

[image: Cover Image]



[image: image]



[image: CoverImage]



Begin Reading

Boomsday

Supreme Courtship

Table of Contents

A Preview of They Eat Puppies, Don’t they?

Copyright Page

In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.



[image: Cover Image]




For Monie Begley

When you are old and gray and full of sleep,
 And nodding by the fire, take down this book.



Blessed are the young, for they shall inherit the national debt.

—HERBERT HOOVER



prologue

“Thank you, Wendy Wong in Washington, for that report on the deteriorating economic situation.

“In Florida today, another attack on a gated community by youths protesting the recent hike in the Social Security payroll tax.

“Several hundred people in their twenties stormed the gates of a retirement community in the early hours this morning. Residents were assaulted as they played golf. Demonstrators seized carts and drove them into water hazards and bunkers. Others used spray paint and garden implements to write slogans on the greens.

“One such message, gouged into the eighteenth green, read: ‘Boomsday Now!’ The word refers to the term economists use for the date this year when the first of the nation’s seventy-seven million so-called Baby Boomers began to retire with full Social Security benefits. The development has put a tremendous strain on the system that in turn has sent shock waves through the entire U.S. economy.

“A maintenance worker at the golf course said it might be, quote, weeks before residents were able to play golf.

“In other news today, the vice president has shot yet another lawyer, this time, he says, in self-defense….”



Chapter 1

Cassandra Devine was not yet thirty, but she was already tired.

“Media training,” they called it. She’d been doing it for years, but it still had the ring of “potty training.”

Today’s media trainee was the chief executive officer of a company that administered hospitals, twenty-eight of them throughout the southeastern United States. In the previous year, it had lost $285 million and one-third of its stock market value. During that same period, the client had been paid $3.8 million in salary, plus a $1.4 million “performance bonus.”

Corporate Crime Scene, the prime-time investigative television program, was doing an exposé and had requested an interview. In her negotiations with the show’s producers, Cass had learned that they had footage of him boarding the company jet ($35 mil) wearing a spectacularly loud Hawaiian shirt and clenching a torpedo-shaped—indeed, torpedo-size—cigar in his teeth while hefting a bag of expensively gleaming golf clubs. Unfortunate as it was, this footage was only the appetizer. The main cinematic course was video of the company’s recent annual “executive retreat” at a Bahamas resort of dubious taste. It showed the client, today’s trainee, along with his fellow executive retreatants—doubtless exhausted after a hard day of budget cutting and crunching numbers—drinking rum punch dispensed from the breasts of anatomically correct female ice sculptures, to the accompaniment of a steel drum band, a limbo bar, and scantily clad waitresses dressed as—oh dear—mermaids. It would all make for a spirited discussion on the upcoming episode of CCS, especially when juxtaposed against the footage they were also running of patients parked like cars in an L.A. traffic jam in litter-strewn corridors, moaning for attention, some of them duct-taped to the wheelchairs.

“So they don’t fall out,” the client explained.

Cass took a sip from her seventh or eighth Red Bull of the day and suppressed a sigh, along with the urge to plunge her ballpoint pen into the client’s heart. Assuming he had one.

“That last one was a lot better,” she said. They’d done four practice interviews so far, with Cass pretending to be the interviewer from the television program. “If you have the energy, I’d like to do just one more. This time, I’d like you to concentrate on smiling and looking straight into the camera. Also, could you please not do that sideways thing with your eyes? It makes you look…” Like a sleazebag. “It works against the overall tone of you know… transparency.” The man was as transparent as a bucket of tar.

“I really don’t know why we’re even agreeing to the interview.” He sounded peeved, as though he’d been frivolously talked into attending a performance of The Marriage of Figaro when he’d much rather be at the office, helping humanity, devising new and more cost-effective methods of duct-taping terminal patients to their wheelchairs so they could be parked in corridors all day.

“Terry feels that this is the way to go. In cases like this…” The client shot her an “I dare you to call me a criminal” glance of defiance. “That is, where the other side has a strong, uh, visual presentation, that it’s best to meet them in the center of the ring, so to speak. We’re looking to project an image of total… up-frontness.”

The client snorted.

“That no one is more upset at the”—she glanced at her notes to see what artful term of mendacity they were using at the moment—“‘revenue downtick.’ And that you and management are”—she looked down at her notes again, this time just to avoid eye contact—“working around the clock to make the, uh, difficult decisions.” Like where to hold next year’s “executive retreat.” Vegas? Macao? Sodom?

The client generously consented to one final practice interview. He left muttering about persecution and complaining of the indignity of having to fly back to Memphis via commercial aircraft. Terry had sternly forbade him the company jet. Tomorrow, the client would spend an hour in a soup kitchen ladling out faux humanity to Memphis’s wretched, an act of conspicuous compassion that would be inconspicuously video-recorded by one of his aides. If Corporate Crime Scene declined to air it, perhaps it might come in handy down the line—say, during sentencing deliberation. Cass sent him off with a DVD of his practice interviews. With any luck, they’d cause him to jump out his corner office window.

Cass wanted to go home to her apartment off Dupont Circle, nuke a frozen macaroni-and-cheese, pour herself a goldfish bowl–size glass of red wine, put on her comfy jammies, get under the covers, and watch reruns of Law & Order or Desperate Housewives or even the new reality show, Green Card, in which illegal (but good-looking) Mexicans had to make it across the U.S. border, past the Border Patrol and minutemen and fifty miles of broiling desert, to the finish line. The winner got sponsorship for a green card and the privilege of digging ditches in some other broiling—or, if he was lucky, frigid—part of the country.

Yes, that would be lovely, she thought, then realized with a pang that she hadn’t posted anything on her blog since before work that morning. There was an important Senate vote on Social Security scheduled for that day. She hadn’t even had time to glance at CNN or Google News to see how it had turned out.

The light was on in Terry’s office. She entered and collapsed like a suddenly deflated pool toy into a chair facing his desk.

Without turning from his computer screen, Terry said, “Let me guess. You had a wonderful, fulfilling day.” He continued to type as he spoke.

Terry Tucker had built a successful PR firm, Tucker Strategic Communications, on the premise that those with a debatable claim to humanity will pay through the snout to appear even a little less deplorable. Terry had represented them all, from mink ranchers to toxic waste dumpers, dolphin netters, unzipped politicians, makers of obesity-inducing soft drinks, the odd mobster, and pension fund skimmers. Terry had apprenticed under the legendary Nick Naylor, at the now defunct Tobacco Institute. Cass had been with the firm for eight years. Terry had promoted her quickly, given her regular raises, and promoted her to partner. He’d never once made a pass at her. He treated her like a kid sister or niece.

“Jesus, Terry. Where do you find these clients? In Dante’s Inferno?”

He kept typing. “Huh?”

“The man’s… I’ve seen more sympathetic people on the E! Channel’s True Hollywood Stories.”

Terry’s fingers went on clickety-clicking. “This ‘war criminal,’ as you put it, is a client of Tucker Strategic Communications. Someday, if all the crap we learned in Sunday school is correct, he will answer to a higher authority. Higher even than a morally superior twenty-nine-year-old PR chick. In the meantime, our job as strategic communicators is to—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I just—couldn’t we find like maybe just one client who wasn’t… I don’t know…”

“Evil?”

“Well… yeah. Basically.”

Terry stopped typing, leaned back in his leather chair, massaged the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger, exhaled pensively. Theatrically, the gesture was just shy of a sigh.

“Do you know what I’m working on right now? What I was working on, before you came in to do an existential download?”

“Let me guess. Raising money, pro bono, for juvenile diabetes?”

“The only time, young lady, you’ll hear the phrase pro bono around this office is if someone is expressing a favorable opinion of an Irish rock star. No, I was doing talking points. For our Brazilian client.”

“The one who wants to relocate the Indian tribe to make room for the gold mine?”

“Uh-hum. Were you aware that in 1913, this same tribe—I can’t pronounce the name—killed two Mormon missionaries?”

“Well, in that case, obviously they deserve whatever they get.”

Terry frowned at the screen. “I know, needs work. Maybe if they fed them to piranhas or something. I’ll massage it. Want to get a pop? Defaming indigenous people always makes me thirsty.”

Ordinarily, Cass loved going out for a drink with Terry. Listening to his war stories about defending the tobacco industry with Nick Naylor.

“Can’t tonight. Gotta go back and blog.”

“‘Gotta go back and blog.’” Terry shook his head. “I’m offering martinis and mentoring. But if you want to go home and blog…” He looked at Cass with his “kind uncle” expression. “Excuse me for asking, but do you by any chance have a life?”

“It’s important, what I do.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t.” He reached out and typed. Onto the screen came the blog’s home page.

Concerned

Americans for

Social

Security

Amendment

Now,

Debt

Reduction and

Accountability

“How many hours did it take to come up with that acronym?”

“I know, bit of a mouthful.”

“She was a goddess of something.”

“Daughter of the king of Troy. She warned that the city would fall to the Greeks. They ignored her.”

“And? What happened?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Just educate me.”

“Troy fell. It was on the news last night. Cassandra was raped. By Ajax the lesser.”

“Is that why they called the other one Ajax the major? He wasn’t a rapist.”

“Whatever. She was taken back to Greece by Agamemnon—you remember him, right?—as a concubine. They were both killed by his wife, Clytemnestra. In revenge for his sacrificing her daughter, Electra.”

“A heartwarming story. No wonder Greeks look unhappy.”

“Cassandra is sort of a metaphor for catastrophe prediction. This is me. It’s what I do. During my downtime. When I’m not media-training our wonderful clients.”

