with sorrow, two emotions Douglas had never quite mastered. I’d been eight years old when Fudge died, and Grandaddy had helped me to bury her in a shoebox in the yard.

      “Was that man shot? I mean, his head… He looked like he was shot. But I didn’t hear a bang.”

      “He was definitely shot. We found the bullet embedded in the wall behind him.”

      “How is that possible? Did the shooter use a silencer?” 

      “We don’t know for sure, but it seems likely.” The detective consulted his notepad. “You would have been facing the direction the shot came from. Did you see anything? Any movement? Maybe around the tree line?”

      “Nothing.” I hadn’t even been looking out of the window. “I was talking to Monica and Mindy just before it happened.”

      The policewoman spoke up. “Have you quarrelled with anyone lately? Received any threats?” 

      She didn’t seem as easygoing as her partner. She’d scraped her hair back in an unforgiving ponytail and looked tougher than he did. The way she fidgeted, I imagined she’d rather be out chasing robbers than interviewing a spoiled country club brat.

      “Why would anybody threaten me? What’s that got to do with anything?”

      She ignored my question. “It might not have seemed significant at the time, but we do need to know about any disagreements, no matter how petty.”

      “I haven’t had any disagreements, petty or not. Why does that matter?”

      The woman sucked in a breath and gave her head a little shake as if she didn’t believe me.

      “We’ve talked to your friends,” the man said. “It seems a second before the victim was shot, your head was right in front of his. He might not have been the intended target.”

      It took a few seconds for that thought to penetrate. Thank goodness I was seated when it did. The room went blurry, the cops in front of me fading in and out of focus the way my husband did after I’d drunk one too many glasses of champagne.

      The policewoman stepped forward and shoved my head down. “Put your head between your knees if you feel faint.”

      I didn’t have much choice, not with the way she was pressing on it. 

      My mind started to clear, the fuzz receding. Was the cop right? Could the shooter really have been aiming at me? If I hadn’t bent to pick up my pen cap, would that be me lying on the floor with my brain splashed across the wall like one of Jackson Pollock’s creations?

      “B-b-but I can’t think of anyone who would wish me harm. I mean, I did tell Bettina Rossiter that she was a mean old cow last year at Lucinda Wahlberg’s birthday dinner when she called Sophie Marchand fat, but everyone else agreed with me, and Bettina hates everybody anyway. Apart from that, I don’t think I’ve ever had an argument with anybody.”

      I truly hadn’t. Calling Bettina a cow was totally out of character for me, but she’d made Sophie cry, and Sophie was such a sweet girl. And she fit in the sample size, for crying out loud. Just because Bettina threw up everything she ever ate, she thought she had the right to belittle people. Probably she’d mellow out if she let herself have a donut. Anyway, something inside me had snapped, and I told her to stop being so horrid and apologise. She was so shocked that she actually did.

      Of course, when Douglas heard about the incident, he told me in no uncertain terms that it wasn’t to happen again. 

      “It reflects badly on my campaign if you go around bad-mouthing the wives of potential donors.”

      “I’m sorry. It just came out.”

      “Well, next time make sure it stays in.”

      Since donors were Douglas’s lifeblood, I’d tamped down any spirit I had left and made sure my interactions at future birthday parties were restricted to buying a suitable gift and making small talk. And being bored to tears.

      The policewoman scribbled something in a notepad. “We’ll make sure we talk to Bettina, just in case. Are you sure nothing else comes to mind?”

      Talk about putting me on the spot. “Oddly enough, it’s not something I’ve spent much time considering. If you want a list of enemies, perhaps you should talk to my husband and father? Do you know who they are?”

      “We’ve been made aware of your father’s position and your husband’s aspirations.” Her sneering tone left me in no doubt as to her opinion of politicians. “We’ve got officers tracking them both down. In the meantime, it would be best if we took you into protective custody for your own safety.”

      Custody? What? No! “I don’t want to go into custody. I want to go home.”

