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      P R O L O G U E

      The Hero



       



      IN THE TIMELESS DARK OF HIS CAPTIVITY, BEFORE THE
        PRESIDENT MADE him a hero for the careless act that had cost a friend his life, Captain Corey Grace distracted himself from guilt and the pain of torture by recalling why he had wished to fly: to escape from darkness to light.

      His earliest memories were of the metaphoric prison of his parents’ joyless house: the way his father’s mute and drunken rage
        turned inward on itself; his mother’s tight-lipped repression of her own misery, as clenched as her coiled hair. Even the Ohio town they lived in, Lake City, felt cramped— not just the near-identical shotgun houses and postage-stamp lawns,
        but the monochromatic lives of those who never seemed to leave, the gossip one could never erase, the pointless bigotry against minorities no one had ever met. Only in captivity, when shame and belated charity eroded his contempt for his family and his
        past, did Corey see this pitiless lens as yet another reflection of his vanity.

      You’re special, they had always told him: teachers, coaches, ministers— even, in their crabbed ways, Corey’s own mother and father.
        From his early youth, good looks had been among his many gifts: the ready smile and dark brown eyes—perceptive, alert, and faintly amused—strong but regular features, arrayed in pleasing proportion to one another. He excelled in school;
        became captain of three sports teams; grew articulate and quick-witted in a way he could not trace to either parent; learned to conceal his alienation with an easy charm that made girls want him and other boys want to be like him. His parents were
        strangers—not just to Corey, but to each other.

      “I wonder who you’ll marry,” his mother had mused aloud on the night of his senior prom.

      


      Needlessly fussing over his tuxedo tie—as open a gesture of maternal fondness as she could muster—Nettie Grace looked up into
        his face. With an instinctive fear that, somehow, this life would ensnare him, Corey realized that his mother still wished to imagine him marrying someone from Lake City—maybe Kathy Wilkes, the bubbly cheerleader who was his prom date. Perhaps his
        mother spoke from sentiment, Corey thought; perhaps it was only fear that he would leave their life behind. Even his parents’ pride in him seemed sullied by their own resentments.

      Gazing into his mother’s eyes, he answered softly, “No one from here.”

      Nettie Grace let go of his bow tie.

      Slowly, Corey looked around the tiny living room, as if at a place he would never see again. His father stared at the television, a beer bottle
        clutched in hands knotted from his work as a plumber. In the corner, Corey’s five-year-old brother, Clay—whose very existence conjured images Corey could scarcely entertain—gazed up at Corey with a child’s admiration. Looking at
        this slight boy’s tousled brown hair and innocent blue eyes, Corey felt the empathy he wished he could summon for his parents. He already sensed that Clay—who, to his father’s evident satisfaction, did not seem all that
        special—would never escape their family.

      Impulsively, Corey scooped Clay up in his arms, tossing him in the air before bringing the boy’s face close to his. Clay wrapped his arms around
        Corey’s neck.

      “I love you, Corey,” he heard his little brother declare.

      For a moment, Corey held Clay tight; then he lifted him aloft again, wondering why his own smile did not come quite so easily. “Yeah,” he
        told his brother. “I love you, too. Even though you’re short.”

      Putting Clay down, Corey kissed him on the forehead, and left without another word to anyone.

      He was leaving them all behind—his mother and father; the friends who thought they knew him; the prom date who would offer to sleep with him in
        hope that this moment, the apex of her youthful imaginings, was a beginning and not the end; even his kid brother. And he had known this ever since Coach Jackson had named him starting quarterback. “You’re slow,” the coach had told him
        laconically. “And your arm’s no better than average. But you’re smart, and you don’t rattle. Most of all, you’re not just a leader—you’re a born leader.”

      This, Corey realized, was a new thought. Curious, he asked, “What’s the difference?”

      “You never look back to see who’s following you.” The coach cocked his head, as though studying Corey
        from a different angle. “Ever think about one of the academies? West Point, maybe.”

      Mulling this, Corey walked home on a brisk fall day. Then he looked up and saw a jet plane soaring into endless space and light, its only mark a trail
        of vapor. No, Corey thought, not West Point.

      His appointment to the Air Force Academy came as easily as his moment of departure. He left his parents and brother at the airport after constricted
        hugs and awkward silences, troubled only by how small and solitary Clay suddenly appeared to him.

      It was the first time Corey Grace had ever flown.

      
        THE ACADEMY, TOO, came easily, as did flight school and promotion. By the time of the Gulf War,
          Captain Corey Grace was stationed in Saudi Arabia, restlessly awaiting the ultimate test of his abilities: to engage Iraqi pilots at supersonic speeds with such skill that he would kill without being killed.

        To Corey, his F-15 was an extension of his gifts, a perfectly crafted machine with the technology in its sinews ready to do his every bidding. The
          only other human variable was his navigator.

        Joe Fitts was a black man from Birmingham, Alabama. When Corey first met him he almost laughed in dismay—Joe’s toothy smile and jug ears
          made him look, in Corey’s reluctant but uncharitable estimate, like a guileless and even comic figure, and his loose-limbed gait suggested that he was held together by rubber bands. But, for Corey, their first flight transformed his
          navigator’s appearance.

        Joe’s mind was as keen as his eyes: he seemed to know everything there was to know about his job—and Corey’s. A few more flights
          together confirmed Corey’s sense of a man whose judgment was as close to perfect as mortals could achieve; a few sessions at the bar built for thirsty officers suggested that Joe was a complicated but altogether stellar human being. And that Joe
          was the first black man Corey had known well confronted him with a basic truth: that whatever Corey thought of his youth in Lake City, he had been, in one very basic sense, privileged.

        Joe’s father was a janitor, his mother a seamstress, and their lives were molded by a time and place where the insane logic of bigotry skipped
          no details, right down to separate drinking fountains to keep blacks from sullying whites. Joe’s parents were first allowed to vote in 1965, the year after he was born, filled with foreboding that this reckless act might leave their child an
          orphan. But though they were even more lightly educated than Corey’s parents, Joe’s pride in his father and mother was as deep as his love—they had wrung from the harsh strictures of their lives the fierce
          determination to give Joe Fitts chances they had only dreamed of. The sole fissure between Joe and his devoutly Baptist parents was one that he concealed from them: except when he was home, Joe never went to church.

        “So you’re an atheist?” Corey asked one evening.

        Sitting beside Corey at the bar, Joe sipped his Scotch, regarding the question with narrow eyes. “Atheism’s too much trouble,” he
          answered. “Why put that level of energy into something you can’t know? Anyone who tells you they’re sure that there is a God—or isn’t one—is smoking dope.

        “Anyhow, it’s the wrong question. Maybe there is a God, and he’s a terrific guy—or
          girl, or hermaphrodite, or whatever the fuck people want to believe. I’ve got no objections to that. What pisses me off is when people think believing in a certain God gives them a license to crap on other people, or even kill
          ’em—Christian or Muslim, it makes no difference.” He turned to Corey. “Ever look at those old pictures of lynchings—upright white folks with their good day’s work hanging from some tree?”

        “Sure.”

        “Notice anything peculiar about them?”

        “Yeah. The black guy was dead.” Corey paused, then ventured, “No women?”

