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			“All over the world, particularly in the newer nations, young men are coming to ­power—­men who are not bound by the traditions of the ­past—­men who are not blinded by the old fears and hates and rivalries—­young men who can cast off the old slogans and delusions and suspicions.”

			—­John F. Kennedy, speech upon being nominated as candidate for president at the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, July 15, 1960

			“Let work in public administration be a proud and interesting career. And let every man and woman who works in any area of our national government, in any branch, at any level, be able to say with pride and with honor in future years: ‘I served the United States government in that hour of our nation’s need.’ ”

			—­John F. Kennedy, State of the Union speech to Congress, January 29, 1961
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			Foreword

			If there’s one thing about world history that is certain, it’s that nothing is certain. Nothing is eternal and nothing’s imperishable. Today’s hero is tomorrow’s bad guy; mighty empires come and go. ­Everything is a series of epochs: the Phoenician Empire, the Roman Empire, the Pharaoh’s Egypt, the French Empire, the Ottoman and Byzantine Empires, the Grecian cradle of ­democracy—­all world powers that disappeared.

			Sometimes it takes hundreds of years; other times it’s from one day to the next.

			Who could have imagined that a single shot in Sarajevo would provoke a world war that resulted in millions of deaths? That Adolf Hitler could get away with murdering the entire leadership of his SA Corps in a single night? That a superpower like the Soviet Union and the entire Eastern Bloc could collapse so quickly? Who would have thought that a single event on the eleventh of September 2001 could totally change the world’s stability? And who, with knowledge of the Hundred Years’ War, the Inquisition, and the Crusades, could have been able to predict that the main cause of war and unrest in the ­twenty-­first century, fed by a widening gap between the world’s rich and poor, would once again be ­religion—­Christianity versus ­Islam—­where twelve drawings of the Prophet Muhammad, published in a tiny Western country with five million inhabitants, could unite the entire Muslim world in its rage?

			In 1975, Pol Pot’s Khmer Rouge emptied all of Cambodia’s cities from one week to the next, and an unprecedented reign of terror became reality. Since then, similar radical upheavals have taken place all over the ­world—­in Indonesia, Khomeini’s Iran, Miloševic, and Karadžic,’s Yugoslavia, Rwanda, and Idi Amin’s Uganda. People have been persecuted, deported, and purged; laws and the judicial system have been disregarded. At the same time, so-called civilized states have attempted to guard themselves against such situations with all the means at a democracy’s disposal: legislation, legal principle, rules, and regulations.

			In ­Europe—­despite the British wish for a ­Brexit—­we seek peace through our cooperation in the European Union, which is why new states, after careful consideration, keep being invited to join. Our politicians say this is the surest way towards stability in our part of the world. The question is whether one forgets that we’re creating a superpower in the wake of all these peaceful intentions, a superpower that must eventually challenge other superpowers culturally, economically, and even militarily. It’s difficult to see how Russia, China, or a prospective future confederation of Arab or Muslim states would benefit from an expansionist EU policy.

			George Washington, the first president of the world’s current sole superpower, once stated that one can trust a nation no further than its own interests dictate, and that no responsible statesman would deviate from this ­rule—­that national interests are stronger than ideology. In spite of these ­words—­and in spite of the fact that history shows that ­long-­term stability in the world is an ­illusion—­Washington’s successors to the presidency have attempted to assure such stability time and again, and today many oppressed people and nations have the United States to thank for a better life, at least in part. But at the same time, in recent years, the United States has undergone a series of ­constitutional “adjustments” that the White House itself has called “the biggest restructuring of the federal government since 1947.” A ­restructuring of constitutional mechanisms that, in the wrong hands and under the wrong conditions, could have unpredictable ­consequences—­consequences that could easily result in situations very reminiscent of those that the US military has felt itself obliged to rectify around the world in the past.

			With the creation of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), President George W. Bush saw to it that all security agencies in the United States were brought together and coordinated under one administration. The crucial difference between this setup and similar security systems in Stalin’s Soviet Union and Hitler’s Third Reich lies in how the DHS is intended to be used in regard to its country’s own citizens. Although the department was created in the wake of 9/11 to secure the United States against terrorists from abroad, it can also handily be used to monitor and control its own people.

			In The Washington Decree, unfortunate circumstances cause the president of the United States to lose his good judgment and, despite his best intentions, unwittingly set a chain of events in motion that rapidly lead to a situation where the DHS, the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), and the military are vulnerable to misuse, and all constitutional guarantees are revoked.

			We’ve seen this kind of situation arise before, and it will arise again. And it can happen suddenly, before you know it.

			—­Jussi ­Adler-­Olsen, 2007

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Autumn 1992

			★ ★ ★ ★ ★

			Even though she was still only fourteen years old, Dottie knew: Just as every adventure has a beginning, it also has an ending. In Dottie’s case the ending couldn’t have been worse.

			It all began with Governor Jansen’s office sending Virginia’s biggest local television station a suggestion for a new quiz show, plus the capital to get it off the ground.

			It was to be a geographical quiz where everyone who could correctly name China’s most populous city was invited to participate. The TV station went for the idea.

			After the initial elimination round, only ­forty-­eight participants were left, and among ­them—­quite ­sensationally—­was a ­fourteen-­year-­old girl. The excitement rose for four weeks: Both the sponsor, Leatherman Auto Tires, and Governor Jansen’s campaign office wanted to get their money’s worth.

			The first programs were broadcast in the afternoon, but the show quickly found its way into prime time. A good ­three-­quarters of Virginians followed the event on their TV screens. This was a new viewer record.

			Throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia, people bet on the outcome. Each had his or her favorite. But most, by far, backed the girl with the dimples, who was also the youngest contestant: Dorothy Curtis, also known as Dottie.

			Three weeks and three episodes later, Virginia’s TV audience finally got their three ­winners—­and what winners they were! Governor Jansen beamed like a Hollywood star, the host had his wages doubled, and the newspapers went crazy. With the exception of a blonde with silicone breasts and full hips who lost out in the last round (but instead got her own talk show on which to display her attributes), the winners couldn’t have been more popular.

			First prize went to Rosalie Lee, a big ­African ­American woman from New York who happened to be in Virginia for the first time, visiting her sister Josefine. Rosalie was a showpiece of a woman, with pearly teeth, roaring laughter, and winks to the audience, and few could match her talent of using so much time to answer a question that the audience was about to go crazy.

			Only one point behind her came T. Perkins, a ­pale-­faced, practically albino sheriff who came from one of the smallest counties in the northwestern part of the state. A man who, in his youth, had been one of the nation’s best dart players. And finally, in an impressive third place came Dottie Curtis, the girl with the dimples. What a triumph! The winners couldn’t have been more different, and everyone involved with the show was pleased. How could any part of the population feel overlooked with those three? It simply wasn’t possible.

			The lucky winners couldn’t believe it when they heard their prize being announced live on the show. Along with the graduated cash jackpots came nothing less than a trip to the other side of the world for the three of them.

			For Dottie especially, it was all unreal and incredible. They were to travel to China with Governor Bruce Jansen, his staff, and an official Chinese delegation. They’d be entering a closed world, and everything would be paid for.

			It sounded like a fairy tale.

			Dottie’s father was proud about his daughter being so bright, but not about her prize. He was a ­right-­wing Republican and hated Bruce Jansen, who was “old money” and a Democrat besides.

			“Jansen? That swine?” he yelled at her. “You don’t plan to participate in a PR stunt like that, advancing the ambitions of that fucking untrustworthy Democrat, do you?!” He forbid her going, and Dottie’s mother was forced to use all her powers of persuasion to make him change his mind.

			As fate would have it, this was the last time Dottie heard them quarrel. Her parents were divorced just five months later, a divorce that descended into a fight over money and custody of their child. Dottie ended up being installed in her mother’s house with her mother’s maiden name.

			In a way her father was right. It was all a PR stunt, but so what? Governor Jansen was a clever man. He’d taken three ordinary people and made them everybody’s darlings, and via them, invited Virginia’s entire population of seven million souls along to a far-off, enigmatic land. It was practically the only thing folks talked and read about. School newspapers, ladies’ magazines, and even Dottie’s father’s boring hotel business newsletter wrote about it. And everyone wanted to talk with Dottie. She’d been approached by ­twenty-­one of Virginia’s ­thirty-­four newspapers, either for interviews or to publish the last month’s entries in her diary.

			It was quite an achievement: Bruce Jansen had embraced the entire population all at once, and vice versa. He may have been calculating, but a swine he was not. He was quite fantastic, actually.

			Dottie’s heart was pounding as she bid her mother farewell and ascended the portable stairway to the huge airplane, glittering in the sunshine. She’d flown at least twenty times within the States, plus to Mexico and Puerto Rico, but never in a plane that size. It was a little frightening.

			When she reached her seat, Sheriff T. Perkins was already in the next seat by the window, looking sleepy and absentmindedly cleaning his fingernails with the point of a gilded dart. Governor Jansen’s wife, Caroll Jansen, came over and patted her on the cheek. “You’re a clever girl, Dottie,” she said. “It was wonderful, you winning third place. Just magnificent. I think we’re going to have a fine time together, we two.” She nodded graciously to a few of the passengers and sat down a couple of rows forward, between her husband and his indispensable right hand, Thomas Sunderland.

			Then Rosalie Lee came blustering down the aisle. She gave everyone a hearty greeting and planted herself next to Dottie, her bulk flowing over onto Dottie’s seat. She immediately emptied a giant paper bag of Coca-Cola cans, crackers, chips, and a great variety of candy bars and began offering goodies to all her neighbors. It had been like that in the TV studio, too. No one in Rosalie Lee’s company was going to go hungry if she had anything to say about it.

			Chewing away on her portable feast, she entertained Dottie with talk of New York, her little apartment in the Bronx, and her three wonderful sons, finishing with peals of laughter as she described how she’d kicked her loser of a husband out of her home, ass first.

			Rosalie’s unrestrained laughter woke Sheriff T. Perkins up a bit, and he looked around in bewilderment. He was pretty ­easygoing—­slept now and then and didn’t say much. He’d clearly been the most knowledgeable of the three quiz winners, but even though Rosalie Lee had sometimes seemed ­slow-­witted, appearances were deceptive. Her brain was capable of changing gears suddenly and leaving everyone in the dust, and that was how she wound up winning the contest.

			A couple of hours later, a young man who’d been sleeping since takeoff leaned his head towards the row of prizewinners in front of him. “Wesley Barefoot.” He presented himself with luminous teeth. “Well, looks like we’re going to be together the next couple of weeks. Maybe you know my ­mother—­she’s Governor Jansen’s secretary.” The three shook their heads politely.

			“Congratulations, by the way,” he continued. “I watched all the episodes, just like everybody else. You were all brilliant!”

			They smiled ­obligingly—­just the cue the man needed to launch into his life story. He was studying law and loved politics and British rock bands. Et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.

			Dottie thought he was nice and smelled good.

			Bruce Jansen took one female prizewinner under each arm as they walked towards the welcoming deputation of photographers, cameramen, and journalists in Beijing’s airport. The weather was cold and gray, and everyone was talking at once. After the obligatory questions from the Chinese press, the governor turned to face the international press that was standing behind a row of ­blue-­clad Chinese soldiers.

			Dottie quickly noticed one of the journalists, a very little man with intense, dark eyes and a receding hairline. A man who was obviously receiving more attention than the others and got all his questions answered, one after the other. When the interview was over, the governor and his wife disappeared in a black limousine, along with two Chinese officials. The rest of his staff followed in another official car, and the crowd of journalists began breaking up. Apparently, the diminutive, ­dark-­eyed journalist was the only one who seemed interested in the rest of Jansen’s party. He waved to his photographer and made straight for the little group.