      “You don’t—”

      The male officer cut off the woman with a glare. “Mrs. Beaumont, it’s not really custody. It’s more like a little vacation. We’re just worried that as the shooter missed, he may try again. There’s a good chance he knows where you live, and if you go home, it could put your family in danger.”

      Oh hell, I hadn’t thought of that. What if he tried again and shot Douglas by accident? Or the maid or the gardener or the pool boy? What if one of them got in the way like the waiter had? I couldn’t live with myself if I put someone else in that position.

      “So what happens? Do you lock me in a cell? Will there be armed guards?”

      Grey-haired grandpa gave a chuckle. “No, nothing like that. We’ll take you to a safe house. It’ll be just like a normal house except it’ll have several policemen inside and outside, and because it’s not associated with you, the shooter won’t know where it is.”

      Okay, that didn’t sound so bad. “Will I be able to stop and pick up some clothes? Maybe a few books?”

      “I’m afraid not, but we can have one of our people collect personal items for you.”

      “How long will I have to stay there? I have an appointment at the hair salon tomorrow at three and a gala dinner to attend the day after that. Douglas will be upset if I start missing functions.”

      “It depends. We’ve got a lot of leads to investigate.” The policeman shrugged. “A few days at least. You’ll need to cancel the haircut and the dinner.”

      A chill washed over me, another layer of ice on top of the numbness that had already taken hold.

      “Do you really think the shooter will try again?”

      This time, the woman answered. “It’s a possibility. He seems to have got away clean, which suggests he could be a professional. If he is, we can expect another attempt because if he doesn’t kill you, he doesn’t get paid.”

      I leaned forward and stuck my head between my legs again.
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      If this was the police officer’s idea of a vacation, he’d have been better off staying at home. The safe house, a small, detached two-storey home in Petersburg, didn’t get any stars from me. Drab green paint peeled from the siding, revealing an equally ugly shade of brown underneath. A poor man’s camouflage. In the threadbare front lawn, even the weeds looked sickly. My room overlooked the back where a rickety garage took up most of the yard, the two wooden doors hanging open an inch and sagging on their hinges. The remaining space was slabbed with pitted concrete, which served as a home for the two trash cans, neither of which had been emptied recently judging by the fast-food cartons spilling out of them.

      It was a dull, nondescript house on a street of equally dull, nondescript houses. If I had to spend much time there, I’d be tempted to shoot myself sooner rather than later and save the hitman the trouble.

      I lay back on the lumpy mattress, staring up at the ceiling. The shades were permanently drawn, and the single bare bulb hung slightly off-centre as if whoever built the house hadn’t bothered to measure up properly. A cobweb rippled in the draught alongside, its resident mercifully absent. Even the spider had gone in search of better digs elsewhere.

      The door creaked as one of the cops peered in. “Everything okay?”

      Oh, sure, just perfect. I’d been shot at, I wasn’t allowed to speak to my family, and I couldn’t go home.

      “Fine, thank you.” 

      “I’m making coffee. You want a cup?”

      I didn’t need caffeine; I needed sleep. I’d been awake for the last twenty-four hours. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the waiter lying dead in front of me, his brain spilling across the marble floor.

      “Have you got any Ambien?”

      “Sorry, can’t let you have that. We need you alert in case of any incidents.”

      “You really think something might happen?”

      His shrug wasn’t at all comforting, and little beads of sweat popped out on the back of my neck. I wanted to believe this wasn’t real, and yet…here I was.

      “We haven’t had any specific intelligence, but we can’t rule it out.”

      “You’re going to catch him soon though, right?”

      “We’re doing our best, ma’am, but you may be here a while.”

      “Can I speak to my father yet? Or my husband?”

      “The line isn’t secure.”

      “What about clothes? Toiletries? Underwear? I need some of my things.”

      He looked fresh out of cop school and blushed when I mentioned underwear.

      “If you write a list, I’ll have somebody pass it to your family.”

      As his footsteps receded along the hallway, I thunked my head back on the painfully thin pillow, fighting back tears. How could this be happening? I went out of my way to avoid confrontation, yet someone still wanted me dead. During Daddy’s time as attorney general, we’d been rushed out of the house twice in the middle of the night, but nobody ever fired a shot. Could one of his haters still be out there, bearing a grudge?