        “Look again—in high school I made a study of them. What you’ll notice is that a lot of those mobs were dressed in their Sunday
          best. They were fresh from church, you see.” Joe’s half smile conveyed both wonder and dismay. “I’ve met some true Christians, and I’ve also met some nasty fuckers whose God is surely created in
          their image. Overall, I’d say the correlation between godliness and goodness is kind of random. Sort of makes you wonder what history would look like if more folks had believed a little less.”

        But such moody ruminations did not detract from Joe’s pleasure in the core of his life—a deep pride in a job well done, and an abiding
          love for his wife and four-year-old son. “You know why I don’t want to die?” Joe admitted over drinks. “Not ’cause I’m afraid that it’s the end—that all I’ll be is roadkill. It’s because of all
          I’d miss, and all they’d miss about me. It’s bad enough just being stuck with you in this fucking bar.”

        “Funny,” Corey said in an astringent tone. “When I’m with you, I don’t miss Janice at all. The mere sound of your voice
          is like music.”

        Joe emitted a rueful laugh. “Yeah, I know. Let me see that picture again.”

        Corey laid the picture on the bar, a snapshot of his wife holding Kara. Solemnly contemplating a cake with five candles, his daughter looked taller
          than the four-year-old Corey had last seen, and Corey detected the first intimation of her mother’s grace and beauty. As for Janice, she looked lovelier than ever; perhaps only Corey saw the rebuke in her unsmiling
          eyes, or knew that she had her reasons.

        “Lookers,” Joe said, “both of them. But it hurts to look at mine sometimes—Janie and
          Maxwell are the best wife and kid on earth, and I can’t hug or kiss either one of them.” Flashing a crooked grin, Joe added, “Sometimes at night that really hurts.”

        Though Corey smiled in appreciation, he felt a certain disquiet and, he admitted, a wholly unearned envy. He still wanted Janice; she seemed to still
          want him. But, more often than not, when they made love her soul seemed elsewhere. And all too often his daughter seemed a stranger to him, an extension of her mother.

        As close as he felt to Joe, Corey chose to speak only of Kara. “I’m gone too much, I guess. Sometimes she barely seems to know
          me.”

        Usually, the mention of kids would prompt Joe to extol the miracle of child development that was Maxwell Fitts—his humor, his quickness, his
          astounding rhetorical gifts. But Joe was a sensitive man. With the shrewd gaze that sometimes made him seem preternaturally old, he quietly answered, “It’ll come, pal. Time is all you need.” He paused, then added with a certain
          twitchiness, “I’m tired of waiting here for this goddamned war to happen. High time they gave us the order to dust these turkeys so we can get back to the folks we love.”

        Beneath the words, Corey detected an unspoken fear. “No sweat,” he assured his navigator. “Once this starts, you’ll be
          hugging Janie quicker than it takes us to down the next three Scotches.”

        Solemnly, the two friends drank to that.

      

      
        THE GULF WAR lasted little more than a month. For Corey Grace and Joe Fitts, all but the last day
          was a breeze.

        The two men functioned seamlessly. Without compunction, Corey shot down three Iraqi planes, affirming that he loved the thrill of aerial combat. And
          when the head of the Iraqi air force tried to escape to Iran in a Russian-made MiG, it seemed right that Corey and Joe got the orders to shoot him down. The only trick was catching General Hussein Al-Malik before he reached Iranian airspace.

        They rocketed through an electric blue sky at Mach 1.1, so fast that there was no sensation of speed. The tension lay in the tasks they had to juggle
          in split seconds—checking the radar; listening to the AWACS report how much closer Al-Malik was to the border; monitoring how much fuel they had burned. The balance of those factors could be a matter of life and
          death. The mighty jet burned thousands of pounds of fuel in a minute: once all that remained was 7,500 pounds—“bingo fuel”—their choice would be to go home or crash in the desert.

        The two men were in a cocoon surrounded by endless blue sky, divorced from time and space. Though they could not see the Iraqi’s MiG, they were
          nearly as close to his jet, the AWACS told him, as it was to the Iranian border.

        “We’re going to get this bastard,” Corey said.

        Joe watched the fuel gauge. “Twelve thousand pounds,” he reported calmly. “We’ve got maybe four minutes.”

        Al-Malik was three minutes from Iranian airspace. “Time enough,” Corey answered.

        Moments passed with no Iraqi in sight. “Ten thousand pounds,” Joe said more tautly. “We’re burning fuel way faster than we
          should.”

        Corey shook his head. “The gauge has gotta be messed up.”

        “Maybe. But I think there’s a fuel leak, Corey.”

        Corey felt his muscles strain, as though willing their plane to go faster than it could. “We’ll get him,” he repeated.

        Suddenly, a speeding gray sliver glinted in the sun: Al-Malik, seconds from Iranian airspace. No longer calm, Joe called out, “We’re at
          bingo fuel—time to turn around.”

        Corey kept going. “Ten seconds.”

        “Come on, man,” Joe said tightly.

        Corey counted down from ten, then pushed the button on their radar-guided missile.

        In a split second the sliver was replaced by an enormous explosion, and General Al-Malik turned to particles of humanity above the Iranian
          border.

        Corey spun the plane around.

        It was a minute before Joe spoke again. “Four thousand pounds,” he said softly. “For sure it’s a leak. We’re going to
          have to bail.”

        Corey grimaced. But there was no time for regrets. “You first,” he ordered.

        The cockpit opened, and Joe was gone.

        Seconds later Corey bailed from the jet, plummeting headlong in a crazy free fall before the chute deployed. The parachute opened, catching air in
          its billows and slowing Corey’s fall to a still-precipitous descent. Beneath him jagged rocks grew larger at daunting speed.

        Corey jerked the wires. Too late, he realized. His feet hit rock, and then his right shoulder landed with a sickening
          crunch, shooting a jolt of nausea through his body. When his head hit rock, Corey blacked out.

        He regained consciousness in a daze. Blinking, he saw that he was surrounded by a ragged contingent of Iraqi soldiers, and that the sun was slanted
          at the angle of late afternoon. Corey saw no officers—the soldier who stepped forward had a nonmilitary stubble, and his eyes betrayed a fatigue akin to madness.

        Corey’s broken shoulder throbbed. The man stood over him, holding a rifle with both hands.

        “Speak English?” Corey rasped.

        The man did not answer. With an odd detachment, he grasped his rifle by the barrel, raised it over his head, and brought it crashing down on
          Corey’s left shoulder.

        Writhing in pain, Corey asked through gritted teeth, “Where’s my navigator?” 

        The man held out his right arm, silently pointing. “Suicide,” the Iraqi said in English. “This black man had no courage.”

        On a flat rock lay the severed head of Corey’s friend, the sole witness to his fatal error of judgment.

      

      
        THE MONTH THAT followed changed Corey Grace forever.

        His captors kept him somewhere underground, in a darkness so profound that he lost any sense of time or place. The only relief from blindness was
          when they fed or tortured him.

        Their technique was primitive but effective: using ropes as a makeshift harness, then hanging him by his broken shoulders until he screamed with pain
          or passed out from torment and exhaustion. His clothes stank of urine and feces. If Corey could have killed himself, he would have.

        At some point one of his faceless tormentors put something, a stool or box, beneath his feet. Later an unseen hand removed the stool and plunged
          Corey back into agony. The pattern repeated itself, and then again; Corey began to grasp that someone had chosen to perform this secret act of mercy.

        But it was not enough. For hours his mind stopped reasoning, and sleeplessness exploded into madness and hallucinations. Desperately, he focused on
          his wife and daughter, faces in a snapshot imprinted on his brain. “Please,” he mumbled, though whether to God or Janice or Kara he did not know, “I’ll be better . . .”