“It’s none of my business—”

“Whenever you say, ‘It’s none of my business,’ I know I’m in for a five-minute lecture.”

“Just listen. Your generation, you’re incapable of listening. It’s from growing up with iPods in your ears. I was going to say, Kid, you’re young, you’re attractive—you’re very attractive. You should be out, you know, getting… you know…”

“Laid? Thank you. That’s so nurturing.”

“You look so, I don’t know, oppressed. You work your butt off here—by the way, I’m giving you a bonus for the Japanese whaler account, good work, sales of whale meat in Tokyo are up six percent—and then you go home and stay up all night blogging with people who look like the Unabomber. It’s not healthy.”

“Finished?”

“No. Instead of staring at a computer screen all night and railing against the government and shrieking that the sky is falling, you should be out exchanging bodily fluids and viruses with the rest of your generation.”

“Earth to Terry. The sky is falling. You saw about the Bank of Tokyo?”

“No. I’ve been working on the Brazilian thing.”

“It led the news this morning. For the first time in history, the Bank of Tokyo declined to buy new-issue U.S. Treasury bills. Do you realize what that means?”

“They already have enough of our debt?”

“Precisely. Do you get the significance of that? The largest single purchaser of U.S. government debt just declined to finance any more of it. As in our debt. Meanwhile, and not coincidentally, the first of your generation have started to retire. You know what they’re calling it?”

“Happy Hour?”

“Boomsday.”

“Good word.”

“Mountainous debt, a deflating economy, and seventy-seven million people retiring. The perfect economic storm.” Not bad, Cass thought, making a mental note to file it away for the blog. “And what is the Congress doing? Raising taxes—on my generation—to pay for, among other things, a monorail system in Alaska.”

Cass realized suddenly that she was standing, leaning forward over his desk, and shouting at him. Terry, meanwhile, was looking up at her with something like alarm.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to… Long day.”

“Listen, kiddo,” Terry said, “that resort in the Bahamas where our client Albert Schweitzer threw the party with the ice sculptures… why don’t you go down there and check it out? We’ll call it research, make Albert pay. Least he could do. Take your time. Stay for a few days. Bring a bathing suit and a tube of tanning oil and a trashy paperback. Take a load off. Get… you know…” He waved his hands in the air.

“Laid?”

“Whatever.”

“You use that word more than I do. It’s my generation’s word, not yours.”

“It’s useful. It may actually be your generation’s major semantic contribution so far. It’s pure Teflon.”

“What’s Teflon?”

“They coat frying pans with it so stuff doesn’t stick. Spin-off of the space program. Like Tang.”

“Tang?”

“Never mind. Look, go home. Go to the Bahamas. Hang an ‘Out to Lunch’ on the blog or something.”

He was already back to typing by the time she reached the door. On her way out, he shouted, “If you get any brainstorms on how to make my Brazilian Indian tribe look like bloodthirsty savages, e-mail me.”
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The computer screen was glowing at her in the dark of her apartment. A prior generation would have called it psychedelic; to hers it was just screen saving.

She showered, changed into comfy jammies, ate a peanut-butter PowerBar, and washed it down with Red Bull. She unscrewed the safety cap of her bottle of NoDoz, hesitated. If she took one, she wouldn’t get to sleep until at least four. Unless she popped a Tylenol PM at three. She wondered about the long-term effects of this pharmaceutical roller-coaster ride. Early Alzheimer’s, probably. Or one of those drop-dead-on-the-sidewalk heart attacks like Japanese salarymen have. She popped the NoDoz. She could sleep in tomorrow. Terry wasn’t expecting her in the office. She wanted a cigarette but had given them up (this morning). She chomped down on a piece of Nicorette gum and felt her capillaries surge and tingle. Shock and awe. She flexed her fingers. Showtime.

She logged on. There were 573 messages waiting for her. Her Google profile had searched for reports on the Senate vote and auto-sent them to her inbox. She read. They’d voted in favor of Social Security payroll tax “augmentation.” Jerks. Couldn’t bring themselves to call it a “tax increase.” She felt her blood heating up. (Either that or the effects of the pill.) Soon energy was surging in her veins in equal proportion to outrage. Her fingers were playing across the keyboard like Alicia de Larrocha conjuring a Bach partita.

She typed: “The buck has been passed to a new generation—ours!”

She stared at it on the screen, fiddled with the font color and point size. It occurred to her that as most of her readers were in their twenties and thirties, they would have no idea it was a steal from John F. Kennedy’s 1961 inaugural speech, “The torch has been passed to a new generation.” Even fewer would know that she’d grafted it onto Harry Truman’s famous slogan “The buck stops here.” Whatever. Cassandra was starting to get hits from older readers. And the mainstream media were also starting to take notice. The Washington Post had called CASSANDRA “the bulletin board for angry, intelligent Gen-W’s.” Gen-W being short for “generation whatever.” Even one or two advertisers were starting to come in, feigning interest.

In a moment of weakness, she’d posted a photograph of herself on the home page, thinking it might bring in a few male viewers. It did. A third of the 573 messages were from men who wanted to have sex with her. She was, as Terry had put it, an attractive girl or, to use the word of her generation, “hot”—naturally blond, with liquid, playful eyes and lips that seemed always poised to bestow a kiss, giving her a look of intelligence in contention with sensuality. She had a figure that, when displayed in a bikini or thong at the resort in the Bahamas, would draw sighs from any passing male. All in all, it was not the package you’d expect to find sitting in front of a computer screen at three a.m., wired on over-the-counter speed and railing at the government for—fiscal irresponsibility? Girl, she thought, get a life.



Chapter 2

Twelve Years Before…

“I got in! I got in!”

Cassandra Cohane, age seventeen, was exuberant, and why not? The thick envelope she was waving over her head like a winning lottery ticket bore the dark blue “Lux Et Veritas” stamp of Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut. All that work, SAT preparation, studying until her eyeballs burned, signing up for AP courses, all those summers spent tutoring inner-city kids, one working on the archaeological site from hell: helping to excavate a 1980s-era mass grave in Guatemala (“It will look very strong on your application,” her guidance counselor had said). The endless rewriting of the college essay, gearing up for the sweaty interview. The waiting. And now she was in. She said it one more time. “I got in!” She hardly believed it herself.

Her father wouldn’t be home until late. She waited for him in the kitchen. He arrived after ten. She sprang up to show him the letter.

“Honey, I’m so proud of you I could bust.” Frank Cohane had gone to an engineering college in California, one that needed to make no apology, but it was—he’d be the first to admit—no Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut.

“Yale!” he said. “Damn. Yale. How about that.”

Two days later via FedEx, a box arrived. It was full of Yale car decals, coffee mugs, T-shirts, sweatpants, cap, a bulldog-theme pencil sharpener, pens, pads, paperweights, a mouse pad, and a sweatshirt that read, YALE DAD. The card read, “So proud. Love, Dad.” He put so many YALE decals on the car windows, her mother complained she couldn’t see out the back. Neighbors stopped and congratulated her.

A few months later, she came home from school and saw an envelope with the familiar blue emblem lying open on the dining room table. It was from the registrar’s office, addressed to her parents:

“We still have not received the first installment for Cassandra’s tuition. Please contact us at your earliest convenience.”

Her mother wasn’t home yet. She called her father. He greeted her with his normal paternal exuberance, which, once she introduced the subject, changed to an awkward silence.

“Sug” (pronounced “Shug”), he said—an ominous start: It was a word he generally used, perhaps without realizing it, when sugarcoating was called for—“I really want to talk to you about that. But I can’t right now, sweetheart. I’ve got four people in my office. We’ll talk when I get home. Love you.”

She confronted her mother when she got home. Her mother read the letter with a puzzled look. “Dad said he’d take care of it.” She called him at the office. Cass listened in the doorway, mind racing.

They weren’t poor, the Cohanes. They lived in a comfortable subdivision in a respectable but hardly fancy neighborhood. Her mother taught economics at the public high school Cass attended. There were four children in the family. Her father was reasonably prosperous, as far as Cass knew. He’d been a systems engineer at Electric Boat, the company that built America’s fleet of cold war–era submarines. He never talked much about his job, since much of it was technically classified and all of it, he assured them, was boring and dry. One day, Cass’s younger brother picked the lock on their father’s briefcase and examined the contents. He revealed to his siblings that as far as he could figure out, it had something to do with the launch and guidance systems for the subs’ ballistic missiles. Not boring, but definitely dry.

Frank and several of his colleagues had presciently quit Electric Boat the year before, assuming correctly that the end of the cold war would sooner or later reduce the demand for submarines that could simultaneously annihilate fifty cities, despite the Connecticut congressional delegation’s best efforts to perpetuate a felt need for them. They had a brainstorm for an Internet/software program. In the 1990s, Wall Street was dispensing money faster than an ATM to any start-up ending in “.com.” Frank’s idea had to do with tracking—not ballistic missiles, but shipping packages. If everything went according to plan, they’d take their company public within the year. They were already trying to figure out what kind of corporate jet to buy. He and his partners were working brutal hours, sometimes sleeping on cots at the old mill they’d rented for their office. He would arrive home looking wiped out, but with sparkly eyes. Once they did the IPO, he predicted, “we’ll be richer than King Tut.”

Cass listened to her mother on the phone.

“You what? You said you put that in her 529! Oh, Frank—how could you?”

Cass did not know what a “529” was, but the other words issuing from her mother were acquiring an unpleasant critical mass: “can’t believe”… “disgusted”… “unforgivable”… ending with, “No, you can tell her. You get in your forty-thousand-dollar Beemer right now—I don’t care how many people you have in your office—and come home and tell her yourself.” She hung up.