      Or what about Douglas’s enemies? After all, he’d been involved in several controversial projects recently. Two months ago, we’d had a protest outside the house over his involvement in plans to build a wind farm on land occupied by a family of eagles.

      I’d always done my duty and stood behind both of them. Had I upset someone by taking that stance? I mean, the only other option would have been a public disagreement with my family.

      I had plenty of time to think over that question the next day. The trouble was, I didn’t come up with any answers.
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      On day three, a Monday, the young policeman dragged the largest suitcase from my matching Louis Vuitton set upstairs, filling most of the available space in front of my window. I’d been allocated what a realtor would describe as the third bedroom, but in reality, it was more of a cupboard containing a single bed, a tiny closet, and a wobbly chair.

      When I saw my luggage, it felt as though Christmas had arrived. At least I could spend the day reading the spy thrillers I’d requested and get lost in somebody else’s woes instead of my own. Or so I thought. A groan escaped my lips the moment I threw back the lid. With all the drama, I’d forgotten that Manuela, our maid, was off yesterday. Douglas must have packed my case himself, and once again, he’d proven how little he understood women in general and me in particular. Half the clothes were for summer and the others were more suited to formal occasions. I dug down farther and found the complete works of Jane Austen, a cookbook, and a handy guide on French for beginners.

      Thérèse, my nanny between the ages of six and ten, had been an excellent teacher so I had a fairly good grasp of the language, a fact that had clearly escaped Douglas. Hardly surprising, since on our only visit to France he abandoned me in a hotel in Paris while he spent almost the whole time in one incredibly important business meeting or another. The cookbook wasn’t going to be much use either seeing as the most nutritious thing I’d found in the house so far was a Pop-Tart.

      So, in the afternoon of day three, I found myself sitting on the wooden chair with Mr. Darcy for company. I’d wedged the cookbook under the shorter leg, which was perhaps the best use I could find for it. One of the policemen lent me a jacket to put over my sparkly Versace top and crinkled linen pants, and I wrapped the blankets around my legs for extra warmth.

      I was beginning to despair of ever going home when the grumpy policeman who’d brought the pizza last night walked in.

      “Your father is insisting on speaking to you.” He held out a chunky looking phone, looking distinctly unamused. “He sent a secure phone.”

      I snatched it off him and pressed it to my ear. “Daddy?”

      “Hey, Twinkle.”

      Twenty-nine years and I hadn’t managed to outgrow the nickname he’d given me as a baby. “What’s going on? They said someone’s trying to kill me and brought me to this house, and nobody will tell me anything. I just want to go home.”

      “I know, but that’s not a good idea right now. You’re in the best place.”

      “So they haven’t caught the shooter yet?”

      “Not yet, but everyone’s looking as hard as they can.”

      “Well, what have they found? Fingerprints? A vehicle? Have they matched the bullet to a gun?”

      There was a long pause, and I knew the news wouldn’t be good.

      “None of that. They’re still looking for his position, but if the sniper shot from the treeline, that’s almost five hundred yards away, which leaves a lot of ground to cover. No witnesses. So far, it looks like the perpetrator got away clean. Every agency is looking into…possible motives.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      That brief hesitation told me he was holding something back.

      “It’s not important.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      Another pause.

      “Daddy, I need to know.”

      He sighed deeply. “I’ve been involved in a senate subcommittee on domestic terrorism. Last week, we all received letters threatening our families. The FBI didn’t see it as a legitimate threat at the time, but obviously they’re rethinking that.”

      “What about the waiter who died? Is there no way the shooter aimed for him intentionally?”

      “The police don’t think so. He’d worked at the club for three years, and there’s nobody in his background who could afford a professional hit. His only family was a wife and a two-year-old son.”

      I’d kept it together up to that point, but when I thought of the tiny child who’d never know his father, the dam broke. Tears rolled down my cheeks until the policeman hovering in the doorway handed me tissues to wipe them with.