        He began to lose all feeling in his shoulders and arms—and, perhaps, their function. With his last reserves,
          Corey steeled himself to resist whatever the Iraqis would demand—a taped confession, or information about a weapons system, or some other act of betrayal. Then an even more terrible fear seeped into his consciousness: perhaps his captors wanted
          nothing more from him than what they were already getting. Deprived of any purpose but survival, Corey felt insanity filling a darkness in which his only sensation was pain, its only relief the dubious act of mercy that was keeping him alive to become
          subhuman.

        Instead, they freed him.

      

      
        THE PRISONER EXCHANGE took place in a blur. His captors were a rogue element of a disintegrating
          army, Corey learned; the Iraqis who found and freed him offered vague apologies but otherwise told him nothing. His return to America occurred in a twilight of sleep and exhaustion until, at last, he felt a different Corey Grace occupying his shattered
          body.

        The humor revived, but his careless élan was muted by a deep, unsparing self-appraisal. And the bleakest aspect of this honesty involved Joe
          Fitts.

        In a moment of vainglory, he had traded his friend’s life for the chance to kill an Iraqi general. Miserable, he wished he could have those
          split seconds back, even as he faced another bitter truth: the primal Corey who had survived would not have traded his own life for Joe’s. But the pledge with which Corey tried to salve his conscience—that he would imbue the rest of his life
          with meaning—struck him as a pathetic, even narcissistic way of seeking redemption for the death of a better man.

        He could say this to no one. As Corey convalesced at Walter Reed Hospital, Janice treated him with an unvarying kindness that felt to Corey like an
          act of will. For Corey’s part, his penance to his wife lay not in professions of love, promises of change, or gratuitous confessions of infidelity, but a new resolve to see her with clarity and compassion. But what he glimpsed in her kept him from
          speaking of Joe Fitts: the impeccable consideration with which Janice treated him was not informed by love. She could not even speak the word.

        Perhaps, Corey thought, time would heal them, just as it might transform the solemn five-year-old who stood by his bedside into a girl who adored her
          father. But time was the one thing he had too much of: though his arms and shoulders would function adequately, doctors assured him, Captain Corey Grace would never fly again.

        Beyond his family, and self-reflection, Corey was a man without a purpose.

        
        Joe Fitts never left him. Corey dictated letters to Joe’s parents, his wife, and even to the five-year-old Maxwell, hoping that,
          as the boy grew older, Corey’s words would bring his father to life. Each letter, an affectionate accounting of Joe and of his stories of their family, was as comprehensive as Corey could make it in all but one respect: the nature of Joe’s
          death, and the reason for it. “All of you,” he wrote, “helped make Joe the happiest person I ever expect to know.”

        Corey revealed his secret to no one. He wondered if that meant there was no one to say it to; or that the permutations of Joe’s death were too
          profound to speak; or that he was simply afraid for anyone to know the truth. Life had given Corey a pass he could no longer give himself—and, it turned out, life kept on doing so.

        The president gave him a medal.

      

      
        THERE WAS ALSO a medal for Joe, of course.

        Joe’s parents came to the White House with Janie and Maxwell. When Janie met Corey, she embraced him fiercely, as though to reclaim some part
          of her husband. Gazing up at him, Janie’s eyes were moist. “Joe loved you, you know.”

        Corey tried to smile. “And he loved you more than life. He talked about both of you so much that it was like I was living in your home.”
          He glanced over at Maxwell and saw the boy holding his grandmother’s hand—the only child of her only child. “Will he be all right?”

        Pensive, Janie considered her son. “In time, I think—there’s a lot of love in his life. Every night I read your letter to
          him.” Facing Corey, she added quietly, “That was a kind thing you did for Maxwell, giving him a father who was both a hero and a man. Though the world of a five-year-old’s a funny place: right now the hero is more important than the
          man. When he leaves here wearing Joe’s medal, he may believe for a time that was worth the trade.”

        At this moment, and for every moment until the ceremony was over, Corey wished himself off the face of the earth.

        Instead, he kissed Janie Fitts on the forehead and, despite the pain in his shoulders, scooped Maxwell up in his arms. Then, for once, Corey tried to
          take refuge in his family.

        The three adults had come—his wife, mother, and father. And Clay was there, a slim, eager boy of fifteen whose reticence in their
          parents’ presence was outshone by his worship of Corey and his wonder at finding himself in the White House. As the Grace family clustered together in the Map Room, Clay showed an instinctive touch with Kara,
          eliciting the smiles she seldom granted her father. But the others, Janice and Corey’s parents, milled about like strangers awaiting a train that had somehow been delayed.

        When the president appeared, he was accompanied by General Cortland Lane, the first African-American to become air force chief of staff.

        A lanky patrician who was himself a decorated flier, the president was both gracious and very human. But Corey was just as taken with General Lane.
          His unmistakable air of command was leavened by a gaze that was penetrating but warm, and his understated manner seemed less military than spiritual—reflecting, perhaps, Lane’s reputation for a religious devotion as deep as it was
          unostentatious. Whatever its elements, Lane’s force of character drew Corey to him with a swiftness that was rare.

        Drawing Corey aside, Lane congratulated him, speaking in a soft voice that was almost intimate. “I’m sorry about your injuries. And about
          Captain Fitts.”

        “So am I,” Corey answered. “More about Joe. Sort of makes you wonder if getting Al-Malik was worth it.”

        Lane gave him a long look. “Never stop wondering. It’s the cost of being human.” Pausing, he added quietly, “A fuel leak, the
          report said.”

        “Yes, sir.”

        “You’re lucky to be alive.” Touching Corey’s elbow, he said, “I should spend time with Joe’s
          family—”

        “Sir,” Corey said impulsively, “there’s something I need to tell you.”

        Lane nodded, watching Corey’s eyes. “What is it, Captain?”

        “I’m no hero. I was like some idiot kid who had to win a video game.” Corey paused. “That fuel leak—Joe saw it before I
          shot down Al-Malik. He wanted me to turn around.”

        Lane showed no surprise. “I’d guessed as much,” he said quietly. “But what do you think I should do with that fact? Or, more
          important, what would you like to do with it?”

        Corey shook his head. “I don’t know.”

        “Then let me suggest what you should do—and not do. What you should do is accept this medal, and then pay Joe Fitts as gracious a tribute
          as you can muster.” Glancing toward Maxwell Fitts, Lane’s voice was quieter yet. “And what you should not do is force his family to swap a hero for a bitter realization.

        “You made a judgment in split seconds—that’s what we ask pilots to do in war. Then we ask you to live with that. But no one else
          can tell you how.”

        
        Briefly, the general rested a hand on Corey’s shoulder, and then turned to greet Joe’s family.

      

      
        OPENING THE CEREMONY, the president spoke with genuine appreciation, commemorating Joe, lauding
          Corey, and emphasizing their country’s gratitude. When it was Corey’s turn to speak, he gathered himself, and then expressed his thanks to the president, the military, and the parents, wife, and daughter to whom he had returned.

        “I’m lucky for many reasons,” he concluded simply. “But I was luckiest of all to know Joe Fitts—not just to have seen
          his courage, but to have felt the depth of his appreciation for the sacrifice of his mother and father, and for the gift of Janie and Maxwell.” Turning to Joe’s family, he said, “All of you made him the man that all of us will always
          love: a man who personifies all that makes our country—whatever its imperfections—worth loving.”