			“Hey, my name’s John Bugatti,” he said with a hoarse voice, and cleared his throat. “I work for NBC. I’m supposed to follow along with you and Jansen on the whole tour, so I thought I’d say hello.” Close up, Dottie could see he had more freckles than she’d ever seen. An irresistible little guy. She was really enjoying this ­trip—­her father’s objections had been completely unfounded.

			Dottie Curtis’s last day in Beijing began like a fairy tale, just like all the others. As usual, the little group of Americans had begun by eating breakfast in the hotel’s dining room, surrounded by smiling waiters. Aside from Rosalie Lee and Caroll Jansen, whose finer motor functions seemed to be on the level of a stranded jellyfish, everyone was eating with chopsticks.

			Dottie gazed through the large windows at the city’s skyline, with its scalelike tiled roofs on clusters of hutongs. They had wandered through the Summer Palace’s enchanting, long corridors, breathed the air at Beihai Lake, and silently contemplated the calm that enveloped the Hall of Prayer for Good Harvests. The days had flown by, and now they were going to take a bus ride to the silk market, followed by a walk along the market’s narrow streets to the nearby American consulate. That evening they were going to the circus, and the next day they would begin a trip around the Chinese ­countryside—­Xi’an, the Yellow River, Hangzhou, Shanghai, and back again. It was a question of getting as much out of these remaining days as possible.

			The market seemed remarkably quiet. Even the few curious people who were following along after the group were silent. None called out to them; no one was pushy.

			“They sure do business in an orderly fashion here,” whispered John Bugatti at Dottie’s side. “You should see how they assault you in Hong Kong or Taipei. It’ll probably be like that here in a couple of years, just wait and see.”

			She nodded and let her eyes wander over counters overflowing with bolts of material and multicolored silk dresses and scarves. One she saw would look perfect on her mother.

			“What do you think that one costs? What’s that say?” she asked Bugatti, pointing at a sign written in Chinese.

			Suddenly, Caroll Jansen came out of nowhere and put her arm around Dottie’s shoulder. “That one would look perfect on you!” She smiled, took out her wallet, gave the seller some money, and chose to ignore the fact that he didn’t smile back as he folded up the scarf and handed it over the counter’s rough planks.

			“Come over here, Dottie!” called out Governor Jansen, who was standing before a large population of small Chinese figurines of an indeterminable material. “Look! This one brings good luck. May I have permission to give you one?”

			The shopping took only a few more minutes, and they were on their way towards the consulate, Dottie with a new scarf over her shoulder and a little, hollow Buddha figurine under her arm. She was proud and happy. Governor Jansen had looked her deep in the eyes and assured her that the little icon symbolized an eternal bond of friendship between them. “You just come to me if you ever need help,” he said. It was amazing.

			She hunched her shoulders and took a deep breath of the sharp morning air. Everything was perfect: her traveling companions, the exotic trees, and all the people going about their business. She smiled at the workers sitting on the edge of the sidewalk with chopsticks and small bowls, eating warm food from the stalls lined up behind them.

			Wesley Barefoot was walking in front of her with a smile so broad, she could see it from behind.

			He was pointing in all directions with one eye glued to a cheap, newly acquired camera. T. Perkins was walking along beside him, eyes alert, a plastic bag in each hand filled with all kinds of toys for nieces and nephews. At the head of the procession strode Governor Bruce Jansen in the best of moods with his wife under his arm. As they approached the consulate, he waved to one of the officials who was on his way across the street to greet them. Dottie looked up at the building. As she expected, it was smaller than the embassy on Xiushui Bei’jie where they’d eaten a delicious welcoming dinner two days before, but it still made a vivid, pompous impression in the sunshine, with the Stars and Stripes flapping in the breeze and an erect Chinese sentry standing on a low platform before the entry gate.

			Dottie glanced over her shoulder, back down the crowded, narrow street of tradesmen and their stalls. There was a world of difference between the ­Western-­style, official opulence of the consulate and the flimsy, ­thrown-­together stalls of the silk market. It revealed a huge gulf in wealth and customs.

			A little street seller was casting one of his many colorful dragon kites up into the breeze, and the group paused to watch it wriggle towards the sky.

			Then it happened.

			Caroll Jansen suddenly screamed and struck out with both arms, her purse clutched in one hand. Dottie whirled around as her cry ended abruptly and she sank to the ground, blood squirting from her neck, while Governor Jansen’s advisor, Thomas Sunderland, lunged after the young Chinese attacker. Sheriff T. Perkins flung away his plastic bags, so the sidewalk in front of the consulate came to life with bouncing rubber balls and small, plastic animals of every description, and in one leap he succeeded in cutting off the man’s escape route back into the teaming silk market. Dottie would always remember the assailant’s bloody knife, still gleaming as he tried to ward off the charging sheriff.

			Next she saw Governor Jansen falling to his knees, the figure in his arms already lifeless. Her lips moved silently as people rushed from all directions to help. She saw everything: Rosalie Lee shredding her best blouse into strips to try and stem Caroll Jansen’s bleeding, the soldiers racing over to T. Perkins, who, with blood running down his arm, had pinned the kicking, howling killer to the ground. And she saw Wesley Barefoot, standing still as a statue in the middle of everything, his face white as a corpse.

			She was also witnessing the moment when Wesley Barefoot became a man. The toothpaste smile would never be the same.

			There was a crowd growing and a tumult of cries and confusion as John Bugatti and the governor’s advisor, Thomas Sunderland, struggled to carry Caroll Jansen into the consulate building. People were left standing in shock with their heads in their hands, in stark contrast to the quiet whimpering of the captured assassin.

			Dottie sank down on the sentries’ platform, her back against a pillar bearing a gigantic brass plate identifying the US consulate. And there she remained.

			“Come here, my girl!” T. Perkins was calling to Dottie. By now it was ten minutes since the fatal attack. He kneeled down, put his arm around her, and held her close. “Did you see it happen?” he asked.

			She nodded.

			“I’m afraid she died, Dottie.” He kept still a moment as though to see her reaction, but Dottie said nothing. She already knew.

			He got her into a large, white room in the consulate where a couple of employees had been assigned to try and help them. The atmosphere was hectic and crackling with tension. Most of the officials were wearing grim expressions as they pecked at their computers or talked on the phone. This was clearly a serious crisis. A great number of authorities in China and the United States had to be contacted and consulted. Secretary of State James Baker’s name was mentioned several times.

			Outside, one could hear the hurried steps of people running back and forth on the street. The young Chinese attacker was now standing under guard, pressed up against a wall, shaking. His wild eyes suggested he had no idea what was happening.

			“I don’t think he’s normal, Dottie,” said Rosalie Lee, who then squeezed her arm.

			They watched as men in uniform screamed their rage and contempt in his face. Then a flatbed truck came with more men in uniform, and they tossed him in the back. The young man’s eyes were terrified.

			“A shot in the back of his head within two days, wanna bet?” grunted one of the consulate employees.

			Dottie stood up, trying not to lose sight of the doomed assailant. Nothing was making sense; all she knew was that she wanted to go home. Then she sat down quietly again and stared into space until John Bugatti stuck a cup of steaming tea in her hand.

			“It’s a terrible thing that’s happened, Dottie,” he said, attempting a smile. “We’re all so sorry you had to witness this, but you mustn’t let it shatter your soul, do you hear me?”

			She nodded. It was a strange way of putting it, but she understood him.

			“It’s just by chance you were here, that’s all. I can understand if right now you’re feeling small and afraid and very, very sad, but it’s over now. In a couple of days we’ll be home again.”

			Dottie took a deep breath. “Yes, but we were supposed to go see all kinds of ­things. . . .” She was just beginning to realize that the great adventure was over. “The mountains and the Ming graves and the terra-cotta ­soldiers . . . We were supposed to see all that, weren’t we?” Now she could feel that pain in her soul.

			Bugatti laid his arm on her shoulder. “Listen, Dottie, what happened will bind us all closer together,” he said, as Rosalie Lee nodded her agreement. “Because of what we’ve experienced today, we belong together from now on. All of us: you and me and T. Perkins and Rosalie Lee and Wesley. Do you understand?”

			Dottie looked at them. Each was sitting there with his or her own version of confirmation of Bugatti’s statement painted on their face. Wesley tried to nod his agreement, but he couldn’t. It was like his body was paralyzed.

			Bugatti cleared his throat. “I think from now on we’ll belong together in a special way, and we’ll always be able to seek each other out if we need comforting. Remember that, Dottie. From now on you’ll always be able to call me if you need my help. I’m sure the others feel the same way.”

			Rosalie and T. Perkins both nodded.

			Dottie gave them a dejected look. That was just something people said. “How would I ever be able to get hold of you?” she asked. “You’re probably always in China or New York or Camp David or somewhere.” She shook her head. “You’re a famous journalist, and I’m only me! Don’t you think I know that?”

			Bugatti nodded. Then, with permission, he took the Buddha figurine that Bruce Jansen had given her only a half hour ago and put it in his lap. Again asking permission, he borrowed T’s gilded dart and scratched a little paint off the Buddha’s parted lips, thus making a small opening into its hollow insides. Then he pulled a notebook out of his breast pocket. “Look, Dottie,” he said. “I’m going to give you the phone number of my dear uncle Danny. You can always call Danny, because if there’s one person who knows where I am, he’s the man.” He rolled the slip of paper tightly together and forced it into the figurine’s mouth. “There! Now you can always get hold of me if you need me.”

			At that moment Governor Jansen stepped into the room, closely followed by Thomas Sunderland. Neither of them looked well.

			Jansen stood still for a moment, shoulders sagging, with sad, empty eyes staring straight ahead. Next he straightened up in a way that made everyone avert his gaze, and then came the part Dottie would never forget:

			“My dear friends,” he said. “You did what you could. May God bless you ­for . . . ­for . . .” Then no more words would come.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Fall 2008

			★ ★ ★ ★ ★

			This was the third team of journalists Dottie had let onto the campaign bus. By now she knew many of them well, and she tried to smile, but she was tired and irritable. The first half of their campaign tour through the United States had been a piece of cake. The Democratic frontrunner in the 2008 presidential election, Senator Bruce Jansen, and his beautiful wife, Mimi Todd Jansen, had campaigned in twenty states, conquering one after another. It had been nothing less than a triumphal procession, and Dottie ought to have been in high spirits. The problem was that she hadn’t caught much sleep the past ­forty-­eight hours, and her batteries were low.

			Cary Simmons, a ­hard-­bitten journalist from The Washington Post, noticed her shaky state immediately and took her aside. “Come on, let someone else take over, Dottie. Get some sleep, else you’ll just begin snapping at us, and who the hell needs that? Happy birthday, by the way.”

			Dottie smiled and nodded. He was right.

			She called over one of the latest arrivals on Bruce Jansen’s campaign team, a live wire by the name of Donald Beglaubter, and had him fill in for her. Then she threw herself down on the bus’s back seat. No, it didn’t pay to be snapping at people, but that was the kind of day she’d had.

			Early that morning her father had called to congratulate her on her thirtieth birthday. Thirty! This was the age where one found out whether one’s choices in life had led to dead ends or not. It was the moment where one had to evaluate whether one was doing the right thing. She’d discussed this with other women, as though that would help. Now she was thirty, and half of her girlfriends were already decorating the bedroom for child number three. She might have felt better if some of them envied her a little, but they didn’t. Why work so hard when her father was wealthy? Why put off what women were put on earth to do? She knew what they thought, which is why she didn’t feel like seeing them anymore.