      “That p-p-poor man. It should have been me.”

      Daddy’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m thankful it wasn’t.”

      “Can you help his family?”

      “Douglas has already offered whatever assistance they need.”

      “How is Douglas?” I even missed him, and that rarely happened.

      “Worried, like we all are. I spoke to him this morning, and he’s praying you’ll be home soon.”

      At least now that I had this phone, I could call him.

      “He’s not the only one.” Another sniffle escaped. “Daddy, I’m scared.”

      “I know, Twinkle. I’m scared too. But I promise I’m doing everything I can to keep you safe.”

      “Can you tell Pippa what happened?” She was my best friend, my only real friend. “She’ll be worried.”

      “I’ll call her.”

      We talked for a few more minutes, mainly about Daddy’s new boat. I knew he was only trying to take my mind off the shooting, and although it didn’t work, I appreciated his efforts.

      “We’ll go out for a sail as soon as you get back, how about that?”

      “Sure, Daddy.”

      “Keep your chin up, Twinkle. I’ve got meetings for the rest of the day, but if you need me, call my secretary and she’ll put you through.”

      As soon as he hung up, I dialled Douglas. Hearing familiar voices settled the nerves fluttering in my stomach.

      “Is that you, Georgia?”

      “Yes, I’m on a different phone.”

      “Thank goodness you’re okay. We’ve all been terribly worried. And I can’t find my airplane cufflinks. Do you know where they are?”

      Cufflinks? He was worried about cufflinks? “I think they’re in your travel bag.”

      “Oh. I didn’t look there. How are things in the, er, safe house?”

      “A little dull. Would you be able to send me more of my things?” Like all the stuff I asked for in the first place.

      “I’ll be away for a day or two, but I can ask Manuela to pack another case tomorrow.”

      “You’re still going to New York?”

      “I can’t afford to pass up speaking engagements. Not before the election. You said you understood that?”

      “Well, yes, but…” We’d had that conversation weeks ago, when he announced we’d have to skip our annual skiing trip. Yes, I could understand his campaign being more important than a week in Aspen, but taking precedence over…this?

      He huffed a little, and I pictured him pursing his lips. “I’ll only be gone for a few days, and from what your father said, you’ll still be away. We’ll be lucky if you’re able to accompany me to the Hearts and Minds charity soiree at the end of the month.”

      That was two weeks away. I’d go stir-crazy if I was stuck here for that long. “I hope I’ll be back by then.”

      “So do I. It’ll look poor if I have to attend on my own. Not to mention all the papers calling to interview you. If you’re away for too long, they’ll move onto another story, and that’ll be a big opportunity lost.”

      When he said things like that, I wanted to throttle him. “Douglas, a man died. It’s not all about me. Or you.”

      “I’m well aware of that. I’ve already met the guy’s wife and son. Now, that made a great photo op.”

      “I’m going now.” Before I threw the phone against the wall.

      “Call me tomorrow, as long as your new bodyguards will let you use the phone.”

      “Sorry? What bodyguards?”

      “The ones your father hired.”

      “He hired bodyguards? I already have the police here.”

      “Exactly. I tried to tell him how bad it would look if we were seen to undermine local law enforcement, but he insisted.”

      Why did Douglas always have to be so negative? “You know what, I’m glad he did. At least someone cares.”

      “Georgia, I know how stressful this is for us, but there’s no need to take that tone.”

      “Stressful for us? Us? You’re not the one stuck in a no-star jail cell.”

      “It’s not easy for me, either. Manuela called in sick today.”

      That was it. I hung up.
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      No matter how much everybody raved about Pride and Prejudice, I struggled to get into it. I’d moved onto the tattered couch downstairs, sick of the four dingy walls in the bedroom.

      “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee?” I asked the cop sitting in the armchair opposite, his feet propped up on the stained coffee table as he watched baseball on an ancient television scarred with cigarette burns.

      “Wouldn’t say no.”

      The youngest of my four companions trailed me out into the kitchen and leaned against the wall as I put the kettle on.