        Afterward, shrewdly eyeing Corey, the president murmured, “You may have a future in my business, Corey. You could even wind up living
          here.”

        Later, in the suite the air force had reserved for them, Corey repeated this to Janice. “Generous,” he concluded. “And
          preposterous.”

        For a moment, she regarded him in silence. “Is it? I was watching you, too.”

        “It was all a blur, Janice. I’m not sure what you mean.”

        She gave him the faintest of smiles. “That’s it, Corey. You don’t ever appear to know, even when I suspect you do. Other people see
          you as someone who just is.”

        Corey clasped her shoulders, looking down at her intently. “What I care about is how you see me.
          I’m not the same, Janice. And one important difference is that I value you the way I always should have.”

        Janice’s smile vanished. “Me?” she asked. “Or just the idea of me?”

        Corey could not answer.

        That night they made love slowly, as though trying to draw feeling from their every touch. Afterward, lying in the dark, Janice said quietly,
          “I can feel it coming, Corey. They’re going to give you something else to care about.”

        Within a month, a delegation of Republicans came to ask whether Corey Grace, the hero, had any interest in running for the Senate from his home state
          of Ohio.

      




      
 

      P A R T

      I

      The Senator




      

      1

      ON A CRISP SEPTEMBER DAY THIRTEEN YEARS LATER, WHEN
        SENATOR Corey Grace met Lexie Hart, the controversy he wished to avoid did not concern his romantic life.

      “The actress?” he asked his scheduler that morning. “What’s this
        about?”

      Eve Stansky, a pert, droll-witted blonde, was amused by his perplexity. “Life and death,” she said cheerfully. “Ms. Hart is lobbying
        senators to vote for stem-cell research.”

      Sitting back in his chair, Corey rolled his eyes. “Terrific,” he said. “The bill’s only sponsors are Democrats; it’s a
        direct rebuke to a president of my own party, who dislikes me already; ditto the Christian conservatives, who like me even less. This is a real winner for me.” His voice took on a teasing edge. “The election’s next year, the nomination
        is wide open, and you schedule this. Don’t you want me to be president, Eve? Or are you just indifferent to the fate of frozen embryos?”

      “You have to vote anyway, Corey,” Eve pointed out in her most unimpressed voice; like the rest of his staff, she called him by his first
        name. “Unless you’re planning to hide that day. And everyone in the office wants to meet her. The least you can do is give the rest of us a little bit of excitement.”

      “Has life around here really been that dull? Or have you already decided how I should vote, and hope I’ll be seduced?”

      Eve grinned. “I definitely know how you should vote. And no—you’re certainly not dull.
        I’m just worn out from scheduling dates with girlfriends who’ve got the half-life of a fruit fly. Here at Fort Grace, we call whoever’s the latest ‘the incumbent’—except that their terms are shorter.”

      Though Corey smiled in self-recognition, the comment stung a little. There were many reasons why he had remained
        unmarried for so many years after his divorce, and not all of them—at least he hoped—stemmed from some fatal defect in his character. But this was not a subject he felt like discussing with Eve or, for that matter, anyone.

      “I doubt Ms. Hart is coming here,” Corey answered sardonically, “to change my life. Merely to ruin my career. Just remember that when
        you and I are watching the inaugural ball on C-SPAN.”

      
        AS THE DAY turned out, Corey had an unusual luxury: a ten-minute respite between a lunch meeting
          with Blake Rustin, the savvy political adviser counseling him about his prospective run for president, and this encounter with the actress whose mission would be no help to such plans.

        Alone in his office, he did something he rarely had time to do: contemplate how he had reached this point—a genuine presidential prospect whose
          road to the White House was, nonetheless, filled with potholes all too often of his own making. Yet he was single, with no personal life worth the name, and too often he still felt solitary. The root of all this was captured by two photographs that
          pained as much as warmed him: one of Kara, now a college student in Sydney, the only visible evidence that he had ever been a father; the other of Joe Fitts, a reminder of the debt he owed to make his career in politics matter.

        At forty-three, he was a better man, he could only hope, than the one who had been Joe Fitts’s friend. There was no doubt that he loved his
          country—America had kept faith with him, and he was determined to serve it well. Certainly his ordeal in Iraq had given him a deep sense of the transience of life, the need to live a “crowded hour,” using whatever gifts God gave him to
          seize the moment, take risks, and make a difference—all, he hoped, in the service of something more than the greater glory of Corey Grace. Always, it seemed, he felt this driving restlessness, a clock ticking in his head, as though every moment
          since Joe’s death had been borrowed. Nor did he worry much about making friends in the Senate if the cost was his integrity: his closest friends remained those who had served with him in the air force and shared his sense of what
          mattered—loyalty, perseverance, and the aim of living an honorable life.

        Corey did not attempt to articulate any of this in public. It would have seemed self-glorifying, a deliberate effort to distinguish himself from his
          many less than courageous peers. And though he had friends in both parties, he knew very well the envy felt by many of his Republican colleagues—most of all by Senator Rob Marotta of Pennsylvania, the assiduous career politician who was the majority leader of the Senate, and who had resolved to run for president. To Marotta, as to others, Corey’s arrival in the Senate had been as easy as his smile, greased by an act of heroism that seemed
          to induce an uncomfortable self-doubt in those never called on to be heroes. It did not help that the current president, like all presidents, tended to view disagreement as disloyalty, or that Corey, in a moment more candid than tactful, had told him
          that his secretary of defense’s plan to invade a Middle Eastern country was “crack-smoking stupid” and a “waste of lives”; it had helped even less when events suggested that Corey was right. It didn’t help that, as a
          bachelor, he was not required to adopt the grim pretense of devotion that characterized some political marriages. Nor did it help that, in his colleagues’ minds, an all too adoring press trumpeted Corey’s candor and penchant for voting his
          conscience. “Senator Grace,” a feature in the Washington Post style section noted, “seems never to have bothered to craft a public persona any different from his private one.”
          When asked about this, Corey had merely laughed. “If you’re the same person twenty-four hours a day, you have a lot less trouble remembering who you are.”

        It was not that simple, of course—Corey’s inner self, the residue of guilt and hard experience, was something he shared with no one. When
          he’d once remarked, “Life has taught me that there are worse things in the world than losing an election,” his colleagues had assumed that he meant being hung from his broken shoulders. But his reasons went deeper than that: there is
          nothing worse, Corey knew, than losing yourself.

        Pausing, Corey gazed at his photograph of Clay.

        As far as it went, his mother had been right—his long-dead brother had lost himself by trying to be like Corey, instead of his more vulnerable,
          at least equally valuable self. But the fault lay far less in Clay than in his family—all of them—and in the facile scapegoating of “the other,” which had marred the social environment of his country and, too often, the politics
          of his own party.

        There were important reasons that Corey was a Republican: his dedication to national defense; his belief in private enterprise; his worry that
          Democrats too easily dismissed the genuine threats to America in a world of hostile regimes, fanatic terrorists, and nuclear proliferators. But he had not come to the Senate armed with a rigid set of orthodoxies; a newly voracious reader and a seeker of
          advice, Corey distinguished himself from many conservatives by a concern for the environment, a distaste for static belief systems, and an openness to opposing points of view. And there was something else he did not need
          to think about: Senator Corey Grace despised a politics that pitted one group against another, and policies that promoted the abuse of the weak by the strong.