			At first her father had been sweet enough, but then came the inevitable needling over the fact that his only child worked for a Democratic presidential candidate. She’d asked him to stop, but that had made him come down even harder on Jansen and use language that she hated. So she’d answered him in kind, which only made her angry with herself, because he loved it when she fought back.

			“You think Jansen’s an angel?” he’d said with a laugh. “Why do you defend that bastard, Dottie? Are you trying to get your hooks in him? Are you trying to oust that dirty communist bitch Mimi Todd?”

			At that point she’d flown into a ­full-­blown rage. Then she just sat there, sneering at him long after she’d hung up on him. Everyone on the bus had been able to figure out why she was in a lousy ­mood—­even Thomas Sunderland and Wesley Barefoot up by the driver’s seat. Bud Curtis’s political views and temperament were well known and so were his daughter’s.

			There were only a couple of people left on Bruce Jansen’s staff from the fateful trip to Beijing sixteen years earlier. They were the ones who had followed Jansen through the course of his successful career, first as governor, then as spokesman for a series of key issues in the House of Representatives, then his period as senator, and now through one of the most outstanding presidential campaigns the country had ever experienced.

			People were crazy about Jansen, which gave the Republican ­candidate—­brother to the departing ­president—­something to think about. Every single opinion poll was condemning the present government’s politics to the trash bin of history, and people close to the president said he seemed severely shook up, which was understandable.

			Day by day, Jansen’s charm offensive gave his Republican opponent’s campaign leaders new gray hairs, not to mention his own Democratic rivals. Thanks to Jansen’s easily understood, logical arguments, unofficial estimates were already giving the senator 61 percent of the delegates’ votes at the coming Democratic Convention. It was looking like a landslide.

			Jansen’s staff hadn’t been sleeping on the job, either. They’d all been working hard for months under Thomas Sunderland, Jansen’s ­hard-­nosed campaign manager, and therefore it was understandable that Sunderland’s star was rising fastest among the staff workers. Sunderland was lean and unsmiling, a decorated military officer who’d always stood at Bruce Jansen’s ­side—­and in his ­shadow—­through thick and thin, and now his reward, in the form of a powerful position in government, was within reach. Different possibilities were being mentioned, particularly White House chief of staff.

			Dottie had joined Jansen’s team just after receiving her law degree and, after a few months’ loyal assistance, was promised an office job in the White House if they won the election. This scenario suited her fine.

			Wesley Barefoot had been Jansen’s man since the fateful trip to Beijing. Like Dottie, he’d attended Harvard Law School, passing his bar exam four years before she did, and would likely become her boss in the West Wing. He was very bright and an exceptionally adroit ­communicator—­not to mention manipulator. He was popular, and sooner or later a majority of the prettiest and smartest females attending Harvard had surrendered to the combined firepower of his charm, good looks, and gift of verbal persuasion.

			He may have had a reputation as a “pussy thief” and Don Juan, but, so far, his obvious assets and conversational talents hadn’t brought him as close to Dottie as he would have liked. Of course she wasn’t impervious to his charms and enjoyed his company, but there was still a ways to go before he could expect to get her into bed.

			When she’d started running into him again at Harvard, she decided that at some point they’d get serious, and that’s how she still felt. In the meantime, a pretty girl like her had no problem finding guys to have sex with. She was saving Wesley for later.

			She rubbed her eyes and looked at her watch. The twenty minutes she’d been sleeping seemed like days. She looked towards the front of the bus and was pleased to see how well Wesley was handling the journalists’ different versions of the same five questions they’d been asking for weeks.

			She enjoyed watching him in action, just seeing his lips move.

			Yes, he was saying to them, he could confirm that Bruce Jansen was more than satisfied with his opponents’ and the incumbent president’s falling popularity and that his nomination as Democratic presidential candidate now seemed a sure thing, and that, by the way, he could also confirm that Mimi Todd Jansen was pregnant.

			Dottie sat up so abruptly, she almost banged her head on the ceiling of the bus. All the reporters started babbling at once. What was it Wesley had just said? Was Mimi Jansen pregnant?! This was the news flash of the year! One could almost hear all the pens scratching frantically away on notepads. When was the blessed event? Was it 100 percent certain? How long had it been known? What did Senator Jansen have to say about the prospect of becoming a father at the age of ­fifty-­five? Wasn’t it a rather frightening proposition? Had the child’s sex been determined?

			All questions about lobbyism and subsidies for agriculture and why certain states in the Southwest hadn’t embraced Jansen’s campaign were immediately forgotten. Mimi Todd Jansen was pregnant! This meant that if Jansen ­won—­and this latest news bombshell would doubtlessly increase his chances even ­more—­there would once again be the patter of tiny feet in the White House, for the first time since JFK. The entire assembled news media was enraptured.

			John Bugatti pushed his way to the back of the bus with a strange smile spread over his face. Sleepily, Dottie smiled back.

			“Dottie, goddammit! Why haven’t you told me?”

			She shook her head and he understood. This was news to her as well, it really was.

			The next day it was on the front page of all the newspapers. The Washington Post printed an in-depth analysis of what the big event would mean for the new administration’s social and ­family-­related policies, and USA Today even printed a manipulated photo of Mimi Jansen with a baby already in her arms. Now everyone was assuming Bruce Jansen would win; his ratings were rising in even the most belligerent states, including the incumbent president’s own home state of Texas.

			In short, Mimi Todd Jansen’s pregnancy was the biggest PR scoop one could ask for, both for Bruce Jansen’s campaign and the media. She was the personification of the perfect first lady, and she’d taken Caroll Jansen’s place not only with humility, but also with an authority one usually saw only from seasoned politicians.

			People could sense something special about Mimi Todd from the moment she and Jansen announced their love for each other publicly. She looked everyone in the eye and gave straight answers to all ­questions—­including those relating to her past as a peace activist during the first Gulf ­War—­and the journalists loved her for it. Mimi Todd was a true American, a pioneer who wasn’t afraid of anything. Countless columns were written about her. Thanks to the media, the entire country knew she’d completed her graduate studies in economics at NYU at the top of her class and had wept in public on a visit to a hospice in Salem, Massachusetts. And who didn’t remember her spectacular national TV debut where, as the new wife of a very wealthy senator, she’d been asked about her many pronounced social and political views? She’d personally chosen the interview to be held on the front steps of a shelter for the homeless in Anacostia, DC’s ­number ­one hell on earth, a decision that seemed doomed to failure. Mimi Todd had looked totally out of place in her expensive clothes, and a bunch of young men had lost no time heckling her for trying to capitalize on their poverty. This had upset her, it was clear to see, but instead of calling off or postponing the ­interview—­and in spite of warnings from the camera ­crews—­she’d descended the stairs and mingled with the crowd, talking with them until they’d settled down. Then she’d climbed the steps again and gave a speech about how people should live together and respect one another, and the way she did it was breathtaking. The silence was so complete afterwards that even the journalists were ­quiet—­as the cameras kept rolling. No doubt about it: This was one ­high-­caliber lady.

			And now she was pregnant besides. Beautiful, neither too young nor too old, and with nothing about her present or past that might discredit her or her husband.

			No wonder the media was going wild.

			Dottie’s father called the following morning, sorry and embarrassed about their last phone conversation, and willing to do anything to repair their relationship.

			Dottie was skeptical as to his true motives. Bruce Jansen had just won overwhelmingly in the Pennsylvania Democratic primaries, and now it was Virginia’s turn. This was where Dottie had lived most of her life and also where her father’s classy hotel chain had gradually become well established, so it was far from unthinkable that he was cooking something up for the occasion.

			Hesitantly she accepted his peace offerings and agreed to meet him at the Splendor Resort and Conference Center, the largest of his establishments on the Virginia coast and the absolute most beautifully renovated hotel in Virginia Beach. They were to meet the following day, which suited Dottie perfectly, since it was her day off and she could stand being spoiled a bit by her daddy. Months of countless nights in random hotels and numerous attempts to sleep on the campaign bus had taken a toll on her. Now it would be radically different: When you were Bud Curtis’s daughter, you slept in a ­five-­star hotel in a luxury suite with ­salmon-­colored furniture of Scandinavian design. She could already feel the delicious sensation of being immersed in a nice, steaming bubble bath.

			So what if her father had some hidden agenda? He always had one, anyway, and besides, in the end, she did love her old man.

			He wasn’t at the hotel when she arrived. Instead, Toby O’Neill was waiting out in front like some kind of weird watchdog. Dottie had never really been able to understand why her father had this oddball working for him. His behavior was repellent, and his ­ill-­fitting, ­worn-­out, tasteless clothes made him look like a bum, especially in these luxurious surroundings.

			He scuttled up the marble stairs with her suitcase and shoved the doorman aside so he could hold the door for her ­himself—­an act more pathetic than touching.

			“Nice to have you home again, Miss Curtis,” he said.

			“Rogers, dammit! My name’s been Rogers ever since my parents got divorced. Remember that, Toby!”

			“Beg pardon, Miss Rogers. It’s nice you’re home again.”

			She noticed how he struggled and sweated, getting her suitcase over to the elevator. He was a simple soul who’d been at the mercy of life’s ups and especially its ­downs—­ending as a prisoner of his own shortcomings. She shook her head. Yes, it was nice that there were people in the world who looked after people like him; that was one good thing she’d always been able to say about her father. But, his streak of kindness aside, she didn’t much appreciate her father’s welcoming committee. She’d expected to be greeted by her father himself, or no one.

			She turned away from O’Neill to take a look around. A lot had happened since she’d last been there. The lobby had undergone an impressive renovation. Cozy nooks of fine hardwood furniture, marble floors and columns, plenty of brass and flower arrangements, and subdued lighting, even in daytime. Discreet signs clearly pointed the way to the conference and meeting rooms, the restaurants, restrooms, and other facilities, as well as the fitness center. There were smiling, smartly uniformed personnel everywhere, ready to serve at a glance.

			Pretty amazing, she thought, and she noticed the feeling of pride growing inside her until she spied a ­twelve-­foot-high fiberglass copy of the Statue of Liberty, flanked by a gigantic gilded vase full of severed branches of blooming cherry blossoms, the size of the tree itself. These huge, gaudy ornaments were so out of place that it seemed to be a deliberate sabotaging of the architect’s intentions. She shook her head again. How typical of her father. He’d grown up in a puritanical home where the only decoration had been a set of old buffalo horns and a picture of J. Edgar Hoover. He’d been overcompensating ever since.

			She read the sign leaning against the vase: President of the United States of America, ­2009–­2013—­May the best man win!

			How tasteless could one get?

			After a couple of hours’ sleep, she stepped onto the balcony and looked out over the Atlantic ­Ocean before heading back downstairs—­fresh, well rested, and in good shape for whatever her father might have in store.

			It was easy to tell Bud Curtis was a man who demanded attention, the way he strode towards her across the lobby.

			“My lovely young lady,” he trumpeted, still ten yards away. He pulled Dottie close, and she let him. She loved these fleeting moments: the security, the warmth, and an authentic sense of love. In spite of everything, he’d always been good at that.

			They sat down and talked about the renovation of the hotel, about how beautiful the restaurant looked without the faded lilac carpets, and about how much it all had cost. Her father was clearly proud, and for good reason: fifteen hotels and they all turned a good profit. Now he wanted to expand his chain of Splendor hotels to include the West Coast, he said, and nodded to himself as he thought for a moment. Yes, the investors were going to sit up and take notice.

			Here it comes, thought Dottie. So he was looking for investors, was he?