Cass waited for him in the kitchen, as she had the night she got the acceptance letter. When he finally got home, he wore a smile of the kind generally described as “brave.”

“What’s a 529?” Cass asked.

“Did Mom… explain?”

“No. She said you would. She just burst out crying and closed the door to her bedroom.”

“Oh. Uh, well, it’s an instrument, a college savings plan. You put money in it, and, uh, it’s tax-exempt.”

“So I have one?”

“Sug, I… had to put it into the company. These start-ups take seed capital, honey. But when we do the IPO, I’m telling you… Do you know what IPO is?”

“‘I’m pissed off’”

“Clever girl. Initial public offering. We’re going to be rolling in it. Rolling.”

“So, basically, Dad, what you’re trying to say is that you spent my college tuition money on your dot.com.”

“Our dot.com. Don’t worry, Sug, we’ll come up with the money. If I have to… I’ll come up with the dough. You’ll see.”

Her father spent most of the following nights at his office. Meanwhile, Cass’s mother drove to New Haven to try to sort things out. She returned looking defeated, with the news that the Cohanes did not qualify for tuition assistance, as they called it. They were above the thin red line dividing the truly needy from the truly well-enough-off. There was, her mother said, face darkening, her father’s BMW. It might not be a particularly recent model, but you would not find it being used in a remake of The Grapes of Wrath, driven by Tom Joad. Then there was—her face now vermilion—his part ownership in the twin-engine Cessna.

On the night her father finally reappeared for a family supper, Cass’s mother said, as she passed the mashed potatoes, “Frank, there was a question on the financial aid application: ‘How many aircraft do you own? If needed, list on separate sheet.’ How many do you have at this point?” That was the end of Mom and Dad’s conversation at that happy supper. Her father stormed off into the night, muttering on about how he was killing himself for the family and what thanks did he get? A few hours later, Cass got an e-mail from him, manfully explaining that he used the Cessna “exclusively” to fly to business meetings. In fact, it was deductible as a business expense. Indeed, he managed to make it sound as though selling his share in the plane would be tantamount to economic suicide. The family would be out on the street, eating potatoes that fell off trucks. Irish ancestry is a reliable provider of poverty metaphors.

A few days later, Frank Cohane was waiting for Cass outside her high school. In his Beemer. That, too, he explained sheepishly, was a “deductible business expense.” He took her to Starbucks, where, according to a recent survey, 92 percent of Americans now hold their significant conversations.

“Sug,” he said, “have you ever given any thought to, uh…”

“Religious orders? No, Dad.”

“The military.”

She stared. She had, as it happened, not given any thought to the military. She supposed that she was as patriotic as any seventeen-year-old American girl. She’d grown up in the backyard of one of the country’s biggest defense contractors. Everyone here was patriotic. But her adolescence had been focused intensely on AP French, AP English, AP history, 1585 SATs, and a 3.95 GPA so that she might actually get into—you know—Yale. Hello? Perhaps he’d noticed?

“Hear me out,” he said, suddenly animated, as if he had just had a category 5 brain hurricane. “I did some calling around. Turns out if you go into the officers training program—and hell, you’d be a cinch with your scores—and give ’em a few years, heck, they’ll pay for college.” He made it sound like the bargain of the century.

What was his deal? He’d done “some calling around”? On his fancy new cell phone? In the BMW? Or had he jumped into the “deductible” Cessna and flown down to the Pentagon in Washington to talk it over personally with the Deputy Undersecretary for Recruiting Kids Whose Dads Have Blown the Tuition Money? He couldn’t actually be serious.

“How many years?”

“Three. And get this—if you give ’em six years, they basically pay for everything. You get all kinds of bennies.” He leaned forward. “I called Yale. They said they were expecting you in the incoming class and started to give me some hoo-hah about it, until I said, ‘Whoa, whoa—you’re telling me you’re gonna renege on accepting a patriotic American woman who wants to serve her country?’” He grinned. He did have a winning grin, her father. “Did they ever back down fast. So you see, I fixed it. They’ll defer admission until you’re discharged from the army. Or navy. Whatever you—”

“You told them—as in Yale—that I wasn’t entering this fall? As in the place I have been working my butt off to get into the last four years? You told them that?”

“Well, seeing as how we don’t have the money… Geez, Sug, do you know it’s over thirty grand, and that’s without a dining plan.”

“I could always, like, not eat for four years.” Her head was spinning. “Did you… have you discussed this with—Mom?”

“No. No. I wanted to bounce it off you first. Naturally. Sug, when this IPO goes through, I’ll buy Yale University a whole new football stadium.”

Frank Cohane went on talking, but Cass had stopped listening. She was trying to calculate how many people she’d told about getting into Yale. Fifty? A hundred? Let’s see, everyone in her Yahoo! address book… plus everyone on her Hotmail address book… everyone in the senior class knew… relatives… plus she’d stopped by the Martin Luther King Jr. Center where she spent that broiling summer as a tutor. They’d all hugged her, said how proud they were of her. Say, two hundred people?

Cass became aware that her father was still talking.

“… I never went into the military myself. And to be honest, I always kind of wished I had. Not that I wanted to go to Vietnam. Jesus, no one in my generation wanted to go to Vietnam. That was completely screwed up. Anyway, we’re not at war now. So really if you think about it, it could be kind of a good experience.”



Chapter  3

And so, the following January, when Cass would have been heeling the Yale Daily News or attending a master’s tea with some visiting eminence, she instead found herself at Camp Bravo (an ironic name, given the enthusiasm level of its occupants) at a place called Turdje—the “d” was silent, though acutely felt—in Bosnia, formerly Yugoslavia, formerly Austro-Hungary, formerly the Ottoman Empire, in the company of several hundred troops, part of America’s apparently endless (and certainly thankless) commitment to keeping Europeans from slaughtering one another.

“Sir,” she asked one of her superior officers after one especially depressing day, “why are we here?”

A naive question, perhaps, but legitimate enough, inasmuch as she was asking it five years into America’s “temporary” deployment in the region. Without looking up from his papers, the officer replied, “To keep World War One from breaking out again.” It was said without irony.

Cass had gone through combat basic training at Fort Jackson, South Carolina. She had always been an outdoors girl. She didn’t find the training particularly grueling. Her drill instructors were impressed by the zest with which she bayoneted dummies and subdued men twenty pounds heavier than her in hand-to-hand training. Having spent some time in the Connecticut woods with her brother shooting squirrels with a .22 rifle, she took to the shooting part and obliterated the heads and vital organs of targets with her M-16. One of her shooting instructors even suggested that she apply to sniper school. She contemplated it, then decided against it on the grounds that being able to kill at one thousand yards was—thankfully—not a skill in huge demand in the civilian afterlife. She did, however, having passed basic with flying colors, apply to Ranger school with every expectation of acceptance.

So in due course she found herself assigned, by the army’s invisible hand—more powerful, even, than Adam Smith’s—to Public Affairs. Some functionary deep within the bowels of the Department of the Army in Washington, D.C., while processing her application, saw that she had been accepted to Yale University. Be a total waste to have this one rappelling out of helicopters. No, she was needed—desperately, immediately—in the slushy gray snows of Bosnia, escorting VIPs, issuing press releases, and putting on goodwill coffee-and-doughnut grip-’n’-grins with indigenous locals.

Cass was in one of the trailers that served as the headquarters for the 4087th Public Affairs Battalion (“Spinning Eagles”), 12th Regiment, 7th Division, 4th United States Army, putting the finishing touches on another homeric press release with a stop-the-presses headline—674TH ENGINEER BATTALION COMPLETES PAVING AT GRZYLUK FORWARD AIR BASE—when Captain Drimpilski summoned her.

Captain Drimpilski was in his late thirties, with thinning hair and thickening waist. He, too, had entered the army with dreams of rappelling from Blackhawks into fields of fire, only to find himself plucked by the invisible hand and dropped into fields of paper.

His single triumph over this adversity was that he had not (yet, anyway) become so embittered as to make life intolerable for those under him. He liked Corporal Cohane. She was efficient, good-natured, and easy—very easy—on the eyes. He was, of course, physically attracted. Any male of standard-issue testosterone level would be. But Captain Drimpilski had thirteen years in and seven to go until pension time, and he was determined—repeat, determined—not to end up dishonorably discharged on a sexual harassment charge. A two-star general with a chest full of fruit salad had just ended his career because of an “indiscretion” with someone under him (in both senses). Captain Drimpilski sublimated his ardor for Corporal Cohane by means of an exaggerated emphasis on protocol and the grammatical expedient of the third-person pronoun.

“At ease, Corporal.”

“Sir,” Cass said.

“How is the corporal’s morale today?”

Cass sensed that the captain’s strange locutions and formality had something to do with keeping her at a distance and was content to play along. She liked Captain Drimpilski and sensed his frustration.

“The corporal’s morale is excellent verging on sublime, sir.”

“Very well. Here’s something that will send the corporal’s morale rocketing through the stratosphere and out into the far reaches of the galaxy.”

“The corporal can barely contain her enthusiasm, sir.”

“Try. It appears we have another codel inbound.”

“The corporal has no words to express her glee.”

Inwardly, Cass sighed. In her eight months here at Camp Bravo, she had escorted numerous congressional delegations (“codels”), consisting of a total of seven congressmen and two United States senators. The male congresspersons had all been quite taken with their attractive young army escort. (Cass looked very smart in her uniform and black beret.) One senator could barely take his eyes off her. He stared at her throughout a long simultaneous translation with grieving Bosnian war widows until finally one of his aides, evidently adept at the procedure, stepped in to obstruct his view and refocus his attention.