        From his first years in the Senate, Corey had been a passionate advocate of human rights. To him, the overriding reason was clear: to lead the world,
          America needed to stand for more than military strength or pious rhetoric. He never mentioned Joe Fitts’s execution or his own torture. Nor did he ever seek to excuse the incident his political enemies used to exemplify his impulsive nature,
          disregard for protocol, and general unfitness to be president.

        Shortly after entering the Senate, Corey, along with his chief of staff, Jack Walters, arrived in Moscow as a first step in acquainting himself with
          Russia in the volatile post-Soviet era. In a van driven by a Russian security man, Corey went to meet with the Russian president. Abruptly, a demonstration had clogged the street—a line of soldiers confronting young people armed only with epithets
          and placards. “What’s this about?” Corey asked the driver.

        The man shrugged his heavy shoulders. “They say our president imprisons dissenters on false charges. It is nonsense, as you know.”

        Corey did not know; he intended, in a suitably diplomatic way, to raise this very question with the president. But he chose to say nothing. And then,
          through the windshield, he saw a Russian soldier swing the butt of his rifle at a demonstrator who had just spat in his face.

        Framed in the bulletproof glass like an actor in a brutal silent film, the soldier struck the man’s head with an impact that made Corey wince.
          The demonstrator fell to his knees, blood streaming from his scalp as the soldier again raised the butt of his rifle, while his fellow soldiers aimed their rifles at the remaining demonstrators. At the second blow, Corey’s hand grabbed the door
          handle; at the third, which caused the demonstrator to fall sideways, Corey started to jump out of the car.

        Jack Walters grabbed his arm. “No.”

        Corey broke away. Pushing through the crowd, he saw the soldier raise his rifle butt yet again. “Stop!” Corey shouted.

        He felt the driver and Jack Walters pin his arms behind his body. The driver called out in Russian. The soldier, rifle frozen above his head, stared
          at him, then at Corey, and slowly lowered his weapon. To one side, Corey heard the distinctive clicking of a camera.

        For a moment the tableau before him was almost motionless: the soldiers with their rifles aimed; the demonstrators recoiling; the fallen man in
          a spreading pool of blood. Then the driver spoke again; two soldiers came forward, picked up the victim by his arms and legs, and carried him away.

        Breaking free, Corey walked back to the van.

        For the rest of the drive Corey gazed out the window, gripped by an anger so palpable that no one chose to speak. His next words were to the Russian
          president: “Sorry to be late. But I was held up watching your soldiers try to kill someone for spitting.”

        The story, and the photograph, gained currency as the years passed. Among some colleagues it was whispered that Corey was too rash, too prone to the
          sort of impulsive behavior that might have provoked an international incident had that day in Moscow taken a different turn. “Leadership,” a Wall Street Journal editorial writer had opined,
          “requires far more than courage.” And the closest allies of Rob Marotta gave the story an even darker tinge: however human Corey’s instincts, the month of torture had unhinged him. “Making Corey Grace a senator was one
          thing,” Marotta had supposedly remarked. “But do people want to put a hothead’s finger on the nuclear trigger?”

        At that moment in Moscow, believing a man would die, Corey could have done nothing else. Nor would he change this now. But thirteen years later,
          awaiting Lexie Hart, he understood too well what else he had done; he had helped elevate his antagonists’ distaste for his independence into a nobler cause: the statesmanlike conclusion that Corey Grace should never become president of the United
          States. And for Rob Marotta, every deviation from convention, each defiance of party orthodoxy, was added to the bill of particulars he was building against his rival.

        The door to Corey’s office opened. “Ms. Hart is here to see you,” Eve Stansky announced brightly, and Lexie Hart walked into
          Corey’s life.

      

      
        BY NOW, COREY Grace had more than sufficient experience with women— just that spring, to the
          titillation of Washington and the considerable amusement of his staff, People had named Corey one of the fifty sexiest men alive. But entering his office with a brisk handshake and swift smile that did not quite
          reach her eyes, Lexie Hart had an electric beauty, a carriage that somehow made her seem separate, withheld from others in some mysterious way that no magazine cover could capture. For Corey, her impact was as vivid as the first time he had met Janice,
          save that Corey was older, more perceptive, and a good deal less impulsive.

        Motioning Lexie to his couch, he sat across from her in his favorite wing chair, swiftly taking inventory of the components that made her so
          compelling. She was slender and graceful, and the erect posture of a stage actress made her seem taller than she was. Her curly hair, cut short, accented features that carried a hint of imperiousness—high
          cheekbones, cleft chin, full lips. But it was her eyes that struck him most: their cool gray-green, surprising in an African-American, suggested the wary intelligence of a woman who employed her powers of observation as a weapon or, perhaps, a defense.
          Or so Corey imagined—instinctively he grasped that Lexie Hart would be a difficult woman to truly know.

        With a quick smile, Corey said lightly, “I understand you’ve come to rebuke me for my silence on stem-cell research.”

        Her own smile was as slight as the shake of her head. “I’ve come to reason with you, Senator. If you experience that as a rebuke,
          it’s only because you know that anyone who’s really pro-life should care about the living.”

        The comment was so pointed that Corey nearly laughed. “I guess you don’t mean to make this easy for me.”

        “I can’t. The president is opposed to expanding stem-cell research. So are most senators in your political party. My information is that
          it may come down to one or two votes—or maybe just yours.” Leaning forward, she spoke with quiet passion. “You can make a difference in the life of someone who can’t move his limbs, or keep them from shaking. Or a woman who
          can’t remember the daughter she gave birth to, even if that same girl is holding her hand as she looks into her eyes for a trace of recognition.”

        She was an actress, Corey thought at once, with an actress’s ability to draw her audience into whatever world she cared to create. Less easy to
          account for was Corey’s near certainty that this performance was personal. “Your mother?” he asked.

        Briefly, Lexie hesitated. “Has Alzheimer’s. There’s no way back for her. But you can help keep other people from living in my
          mother’s twilight zone. And not just that, Senator. I’m sure you know the science— embryonic stem cells have the potential to reverse diseases like Parkinson’s and type 1 diabetes, and to repair spinal injuries that cause
          paralysis. How can a decent society turn away from that?”

        “Oh, I think you know the moral argument, Ms. Hart. For many of my colleagues, life doesn’t start
          at birth. So any component of life, like a fertilized embryo, is entitled to protection—”

        “A frozen embryo,” Lexie interrupted with a trace of asperity, “is not a life, and the leftovers in fertility clinics never will
          be. A humane society can make that distinction without opening up the floodgates to genocide and euthanasia.”

        
        She intrigued him enough, Corey realized, that he wanted to move her off her talking points—or, at least, persuade her that he
          was not a fool. In an even tone, he countered, “A humane society, some would say, knows that a fetus is a life, and values it too much to play God. But without knowing you at all, Ms. Hart, I’d bet my
          town house you’re pro-choice, and don’t distinguish between a frozen embryo and the fetuses you and I once were before we escaped the womb.”

        At this, Lexie sat back, arms resting at her sides, her cool eyes now appraising him. “Even if that were true, or fair,
          you can surely make that distinction. So please don’t use my supposed beliefs as a reason for not considering your own. A petri dish is not a womb, and an adult with Parkinson’s—I think we can both
          agree—is certainly a life. Or are you one of those pro-life folks who love people only till they’re born?”