			“So that’s it!” she said. “Is that what I’m here for?”

			Her father ignored the question and nodded greetings to random guests.

			His plan was becoming clear to her. “You want to have Bruce Jansen stay here when he kicks off the state primary the day after tomorrow, am I right?”

			“No.”

			“Okay. Then what?”

			“Then nothing.”

			“What?! Come on, say it!”

			“I’d like you to help me get him to come to celebrate his election victory in November and stay here. Wouldn’t that be great, Dottie?” He tilted his head coyly to the side, but it didn’t work on his daughter. Not anymore.

			“You’re out of your mind!” she gasped. “And why are you talking like he’s already won? He has to be nominated at the convention first, doesn’t he? And then he has to beat a pretty popular president’s little brother, remember? And ­you—­the most ­far-­right, reactionary Republican in the ­country—­how can you suggest something like this? You’d rather break an arm than see Jansen become president, I know you would.”

			Her father smiled. “Is it possible you haven’t noticed that your hero’s popularity is spreading across the country like wildfire? Him and his pretty wife and that work of the devil, brewing in her belly? No, my dear,” he cooed, “even if he’s a Democrat, he’s my man from now on!”

			She pushed back her chair, about to get up. “Keep your opportunism to yourself, do you mind?”

			“Hold on a second, Dorothy, and listen to me.”

			Here came the hard sell. He was even calling her Dorothy now.

			He leaned over the table and took her arm. “Jansen’s okay, Dottie. Yes, it’s true I don’t like his attitude, his politics, his looks, or his sickening method of reasoning, and see nothing but deception in his eyes. I don’t believe he’s a man you can trust. He’s a dormant volcano, but his wife’s enchanting and he’ll win because of her and because of fantastic campaign workers like you, my girl.” He patted her hand. “So he’s okay with me. If you say he’s your man, then he’s my man, too. The hell with all the rest.”

			This ­about-­face was one for the books. “You must be crazy!” she exclaimed. “Do you really need publicity that bad? You’ve already piled up more money than you could ever use in a lifetime.”

			He laughed. “There’s also supposed to be something for you and your mother, isn’t there?”

			“Oh, come on, give me a break. You’re cooking up some kind of plan right now, and I don’t like it. And you shouldn’t get Mom involved in this, either. She’d be angry.” She pulled her hand away.

			“Take a look. Don’t I have a beautiful hotel here?” He flung out his arm and let it pan slowly across the room with its sumptuous crystal candelabras and exclusive clientele. He was still avoiding the issue, and she hated it.

			“Right here, in Senator Jansen’s own little commonwealth-by-­the-­sea. Can you think of a better or more relevant place to celebrate the fruition of all your great efforts? I’m simply saying I’m offering Jansen and his staff lodging for a week. Everything free of charge. It’s up to him. And the Secret Service, or whoever the hell protects him, can have free rein of the hotel. Can’t you see how it would be, Dorothy? The president-elect standing in the lobby on his own home turf, with the Statue of Liberty in the background, speaking to the whole world. What setting could be more fitting?”

			“Dad, you’re insane.” She looked at his funny smile and shook her head, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling back. This was business and politics in a nutshell, and Dottie’s father cracked these kinds of nuts with his bare hands.

			Then he changed the ­subject—­another of his specialties. “How’s your love life, dear? Anything happening?”

			She shrugged her shoulders. It was none of his business.

			“How’s it going with that guy Wesley you always used to talk about? Something going to happen soon with you two?”

			This time it was her turn to pat his hand. Aside from an over­­­­developed business sense and questionable political views, her old man was okay.

			After their dinner together she swam a couple of lengths of the swimming pool and then sat on her balcony to let the breeze dry her hair. The stars were blinking in gentle, pulsing waves, and she’d drifted far away when the telephone rang. She reached for it lazily, sure that it was her father wanting her approval of his proposal. No, thanks, she’d say, no drinks at the bar for her. She’d promised to pass the invitation on to Thomas ­Sunderland—­that should be enough. Right now she just wanted to be left in peace and go to bed.

			But, even though it was a voice she knew well, it wasn’t her father’s. Speak of the devil, it was Wesley Barefoot’s, and it definitely wasn’t routine procedure for him to contact her outside working hours.

			“Hello, Dottie. Am I interrupting something?”

			To her irritation, she noticed she was holding her breath.

			“Have you checked the poll figures today?” he continued.

			That wasn’t a very creative way to start the conversation. Of course she’d checked them. “No, I’m not going to Richmond this evening, if that’s what you’re fishing after,” she said. “I’m off work. I need some sleep. It can keep till tomorrow, can’t it? For once I’d like ­to—”

			A “whoa, now” cut her off. “I was in St. Luke’s Church in Smithfield today,” he said. “Isn’t that where sweet little Dorothy was baptized?”

			She frowned. Where in the world was he going with this?

			“Pretty impressive, seeing the oldest existing church in the United States. Gothic style, I believe.”

			She shook her head. “Wesley, you were in St. Luke’s because Bruce and Mimi Jansen were married there. I heard they held a special evening mass to make the local TV stations happy, so don’t try and tell me you’re into Gothic architecture or care about where I was baptized. What do you take me for?”

			“But it made me think of you.”

			“­Okay . . .” She put emphasis on the second syllable and fastened her eyes on one of the brightest stars. There was the sound of police sirens, growing slowly in the distance. In a weak moment like this, something was romantic about that, too.

			“I just wanted to let you know.”

			“­Yes . . . ?” She waited a moment. “­And . . . ?”

			She didn’t succeed in drawing him more out in the open, but it was enough for Dottie. They’d carry on for now, business as usual, working hard for the next half year on the primaries, the nomination, and the national election, and then it would be time to let him get a little more intimate. At least now she knew he was interested.

			She slept late the next day, letting the chambermaid knock in vain a couple of times before she was ready to face the world. Although it was a raw, cold day, she was planning to spend the rest of the morning sitting out on her mother’s veranda in Chesapeake with her boots up on the railing. She was planning on the two of them wrapping themselves up in old blankets and having a good laugh or two at her father’s expense, but Wesley called again before she got out of the hotel. He explained that Bruce Jansen and his entourage would be in Richmond before noon, and Dottie should be ready and waiting when they all met in the governor’s office in the state capitol building at one o’clock. Apparently, some kind of threat had been made against Jansen, and Sunderland wanted to gather the troops.

			“What kind of threat?” she asked, but that was all Wesley knew. She understood: Jansen and Sunderland had chosen to brief all of them at once.

			She packed her little valise and took the service elevator down to the parking basement. She had a nice, old MG with spoke wheels that she’d saved up for out of her modest wages. No way was she having a valet fetch it, fooling with those sensitive manual gears.

			When the elevator door rolled open in the parking garage, she found herself standing face-to-face with a grinning Toby O’Neill. He was unshaven and wearing a gray smock, apparently on his way to compress some paper in the ­wastepaper baling machine. “Well, well, Miss Curtis, on your way again, I see,” he muttered.

			Dottie was about to give him her correct name again but then just nodded. What was the use?

			“On your way back to your big asshole of a boss?” She tried to ignore him and walk past.

			“Back to that asshole Jansen and his whore of a wife who are ­duping the whole country and the whole world, those two cheating assholes.”

			She stopped. “What was that again, Toby?”

			“He’s an asshole, and his stinking wife’s exactly like all the other whores!”

			She felt like slapping him across his grubby face. “Listen here, Toby O’Neill, you don’t use that language with me! Where do you get that filth?”

			O’Neill rubbed his chin. It was hard to tell how handicapped his brain actually was. Sometimes he acted normal, sometimes like a ­six-­year-­old. He was indefinable and unpredictable. He could shrink into himself one minute and flare up the next.

			She regretted her question and continued walking towards her car.

			“That big asshole has eyes like a reptile and a gross, forked tongue!” came his voice. “Him, we don’t trust in these parts. Nope, we don’t trust him or his whore, so now you know. We sure don’t.”

			She turned, walked back towards him, and put her hand on his shoulder. “Who are ‘we,’ Toby?”

			“Not you, that’s for sure,” he said with a laugh.

			“Is it my father who’s said these things to you, Toby?”

			He smiled for a second, then stiffened. “Your father?” He suddenly looked serious. “Your father doesn’t say anything at all about stuff like that. Nope.”

			She noticed he was looking over her shoulder and turned around. A couple of yards behind them stood her father, studying them with a disturbing expression. What on earth was he doing down here? She looked around. Had he just come in his car? She hadn’t heard anything. She turned back to look at Toby again. He looked very frightened.

			“You talk too much, Toby,” said her father, giving the skinny little man an angry look. “We don’t want to hear that kind of talk about Dottie’s employer, you got that?”

			She drove north on the highway, her head swarming with thoughts, and stepped into the governor’s conference room a minute past one.

			The entire staff was already seated for the briefing around an enormous oval table in the ­high-ceilinged room. They looked like they’d already been waiting a long time. She plopped down in a chair next to Wesley.

			Sunderland was just entering the room. He nodded briefly to the assembly and sat down.

			“At 10:05 a.m. the police gave us a tip about threats having been made against Senator Jansen,” he said, and gave everyone in the room a hard look, as though they had something to hide.

			Dottie felt the presence of a ghost from the Beijing trip tragedy and looked at Wesley, but apparently he didn’t sense it.

			“We’re still not sure what it’s about,” Sunderland continued, “so therefore I’ve been compelled to inform Senator Jansen that security measures have been tightened. It looks like we’ve entered phase two of the campaign, where we all must behave as though we were representatives of a coming government, which will make us targets for all kinds of deranged people’s hatred and wickedness. Naturally, this is regrettable, but that’s the way it is.”

			Sunderland nodded towards the door that one of the governor’s office’s security guards had just opened, and six ­severe-­looking men in black suits filed in, one after another.

			“From now on, Jansen won’t be showing himself anywhere in public before the site has been searched and analyzed. But now you have an opportunity to meet our new security people, so let’s welcome them!” He clapped a couple of times. “This corps is under the command of special agent Ben Kane, who is presently being introduced to his new employer. From now on, these men will be in charge of Senator Jansen’s personal security and will coordinate their work with the Secret Service and its standard security procedure for presidential candidates that begins in July, a ­hundred ­and ­twenty days before election day. As of today you are to do whatever these men tell you, is that understood? Take a good look at these men because they may make a vital difference in all our futures.”

			Dottie studied them, one by one. It would take a mother to tell them apart. They were all clones of identical height and bulk, with the same dead eyes. She was about to mention this to Wesley, but the door opened again and Jansen came in, accompanied by another man in a black ­suit—­presumably the new security chief, Ben Kane.

			“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen!” Jansen seemed completely unperturbed by the situation.

			“Are we ready to congratulate ourselves, folks? Because I can inform you that we already have an exit poll for Virginia. Do you want to hear it?” There was a loud, positive response. “We’re going to take Virginia with almost eighty percent!”

			“Yes!” cried Wesley, and they all sprang out of their seats, arms waving in the air. It was early in the day for an exit poll, ­but . . . 80 percent! That was simply amazing.

			A great wave of relief swept over Dottie. Now it looked like they were headed straight for the White House.

			Thomas Sunderland raised his hand as the excitement died down. “Just a moment, ladies and gentlemen. This is ­wonderful—­it really is. Let’s give our next president and each other a hand.” He began clapping and everyone joined in, adding yells of enthusiasm. Then Sunderland raised his hand again. “Yes, now it looks like we’re right on course for election day in November, and therefore it’s even more important that we finish discussing security. There are bound to be more threatening situations along the way.” He turned towards Bruce Jansen. “Excuse me, Senator. I know it’s become a tradition to let ourselves be received and applauded under open skies, and I know how much you’re looking forward to meeting the press out here on the front lawn of your old domicile, but unfortunately, I must tell you we can’t permit it today.”