“Fact-finding,” Captain Drimpilski mused aloud, staring at the VIPVIS printout on his desk. “The fact is we don’t have any more facts left. We ran out about a year ago. Still they come in search of them.”

“Perhaps the congresspersons will marvel at the completion of the pouring of the concrete at the forward air base paving at Grzyluk,” Cass said. “I have the press release here. The corporal’s fingers are still warm from typing it. Pure Shakespeare, if the corporal is permitted to indulge in professional self-satisfaction. Sir.”

“The captain passed out several times from excitement in the course of reading it. He’s recommending the corporal for the Congressional Medal of Honor.”

“Eagles spin the way. Hooah, hooah.”

Captain Drimpilski blew his nose into a paper napkin. He had a head cold. Everyone at Camp Bravo had a head cold. The country had a head cold and was capable, historically speaking, of passing it on to the entire continent.

“This one’s a biggie,” he said. “Sits on the Imperial Overstretch Committee. He is not a supporter of our mission here. That’s a matter of record, not a personal criticism.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Jepperson, Democrat of Massachusetts. Good-looking type. More family money than God. Old family. He’s related to Uncle John Sedgwick.”

“Who, sir?”

“Look it up, Corporal. Civil War. A good Public Affairs officer knows his—her—military history.”

“General Sedgwick, sir? The one killed at Spotsylvania by the—”

“Yes, Corporal,” Captain Drimpilski said with a thwarted air.

“The corporal reads books, sir,” Cass said with a mildly apologetic air. “When off-duty.”

Captain Drimpilski went back to his VIPVIS form. “He’s related to someone else. Revolutionary era. It would appear, Corporal, that a veritable river of blue blood runs through the congressman.” He read: “‘Harvard.’ Where else? Didn’t the corporal go to Yale?”

“Negative, sir. Complicated story.”

Drimpilski continued with the briefing. “The congressman dates movie stars. Went out with what’s-’er-name, the rock star’s ex-wife, the one who is continually expressing her conviction that the United States should dispatch troops to every starving country in the world, while simultaneously denouncing U.S. military presence in every part of the world. Venezuelan—”

“Honduran, sir. Nickname of ‘the Tegucigalpa Tamale,’ if the corporal is not mistaken.”

Drimpilski stared.

“The corporal also reads glossy magazines,” Cass said. “When not composing Shakespearean-quality media advisories pertaining to our mission here. Sir.”

Captain Drimpilski said in a paternal sort of way, “Watch out for yourself, Corporal. Just… watch out.”

“The corporal will conduct herself in a manner befitting the United States Army, sir. Failing that, the corporal will engage the congressman in close-quarter combat.”

Most codels flew directly from the States into Turdje. On the way back, however, they typically stopped “to refuel” at Humphausen AFB, Germany, for the reason that there was a PX there that would make Wal-Mart look like a mom-and-pop corner store. There the codel could shop tax-free, with forklifts that would deliver their year’s supply of liquor and electronics onto C-5 Galaxy stratolifter cargo planes. They would fly on to their home districts with pictures taken with the troops. These they would post on their websites and send out in newsletters, accompanied by truly moving descriptions of what they had seen: “I have just returned from visiting with our brave men and women overseas, who are doing the hard work of spreading democracy and American ideals. And as I look back on this truly moving experience, I can only ask myself, Where do we get such men and women?” The last line was from the James Michener Korean War movie The Bridges at Toko-Ri, a favorite insert among Capitol Hill speechwriters, updated to include, “and women.”

“Congressman? Sir, we’ll be landing at Turdje momentarily.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.”

Congressman? Randolph K. Jepperson was tapping on his laptop. One of the nice things about being a United States congressman and flying about on military transports was that no bossy flight attendant told you to fasten your seat belt and put away your electronic devices. One time, on his way into the DMZ in Korea, the landing was hard and two officious senators got hurled against the bulkhead, to the quiet satisfaction of the warrant officer whose suggestion to them that they strap themselves in had been waved off.

Congressman Jepperson pecked away: “It is the general rule among policy makers to insist that America must never leave a mission unaccomplished, no matter how wrongheaded or ill thought through. Indeed, the more wrongheaded and ill thought through, the more imperative it is to remain and see it through to its dismal and inevitable end.”

He reread the paragraph, smiled, and thought, Not bad, old bean. It was an op-ed piece that he would send to The New York Times on his return from Bosnia. He knew that, really, he should wait to write it after his fact-finding mission to Bosnia. He hushed his offended conscience by making a deal with himself that he’d take out the sentences if he saw anything that changed his mind. (Not likely.) He closed the lid of the laptop as the wheels of the large cargo plane announced with a squeak and puff of vaporized rubber that he was now in the Balkans. Randy liked these jaunts. They were his foreign policy credentials, all part of the Grand Plan.

Randolph Kumberling Jepperson IV was a blue blood in a red meat business. His great-great-great-great-great-great-great-granduncle had signed the Declaration of Independence. The family referred privately to their ancestor as “G-7” and to the sacred document as “the Dec.”

G-7’s great-great-nephew was the aforementioned General John Sedgwick, distinguished veteran of many Civil War battles, esteemed and beloved comrade of General Ulysses S. Grant, and now a Trivial Pursuit subject, owing to the peculiar circumstances of his demise. The family referred to him as “Elephant Man” or “Poor John.”

Randy’s great-grandfather (on the maternal Kumberling side) had been governor of Massachusetts in the 1880s. His paternal grandfather, Josephus Agrippa Jepperson, enlarged the already considerable family fortune by cornering the world supply of feldspar just as demand for aluminosilicate was peaking. President Franklin Delano Roosevelt appointed him U.S. ambassador to Belgium at an especially tense time in U.S.-Belgian relations. His intervention in the Fleming-Walloon crisis of 1938 proved critical. He donated the opulent Palais Feldspar outside Genk, with the stipulation that the Flemings and Walloons must stop their feuding, which he termed “surely the most pointless squabble in all Europe.” He was knighted by King Leopold III and received the title of Chevalier des Pantalons Blancs (Knight of the White Pants), one of the most sought-after honorifics in Belgium.

The mantle of family greatness rested uneasily on the shoulders of Randy’s father, Minturn Jepperson. He experienced his first nervous breakdown halfway through a lackluster academic career at Harvard and one night set fire to the history section of the Widener Library. The episode was covered up, and a new history section was donated by the Jepperson Foundation.

Minturn was sent off to a Swiss sanatorium for a cure consisting of aggressive colonic irrigation and primal screaming. (The two therapies rather complemented each other.) It was on his return by ship to the United States that he met and fell in love with Adelaide Pankhurst Pitts, only daughter of Henry Hootz Pitts, chairman of Great Lakes Everything, which, true to its name, controlled more or less all commerce on the lakes. Minturn’s parents tried to discourage their son’s affection for “Addie” on the grounds that Hootz “sounded Jewish.”

When Minturn refused to break it off, the Jeppersons quietly hired a team of genealogists to find out if their potential in-laws were in fact of the tribe of Abraham. When the genealogists reported that the aboriginal Hootz (Gotmunder Von Hutz, 1436–1491) was not only not Jewish, but a direct lineal descendant of the Holy Roman Emperor Odobard II, they breathed a quiet sigh of relief and allowed nature to take its course. It didn’t hurt that Addie stood to inherit her father’s fortune, estimated at over $800 million, no small sum in the late 1940s.

Minturn and Addie married and spawned three children, the first of whom they named Randolph IV. (Randy’s siblings called him “Intra-Venous.” The Jeppersons, like many aristocratic families, were keen on nicknames.) Minturn had more “episodes” (eventually diagnosed as atypical psychosis or bipolar disorder). He developed a morbid horror of rushing water and loud noises, thought to trace to his stay in Switzerland. He also took to making strange birdlike sounds, often at inappropriate moments—in the middle of dinner with important guests, in church, at board meetings. But it provided his wife with a cue by which to explain his increasing absences owing to more stays at various psychological institutions. “Daddy’s gone bird-watching again, darling.”

Despite all this, Addie provided her children with a normal-for-that-era New England WASP upbringing, nourishing them on bland, overcooked food, hiring German nannies who spanked them at every opportunity, and packing them off to grim, Episcopalian boarding schools at the age of eleven. With the children gone, Addie settled down to a life of bridge, committee meetings, and gin and tonics. She became a pillar of Boston society, dowager and standard-bearer of the long Jepperson line.

Such were the strands of Randolph K. Jepperson IV’s DNA.

Whatever skeletons rattled about in the family closet—or foyer, for that matter—Randy had a sunny disposition, though in times of stress he sometimes made a low humming noise that sounded like Mmmmmmm.

“Randolph,” his mother would command, “stop making that preposterous noise!”

Randy went to Harvard. He studied hard, got good grades, and was popular, especially with women, owing to his good looks and easy laughter. The Porsche convertible and cigarette boat he kept at a marina on the Charles River didn’t hurt, either, along with the picnic hampers packed with Champagne, foie gras, and the very best Moroccan hashish. He never dropped the family name; he comped the Crimson, became editorial page editor, and wrote well-regarded denunciations of President Ronald Reagan’s tax cuts. In a development that caused a huge fracas in the family, he turned down the prestigious AD club on the grounds that it was a “marble shithouse.”