      “Do you take milk and sugar?” I asked.

      “Yeah. We all do.”

      “Even the men outside? I could take them drinks as well.”

      One was sitting in a nondescript Honda in the driveway, a dark silhouette behind the wheel, and I’d spotted another on a lawn chair in the backyard, bundled up in several jackets and a scarf. He’d definitely drawn the short straw—it was barely above freezing.

      The cop nodded. “But you’re not to go outside, ma’am. It’s for your own safety. I’ll take the drinks.”

      Dammit. I craved fresh air. The inside of the house smelled musty, as if it had been shut up for months before we arrived.

      “Have you seen anyone hanging around?”

      “Not yet. But that doesn’t mean you’re not in danger.”

      “Did you know my daddy hired extra bodyguards?”

      “Could hardly miss it.” The cop scowled. “Senator Rutherford told everyone at the press conference that he’d hired Blackwood Security. I guess he’s hoping to deter the shooter from trying again.”

      “But there are four armed men here already. Will a few more make much difference?”

      “Probably not. But I heard from the captain your father’s not happy with the progress made so far, so he most likely wanted to feel as if he was doing something useful.”

      Ah, the illusion of action. Welcome to the world of politics.
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      The doorbell rang a little after three o’clock in an off-key rendition of Beethoven’s Für Elise, entirely too cheerful for this tragic little house. I cracked open the bedroom door and listened, stifling a smile as one of the newcomers berated the cop who answered the door for failing to ask for any kind of identification.

      At least my new bodyguards were on the ball.

      The men moved farther into the house, and no matter how hard I listened, I couldn’t make out what they were saying. I was tempted to go downstairs, but Mama had taught me nosiness was an undesirable trait. Twenty minutes later, when I heard footsteps on the stairs, I pretended to be engrossed in my book.

      Somebody knocked on the door. Polite.

      “It’s open.”

      In walked a man who couldn’t possibly be a cop. If he was, he’d have women up and down the country committing petty crimes just so he’d frisk them. He was tall—over six feet—and rather than a uniform, he wore a pair of jeans, hiking boots, and a battered leather jacket. When he grinned at me, dimples popped out, and I couldn’t help smiling back.

      “Hey, I’m Nick. I work for Blackwood Security.”

      “I’m Georgia.” 

      Nick just nodded while I berated myself for sounding like an idiot. Of course I was Georgia. How many other women were in the house?

      “Stay seated, please.”

      He stepped farther into the room and raised the shades, then flicked the catch on the old-fashioned sash window and lifted it as high as it would go. Light spilled in. I’d never been the outdoorsy type, but boy was I missing the sun on my skin. The wind on my face. Heck, I’d even take rain at the moment.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Checking exit routes.” Wood creaked in protest as Nick closed the window again.

      “The window? We’re on the second floor.”

      “You never know.”

      “Can you leave the shades open?”

      It was so gloomy inside that I was most likely suffering from a vitamin D deficiency.

      “The guy nearly hit you from five hundred yards. Giving him line of sight into your bedroom isn’t a good idea.” He snapped the shades shut.

      A second man stepped into the room, not as tall or muscular as Nick, and although he smiled, it didn’t quite reach his icy blue eyes.

      He stuck out his hand. “Kevin.”

      I didn’t bother to introduce myself this time, just shook a hand as cold as his demeanour. “Pleased to meet you.”

      Nick turned back to me. “I’ll be stationed right outside your room, and Kev’s going to be downstairs. We’re moving one of the cops outside, so there’ll be three of us inside and three in the yard.”

      I bet the cop would be just thrilled about that. “Is all this really necessary? I mean, are four cops not enough?”

      “Your father’s concerned, Georgia. He just wants you to be safe.”

      “Surely the safest thing would be to catch the person who shot at me?”

      “Believe me, the cops are trying. They think they’ve found the car he was driving, but it was stolen and burned out. The only witness to the theft was an eighty-year-old woman who can’t see properly without her glasses, which she wasn’t wearing.”