			Jansen was undaunted. Smiling, he pounded Sunderland so hard on the back that it disheveled his hair. Dottie noticed how quickly he tried to smooth it down again.

			“Everybody should be allowed to see how happy I am today, Thomas. We don’t know who made the threat yet, or what kind it was. It’s probably a false alarm and I believe we should treat it as such. I think the occasion calls for a big celebration and no one should be allowed to deny us it, should they, people?” He lifted both arms in the air. “Today is our day, friends!” he cried.

			Most of the assembly stood up and cheered, but this time Dottie and Wesley didn’t join them. If Sunderland thought they should be vigilant, then why not do it?

			Sunderland straightened up in his chair. “I don’t think that’s a wise idea. We’re winning the election on our strong viewpoints, but strong viewpoints make enemies. This is America, Senator Jansen. Presidents aren’t a protected species, and that definitely includes presidential candidates as well. The world’s a dangerous place. You should know that better than anyone, Senator.”

			Dottie saw Jansen’s face darken. Allusions to the murder of Jansen’s first wife were not welcome. Sunderland knew this, just like everyone else present.

			Jansen stood silently by the window for a moment. Then he said, “I’m going down to meet them anyway. I’m going to stand in front of the fountain, dammit. Can’t you just see it?”

			Sunderland gave him an irritated look. “Not if I have anything to say about it!”

			Jansen patted him on the back again. “Thomas, you can’t build anything on distrust, can you? We’ll take our precautions, okay, and go outside on the lawn, how about that?” Then he abruptly left for the chamber next door where the governor was waiting for him. Everyone looked at Sunderland, who was sitting still with a dark expression that said he was really fed up. “Okay!” he finally barked after a few seconds. He clapped his hands together. “You all know the routine, so let’s get going!” Then he pushed back his chair and went over to talk quietly with his ­dark-­clad men.

			The room began to empty, but Dottie and Wesley remained seated. There was still at least an hour until they were “on.”

			Wesley saw her yawn and tilted his head. “Are you sure you got enough sleep?” he asked. She nodded. Was he studying her, wondering whether perhaps her sleep had been disturbed by an unknown rival?

			So ask me, then, she thought. But then Wesley blinked, and her fantasies evaporated. So much for that. Suddenly it was just good old Wesley again, asking how her day off had gone and what she’d had to eat. This was why he was a master at dispensing with journalists’ impertinent questions.

			He was both ­ice-­cold and nice, attentive, and interesting.

			Slowly he softened her up as they began chatting and got her to tell about her early days in Richmond, about the years after her parents’ divorce, about her father’s peculiar ways, and finally about her father’s wish to have Jansen spend election night in November at the Splendor Hotel in Virginia Beach. Wesley didn’t seem particularly surprised to hear it, but he didn’t comment, either. Then she told him she wasn’t sure whether she should pass the offer on, and how, for a long time, she’d been upset by her father’s vacillating attitude towards her working for the senator. Wesley nodded as she spoke, as though it were impossible to tell him something he didn’t already know. It gave her a strange feeling, one that somehow felt good.

			“My father has this handyman at the hotel in Virginia Beach,” she continued. “His name is Toby O’Neill, and I can’t stand him. He’s obviously not too bright, so I guess you have to forgive him that, but sometimes he’s just too much. Today he said some nasty things about Jansen that made my skin crawl, so I don’t think I want to tell Sunderland about my father’s proposal, and I don’t think you should, either. Maybe it’s my father who’s been slandering Jansen in front of O’Neill, and maybe it’s nothing, but after what we’ve heard today we know there are people who hate our candidate like the plague. I know my dad’s capable of a lot. He’s good at saying one thing and meaning something else; otherwise he probably never would have gotten to where he is today.”

			Suddenly a voice came from behind them. “What was it this O’Neill said about Jansen, Dottie?” She turned around to face a ­dead-­serious Sunderland. How long had he been there, she wondered. “Oh, nothing in particular,” she replied. “The man’s an idiot.”

			Sunderland kept his eyes locked on her.

			She sighed. “Okay, he called Mimi Jansen a whore and said that Jansen was duping everyone. That he was a big asshole with the eyes of a reptile and a forked tongue.”

			“I see. ­And . . . ?”

			“He said that folks didn’t trust him down here in the South, but it looks like we proved him wrong today, didn’t we?” She put on a big grin. “Eighty percent! That’s a figure that speaks for itself. You almost feel sorry for his opponents.” She laughed, making it sound as real as she could, and noticed faint smile wrinkles forming around Sunderland’s eyes. “Forget that idiot, Mr. Sunderland, he’s not worth it.”

			Sunderland’s smile withered as quickly as it had appeared. “Did you say that your father offered us the Splendor Hotel in Virginia Beach for our headquarters on election night? That’s a quality hotel, isn’t it?”

			“Yes, it’s just gotten its fifth star.” Dottie shrugged her shoulders. “It’s embarrassing, but my father’ll do anything for publicity. I promised him I’d present you with his offer, and now I have. That’s the only thing I promised him.”

			One of the ­black-­suited men approached, catlike and silent. It was Ben Kane, a conspicuously attractive man with glistening black hair, the overall effect marred only by two grotesque, massive gold bracelets that dangled from his wrist. He laid one hand on Sunderland’s upper arm and held the other up to his earpiece. Sunderland listened while Kane spoke in his ear, then nodded.

			Threats or not, security preparations for the ­open-­air press conference were apparently well under way.

			It looked like the folksy Jansen tradition was going to be upheld.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Election day came, but it didn’t come alone.

			The snowstorm hit without warning, icing the telephone poles along the county roads so they snapped like matches. A swath of the East Coast from South Carolina to Massachusetts exploded in whiteness, with such extreme low temperatures that the Potomac’s current began slowing down as its surface congealed. There hadn’t been a November this cold since 1980, and so much snow hadn’t been seen since February 2002. People were afraid to leave their homes, threatening the voter turnout. Cars were stuck everywhere, whole neighborhoods were without electricity, and remote polling stations were largely understaffed.

			But nothing was going to rob Bruce Jansen of his ­victory—­this much was certain.

			John Bugatti and his NBC television crew had arrived the day before at the Splendor Hotel in Virginia Beach, where Jansen’s team and a group of ­dark-­clad security people were already checked in, awaiting Jansen’s arrival.

			It was showtime. Bugatti turned to face the camera on a cue from his assistant. All of America was watching.

			He peered into the camera lens, feeling in good form. “All indications point to an historical evening. In spite of a snowstorm of a magnitude that helped topple Jimmy Carter in 1980, nothing can challenge the fact that Senator Bruce Jansen is on his way to the White House. Exit polls point unanimously to Jansen’s victory. Jansen does everything with a cool head, humor, and intelligence, and we love him for it. In spite of some fair results and solid support by the people of Florida during his governorship, it looks like the incumbent president’s brother hasn’t a chance against the great popularity that Jansen and his beautiful wife have gained throughout the land. Jansen has taken the country by storm, and there’s enormous sympathy for this man who lost his first wife so tragically in China some years ago, and who will be the first president in a generation whose White House will once again resound with the patter of tiny feet.”

			Next to him stood Wesley Barefoot, smiling and impeccably dressed as always, and smelling so damn nice that Bugatti’s senses nearly sidetracked him. “Wesley Barefoot, you’ve followed Bruce Jansen for more than fifteen years, ever since his tragic visit to Beijing. Have you personally seen Jansen as presidential material all this time, and, if so, has this presidential candidate been evolving in the meantime?”

			“In Bruce Jansen’s case, you’re never in doubt about what you’re seeing. He was born to be president. I’ve never met a man who was so committed to the welfare of his country, and I can say without hesitation that he’s always been interested in the job. Of course one evolves over the course of time, but, basically, none of all the fuss stirred up by the campaign and the media has changed Bruce Jansen’s fundamental attitude towards life or politics. Not in the least!”

			“And the murder of his wife in Beijing didn’t change him?”

			Barefoot was quiet for a moment. Bugatti had warned him that he was going to ask the question. As Bugatti expected, Wesley had his eyes on the floor as he answered. “Caroll Jansen meant everything to him, and one never gets over something like that. It was horrendous, what happened. You were there; you know!” He looked up and Bugatti nodded his agreement.

			“But mourning matures the soul,” Barefoot continued, “so maybe we have Caroll Jansen’s tragic fate to thank for the senator’s deep engagement in the battle against injustice, violence, and adversity. Actually, I believe the entire nation was changed by that sad event.” He looked steadily into the camera. “But Bruce Jansen is the kind of man who maintains his balance in any situation. He’s a symbol of stability and the essence of credibility upon which one can build in the years to come.” Barefoot pointed straight at the camera. “Count on it.”

			Bugatti smiled. The polling places weren’t closed yet, and nor, apparently, was Bruce Jansen’s handsome chief agitator’s mouth. That interview could probably bring home an extra vote or two.

			He thanked Barefoot and continued, facing the camera.

			“Here on the East Coast, the polling places close in half an hour, and in an hour we can begin speculating about what the future has in store for us the next four years. Right now we have a couple of hours’ wait until Bruce Jansen’s helicopter is due to land here on the beach by the Splendor Hotel, in spite of the snowstorm and poor visibility.” He smiled and pointed towards the entrance of the hotel.

			“He won’t feel alone, in any case, because we and about two hundred other newspeople are ready to receive him and his beautiful, very pregnant wife. But I have a feeling he’ll be ready for us.”

			Bugatti turned to his next interviewee, a local meteorologist who rapturously reported about practically catastrophic conditions, with two to three feet of snow in many places, icy roads, and several fatal road accidents. Finally, before giving the microphone to his assistant for the next news feature about an abominable sniper in New York City, Bugatti urged everyone who hadn’t voted yet to do so, but to be careful outdoors.

			Senator Jansen’s arrival was not unproblematic. The bad weather had worsened. Now the snow was falling in thick blankets, visibility was close to zero, and Secret Service was worried about sudden gusts of wind that hammered in from the ocean. Meanwhile, the brass band warmed up their instruments with steaming breath, and the torches placed around them burned into the darkness. A few minutes before landing, Bruce Jansen’s distorted voice came over the loudspeaker system from the helicopter’s radio. “Take it easy, folks!” he said. “We’re almost there. Our pilot says he’s flown at least a hundred and fifty missions over Da Nang, so this should be no problem.”

			Bugatti didn’t see the helicopter until its propeller swept away the snow on the beach beneath it. A series of floodlights were trained on the blue-and-white machine, giving it a silvery glimmer. It had the makings of a big event. In a few seconds the man who was likely the country’s next president would step out and receive this sea of humanity. At least a thousand local inhabitants had braved the weather and were standing in their overcoats, flailing their arms. Something like this had never happened before in these parts.

			Bruce Jansen stood in the helicopter’s hatchway with both arms in the air. He was the personification of a confident winner, and the people loved it. He practically danced down the little stairway, followed by a smiling Mimi Jansen with flushed cheeks and wearing a large faux fur coat that couldn’t conceal her highly advanced condition. She was enchanting.

			The reporters shoved their way forward, and Bugatti’s cameraman, Marvin Gallegos, was pushed aside two times. They all seemed determined to be the first to catch a comment by Jansen. Bugatti knew all about it.

			He gave his camera crew the sign to run around behind the mob and up the stairs into the hotel. The second camera team would have to handle the shots from outdoors. Bugatti knew Jansen wouldn’t linger out here in the darkness and cold. Why should he, when the lobby was floodlit like it was noontime? He’d photograph better inside.