After graduating, Randy spent a year in the Peace Corps trying to interest Peruvians in water purification and crop rotation, but for the most part snorting an Andean-size mountain of high-quality and inexpensive cocaine. He stayed up until dawn in his rented villa writing letters home to half a dozen girlfriends, hinting that he was actually in the CIA and tracking Abimael Guzmán of the Shining Path.

When he came home at the end of that snowy Wanderjahr morose, he was unrecognizable. He had long, not very clean hair and a beard. A year of stimulants had left him with an involuntary humming that was now incessant. His conversation, once bubbly and witty, was now less than scintillating. He talked of returning to Peru to “finish the job,” which didn’t really convince anyone. His girlfriends made excuses not to see him. His mother threatened to cut off his allowance.

Appearing downstairs one afternoon after sleeping until five p.m., he was confronted by his mother, who said to him, “You’re too young to have a midlife crisis. Pull yourself together. If you continue at this rate, you’ll end up in the loony bin like your father. Or being born-again. I don’t know which is more boring. And will you stop making that appalling sound!”

One day, on the way into Boston to see a psychiatrist that his mother had insisted on—it was either that or leave the house and no more allowance—Randy dropped three hits of windowpane.

It was a peculiar way of striking back at his mother—seeing her shrink while tripping on a monster dose of LSD—but it had a kind of logic to it. Navigating on the highway into Boston became, well, complicated. At one point he looked up, and there, among the strange giant birds that were circling and trying to eat him, he saw, off Exit 15, the John F. Kennedy Library, its I. M. Pei design doing… whoa… amazing things. It occurred to him, through the tsunami of hallucinations, that he had never actually been inside. Carpe diem! It was much more alluring than the prospect of freaking out in front of Dr. Goldberg, so he turned off onto the exit—a breathtaking and very nearly life-ending maneuver. His parking was irregular and attracted the interest of several security guards, but he managed to ditch the car and make it inside without being arrested.

He stood in the cathedral-high glassed-in pavilion lobby looking at the sea and the sky and had himself a life-changing epiphany. It dawned on him that he too had a Boston accent, was good-looking, smart, Harvard educated, filthy rich, and—at least before he began vacuuming cocaine up his nose—a world-quality cocksman, a bantam rooster in any henhouse. He heard a voice—JFK’s voice. It said, Go for it.

Four years later, after a rocky start or two, Randolph K. Jepperson had been elected to a seat in Congress. Some might say he had bought himself a seat. The sniggers of his colleagues soon began, and he found himself saddled with a new nickname: Randolph “He’s No Jefferson” Jepperson IV. But he was determined that they would not be laughing for long.

Corporal Cohane stood at semiattention as the Air Force C-21A taxied to a stop. She’d done some more reading up on Rep. R. K. Jepperson. The Almanac of American Politics noted his distinguished DNA, his focus on foreign policy—domestic policy being pretty dull stuff. He’d used his connections to finagle a seat on the House Armed Forces Overseas Projection Oversight Committee, dubbed the “Committee on Imperial Overstretch.” This would be the reason for his visit to the Beautiful Balkans.

She doubted he’d come for the PX goodies on the return flight. According to Forbes, he was one of the richest men in Congress, with a personal fortune “in excess of $100 million.” (Addie had relented in the matter of the allowance after what the family called Randy’s “Great Awakening.”) This and his striking good looks made him the most eligible bachelor in Washington. More than one glossy magazine had run a profile of him with the title “The Next JFK?” He had a huge house in Georgetown and, indeed, as Captain Drimpilski had noted, “dated movie stars.” He’d had a two-year-long “thing” with the Tegucigalpa Tamale. His mother was quoted in Vanity Fair calling her a “Honduran tramp.” That must have made for a lively Thanksgiving dinner, Cass thought.

She studied the photos of him. He looked like the sort of person whose great-great-whatever had signed the Declaration of Independence. He was six feet two, trim, broad in the shoulders, a bit storklike, which gave him a needed touch of vulnerability, as if he might blow over in a strong wind. He had pale blue eyes, a nose that had been handed down since the Mayflower, and creased cheeks. He looked like a flesh-and-blood bust done by a distinguished sculptor. It could have a cruel face, but the eyes twinkled and suggested self-awareness and bemusement at his abundant good fortune. And now here he was, approaching her. She had to shout above the high-pitched whine of the jet turbines even as they spiraled slowly to a stop.

“Congressman Jepperson? Corporal Cohane, sir. Army Public Affairs. Welcome to—”

“Well named, isn’t it?”

“Sir?”

“Turd-je!”

“Yes, sir. If you’ll follow me… our vehicle is this way.”

Cass climbed into the driver’s seat of the Humvee, the congressman the passenger seat. His elegant frame and aristocratic bearing seemed somewhat out of context in such a spare, utilitarian space.

He smiled and took her in.

“Cohane, is it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Lovely name. Irish? Surely.”

“So I’m told, sir.”

“Do you know, I have one of these at home in Washington,” he said. “Civilian version, of course. Hummer. Sounds almost indecent, doesn’t it? Hummer. I’ll pick you up in my… Hummer.” He chuckled to himself.

Strange duck, Cass thought. This information that he drove a car that got about fifty yards to the gallon hardly squared with the Almanac’s description of him as a “staunch environmentalist.”

As if reading Cass’s mind, he added, “I don’t drive it. Just keep it at home. You know. In the event.”

“Event, sir?”

“I’m sorry. What’s your first name?”

“Cassandra?”

He smiled. “You don’t sound very sure. Do you have your baptismal certificate on you? We could check.”

“Cass. Sir.” She smiled back.

“Tell you what, Cass, sir… if you’ll stop calling me ‘sir,’ which makes me feel a hundred years old, I’ll start calling you Cass. Deal?”

“Okay.”

“Pleased to meet you, Cass.” He looked out the window. “I’d forgotten how dreary it is here.”

Cass said, “I’m sorry it’s just me, but the VIPVIS—the Pentagon—indicated that you didn’t want a large escort. The captain would gladly have—”

“No, no, no, this is fine. Hate entourages.” He pronounced it in a French way, en-tour-ahhh-ges. “It’s gotten so out of hand. My God, did you see about the president’s motorcade in Beijing last week? Fifty-four cars long? Imperial overstretch limousine, I call that. I mean, please. What is it coming to?”

He looked over, saw Cass’s uncertain expression, and said, “I’m sorry, Cass. I really wasn’t trying to trick you into criticizing the commander in chief. There’s often no filter between what passes from my brain to my mouth. I suppose it’s not his fault. Security being what it is and all. Still, what kind of message does it send to the world when the American president goes about that way? Couldn’t they make do with—fifty cars? Jimmy Carter overdid it—he was president before you were born—but I must say I like the idea of an American president carrying his own garment bag. Humility! Quite my favorite virtue. Not that I possess it in overabundance. No one in Washington seems to, these days. Dear, dear. Harry Truman used to take walks, practically by himself. Those were the days. Can you imagine an American president popping out for a stroll in the park? Où sont les neiges d’antan?”

“Villon?”

“Very good, Corporal.” He said it without condescension. “I’ll have to stop quoting French, you know, if I run for president. In America these days, a knowledge of the most beautiful, civilized language on earth is considered a disqualification for high office. Much better to say, ¡Buenos días! and be photographed biting into some revolting burrito. Well, Corporal Cass, shall we commence fact-finding?”

“Where would the congressman like to fact-find?”

“I thought we might just poke about. I hate the planned itineraries. Oh, gosh, Congressman, we had no idea you were coming. Then you step into the tent and there’s a banner saying WELCOME, CONGRESSMAN JEPPERSON, and you practically gag on the smell of boot and brass polish. The poor people have been up since dawn getting ready for you. It’s tough enough out here without a bunch of Washington assholes sticking their faces in. There’s a Special Forces camp near here, isn’t there? Camp December…”

“November.”

“The very one. Let’s see what’s cooking in Camp November. I like the special ops people. They give it to you with the bark off.”

Cass drove. The congressman observed the landscape in silence. After a while he said, “What are you doing here, anyway?”

“Preventing World War One from breaking out again.”

“Good answer.”

“Not original. I heard a colonel say it.”

“Well, we don’t have quite as much to worry about this time from Austro-Hungary. But Russia’s always a question mark. You know, I got drunk with Boris Yeltsin once. Remember him? God, that man could put it away. We sang ‘Home on the Range’ in the Kremlin. Took me a week to recover. Can’t stand even the smell of vodka now. And vodka doesn’t even smell.”

Cass kept her eyes on the muddy road, feeling his eyes on her, not in a lecherous way.

“So?” he said.

“So?” she said.

“What are you doing here? Aside from keeping World War One from breaking out again.”

“Boring story.” Cass smiled.

“You’ve got me trapped inside a Humvee in Bosnia,” Randy said. “Go on. Bore me to death. Give it your best shot.”

She boiled it down, nervous to find herself confiding a family saga to a United States congressman. She left out her mother’s sarcastic comments at the dinner table about the Cessna but included the detail that her father had secretly taken out a second mortgage on their home to finance his start-up, which continued to founder. After that, her mother took the kids and walked out. That part Cass had learned in a letter received halfway through basic training.

Congressman Randy listened without comment, arms folded over his chest. Cass thought she heard some kind of humming coming from him. Maybe he was bored, singing to himself. They passed the remains of a bombed-out Serb convoy.

“Well,” he said at length. “What do you get a dad like that for Father’s Day? A hand grenade?”

They drove on. Cass said, “Why do you have a Humvee? Aren’t you a big environmentalist?”

“Boring story.”

“Your turn to bore me.”