      I plopped down on the bed. “So there’s nothing?”

      “She described the thief as a good-looking man with dark hair, but her granddaughter thinks she might have been describing Marlon Brando. Apparently, she gets confused and thinks every man over the age of twenty is Marlon Brando.”

      “So, what now? I just stay here until somebody figures things out?”

      He shrugged. “Sorry.”

      Was he really? Everyone except me was getting paid to be here, and I didn’t even have a good book to read. The possibility of sneaking out crossed my mind, but I quickly discounted it. In the movies, the bored housewife might have managed to creep past six trained men and steal a car, but this was real life. Not to mention the fact that the movie housewife always got shot at afterwards. Instead, I dropped my head down on the pillow and closed my eyes. The door closed with a quiet click as Nick and Kevin left the room.

      Maybe if I wished hard enough, this would all turn out to be a bad dream.
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      Day became night, and once again I tossed and turned, trying to avoid the broken springs in the mattress without success. This was worse than prison. At least in prison, I might have had somebody to talk to. I could have learned the basics of breaking and entering and perhaps gotten myself a nice tattoo. Now there was something that would give Douglas a fit. He considered anybody with ink to be uncouth—his word, not mine.

      In the morning, a knock at my door summoned me from my bed. I padded across the room with the blanket wrapped around me since Douglas had forgotten to send my robe.

      It was Nick, and he was carrying a brown-and-green military-style duffel bag. What was in it? Guns? A bulletproof vest?

      “I thought the place looked kinda spartan, so I had a colleague drop some stuff off.”

      He heaved the bag onto the bed, and I unzipped it with the excitement of a kid on their birthday. Please, don’t let it be more Jane Austen. 

      Trivial Pursuit, travel Monopoly, and a half dozen fashion magazines spilled out onto the mattress. I rummaged again and found the holy grail—an e-reader! I took it out and kissed it.

      Nick grinned, his eyes twinkling. “I thought that might cheer you up.”

      Digging deeper, I found two sweaters in my size, a pair of jeans, a silk scarf, and sheepskin boots. There was even a small make-up compact—purples and pinks, just my colours. 

      Nick looked sheepish as I held it up. “I didn’t buy that, I swear. My assistant did.”

      “I think I love her.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll pass that on. There’re fresh Danishes in the kitchen if you’re feeling hungry.”

      My mouth watered at the prospect. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

      As Nick’s footsteps vanished along the hallway, I dug through the bag again. Slippers and a hairbrush! At least I could feel human again. Whatever my father paid these people, it wasn’t enough.
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      I spent the afternoon playing Trivial Pursuit with Nick, perched on the edge of my bed while he took the chair, his huge frame dwarfing it. He was surprisingly knowledgeable about both history and current affairs, as demonstrated when he won five games to my one.

      “How about we switch to Monopoly?” I suggested.

      He laughed. “Can’t take coming second?”

      On the contrary, I was used to it. Always by myself, always in the bathroom. Of course, I didn’t tell Nick that. Nor did I admit I’d had more fun playing board games in a safe house than I had in the last year with my husband.

      Over the following days, Nick brought Jenga, Scrabble, and chess. I hadn’t played chess since I was a little girl. Daddy and I once had a ritual of playing every Sunday morning after church, although our time together had faded away as he became busier with work. Government affairs took precedence over family, that was what Mama always told me. 

      I surprised myself by remembering the rules, but Nick proved to be a master and beat me every time except one. And I was convinced he threw that game to make me feel better.

      By the end of the week, I’d grown used to this protective custody lark. I’d even go so far as to say I was enjoying it. Sure, the house sucked, but at least I had people to talk to. Just conversations, no requests to organise dinner for six or buy more socks, no constant glances at watches, no ulterior motives. Even Kevin had thawed out a bit, and some of the cops were actually quite fun.

      If it wasn’t for the constant crackle of Nick’s radio and the calls he kept taking, his frequent trips to patrol around the house and the fact that he always had one eye on the door, I could almost pretend we were just friends hanging out.

      Until day eight. Things changed on day eight.
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