        Even as he chuckled, Corey realized that he found her lack of deference engaging. “Tell me about your mother,” he asked.
          “I’ve never known anyone with Alzheimer’s—for better or worse, I guess.”

        As she folded her hands, looking down, Corey sensed her deciding how much to reveal. “It’s terrible,” she said at length.
          “When I sit with her, it’s like being in the presence of death. I have this instinct to whisper, though it wouldn’t matter if I shouted. She’s living so deep inside herself that the simplest things, like eating a sandwich, can
          take minutes or even hours. It’ll just remain in her hand, unnoticed, and then her hand moves to her mouth again, her eyes still dead, as if the hand has a life of its own.

        “I try talking to her, of course. But I can’t know if my voice stirs memories, or whether it’s like the drone of her
          television.” Lexie shook her head. “The night I won the Oscar, her nurse turned it on for her. During my acceptance speech, the nurse said, my mother began blinking. I like to think that, for a moment, she knew me. But there’s no way
          she fathomed what I’d achieved.”

        Her voice, Corey thought, held the disappointment of a child proud of an accomplishment she could not share. “When did this start?” Corey
          asked.

        “Seven years ago. But each stage of the disease brought something more. First came the endless list making as she tried to remember chores;
          then the staring at my father’s photograph, trying to remember him; then the day she could not remember him at all.” Her voice became soft with resignation. “For a time after that, I was still me.
          Then she thought I was a friend she’d known when she was six. Then the friend, too, was forgotten. The simplest choices upset her. And then, just before she lost the power of speech, nothing upset her anymore. Her eyes turned as blank as
          marbles.” Lexie sat back, as though distancing herself from her own emotions. “You and I have been debating human life. Our memories are what make us human, Senator. This disease took that from my
          mother.”

        Corey studied her for a moment. “There are those who say we don’t need human embryos to combat Alzheimer’s—that adult stem
          cells are sufficient.”

        Swiftly, Lexie left the personal behind. “That’s nonsense,” she answered. “It’s a triumph of the culture wars over
          science, where the moral status of embryos is more important than human suffering, or scientific fact. Adult stem cells are a diversion—the science just isn’t there.”

        “Nor,” Corey responded, “can you be sure about embryonic stem cells. We’re talking about hope, not certainty. Your side still
          doesn’t know if any of this will work, does it?”

        Lexie shrugged her concession. “Not for sure. But those who are already suffering feel desperate for some breakthrough.” Her face turned
          soft. “A few years ago I sat with Chris Reeve when he testified before a House committee. Chris really believed stem cells would cure him. Seeing all his hope I couldn’t help being sad—knowing what I knew, I never believed that Chris
          could make it for that long.

        “But responsible scientists, including Nobel Prize winners, believe that fetal stem cells have real promise.” Her smile was brief and
          pointed. “You know way more about the subject, Senator, than you’ve been letting on. Far too much to support your party leaders with a clear conscience. Rumor says you have one.”

        For a moment, Corey looked back at her in silence. Then a knock on the door interrupted them, and Jack Walters leaned inside. “Sorry,” he
          told Lexie; to Corey he said, “Time for that committee meeting. Your day of reckoning with Alex Rohr.”

        “Be with you in a couple.” Turning back to Lexie as the door shut, Corey asked, “Do you know Alex Rohr?”

        “Enough to know that he’s despicable.”

        “How so?”

        Lexie’s eyes were cold. “The way a lot of powerful white men are despicable. They think money and position entitle them to anything they
          want.”

        The chill in her tone piqued Corey’s curiosity. But there was no time to pursue this. “I don’t want to seem like Alex Rohr,”
          he assured her. “But it doesn’t feel like we’re quite through yet. Could you break free for dinner?”

        Lexie’s eyes narrowed, her expression less hostile than speculative. Then she slowly shook her head. “I’m afraid we’ll have
          to finish up by phone. Tonight I’ve got more commitments, and I have to be in L.A. tomorrow morning. I won’t be back until the vote.”

        Corey hesitated, trying to decipher whether the last sentence was an opening. “Maybe,” he said, “we could get together
          then?”

        She gave him a look that combined amusement with curiosity. “I might be persuaded,” she finally
          answered. “Depends on how you vote.”

        She shook his hand again, holding it for a brief moment while she looked into his eyes. Then she thanked him for his time and hurried off to her next
          appointment.

      


      
 

      2

      IN THE BOWELS OF THE CAPITOL, COREY RODE THE SENATE
        SUBWAY TO the hearing room, listening to Jack Walters worry aloud.

      “You really want to do this?” Jack inquired glumly. “I mean, Alex Rohr merely controls a string of newspapers, two
        major book publishers, half of conservative talk radio, and the highest-rated cable news station in America. All of which he can use to cut you to pieces.”

      Nettled by Jack’s persistence, Corey looked up from his notes. “So now we’re supposed to give this bastard control of our leading
        Internet provider? That’s really what we need—an America where Alex Rohr tells everyone what to think.”

      “Enough Americans,” Jack rejoined, “already think whatever Rohr wants them to. Why make yourself this guy’s enemy?”

      “Maybe because he needs one.”

      “Fine, but why does it have to be you? Look, Rohr not only can influence millions of people, he can raise millions of dollars to finance whatever
        presidential candidate sees the world his way. And now you want to get in his way.” Jack looked at Corey intently, his face etched with frustration. “Rohr’s already pissed about your great crusade
        to keep money out of politics. To deliberately pick another fight with this guy suggests you don’t know when to stop.”

      “I’ll stop whenever Rohr does.” Reading his friend’s expression, Corey spoke with a weary fatalism. “As a matter of
        politics, you’re right—I need Rohr coming after me like I need a second navel. I’d be thrilled if anyone else in our party tried to block him. But Rohr personifies everything that’s going wrong with this country—”

      

      “Everything?”

      “Damn near. His guiding belief is that he needs more—more money, more power. He’ll favor Republicans only as long as we give him what
        he wants: a media monopoly, immunity from lawsuits, lower taxes, and new ways of amassing wealth.

      “The last time Rohr honored the Senate with his presence, he wanted the right to set up his own broadcast network and buy a string of TV stations. Some of us started balking. So Rohr effectively bribed our former majority leader with a huge book deal worth hundreds of thousands more than his moronic screed was worth.

      “You remember what happened next: our peerless leader slipped Rohr’s bill through the Senate before anyone realized that Rohr had bought
        him off. And when the stink from that got too great for our leader to run again, Rohr hired him to front a talk show on Rohr News, where, funnily enough, he shills for Rohr’s pet causes.” Corey shook his
        head. “Call me naive, but when they first asked me to run for the Senate, I was in awe. Becoming a senator seemed like something fine, where people would trust you to help make our country a better place. I haven’t quite accepted that
        I’m a whore with a fancy title.”

      Resigned, Jack shook his head. As they entered the hearing room, Corey rested a hand on his shoulder. “Cheer up, pal—the coverage should be
        terrific. There are still a few networks and newspapers Alex Rohr doesn’t own.”

      
        AS COREY TOOK his seat next to Senator Carl Halprin, the testy veteran who served as committee
          chair, a glance around the room proved his estimate correct: the hearing was standing room only, with reporters, cameramen, and photographers lined against the walls. As Alex Rohr entered the room, the cameras began snapping.