“All right. Now don’t quote me, because I’ll get in a lot of trouble for even talking about it. But there’s this list. You know how the military and Capitol Police and Secret Service love to scare the shit—pardon my French—out of Congress with disaster scenarios? Drives up their budgets. Well, Tom Clancy, you know, the novelist?”

“I’ve heard of Tom Clancy.”

“Not as good a writer as Villon. He wrote this preposterous book that ends with a plane flying into the Capitol building. Can you imagine? Like people are going to start flying planes into buildings? Please. But everyone in official Washington reads Clancy—you don’t think they’re reading Proust, do you? Au contraire—and it scared the merde out of them. So they decided, we must have a plan. We must have a—list. So they drew this grotesque list of who gets evacuated in the event Japanese jingoists or deranged Swiss yodelers or whoever start flying jumbo jets into our buildings. It’s called ‘List Echo.’ What Washington drudge came up with that designation? But wouldn’t you know—I’m not on it. It’s all senators. Can you imagine a world repopulated by senators? The living would envy the dead. So I thought, All right, fine, I’ll arrange for my own evacuation when the great dome comes down around us. So I bought this appalling vehicle, the station wagon from hell, and parked it permanently in my space in the Capitol garage with a full tank of gas and all sorts of survival goodies packed in.” He added, “I really do care about the environment. Most of the time I ride a bicycle. Of course, it’s not just being green. It kind of helps with the image thing. The Bicycling Congressman.”

“So you spin literally.”

“Very good, Corporal. Yes. I spin. That’s it. An occasion of spin.” He yawned. “Do you mind if I doze off for a bit? Didn’t get much shut-eye on the way over. I don’t want to nod off in front of Special Forces. They’ll probably think I’m a big enough wimp as it is. Wake me if we come under attack or anything really thrilling happens, would you?”



Chapter  4

“Funny,” Congressman Randy said as they drove down the muddy road from the Special Forces camp.

“What?”

“World War One. It finally ended in November. We were just at Camp November. And the war began right here in Bosnia. So in a way, we did a full historical circle in just a few hours.” He was quiet for a while and then said, “They were very gung ho, weren’t they.”

“Special Forces tends to be.”

“Did you do all the normal things in basic training? Or do Public Affairs people get a break from the foxhole stuff?”

Cass gave him a sidelong glance. “I didn’t join the army to issue press releases and…”

“Escort jerks from Congress.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Ah, but you thought it. Well, Corporal, believe me, I may not be a fan of our mission here, but I’ve never had less than full respect for the military. Do you know what I was doing when I was your age? Snorting cocaine in Peru with the Peace Corps and pretending to be with the CIA.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” Cass said.

“Guilt.” He winked at her. “With liberals it’s a sacrament. I do admire the military. Though thank God I never had to be in it. Wouldn’t have lasted two minutes. Do you think they were, you know, laying it on thick for me back there? Spinning? What with me being on the record against our being here and all?”

“To be honest,” Cass said, “I think they have better things to do. Like keeping warm. And not getting blown up.”

“Touché, Corporal. Theirs not to reason why, theirs but to do or die. Onward rode the six hundred. Had to memorize that at Groton. Suppose these days they have you memorize Maya Angelou. Such drivel.”

“You don’t sound very liberal. You drive a Humvee, admire the military, prefer Tennyson to politically correct poetry.”

“On paper I’m pretty pink. My ADA rating is through the roof. But I know what you mean. You know what the French say: ‘Think left, live right.’ Would you like me to recite the whole of ‘Charge of the Light Brigade’?”

“No, thank you. It’s a good thing you didn’t do that back there. They might have opened fire on us.”

“Recited it once during a late night filibuster to block a school lunch cutback. I can do ‘The Cremation of Sam McGee,’ too. Don’t worry. I’ll spare you.”

“What was she like?” It just came out. Cass regretted it instantly.

“Who?”

“Nothing. I—”

“Ah—the Tegucigalpa Tamale.”

“It was out of line. I’m sorry.”

“Well…” Randy cleared his throat. “She can be very nice. I think she just thinks it’s more interesting not to be. We were actually engaged at one point. Mother… God, that was a night never to repeat. I tremble at the memory.”

Cass heard the humming sound again.

“Is that a—”

“It’s called Tourette’s. Just a mild case. Came with the genes. My father had a not mild case. He chirped like a South American cockatoo. Rather awkward in the middle of a Chopin nocturne at the Philharmonic. As children, we would cringe.”

“I don’t mean to laugh.”

“I’ve heard worse, believe me. Say, I’m famished.”

Cass reached behind the seat and handed him a Meal Ready To Eat. The wrapper indicated “ITALIAN STYLE. Spaghetti with M/Ball. 1200 calories.”

Congressman Randy stared at it on his lap, glumly. “Oh, yum.” He threw the MRE back. “Mind if I drive?” he said.

It was against all regulations.

“Uh—”

“Oh, come on. Please? I never get to, back home. You’re always being driven. Driven—in so many ways. Please?”

Cass used to let her younger brother take the wheel when he was fifteen. Congressman Randy, nearly forty, suddenly sounded like a teenager.

“I could get in serious trouble,” she said.

“If you don’t let me drive,” Randy said in a serious tone of voice, “I’ll recite the whole of ‘The Cremation of Sam McGee.’ And you’ll go mad. And run off the road, and we’ll both die.”

She pulled over. They exchanged places and drove off, smoothly enough.

“Handles a bit heavier than mine,” he said.

“It’s armored,” Cass said.

“Of course. Brilliant. Are there any buttons I shouldn’t touch? Missile launchers, ejection seats, smoke machines? There’s a village.”

They were in a valley. There was smoke rising from a small town a few miles in the distance.

“They’ll have something to eat,” Randy said.

“Negative that,” Cass said. “This road we’re on is the perimeter of our area of operations. That town is outside of it. We can get something back at Turdje.”

“I bet you that village is the very epicenter of gastronomy in the region. Indeed, the Lyon of Turdje.”

“I don’t believe there is an ‘epicenter of gastronomy’ anywhere around here,” Cass said.

“See here, Corporal, I’m here to find facts. And the facts I’m most interested in right now include a bit of roast chicken, some fresh cheese, crusty bread, and a bottle of the local plonk. How’s the wine here, by the way? Pretty grim? Um… probably better off ordering beer.”

Against Cass’s protest, Randy turned the vehicle off the main road onto a smaller one that led to the village. Cass had visions of Serb snipers popping up from behind hedgerows. She reached for the radio.

“What are you doing?” he said.

“Informing them back at base that I’m being kidnapped by a U.S. congressman.”

“Good idea. You never know.”

Cass alerted the duty officer of their position. He expressed concern, but Randy was as focused as a pig intent on truffle. A few moments later, they pulled into the village.

There was something resembling a small town square and a few locals. Cass saw a sign that seemed to indicate it might have something to do with food. They went inside. It was steamy and warm inside and smelled of stale pickles. Cass exchanged a few rudimentary words with the apparent proprietor, a large elderly woman with a mole.

“What did you order?” Congressman Randy said.

“Kulen pita.”

“Enlighten me.”

“Tripe pie.”

“Oh,” Randy said. “Yum, scrum.”

It wasn’t bad. Congressman Randy drank a bottle of the local beer, which he pronounced “a bit hoppy.”

As they ate, three rough-looking men entered and sat at a table. They stared at Cass in her uniform and her congressman. Randy gave them a friendly look and wave. They returned cold scowls.

“Must be Republicans.” He shrugged. He ordered another beer.

“My great-great-et-cetera ancestor,” Randy said, suppressing a hoppy belch, “knew Thomas Jefferson. Knew him quite well. They—awkward point—used to buy their slaves from the same dealer. You won’t hear me speechifying about that on C-SPAN. There are letters between them about it. ‘I think I overpaid for Hezekiah. Didn’t much like the look of those gums.’ Wait till I run for president. How the media will feast. Sorry, I’m rambling. Tripe pie does that to me. Anyhow, to the point. In 1815, Jefferson wrote a letter to someone. I’ve had it entered it into the Congressional Record so many times I know it by heart. Don’t worry, it’s shorter than ‘Sam McGee.’ He wrote, ‘The less we have to do with the amities or enmities of Europe, the better.’ This from someone who’d been our minister to France. He wrote, ‘Not in our day, but at no distant one, we may shake a rod over the heads of all, which may make the stoutest tremble. But I hope our wisdom will grow with our power, and teach us that the less we use our power the greater it will be.’ Damn good stuff.” He leaned back, gave the brutish-looking men a glance, and said, “And here we are once again—here you are, Corporal—smack dab in the center of Europe’s enmities.”

“Speaking of enmities,” Cass said in a low voice, “I think we ought to leave. Those men over there—they’re making me kind of uncomfortable.”

Randolph gave them an appraising look. “Not nature’s most gorgeous specimens, are they, the Bozzies? Why linger? Will you ask Madame Mole what we owe?”

He pulled out a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills. The cash did not go unnoticed by the three men. Cass winced. The men got up and left.

When they were outside, Randy said, “Care for a stroll on the Rialto? Walk off our three-star meal?”

“Get in the vehicle.”

Randy walked over to the driver’s side.

“I need to drive,” she said.

But there was no arguing. He had the key. She climbed in her side. They drove off. Cass watched nervously in her rear mirror. The three men emerged from the café, got into a car, and followed them.

“Shit,” she said.

“Yeah,” Randy said, “it was pretty awful.”

“Not the food. Those men. They’re following us.”

Randy glanced in the rearview mirror. “They’re probably going home. Home to their poor wives. The prospect of sex with those three… the mind boggles….”