			The welcoming committee was ready and waiting in the middle of the lounge. Besides the ­gray-­and-­black-­clad security people, it consisted primarily of the incumbent governor of Virginia, the hotel’s owner, Bud Curtis, and behind them a cluster of delegates and their spouses. They all wore large badges bearing Jansen’s likeness.

			When the prominent guest had made his way into the lobby and brushed the snow out of his hair, he was welcomed by the hotel owner as heartily as if Jansen had been his long-lost brother. Curtis immediately ushered him towards the orchid arrangement and the ­copper-­green Statue of Liberty, before which stood a podium draped with enormous gladioli.

			Jansen gave his wife a kiss and his campaign manager, Sunderland, a pat on the back, then jumped onto the podium with the agility of a high school kid. “Ladies and gentlemen!” he cried, and looked out over his audience as though he recognized each of them individually. “I have just this moment received the first state returns and can say with certainty that my worthy opponent, the governor of Florida, doesn’t have a chance of catching up. The fantastic American people have defied the weather gods. The turnout is estimated to be sixty percent in the west and almost the same in the east.” He raised his arms heavenward once more, and the crowd roared with enthusiasm. “The people’s verdict concerning the country’s future is crystal clear. At least ­sixty-­five percent of those who voted have bestowed a sacred responsibility on me and my loyal team. I think it’s safe to ­say . . . victory is ours!”

			At this point the audience went wild. They threw whatever was at hand into the air and then, as if by magic, a blizzard of confetti descended from the ceiling like a ­ticker-­tape parade on Broadway. Aside from being multicolored, it didn’t look much different from the snowstorm outside.

			“­Sixty-­five percent!” Bugatti muttered to himself. Here was a statistic that spoke for itself. This would give the Republican Party and the present government something to think about, by God! It was an unprecedented landslide victory, and he lifted his arms and howled as loud as he could, like everyone else in the room.

			Jansen was his man, too.

			Senator Bruce Jansen used the next couple of minutes to thank his opponent for a good and fair campaign and spread warm greetings around to his staff. Then he drew his wife up to him on the podium, waved to everybody, thanked God and the American people, said more kind words about his fallen opponent, and grinned for the glowing TV cameras.

			Then he made room for his spokesman, Wesley Barefoot, and stepped down into the flock of security people. “Ladies and gentlemen, you’ve just heard the next president of the United States of America,” Wesley proclaimed, and gave a sign to John Bugatti. Now was the time, if he wanted an interview with Jansen. Bugatti, in turn, gave a sign to his cameraman.

			“We’ll say ­good-­bye to Senator Jansen for the moment,” continued Barefoot. “Needless to say, his wife needs some rest, and the remaining election results have yet to come in. But we’ll be seeing more of our presidential-couple-to-be later ­tonight—­that’s a promise. In the meantime, enjoy these lovely ­surroundings . . .”—he nodded his thanks to the hotel’s owner, Bud Curtis—“. . . and eat and drink and dance! The party’s just begun!”

			Bugatti and Marvin forced their way behind the mass of victory dancers and reached Jansen and his entourage just as Bud Curtis was ushering them through a side door, presumably a shortcut to the pressroom.

			Jansen saw Bugatti right away and reached to shake his hand. “Hey, John. Welcome!”

			“Congratulations, Mr. President,” answered Bugatti. “This is magnificent!”

			“You can call me president in a couple of months, John. Till then, we have to follow protocol.”

			Bugatti nodded to Jansen’s wife. She looked very tired close up. There was a nurse in uniform at her side, followed by a ­frigid-­looking female doctor whose job it was to accompany Mrs. Jansen to the hospital if she went into labor, or assist the birth if there wasn’t time. Beside her walked Thomas Sunderland, who for once allowed himself a lavish smile, and behind them two huge bodyguards, one in gray and one in black, followed by all the VIP guests. Spearheading the prominent group was Bud Curtis in his tuxedo. All the extra security precautions seemed largely unnecessary, since Jansen’s personal security team and a couple of Secret Service agents had been booked into the hotel for days and by now must have known every nook and cranny of the enormous building.

			“Hey!” whispered a voice behind Bugatti. He turned around and saw Dottie edging her way towards him in her evening dress. She was looking radiant. “Nice evening, don’t you think?” She took his arm and squeezed it.

			They turned a corner and found themselves standing by a passageway that connected the narrow corridor they’d just left with the next section of the hotel. At least a hundred flags were hanging from the ceiling, and everyone raised their eyes. What an imposing setting for the ­president-­elect. It was like an ­awe-­inspiring archway. Bugatti glanced back at his cameraman and ascertained that the camera’s red light was already on. This was a unique scoop, and he could already hear the champagne corks popping in NBC’s boardroom.

			Curtis brought the group to a halt for a moment. “Ladies and gentlemen! As a small gesture to Bruce Jansen’s fantastic campaign and to his beautiful wife, we have arranged a modest unveiling!” Then he nodded to a ­slouched-­over, skinny man in a red jacket who had been waiting with one of the ­gray-­clad Secret Service men in front of a curtain of hanging banners.

			Bugatti felt Dottie flinch. She seemed a bit edgy. A pair of ­well-­dressed security men was approaching the little man in the red jacket from different directions. One was short and ­blond-­haired and wearing a gray suit; the other was a husky hunk in a black Armani suit and heavy gold bracelets. The man in gray stepped forward and searched the little man with ­lightning-­quick movements. If only it were me they were frisking like that, thought Bugatti, forgetting all about Dottie’s sudden state of agitation.

			When the security agent was finished groping the man, Bud Curtis bid the guests step closer, gave a sign, and the little man pulled a cord so the banners fell away to reveal a painting that measured at least fifteen by fifteen feet. It depicted Senator Jansen and his beautiful wife standing before the White House. A beaming couple in front of a crass backdrop of sunshine, blossoming trees, and flittering birds, like out of a Disney movie. It was the worst “art” of this kind Bugatti had ever seen, outdoing a thousand lousy Norman Rockwell ­look-­alikes.

			Still, everyone clapped and crowded closer, so the little man had to retreat to the side and back into the masses to avoid being crushed against the wall. Bugatti followed him with his eyes. He was so distinctly different and seemed out of place in these surroundings.

			At that moment Mimi Todd Jansen stepped forward to get a better look at the painting. In spite of her ­well-­trained sense of propriety, it was clear from her expression that she’d seen art that was better. She gave a forced smile and exchanged a few words with Curtis, who nodded and smiled and then immediately worked his way through the crowd, disappearing through a side door. Senator Jansen was leading his pale wife by the arm towards the conference room where the interview was to take place, when a cry was heard.

			Bugatti’s eyes flew to the spot where it had come from and saw a mixture of hands and bodies, some trying to flee, some trying to get closer. Thomas Sunderland was one of those who Bugatti could see most clearly in the midst of the confusion. He looked horrified, standing stiffly as if someone had hit him, his tie out of place and one of his suit pockets inside out. The biggest of the ­black-­suited security guards shoved past him. Then the little man who’d unveiled the painting took two steps towards Jansen and his wife and there was the unmistakable sound of a gunshot. It was then that Bugatti noticed the revolver in the man’s hand. The smell of gunpowder filled the air, and people began screaming and throwing themselves to the floor. More shots were heard, and the assailant’s brain matter splattered over the painting. Then Bugatti felt a stabbing pain in his side. The man next to him was clutching his midriff. They’d apparently both been hit by ricocheting bullets. The blinking TV camera lay on the floor next to him where his photographer had dropped it in the midst of the chaos. Bugatti watched fearfully as a bloodstain spread over his shirt below his arm. Dottie had let go of him and was screaming along with the others. Clutching his wound to stop the bleeding, he finally realized what had just happened.

			Security had pulled Senator Jansen to the floor, but nothing could conceal his horrified expression. Before him on the carpet lay his wife, gasping for breath with eyes open and wild, as a pool of blood formed around her. Her body was completely still.

			Then Bugatti felt the sharp pain again and sank to his knees.

			The hotel lobby was totally deserted except for security people, Bugatti, and his dazed cameraman. Bugatti was going on the air for the fourth time since Mimi Todd Jansen had been shot two hours previously. Both she and Senator Jansen had been brought quickly out of the fray, and in the meantime dozens of investigators from the FBI and Richmond’s homicide squad had been questioning everyone who’d been present in the corridor at the time of the attack. A specially trained team was thoroughly analyzing the hotel’s video surveillance tapes and the tape Bugatti gave them from the NBC transmission truck. At the same time, an army of technicians repeatedly scoured the narrow corridor for clues and photographed the brains on the wall plus every other detail in the festively decorated corridors and rooms.

			As it turned out, several people had been wounded by the ricocheting shots fired by security, but luckily, none of them seriously. Bugatti had already received stitches for the flesh wound in his lower back, and they’d given him more painkillers than he cared to think about.

			He listened to his producer over his earpiece. Although the voice was calm, the news was serious. For a moment he froze. Then, after several deep breaths, he nodded gravely to his cameraman, and the red light went on.

			“A few seconds ago the doctors at CJW Medical Center informed us that Mimi Todd Jansen has passed away.” He paused as he tried to look straight into the camera. “A great and prominent person has been robbed of her life in the most outrageous manner, and America is in shock. Two hours have passed since the attack, and at this moment, doctors at CJW Medical Center in Richmond are still fighting hard to save her child’s life. Due to the severity of the storm in the Virginia Beach area, the helicopter had to land south of Lanexa, and the rest of the trip was made by car via the I-64 to Chippenham Campus.” Now he was looking directly into the TV camera. “Let us hold a minute of silence to honor a great person who we never got the chance to know.”

			The minute felt like an eternity. People rushing through the lobby stopped when they saw the motionless, silent group around Bugatti.

			Finally, Bugatti’s producer told him to continue.

			He turned towards his monitor. “Is there any update from the hospital on the child’s condition, Erica?”

			An indistinct picture of his colleague Erica Nelson appeared on the screen. She was standing in front of the hospital, her breath steaming. “No, John, I’m afraid there’s no news. We know there’s hectic activity here on the third floor just now. The baby was delivered by caesarean in a ground-floor operating room, but I’ve been told the child’s been brought up to the intensive care unit.”

			“This could mean the baby is alive. Has there been a statement from any of the doctors, Erica?” Now there was a close-up of Erica Nelson. She looked numb with cold, and it was hard to see her face in detail for all the falling snow. Behind her loomed the blurred yet impressive buildings that housed Chippenham Campus, one of the country’s best hospitals. “Just a second, ­John . . .” For a moment she stared vacantly into the camera. “Okay, we’ve just been told that the chances of the baby surviving are very small. Even though the child wasn’t hit in the shooting, Mimi Todd Jansen lost a lot of blood, and it’s unfortunately quite probable that the baby won’t survive this trauma.”

			“What were the doctors doing with Mrs. Jansen on the way to Richmond, Erica? I assume they did everything they could.”

			She nodded. “Yes, John, there’s no doubt Mrs. Jansen received the proper emergency treatment. The question is whether the child did, too. We know they gave Mimi Jansen blood transfusions, but I haven’t received all the details yet.” She tilted her head a bit and adjusted her earpiece. Then she nodded a couple of times as her expression became still graver and, clearly moved, looked into the camera.

			“I regret having to ­say . . .” She stopped a moment to swallow. “I’ve just been told the child’s life couldn’t be saved. The delivery went well, but the baby was so weakened that death came after a few minutes.”