        Rohr took his seat at the witness table, flanked by two lawyers who specialized in media ownership. With his smooth face, slicked-back brown hair,
          and a hand-tailored suit that fit his trim form perfectly, Alex Rohr looked as sleek as a seal. But what struck Corey was his expression: closed off and yet self-satisfied, with an expression in his dark eyes that suggested disdain for this tiresome
          necessity. Rohr scanned the panel of senators, his gaze lingering on Corey. “The staff thinks you’re looking to make trouble,” Halprin murmured to Corey.

        Though Corey smiled, he kept watching Alex Rohr. “Not for you, Carl.”

      

      

        THE INITIAL QUESTIONING after Rohr’s statement—first from Senator Halprin and then from
          Senator Rives, the ranking Democrat—confirmed what Corey suspected: most Republicans would line up with Rohr, most Democrats oppose him. Which made Corey the wild card—or, in Carl Halprin’s estimate, the joker.

        “Senator Grace,” Halprin asked in a neutral tone, “do you have any questions for the witness?”

        “I do.” Looking up from his notes, Corey paused, as if a new thought had struck him. “Let me ask you a philosophical question, Mr.
          Rohr. How much is enough?”

        Though one corner of his mouth twitched in ironic comprehension, Rohr feigned puzzlement. In his careful Oxbridge accent—which, Corey privately
          asserted, Rohr had learned by watching tapes of Masterpiece Theatre—Rohr replied, “I’m sorry, Senator Grace. But I’m not quite sure what you mean.”

        “Then let’s define ‘enough.’ According to this committee, you own five magazines; three major film studios; a home-video
          company; a cable provider; four record labels; two publishing houses, one for general-interest readers and the other for conservative Christians; a major broadcast network; the highest-rated cable news network; the nation’s largest newspaper chain;
          and one hundred and nineteen talk-radio stations.” Pausing, Corey flashed a smile. “Forgive me if I’ve omitted something—we have a hard time keeping up. But would you say that this laundry list qualifies as
          ‘enough’?”

        Rohr spread his hands. “In the America I came to, of which I am now a citizen, the operative words were ‘freedom’ and
          ‘opportunity’—”

        “Then you surely agree that all Americans should have the ‘opportunity’— not to mention the ‘freedom’—to
          read, watch, or listen to news provided by someone else.”

        “Senator,” Rohr countered with a soft laugh, “they can.”

        “Less so all the time, Mr. Rohr. In St. Louis, for example, you own the daily newspaper, two of the major TV stations, the principal talk-radio
          outlet, and the local magazine. The citizens of St. Louis didn’t wake up and decide one day to give you a semimonopoly; we in the government let you gobble up their media.” Corey leaned forward.
          “In the brave new world that you’ve created, a single corporation—RohrVision—dominates the local media in most American cities. It seems pretty clear that you’ll
          never say ‘enough.’ So when do you think we should?”

        “That’s a rhetorical question,” Rohr countered with an ironic smile. “To which, I somehow sense, you’re about to
          provide an answer.”

        
        “I probably should,” Corey said coolly. “After all, I’m a United States senator, and you’re merely rich.
          So it’s important that we both remember the difference.

        “ ‘Enough,’ Mr. Rohr, is what you already own. ‘Too much’ is what you’re here for now: control of America’s
          largest Internet provider.”

        Next to him, Corey detected Halprin shifting impatiently in his chair. But Corey had ten minutes left, and he fully intended to use them. Knowing
          this, the reporters in the room were alert, looking from Corey to Rohr. “I humbly disagree,” Rohr answered. “All that will happen is that Netcast will provide twenty-five million Americans with better and cheaper service.”

        “Not all, I think.” Corey’s voice became sharper. “Here’s what else you can do.
          You can make it easy for customers to get to Web sites that reflect your political point of view. You can make it harder to get to Web sites that don’t. You can charge prohibitive fees to Web sites that displease you. You can even block users from
          going to them at all. You can hamper Internet fund-raising for candidates whom you oppose. And, on the theory that, in your America, RohrVision needs still more profits, you can steer customers to movies, games, and music owned by other arms of
          RohrVision. You can even steer them to a Web site you acquired last month: Hook-Up, which openly facilitates solicitations for underage sex—which, I have to admit, is pretty broad-minded for a man who just published a Christian book called
          Bringing Your Kids to God.”

        Sitting up straighter, Rohr responded in a low, chill tone. “Forgive me, Senator, if I find that litany insulting.”

        “How exactly? Because you thought I was suggesting that you personally troll Hook-Up? It’s hard to know what else you could mean, given
          that you’ve lowered the standards of journalism in every media outlet you’ve acquired. Not to mention the standards of this body—”

        “Senator Grace,” Halprin interrupted.

        Still watching Rohr, Corey said, “Indulge me for a moment, Senator. Mr. Rohr claims to find my ‘litany’ insulting. And yet
          he’s spent millions in lobbying fees trying to persuade the Senate to reject a bill that would ban his company from abusing Netcast in precisely the ways I just enumerated.” Leaning forward, Corey asked Rohr, “That much is true,
          isn’t it?”

        Rohr glanced toward one of his lawyers, a slight, bespectacled man who, to Corey, had the face of a mortician. As Corey and the onlookers waited, the
          lawyer whispered in Rohr’s ear. “Senator,” Rohr said testily, “I fail to see how vigorous advocacy of a legitimate point of view lowers the standards of the Senate. And I remind you that other independent voices—including
          Consumers for Internet Choice—are prepared to testify regarding the benefits to customers should we acquire Netcast.”

        Suppressing a smile, Corey asked, “So you’ve never once attempted to mislead us.”

        Glancing toward his lawyer, Rohr looked, in Corey’s estimate, less like a seal than a ferret. “Absolutely not.”

        “So tell me, Mr. Rohr, who funds that ‘independent voice’ that is about to help us out—‘Consumers for Internet
          Choice’?”

        Silent, Rohr scrutinized Corey as the lawyer-mortician whispered in his ear. “I hope you’re not just finding out,” Corey added with
          an air of solicitude. “It took my staff three weeks.”

        From someone in the audience behind Rohr came a brief, nervous chuckle. At Corey’s left, his friend and colleague Chuck Clancy shot him a
          sideways grin. “I’m informed,” Rohr said grudgingly, “that some funding may have been provided by a subsidiary of RohrVision.”

        “You’re ‘informed,’ ” Corey repeated with mild incredulity. “So you didn’t know that RohrVision was funding
          this group until I asked about it?”

        With quiet pleasure, Corey watched his quarry weigh the risks and benefits of perjury. In a monotone, Rohr answered, “I don’t recall
          knowing about my company’s involvement.”

        This time the laughter was mildly scornful. Though Rohr did not turn, his face was a frozen mask. “Well,” Corey said dismissively,
          “you’ve been busy, what with acquiring Hook-Up and introducing our kids to God. A small matter like trying to mislead the United States Senate could easily slip your mind.”

        As Rohr flushed, the decorum of the audience broke down in yet more laughter.

        Rohr, Corey was certain, understood that this moment of humiliation would make the evening news. And Corey knew two other things: that, for the
          moment, he had made Rohr’s newest plans radioactive, and that Rohr’s enmity would follow him far longer. For Alex Rohr, worse than being thwarted was being made to play the fool.

        “Thank you,” Corey told Rohr politely. “That’s really all I wanted.”
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      “IT’S
        DONE,” COREY TOLD BLAKE RUSTIN COOLLY.