“They’re following,” Cass said with a trace of anger. “That wad of cash you flashed back there.”

“Sorry. Didn’t look like they took American Express.”

Cass got on the radio and reported the situation.

“Did you just call in an air strike?” Randy said. “Not very sporting.”

“They don’t screw around here. They’re tough.”

“Well, I’m tough, too,” Randy said with jutted jaw.

Wonderful, Cass thought. Bertie Wooster Goes to War.

The car was now close behind them. Suddenly Randy jammed on the brakes. The car almost slammed into them.

“What are you doing?” Cass shouted.

“Seeing if they pass.”

They didn’t. Two men got out of the car and approached the Humvee on either side. The one approaching Cass’s had something long in his hand.

In the next instant, her door window spiderwebbed from the blow of the iron pipe.

“Hang on!” Randy shouted.

Cass felt herself thrown forward against her seat restraint as Randy slammed the Humvee into reverse and floored the accelerator. The Humvee smashed into the Serb car with a loud crunch. He shifted back into forward and drove off.

“Sorry,” he said. “Bit sudden. You all right?”

Cass was already on the radio, reporting that they were now officially under attack. In her rearview, she saw the two men rushing back to get in the car. It took off, following.

“I’d have thought that would have put them out of action,” Randy said. “So, do we have any guns on board?”

“No.”

“A military vehicle with no guns?”

“We weren’t supposed to be operating in hostile territory,” Cass snapped.

“Well, I wish we had some all the same. I’m rather good at skeet.”

“That’s so reassuring.”

Randy turned the vehicle sharply off the road and onto a field.

“What are you doing?” Cass screamed.

“Let’s see them follow us through this muck!”

“Randy, there are mines! Mines all over this country!”

Congressman Randy took his foot off the accelerator.

“Aha. You may be on to something there, Corp—”



Chapter 5

U.S. CONGRESSMAN WOUNDED IN BOSNIA 
Military Escort Also Hospitalized in Mine Incident

Cass stared groggily at the headline. An obliging nurse had brought her USA Today’s foreign edition. She’d been in and out of consciousness for the last two days, so the paper was indeed bringing her news. At some point—was it this morning?—she had opened her eyes to find her bed surrounded by uniforms, uniforms of impressive rank. She dealt with the unwelcome discovery by closing her eyes and feigning a coma.

She read:

Representative Randolph K. Jepperson and his military escort were injured yesterday when their Humvee went off a main road near the Bosnian village of Krkyl and hit a land mine. They were evacuated by helicopter to the NATO base in Turdje and then flown to the U.S. Army medical center in Landstuhl, Germany.

A NATO spokesman said both are in “serious but stable” condition.

Massachusetts Congressman Jepperson is a ranking member of the House Armed Forces Overseas Projection Oversight Committee. He was on a fact-finding mission at the time of the incident. An ancestor was a signer of the Declaration of Independence.

His escort, Corporal Cassandra Cohane, is with Army Public Affairs, based at Turdje as part of the NATO peacekeeping deployment.

It was unclear what their Humvee was doing in the middle of a posted minefield.

Sometime later—was it that same day?—Cass heard a grave, urgent voice.

“Corporal. Corporal Cohane.”

She opened her eyes. The uniforms of impressive rank had returned. She saw a colonel, a major, a captain—no, two captains. None bore flowers, magazines, or “get well soon” cards. Cass closed her eyes again, but the voice, blistering with authority, summoned her back from her hiding place behind lids. She was momentarily grateful that her head was bandaged and her left arm encased in plaster. It might make them just the teensiest bit sympathetic. Okay, she thought, here goes.

“Corporal”—it was the colonel talking—“why was the congressman driving your vehicle?”

“He asked.”

This brought a wave of frowns around Cass’s bed.

“You understand that was in violation of regulations.”

“I’m aware of the fact.” Painfully aware.

“And you nonetheless let him commandeer the vehicle?”

“Sir, he’s a U.S. congressman.”

The uniforms exchanged glances. “What were you doing in the village?”

“Fact-finding, sir.” Lovely, morphine. Takes the edge off anything, even the prospect of a court-martial.

“Corporal, you’re in a deep hole. Don’t keep digging.”

“The congressman was hungry. He insisted. I attempted to persuade him to eat an MRE instead. It was apparently not up to his gastronomic standards.”

“‘Insisted’? He was your responsibility, Corporal.”

“Yes, sir. I seem to have screwed up big-time, sir. Might I inquire how the congressman is?”

Deeper frowns.

“They’re still working on him. Trying to save his leg.”

The uniforms left. Cass had a cry. The obliging nurse gave her a shot, and she tumbled gratefully back into the outstretched arms of Mother Morphine.

When she awoke—was it the next day?—there was a uniform sitting by her bed. It was Captain Drimpilski. He had flowers. When she realized it was he, she began to blubber.

“All right, Corporal. It’s all right. Come on now, soldier, enough of that. Eagles spin. They don’t cry. Suck it up.”

“Yes, sir.” She blew her nose. “What is the captain doing here?”

“They flew me in. I talked to the doctors. You’re going to be all right, Cohane. You’re damn lucky.”

Cass stared. “Lucky? In what way, exactly, sir?”

“Could have been a lot worse.”

“How’s Randy?”

“Randy?”

“The congressman. Whatever. Is he… all right?”

“They’re flying him stateside for further surgery. They”—Drimpilski sighed—“removed a portion of his left leg.”

“Portion?”

“Below the knee.”

Cass groaned.

“He’s got a dozen broken bones, a collapsed lung, internal bleeding, his left arm got pretty shredded, but they think that’ll be all right eventually. He’ll be setting off metal detectors for the rest of his life. But he’ll live. So it could have been worse.”

Captain Drimpilski handed her another tissue and helped her blow her nose.

“Cass,” he said. It was the only time he’d ever used her first name. It made her start blubbering again. Realizing what he’d done, he self-corrected and spoke gruffly.

“You represent the 4087, Cohane.”

“Yes, sir,” Cass said miserably. “Eagles spin the way. Hooah.”

“All the way. That’s more like it. All right, then, let’s review the apparent facts. You went beyond the perimeter of operations, broke regs by permitting a civilian to drive a military vehicle, did something to provoke the locals—hold on, let me finish—and in the process nearly lost a United States congressman. A congressman known for being outspokenly critical of our presence here. And who is known to have a certain reputation with the… female of the species.” Captain Drimpilski pondered a moment. “As you can see, there are a few layers to this onion.”

“Is the captain implying,” Cass said, suddenly dry-eyed, “that the corporal was having sex with the congressman? In a minefield?”

“No, I personally do not believe that.”

“Do they?” she said incredulously.

Captain Drimpilski cleared his throat noncommittally. “What I know is that discussions are being held even as we speak. In Washington, D.C., at the Pentagon. And at the White House. I am given to understand that the secretary of defense himself is taking part in these discussions. While I am not privy to these discussions, it is my general understanding that they are not arguing over whether to award you the Distinguished Service Medal or the Medal of Honor. By the way, there are approximately fifty members of the media outside this facility, all of them extremely eager to interview you.”

Cass was not one for self-pity, but she couldn’t help reflecting that eighteen months ago she was at home in Connecticut opening a letter saying she’d been admitted to Yale and she was now lying wounded in an army hospital in Germany, responsible for the mutilation of a member of the United States Congress and listening to what sounded like a preamble to her court-martial. She began to laugh. She couldn’t help it.

“You all right?” Captain Drimpilski said.

“Fine. Fine. So when’s the firing squad?”

Captain Drimpilski stood. “I’ll stick around, see what can be done.” He patted her on the knee. “You get some rest now, Corporal.”

“Captain,” she said as he was leaving.

“Yes?”

“The corporal was not having sex with the congressman in a minefield.”

“Noted.”

The next day, off morphine and wishing she weren’t, Cass watched CNN and saw Congressman Randy being wheeled off a military air transport at Andrews Air Force Base outside Washington. A large crowd awaited him. His mother was there, along with the entire Massachusetts congressional delegation. Randy gave a thumbs-up gesture—which would be replayed a thousand times—as he was bathed in the flashlight from dozens of cameras. People waved American flags. A welcome banner read, WELCOME HOME, HERO! Cass noted the presence of the secretary of defense and various Joint Chiefs, including the chairman. The secretary’s demeanor, not normally jocund, resembled that of a man chewing aluminum foil. She became aware of the reporter saying, “Congressman Jepperson was wounded when the vehicle he was being driven in went off the road and onto a mine. From here he will be transferred to…”

Was being driven in? Had she heard correctly?

Cass was not left to speculate for long. That afternoon, the colonel returned, this time alone. He closed the door and sat beside Cass’s bed. He handed her a clipboard. There was a sheet of paper on it, with a line at the bottom.

“It’s your request for discharge.”

“From the hospital?”

“No, Corporal. From the army.”

Cass tried to sit up. “Sir, though my mind is kind of clouded up with morphine, I do not specifically recall requesting a discharge.”

The colonel gave her a meaningful look. “Does the corporal recall being offered a choice between court-martial for negligent endangerment of a civilian, punishable by up to twenty-five years in military prison—and an honorable discharge for personal reasons?”

So there it was. “Now that the colonel mentions it, I do recall something of that nature. Perhaps the morphine caused amnesia.”

“It does that. Sign here, here, and here.”

“Shouldn’t I first consult with an army lawyer?”

“Cohane,” the colonel said with just a fleck of sympathy, “there were those who wanted your flayed hide nailed to the front door of a certain five-sided building in Washington, D.C. Were it not for Captain Drimpilski and Congressman Jepperson, the crows would by now be feasting on your remains. I’m putting it explicitly, but I want to make everything clear for you. Do I?”