			Bugatti let her pull herself together for a moment. It was all incredibly sad, but it was also ­hair-raisingly good television.

			“I know it’s difficult, Erica, but I must ask you, anyway: Do we know the baby’s gender?”

			“Yes, it ­was . . . He was a boy. He ­was . . . He ­was . . .” She looked down and tried to continue but couldn’t.

			Over the earpiece, Bugatti’s producer told him to take over, but it was very, very hard.

			He took a deep breath. “We’ve just been faced with one of the most tragic incidents in our country’s history. At precisely the moment when Bruce Jansen has reached the greatest pinnacle of his career, he loses his wife and unborn child. A man’s life comes crashing down from one second to the next. A tragedy of unfathomable dimension has occurred.”

			The national election prognosis came a half hour later. Senator Jansen was the United States’ next president with an overwhelming majority, exactly as expected. This was supposed to be the moment of his life’s triumph, but no one knew where he was. Some guessed Chippenham Campus, others, his country home in Onancock. Some even said the White House.

			In any case, he was gone.

			Thomas Sunderland didn’t come on TV until 2:00 a.m., when he reported to the public that their new president was safe and in good health. That he hadn’t been hit by the gunman, but he’d hold off on a statement until he’d gotten over the first great shock. Then Sunderland thanked the American people for their support and bowed his head for Mimi Todd Jansen and her dead child.

			Despite the late hour, it was the ­most-­watched television program in the country’s history. Bugatti was dead on his feet and could have done without making the final, concluding transmission, as his producer ordered him to do. But he gave a friendly nod to the camera lens, as always.

			“Our thoughts are with ­President-­Elect Bruce Jansen and Mimi Todd Jansen’s family. May God bless them all. The question is, what will happen now? The Constitution demands we have a president, but since there are two months until the swearing-in on January twentieth, a lot can happen in the meantime. Bruce Jansen has a decision to make. Can he take over the presidency under these circumstances, or will he hand over the reins to his vice president and former Democratic opponent, Michael K. Lerner? We know Mr. Lerner as a rather dry but reasonable and honorable lawyer who in many ways stood in the shadow of the party’s main candidate, and who the American public has seen as a serious person, if not particularly charismatic. Time will tell. There hasn’t been a president who has lived alone in the White House since the divorcé Woodrow Wilson in 1915. If Bruce Jansen accepts his calling, he’ll be the fifth ­widower-­president, and the first in one hundred twenty years.” Bugatti held his breath a moment before he continued. “Besides these five presidents and Wilson, only the unmarried James Buchanan has lived alone in the White House. Buchanan was met by a land in grave conflict, on the verge of civil war. The inner conflicts Bruce Jansen is being confronted with at the present time must be just as brutal and dreadful to deal with. Therefore we all must send him our best wishes from the bottom of our hearts. May God give him strength!”

			He waited until the red light on the TV camera went off. He knew he hadn’t rounded off his news spot very well, but his brain could hardly function anymore. He’d been up twenty hours by now. Twenty hectic, insane, and very dark hours that had affected him deeply. He made a sign to the security men that he was ready to take the elevator up to his room, but they shook their heads and asked him to stay put in one of the lobby’s easy chairs. Obeying orders, he sat down and absently watched the floor numbers light up on the panel above the elevator.

			All the elevators had been standing still on the twelfth floor for at least ten minutes when suddenly and simultaneously several security people tilted their heads and listened intensely to their earpieces. A couple of them checked out the hotel’s entrance as if to make sure there was free passage. Then one of the elevators began to descend. First the one, then the others, all on their way down as though in a race.

			Bugatti made to stand up but was asked to sit down again. Security was waiting for the first elevator to arrive. Its doors opened and a phalanx of men with intense expressions stepped out with someone tightly wedged between them. Bugatti stood up but couldn’t get a glimpse of the man’s face as he was rushed towards the entrance and met by more men in dark suits. Outside, floodlights lit up at least a couple of hundred press people and local citizens, all waiting to hear more news.

			The next elevator brought Thomas Sunderland and his closest assistants down to the lobby. Then came Wesley Barefoot, Dottie Rogers, and other members of Jansen’s staff. Dottie’s face was white as chalk, and everyone looked very worried.

			With no one to stop him this time, Bugatti rose and joined the others on their way towards the hotel’s ­well-­guarded entrance.

			“Stay here while we get the arrestee out.” The command from the big bodyguard with the golden bracelets rose above the tumult. Other gray-and-black-clad security men opened the front doors and led the apprehended man out to the snowstorm and questions from the flock of reporters.

			Bugatti could hear Dottie shouting something through the swell of voices, but he couldn’t hear what. Grabbing the arm of a man who had come down on one of the elevators, he yelled, “What’s happened?”

			“They’ve caught someone who they think is behind the assassination!” the man yelled back. Bugatti swore. His state of exhaustion had to be put on standby once more. If only this had happened ten minutes earlier, he could have gotten it onto his last ­nation­wide broadcast. He’d be hearing from his boss for this.

			By now the first group of security had made it through the flashbulbs and floodlights with their valuable cargo. The hotel doors were closed, and suddenly it was possible to hear oneself think again.

			“Do you know who they took into custody?” he asked the man next to him.

			“Yeah, it’s the hotel owner, Bud Curtis!” The man nodded when he saw Bugatti’s expression.

			“That’s right, Dottie’s father.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			February 2009

			★ ★ ★ ★ ★

			Wesley Barefoot clutched his leather briefcase close to his body as he passed the FBI building. All in all, he was pretty satisfied with his life. The president had made him his press secretary. One couldn’t do much better than that at such a young age.

			It was two weeks since Bruce Jansen had taken over the office of president, and Wesley was already used to Washington’s bustle and noisy streets. His apartment in Residences on Market Square was pure luxury and only a fifteen-minute stroll from the White House. He had no particular expenses, was one of the most desirable bachelors in town, had a private chauffeur at his bidding, and so far the press adored the White House’s new, young spokesman. He loved all of it. He led a truly privileged ­life—­almost the life he’d always dreamed of.

			Almost.

			Because, if he put his ear to the ground, something didn’t sound right. There was a serpent hissing somewhere in paradise. A disquieting atmosphere was spreading, growing day by day from behind closed doors in the White House.

			­President-­Elect Jansen hadn’t appeared in public the first weeks after his wife’s murder three months previously. Some said he worked day and night; others said he was about to drown in grief. Needless to say, there was enormous speculation about his state of mind, but the vice ­president–­elect, Michael K. Lerner, had calmed people down, even though he wasn’t particularly known for having the warmest relationship with Jansen. He reported that the president was fine, all things considered.

			Jansen had finally gone on television and explained how he battled every day with his grief and shock but managed to maintain an even keel. He did so with composure but also very sadly, and when he said he intended to be the best president in history, no one doubted that he wasn’t only a fantastic person but that his intention would become reality. Here was a real man, worthy of being a ­leader—­exactly as a president ought to be. He was of the kind of stuff reserved for the very few.

			Barefoot became all the more devoted to his chief as he watched Jansen dealing with his grief and the enormous burden he’d accepted with the presidency. Wesley would work his ass off for that man and see to it that nothing ever tarnished his reputation. He’d do everything in his power to shield and protect him, as was his duty as press secretary.

			Then New Year’s Eve came, along with plenty of snow, and Wesley and the rest of the staff-to-be were invited to Jansen’s country home in Onancock to give their next four years together a festive ­send-­off.

			Many of them were surprised to see the opulent setting that greeted them, Wesley included. While most of them knew that the Jansen clan’s nationwide drugstore chain was one of the country’s ­twenty- five biggest businesses in terms of turnover, not many had speculated over how so much wealth actually manifested itself. When the pine grove parted to reveal fifteen gigantic, ­mahogany-­beamed pagodas, Wesley stopped in his tracks. It was a sight that spoke of endless riches, and he thanked his maker for his foresight in having handpicked serious journalists to attend the evening’s event. Was there any point in making folks more envious than necessary? No, the gossip journalists would have to find other juicy stories, and the poor voters who eked out an existence in Maryland or Georgia’s “wagon towns” could easily do without seeing this kind of wealth.

			Jansen received them with dark circles under his eyes, yet he embraced each one of them and said he hoped it would be a good evening.

			Wesley surveyed the scene. The setting was both festive and touching. Here they were, those of them who’d stood shoulder to shoulder during the long campaign and who, more than anyone, believed in Jansen’s visionary ideas. Here were the local campaign whips, the fund-raisers, lobbyists, and office workers. There was Lance Burton, Thomas Sunderland, and all the others who’d sat on the tour bus through most of 2008, sweating away in the standard belief of campaign workers that, with their help, America could be a better place. They were all there except Dottie. Wesley hadn’t seen her since the murder, but people had told him she felt like hell. Donald Beglaubter, who was to be Lance’s assistant, had told her there was a job for her at the White House because the president felt he owed her for all her campaign work, but she wasn’t going to be invited to the New Year’s party. Jansen was a nice guy, but that would be a hug too many for one evening.

			Jansen himself spent most of the evening in the corner of a ­rococo-­inspired parlor that had long purple drapes and enough crystal chandeliers to light up Madison Square Garden. There were plenty of women during the course of the evening who would have liked to console him, but there were also those who kept away. There was talk of a kind of “Kennedy curse” that hung over the women Jansen attached himself to, and no one wanted to be the third victim. Not the bright ones, in any case.

			In spite of everything, Jansen managed all the intense attention that was directed towards him. Even though Wesley could see he still suffered, a family instinct automatically kicked in, built up over generations of his relatives holding dinner parties for members of America’s elite. Shortly after midnight he brought a toast for the New Year and the coming administration, promising the gathering that under his leadership the country was to experience great and radical changes. Wesley noticed how several of Jansen’s closest staff raised their eyebrows at the word radical, but it didn’t bother him. There were influential press people present, so why not give them the impression that Jansen was fit for fight? No, the word was just fine, no matter how one interpreted it.

			After the toast, Jansen encouraged people to enjoy themselves, even though he himself was going to retire for the evening. Most of the guests understood.

			Jansen kissed a couple of the women standing nearest and walked past Wesley without seeing him. Close up, there was no doubt. Here was a man who needed to be watched over if he was ever to become his old self again.

			They’d been working hard up to the twentieth of January when Jansen was to be sworn in as the United States’ ­forty-­fourth president. Many things still had to fall in place, like Cabinet post candidates who had yet to find favor in staff chief Sunderland’s impassive eyes. Wesley had heard the two of them arguing many times behind closed doors. Sunderland’s face was often completely drained of color when he left these meetings, but he never let a word slip as to what had gone on.

			It wasn’t until the president’s acceptance speech that Wesley began sensing something was wrong. He had written the text, but Jansen wound up improvising, and what he said gave the speech an indefinable sense of foreboding. It made Wesley feel strange, as though he no longer knew where Jansen stood.

			He assumed he was the only one who felt like this, since the rest of the world had listened enthusiastically to the new president’s speech, and most of the newspapers’ front pages had proclaimed their approval of, and respect for, the calmness and composure Jansen exhibited at his inauguration ceremony. And even though he’d aged since the death of his wife and unborn child, Wesley had to admit there was no doubt that the man standing there, taking an oath before God, looked like a man with a firm grip on the situation. This, in spite of the fact that he’d just heard Jansen say words he’d never heard before. Words like false security, vigilance, rule of law, day of reckoning, and uncompromising. Underneath it all lay an undertone of bitterness and unpredictability that Wesley couldn’t define, even after listening to the speech many times. Later it turned out that others had ­noticed—­some of the regular White House reporters as well as members of the ­staff—­but it apparently hadn’t made them uneasy, so Wesley forced himself to cool down.