      Restless after the hearing, Corey walked with Rustin along the Ellipse. Bespectacled and bald, his chief political adviser gave him a shrewd sideways
        glance and, as Corey intended, chose to drop the subject of Alex Rohr. Instead Rustin contented himself with matching Corey’s brisk pace, waiting to prod his most important client on the subject that permeated their every conversation: whether
        Senator Corey Grace should run for president.

      “So why am I going to this thing tonight?” Corey inquired at last.

      “Good question,” Rustin said tartly. “Seeing how you refused to speak. After all, it’s only a chance for would-be presidential
        candidates to impress a thousand of the party’s biggest donors.”

      “That’s the point,” Corey rejoined. “Unless the current political dynamic changes entirely, I’m
        not running. So why put myself in a cattle call with Rob Marotta, an evangelist who thinks he’s God’s anointed, and three governors who, at most, are angling for America’s traditionally most
        pathetic office, the vice presidency.

      “Besides, the donor classes are already lined up behind Marotta, hoping Rob will cut their taxes even if it drives America into bankruptcy. All
        I’d want to do tonight is say what they don’t want to hear: that the tax cuts we already gave them are crippling the government, screwing seniors and the poor, and saddling our grandkids with debt—none of which they seem to care about.
        Be glad that I’m so bashful.”

      Rustin stopped walking and stood, hands on hips, shaking his head in a pantomime of despair. “I’ve been doing this for twenty years, Corey,
        and I’ve helped all sorts of candidates win races they deserved to lose. But you know what working with you is like? It’s like watching a fucking oil well spill oil all over the ground—a complete and
        pointless waste of resources. I just stare, helpless, and all I can do is cry.”

      Corey grinned. “That’s really touching, Blake.”

      “So can’t you at least get married? Preferably to a war widow with two wholesome and adoring kids. Most normal men would find thirteen
        years of romantic conquests sufficient.”

      Corey felt his good humor slowly fading. “When it comes to my love life, people give me too much credit. Anyhow, I didn’t plan that part.
        It just happened, a day at a time.”

      As they resumed walking, Rustin fell silent. Corey watched the late-afternoon shadows lengthen and, against his will, recalled a time when, unschooled
        in love by anything he saw in his parents’ marriage, he had imagined himself capable of better.

      
        JANICE HALL WAS the commandant’s daughter.

        The first time Corey saw her, at a formal ball in the fall of his fourth year, she was someone else’s date. But even gliding in Bob
          Cheever’s arms she was the image of the woman he had wanted but never found: tall and elegant, with a widow’s peak and long brown hair that framed a face he could not stop watching—a perfectly formed chin, even lips, high cheekbones,
          and, most arresting to Corey, cool gray eyes that at once suggested challenge and vulnerability, the need to hold something back. He stared at her across the room until, inevitably, she saw him.

        There were other things she could have done—pretend not to have noticed or redirected her glance in shyness or annoyance. Instead, her face
          resting on Bob Cheever’s shoulder, she gazed back at Corey as though daring him to look away. Though it might have been mere seconds, the moment seemed frozen, a still photograph of desire imprinted on Corey’s mind. And then the dance ended,
          and the girl seemed to remember Bob Cheever. But for Corey, his own date, currently occupied in the ladies’ room, was already consigned to history.

        “Who’s the girl with Cheever?” he asked Jerry Patz.

        Jerry told him. “Cheever’s afraid to touch her,” he added. “Can you imagine fucking the commandant’s
          daughter?”

        For the rest of the evening Corey danced with his date and joked with his peers, acting as though the commandant’s daughter had vanished from
          his thoughts. Only at the end of the evening did he contrive to brush her shoulder as they passed. When she glanced at him, he saw that she was as aware of his presence as he was of hers.

        Under his breath, Corey said, “I’ll call you.”

        Janice’s level gaze did not waver. “Is this about me, or my father?”

        “You.”

        For an instant, Janice hesitated. And then she murmured a telephone number and turned away.

        Two days later, Corey called her. Coolly, she told him, “My father says you can come for dinner.”

        This was not what Corey had envisioned. Nor had he anticipated that when he arrived at the commandant’s house in crisp military dress, General
          Hall, a widower, would be in Washington and his daughter would be alone.

        When Janice opened the door, her father’s house was nearly dark. Corey entered, and then she closed the door behind them.

        “So,” Janice said softly, “is this what you wanted? Or dinner with Dad?”

        Corey could feel his own pulse. Pushing aside his misgivings, he answered, “This.”

        He reached out for her, cradling her against him as he smelled the freshness of her skin and hair. She held her body separate, neither yielding nor
          resisting. But when Corey kissed her neck, she quivered and then whispered, “God, you are so not what I wanted.”

        For Corey to ask why, he sensed, would destroy his chances of possessing her. Instead he cupped her chin, kissing her softly, until the resistance of
          her body dissipated with a slow intake of breath.

        As they kissed, Corey found the zipper of her dress. Her back felt cool, a slim sculpture of perfection. He no longer thought of consequences.

        When they were naked, Janice led him to the living room.

        They made love on the floor, Janice moving with him and yet silent, as though she had willed her soul to depart her body. Even before she cried out
          in ecstasy or anguish, Corey somehow knew that her eyes, though averted from their act, were closed.

        Her first quiet words, oddly toneless, answered the question he had not dared to ask. “My mother was a drunk. Not because she liked the taste
          of it, but because she hated this life. Suicide was her ultimate escape.”

        The bitter story evoked in Corey his clearest thought: they were both escapees, but running in different directions. “I’m not your
          father,” he answered. 

        
        She turned to him, and he felt her search his face in the darkness. “Maybe not,” she said. “My father was faithful to
          her.”

        Unsure of what to say, Corey held her close. When they made love again, to his surprise it was Janice whose touch signaled her desire.

        The next time he came for dinner, her father was home.

        In his quiet way, General Hall seemed pleased. Perhaps, Corey guessed, he saw his daughter’s involvement with Corey as a form of acceptance or,
          maybe, forgiveness.

        Perhaps they were in love.

        They certainly had chemistry. Between bouts of withdrawal, Janice was a match for him: she was not only bright, an honors student at Colorado
          College, but funny and sometimes scarily perceptive, with a candid and somewhat jaundiced humor that cut to the core of most human situations. And she was beautiful in a way that turned heads, and that always gave Corey that same jolt of recognition and
          surprise he had felt the first time he had seen her. On a spring afternoon, Corey reached for her hand across a picnic blanket and said what he believed: “We’re supposed to be together.”

        Janice studied him, her smile suddenly wistful. “A life sentence, you mean? Then God help us both.”

        Two months later, a week after Janice’s graduation, they were married in the chapel of the Academy.

        By then Corey’s flying career had begun its swift ascent. He craved the feeling of flight, a thrill unlike anything he had experienced on
          earth. Blessed with reflexes and hand-eye coordination that even his instructors found impressive, Corey shot through flight school at the top of his class. Within a year, Janice was eight months pregnant and Corey, immersed in flying F-15s in Thailand,
          had spent an evening with a fetching Thai girl that meant—or so he tried to tell his conscience—only that he was far away from home.

        Repentant, he returned for the birth of his child.

        They had saved the gender for a surprise. But Janice, perhaps disoriented by childbirth, greeted her newborn daughter with a pensiveness so deep that
          it reminded Corey, somewhat uneasily, of the night they had first made love.
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