“As designer water, sir.” Cass sighed.

As the colonel walked away, she said, “Do I get a Purple Heart?”



Chapter 6

There were no crowds or WELCOME HOME, HERO! banners for ex-corporal Cassandra Cohane.

People seemed unsure how to respond to her, whether to wink (Banging a congressman in a minefield? Party down, girl!) or disapprove (you slut) or evince sympathy (Well, thank heavens you’re alive, but no more minefields for you!). By the end of the first week home, Cass had dyed her lovely blond hair a shade called “Mississippi Mud,” bought clear prescription-type glasses, and spent hours in front of the mirror attempting to make herself unrecognizable even to her mother. She went to the library and looked up articles on cosmetic surgery.

Her mother’s eyes widened as Cass emerged from the bathroom after one session of home makeover.

“Well?” Cass said.

“You look… Gosh, it’s good to have you back.”

“Mother. I did basic combat training. I can kill a man with my hands. Tell me. I can take it.”

“You look lovely, darling. Just like that movie actress.”

“Which movie actress?”

“The one who was arrested for shoplifting. Her mug shot… I mean, she’s very pretty….”

In due course, a letter arrived from the Department of the Army saying that under the terms of her discharge, no, Cass was not eligible for tuition assistance. Indeed, the Yale admissions office did not sound in any great hurry to have her matriculate. Cass reentombed herself in her room for a week, watching the ceiling and television in equal proportion.

One day her father telephoned. Her mother knocked and entered, bearing the cordless phone as though it were something that had been retrieved from deep within a septic tank.

“Sug? Hey! How’s my girl?” He sounded California hearty, as though his veins coursed with pomegranate juice. They had not spoken in a year and a half.

“I’m great,” she said.

“Hear you had a little accident over there.”

“Yeah.”

“What were you doing driving in a minefield?”

“Long story, Dad.”

“Well, you sure had us worried.”

“Us?”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m calling about. Primarily I was calling to see how you are. But secondarily”—this was how engineers talked; by the end of the conversation, he’d be up to “duodecimally”—“I’ve got news. I’m getting married… You there?… Sug?”

“I’m here.”

“Her name’s Lisa. She’s fantastic. She can’t wait to meet you. I’ve told her all about you.”

“Dad…”

“Yeah, Sug?”

“Hang up.”

“No prob. I’ll call you in a few days. It’s going great out here. I’m going to be sending you some money. Soon as I can. This time it’s gonna happen. We’re on target. Love ya.”

No prob?…? Love ya? This wasn’t how he used to talk in Connecticut.

She went back to staring at the ceiling. Ceilings can actually be interesting, if you stare at them long enough. With the right drugs, they’ll outperform the Sistine Chapel.

One afternoon three weeks into her self-immurement, she turned on the television and saw Congressman Randy arriving at the Capitol building for his first day back at work. Another huge crowd awaited him. A large banner proclaimed the return of an AMERICAN PATRIOT. He emerged from his car on two crutches, gave his now signature thumbs-up gesture, and caused a roar of applause from the perhaps five hundred people waiting for him on the steps of the Capitol. She had to admit, it made for pretty good TV. It’s not every day that a politician is hailed as a living hero.

Both the House majority and minority leaders were there. They welcomed him in terms that would have made Douglas MacArthur blush. When finally Randy was allowed to speak, they both crowded in on him to get in the camera shot, a practice called among Capitol Hill aides “parasiting.”

“Thank you,” Congressman Randy said. “Thank you, colleagues, dear friends, Americans, for that tremendous welcome. And let me say from the bottom of my heart, it’s great to be back at work!”

Thunderous applause and cheering. Cass watched in numb amazement. It reminded her of a documentary she’d seen on TV about a place in India where they paraded the mummy of a five-century-old saint through the streets and people in the throes of religious ecstasy would bite off its toes. If he wasn’t careful, he’d lose the other leg. Any minute now they’d be talking about renaming Reagan National Airport “Jepperson Field.”

“I want to say,” he continued once the din had subsided, “I want to say, to the brave men and women serving in the armed forces overseas, we honor your sacrifice!”

Roars.

“We will not forget you!”

Louder roars.

“And we will fight for you here just as you fight for us there!”

Was that a flight of doves she saw in the background? My God. Doves. They were releasing doves, from a cage, on the Capitol steps. Why bother running for Senate? she thought. Why not just announce for emperor? It was the photo op from heaven. It would be studied in PR academies centuries from now. Now he was limping away from the podium. Women nearby were dabbing tears from their eyes. Was that—music? Yes, music. They were playing Bruce Springsteen, “Born in the USA.” To hell with running—just carry him down Pennsylvania Avenue and install him in the Oval Office. Cass turned off the television and went back to watching the ceiling.

She stayed in her room for a week, leaving only to go to the bathroom and forage for food in the kitchen. She subsisted mainly on rice cakes and soda. Her complexion was sallow and waxy, her hair a mélange of about eight different dyes. Finally her mother came into her room and said, “Are you planning to assassinate someone?”

“What?” Cass said, still staring at the ceiling.

“Because the way you’re acting, I won’t be surprised if the phone rings someday and it’s some reporter saying, ‘Mrs. Cohane, your daughter has just shot the president. Do you have a comment?’”

“Interesting idea. Thanks for the input.”

“Cassandra, don’t talk like that.”

“Mother. I don’t have the energy to shoot anyone.”

“You look like something out of an Anne Rice novel. Unhealthy. You haven’t been outside in a week. And this room. It smells.”

“Not if you stay in it all the time.”

“Honey, you’re going through post-traumatic stress disorder. It’s understandable after what you’ve been through. I want you to see a psychiatrist.”

“No.”

“A psychologist, then.”

“No.”

“Licensed clinic social worker. They’re almost as—”

“No. Go away, Mother.”

“What are you reading?”

“The Fountainhead.”

Her mother frowned. “Ayn Rand? Is that a good idea?”

“It’s about someone who refuses to compromise,” Cass said, conscious that she sounded a bit robotic. “Someone who stands up against mediocrity and compromise and weakness and bullshit.”

“QED,” her mother snorted.

“What’s that? A British cruise ship?”

“You know perfectly well what it means. You got into Yale, didn’t you? I’m sorry, honey, I didn’t… I just don’t see that reading Ayn Rand is helpful at this stage. I had a boyfriend in high school who read Atlas Shrugged. He ended up handing out leaflets on street corners about how we all have to watch out for number one. It’s an unpleasant philosophy.”

“No,” Cass said. “We can’t have me looking out for myself, can we? I mean, how selfish would that be?”

“I was never any good at arguing. It’s why I went into economics. Numbers don’t argue. How long are you planning to inhabit this cave?”

“Until stalactites form. Could I have some more rice cakes?”

“You can get your own rice cakes.”

The next day, her mother came into her room bearing the cordless phone, this time as if it were a trophy. “For you.” She was beaming.

“Who is it?”

“Bertie Wooster Goes to Bosnia.” Cass had confided in her mother the full details of what had happened over there.

“Hello?” Cass said suspiciously.

“Well, there you are,” said Congressman Randy. “You don’t call, you don’t write. I didn’t know how to find you. Are you all right?”

“Depends on your definition of ‘all right.’ I’m alive. I see from TV you are.”

“Cass,” he said, “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Shit happens. Especially in the Balkans.”

“How’s your arm?”

“Itches.”

“The high point of my day is scratching my stump when I take off the prosthesis. As you get older, it’s the little things in life. Look, I’m… I… I was just trying to…”

“Drive across a minefield. It was an accident. We’re alive.”

“Well, I’m sorry. I’ll do anything I can.”

“I saw you on television. At the Capitol. Doves?”

“Don’t tell anyone, but they’re actually pigeons. They dip them in Wite-Out. Cheaper. I have a new PR man. Genius at the photo op. Name’s Tucker. Now look here, I’m sending a plane for you. I want you to come down here. I want to talk to you.”

“Talk? What about?”

“Your future.”

“Do I have one?”

“Those idiots in the army. I told them it was all my fault. Want me to denounce them?”

“No. Leave it. But I could live without the media stuff about how we were having sex in the minefield.”

“That didn’t come from me.”

“Collateral damage, from your reputation.”

“Guilty as charged. All right, I feel guilty. I’m wealthy, and a congressman with political ambitions. You’re in a spectacular position to make me pay through the nose. And I want to.”

“I don’t want your money.”

“I’m offering you a job. And money if you want it. Your mother hates me. She made that perfectly clear on the phone. Put in a good word for me, would you? Can’t stand it when the mothers hate me. Guess it goes back to childhood.”

Cass heard a humming over the phone.

Randy said, “She told me you’re clinically depressed and that you’re going to shoot someone. Please don’t. It would completely ruin my political career. Are you in much pain?”

“The physical kind or the kind where you spend week after week looking at the ceiling?”

“If it’s any consolation, I’m still in pain. I can’t get out of bed in the morning without a couple of Percocets. I sit in hearings and drool, like something out of One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest. My aides have to wipe off my chin so I won’t glisten on C-SPAN. I’ll probably end up at Betty Ford. I could always announce my Senate run from there. Lock up the rehab vote early.”

Do not laugh, she told herself. This man ruined your life.

“Cass?”

“What?”

“I’m sending a plane. Tomorrow. Will you come?”

“I don’t know. I’m a little agoraphobic right now.”

“I’ll share my Percocets with you. Fifty-fifty.”

“Fine.”
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