			It had been only during the past couple of days that most people could finally see it. Bruce Jansen was changing.

			Wesley had tried speaking a couple of times with staff chief Sunderland about Jansen’s mood changes and his increasing number of savage attacks on the country’s federal authorities and legal system, but Sunderland had played it down. What was so strange about it, considering the violent events the president had been through?

			So Wesley let it ride. Bud Curtis’s trial had just begun, another great source of pressure on the president, as it would have been for anyone so closely involved in a murder case. Jansen had suffered severe wounds to his psyche, Sunderland had said, but time would heal them. What else could Barefoot do but relax and see what happened?

			Bud Curtis was to be arraigned in a couple of days, and the president wasn’t the only one who was affected by it. Quite understandably, it was a particularly rough time for Dottie Rogers, too. It had been impossible to coax a smile out of her since her first day at the White House. She just sat in her little office, day after day, hurt and silent. And in the course of the trial it could get worse, Wesley reckoned. He’d decided he had better keep an eye on her, the thought of which didn’t bother him at all. Besides being a good companion and colleague, Dottie was by far the finest and most interesting female employee in the West Wing, and at one point he’d considered making serious advances. He was ­thirty-­four, and it was getting to be time for a wife and kids. Dottie was the perfect match for any man; she was intelligent, beautiful, and rich as well. But at this point he didn’t know. If her father were convicted of incitement to commit murder, Dottie would clearly be too big a liability to his career. Wesley knew Washington: Nothing was sacred. When Bruce Jansen’s term was over, Wesley would be replaced, simple as that. But if he did an outstanding job as presidential press secretary, his future would be very, very bright. The offers would roll in, and he could pick and choose. So it was better to wait and see, and in the meantime help Dottie when he could. And even though her hair was like silk and her lips were disturbingly tempting, it should never blind him to the fact that there were other fish in the sea, and Wesley loved fishing.

			He passed the busy Willard Hotel on his right and then the White House appeared, as if out of nowhere. He looked at his watch. The morning briefing was in twenty minutes in the Oval Office, and he was late. He nodded to the guards at the entrance, the same two uncouth jerks as the day before, and just managed to read his e-mails and skim the front page of The Washington Post with the latest news on the New York sniper, before stepping into the inner sanctum.

			Besides Barefoot, there were four men in the Oval Office, as usual, and every morning it struck him how politically correct the little gathering was, ethnically. Communications Chief Lance Burton was compact and black as night. He could trace his roots back to the first slaves who were shipped to America, way back at the beginning of the 1600s. Donald Beglaubter was Polish of Jewish extraction, President Jansen was Scandinavian with a little Irish blood thrown in, and Barefoot himself had an Italian mother and a Scottish father. He had no idea where Sunderland’s family was from, but he was surely another ingredient in the great American melting pot.

			Chief of Staff Thomas Sunderland and Communications Chief Lance Burton had plopped down, each on his own sofa, while Burton’s assistant, Donald Beglaubter, sat down rigidly in a newly upholstered easy chair next to one of the sofas. The president sat at his desk, back to the window, with both elbows planted on his blotting pad as usual, ready to make running notations of their meeting directly on his laptop. Two busy weeks had already gone by without him once calling in his secretary to take notes. This was how Jansen preferred it. These were new times, even in the Oval Office.

			Wesley sat down in an easy chair next to Beglaubter and waited. The plan was to discuss a congressional proposal to change the tax laws, plus the coming debate on educational reforms. It wasn’t much to get steamed up about, so he stretched and smiled in anticipation of the nice cup of coffee Jansen’s secretary would soon be offering them.

			President Jansen removed his reading glasses and nodded to all of them. “Good morning, gentlemen! Let me begin by saying some small changes have been made to today’s agenda.” He gave a brief, strained smile. “As you know, Bud Curtis’s trial starts for real in four days, and we have to expect this will put an unusual amount of pressure on all of us. Among other things, the prosecutor has subpoenaed the three of us here who were present when the crime was ­committed—­that is, Wesley, Thomas, and myself. We’ve been called in to give evidence the first day of the trial, and we can expect the trial to run for several weeks. Apparently, the evidence against Bud Curtis is massive, but you never know in cases like this. The prosecutor promised us a transcript of the indictment this morning, but I don’t think it’s come yet. Has it, Thomas?”

			Sunderland sat up on the sofa and removed some papers from a plastic folder. “Yes, we received this fax half an hour ago. I’m not a lawyer, but as far as I can see, the circumstantial evidence is overwhelming. Everything points to Bud Curtis having manipulated Toby O’Neill into committing the murder, and they’ve also found evidence of a large money transfer from Curtis to O’Neill.” He rummaged through the papers. “Here it ­is. . . . Only ten days before the assassination, ­twenty ­thousand dollars was transferred from an account in Liechtenstein belonging to one of Bud Curtis’s companies, to Toby O’Neill’s account in the Community Bank on Nevan Road in Virginia Beach.” He handed the paper to Jansen. “A transaction like this has never taken place between the two of them before. Toby O’Neill’s wages were always paid in cash on payday, just like the rest of the personnel. Besides that, the police technicians have confirmed that the murder weapon was registered in Curtis’s name.” He ran his hand through his thinning hair. He looked worn-out, as though he’d been working all night. Wesley didn’t doubt this could be the case. Few people needed as little sleep as Sunderland, and few people were so unappealing, with or without sleep.

			Sunderland found another memorandum he was looking for. “Here it says that a number of witnesses have concurred with the prosecution’s claim that on several occasions Bud Curtis had worked up a hatred in Toby O’Neill for the president and his wife.”

			Donald Beglaubter shook his head. “Something sounds strange here. Why did Curtis transfer money like that? He could easily have done it more discreetly. Why didn’t he give him cash? That’s what I would have done if I were as loaded as he is.”

			Communications Chief Burton sent him a stern look and cleared his throat. That meant a question was on its way that nobody could answer. “Do we know if there’s a chance Curtis will confess?” Yes, Lance Burton was the guy who always asked the impossible questions, but someone had to do it.

			Sunderland laid his papers down. “No, we don’t, but why should he? He’s been in pretrial detention for two months, he’s been denied bail, and he still rejects all charges to anyone who’ll listen. He knows the law and his rights, so we’ve got to expect he’s going to proclaim his innocence to the bitter end.”

			Wesley Barefoot looked at his president. Jansen’s expression was calm and attentive, but the old glint in his eye was gone, the fervor extinguished.

			“Then we’ll let that matter rest a while.” Jansen pressed a button to call in his secretary. “As I oriented you on a week ago, for quite some time I’ve been working on a draft to revise case law in this country, and now it’s ready.” He nodded towards the door where his secretary had appeared with copies of his draft. “Read this through very carefully, then we’ll meet here again in two hours.”

			They watched as the secretary handed out the material.

			“Then we’re waiting on school reform and the tax debate?” asked communications assistant Beglaubter as he accepted the few sheets of paper with Confidential stamped diagonally in red across each page.

			Bruce Jansen nodded. “Yes, this matter takes precedence.”

			After reading five minutes of the president’s draft, Wesley got up and locked the door to his office. He felt himself permeated by a strange unpleasantness and noticed how his pulse and body temperature were rising. He loosened his collar and took off his jacket. Then he sat down at his desk again.

			Before him lay a proposal for implementing a new form of law and order in American society. He’d never seen anything like it. Was Attorney General Lovell really involved in this? he wondered. It was very hard to imagine.

			He took a couple of deep breaths. When the president had promised “radical changes” in his New Year’s toast, Wesley had noticed the reaction these words caused in some of the guests. Now the words seemed like an understatement.

			Like everything else from his hand, Jansen’s proposal was both direct and well formulated, written in the classic, intelligent Jansen style. The first sentence was devoted to a short, precise description of how American society was degenerating. It highlighted the increasingly violent, anarchistic behavior displayed by criminal gangs and paramilitary organizations. Next he focused on the weapon lobbyists, the courts, and elected politicians. At first glance they appeared to be quite normal, sober observations, but then came the conclusion that filled four of the five pages, and this is where it got scary. Here was a frontal attack on practically the entire Bill of Rights, with suggested changes that were capable of precipitating the downfall of both the president and his entire administration if they ever slipped out to the general public.

			This was ­hair-­raising stuff. The proposed doctrine would restrict citizens’ freedoms in a way that lawmakers had fought vigorously to avoid for the past couple of centuries. There would be quicker executions of condemned criminals, huge restrictions on the sale of ammunition, and a radical revision of voting ­laws—­just for starters. It was a redistribution of power that strengthened the executive branch so much as to be in direct conflict with the Constitution, so much so that it was bound to cause a massive, angry reaction.

			It also contained a step-by-step timetable for implementing the drastic plan, kept just within the bounds of the country’s legislative system.

			He glanced at his wastebasket. That’s where shit like this belonged. The proposal was undemocratic, un-American, and truly harrowing. How the hell could the country’s president publicize something like that? Before the murder of his second wife, Jansen had always been an extremely sensitive politician and tactician who almost never surrendered to the temptation of responding impulsively or emotionally to political questions. But his wife’s murder had really done a number on the man’s head. Did Jansen really believe he could transform the United States so totally, just like that?

			Wesley put both hands behind his neck, leaned back in his chair, and thought hard. How should the staff respond? There was no way they could recommend that Jansen present his plan to the attorney general, let alone Congress.

			My God, he thought. If Vice President Lerner has got wind of this, there’s already a power struggle in the White House. No American president could ever get away with this kind of ­thing—­that’s what they’d have to tell ­Jansen—­no matter how grieved he was over his loss and no matter how justified many of his worries were.

			Then the phone rang and the president’s secretary informed him that the meeting had been postponed. Some guy had gone on a rampage at a school just outside DC. Four children had been killed and several wounded, and the president had decided to address the nation in person from the schoolyard. The perpetrator had gotten away without leaving a clue as to his identity.

			The president’s proposal was turning into reality even as it sat on his desk. Now there’d really be hell to pay.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			It was as Wesley thought. There was hell to pay.

			One of the children killed in the schoolyard was the son of the House majority whip, Peter Halliwell. Two of the others were from the city’s wealthiest families. Even Wesley knew someone who knew someone who knew these kids. Spontaneous processions of mourners appeared around Washington, DC, and the nation’s flags were at ­half-­mast. Even New York’s “killer on the roof” took a couple of days’ break.

			It was the number one topic of conversation, a case upon which everyone had an opinion.

			For a few weeks after the attack, Jansen’s staff didn’t discuss the ­president’s ­law-­and-­order program. Everyone had plenty to see to, especially in the Oval Office. Not a day went by without the ­pro- and ­anti-­weapon lobbyists trying to present their case, but discussions with these people were not brought up at the daily morning meetings.

			Bud Curtis’s trial was progressing without new, gruesome revelations, and Wesley began breathing easier. Jansen must be having second thoughts, thank God, he said to himself. He’s chosen to take the legislative path. This was as it should be.

			But Donald Beglaubter’s grave expression didn’t disappear upon hearing Wesley’s thoughts on the matter. “I’m afraid I don’t believe it,” he said. “Just wait!”

			The wait wasn’t long. A couple of days after the Curtis trial had been completed in record time and the man had been transferred to the state prison in Waverly, Virginia, President Jansen’s secretary asked the staff to meet in the Cabinet Room with their memorandums regarding the ­law-­and-­order proposals. It was precisely a month since the subject had last been discussed. Jesus, thought Wesley, have members of the government been oriented without the staff’s knowledge? Were they really supposed to begin implementing Jansen’s plan?
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