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Chapter One








Brentwood, a suburb of Nashville, Tennessee


“I didn’t mean for it to happen,” Jessica Caldwell said. “This is the last thing I want in my life right now.”

Jessica spoke into her wireless phone. It had been resting on the nightstand at the base of a brass lamp, beside the alarm clock, two unfinished books, and the remote control to the flat-screen television in her bedroom. Jessica had reluctantly answered after seeing his number on the caller ID. It was a conversation she dreaded, but it could be avoided no longer. There was no small talk between them. Their verbal exchange was an argument from the first word. That was more than fine with her.

“But it happened, and we’ve got to deal with it,” Jessica said.

She sat in the middle of the bed in the upstairs bedroom of her Brentwood town house. Her legs and feet were still under the covers. The rest of her body was covered with a Vanderbilt University T-shirt. The glimmer from the half-moon filtered into the room through the venetian blinds of the second-floor window. The only other light was the glow from her digital alarm clock. It was 11:45 p.m. central time on Monday, the second week of May.

Jessica had arrived home after a late dinner, changed clothes, and watched late-night television before climbing into bed. It had taken a while to wind down. She had just fallen asleep when the phone rang.

“I was being careful,” she replied to the biting comment from the other end of the phone. “I’ve been using birth control for years.”

She felt agitated and scared at the same time. No one had ever talked to her like that. Shifting her legs, she crossed them under the covers. She held her head in her left hand, the wireless phone in her right, and closed her eyes briefly.

“I told you I didn’t mean for it to happen. But it’s not all my fault. It took both of us, or have you forgotten?”

Jessica ran her hand through her shoulder-length auburn hair and tucked it behind her ears. Tears welled up in her brown eyes, but she refused to let them escape onto her cheeks. She refused to give him the satisfaction of making her cry. She had never loved the man on the other end of the phone, but during that conversation her feelings for him grew extremely close to hate.

No, she decided. Hate isn’t strong enough. I loathe him.

“I don’t want this any more than you do,” she said. “I’m just beginning my career and—”

The male voice interrupted with yelling and profanity. He had never yelled at her during their relationship. He had always been polite and kind. The yelling and profanity were almost more than she could take. It was certainly more than she expected.

Then he said something that caused her heart to leap into her throat. She swallowed hard and spoke with determination. “I’m not doing that. I don’t think that’s right. And it’s my body. I’ll do what I want to.”

The flood of harsh words intensified, angering and upsetting her even more. Jessica despised the day she had met him. She wished him dead.

“What?” she screamed into the receiver, punching the mattress through the comforter and sheets. “Tell your wife? Are you crazy? Of course not! Why would I do something like that?”

Jessica couldn’t fight the tears any longer. The dam burst, and they began to stream down her face.

The man on the other end of the call continued to scream at her.

They’d had a comfortable relationship until then. It wasn’t love, Jessica knew, but they had found pleasure in each other’s company. Then one thing had led to another…and now this had happened. He had gotten what he wanted—her.

But no more. The physical relationship was officially over, Jessica vowed. She couldn’t continue with him after this lashing, but they would always be connected. It was inescapable.

Like the relationship, the conversation needed to end as well. She was sick of talking to him. Jessica briefly held the wireless away from her ear and thought about simply disconnecting the call. She wiped tears from her cheeks with her free hand.

“I don’t know how your wife found out,” she finally screamed after she had endured the berating for several more minutes. “But I’m through talking about this. I’m hanging up.”

The man’s yelling continued as Jessica removed the phone from her ear again and pressed the End button. She turned off the power to the wireless phone and growled at it before slamming it down on the nightstand. She also angrily unplugged the landline telephone cord from the wall. After she was certain she wouldn’t be disturbed anymore by the telephone—any telephone—she extinguished the lamp, buried her face in her pillow, and wept. What sleep she experienced the rest of the night was restless.
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The White House, Washington DC

President Richard Wallace left the two black-clad Secret Service agents in the hallway and entered the residential area of the White House. It was the only place in the world where he had any privacy. And privacy had become a rare commodity since his election to the presidency eighteen months earlier. He was a handsome man. Fifty-five years old. Brown and gray hair. Strong jaw. Rugged. He worked out almost every day in the White House gymnasium.

President Wallace made his way in the dark toward the bedroom suite he shared with his wife, Lauren, and removed his suit coat and loosened his necktie as he walked. It was 1:00 a.m. eastern time Tuesday, and he had been up since 4:30 a.m. the previous day.

He activated only one lamp in the sitting area adjacent to his and Lauren’s bedroom—he was concerned that too much light might awaken her—and draped his coat over the back of a chair. He knew one of the housekeeping staff would find it at daybreak and have it dry-cleaned and back in his closet before he needed it again. He stretched and yawned before plopping down on the sofa in the sitting room. He knew Lauren was asleep in their bedroom, so he tried to be quiet. He didn’t even turn on the television. He laid his head on the back of the sofa and closed his eyes.

Despite his efforts to keep from awakening her, Lauren opened the door to their bedroom and called softly from the doorway, “Are you coming to bed?”

“In a few minutes.” He peeked at her through squinted eyes. “I just need to unwind. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

Lauren walked farther into the room. She wore navy silk pajamas and slipped on a matching robe as she moved toward her husband. Lauren, an attractive, slender brunette with a very elegant appearance even at one o’clock in the morning, was the same age as President Wallace.

“I haven’t been asleep long,” Lauren said. “You need me to get you anything?”

“I’m fine. It’s been a long day, with one crisis after the other.” He scratched the top of his head and sat up straight. “I called Justice Robinson’s family tonight. They don’t think she’ll make it another day.”

Lauren sat on the sofa, rotated her body toward her husband, and tucked her legs under her. She propped her right elbow on the back of the sofa. He reached for her left hand.

“I hate to hear that.” Concern flickered in Lauren’s warm brown eyes. “I enjoyed her company on the few occasions I had to talk with her.”

“Yeah, me too,” he said sorrowfully. “I disagree with many of her decisions but respect her as a jurist.”

“You have anybody in mind to replace her?”

President Wallace yawned. “Porter McIntosh and the general counsel’s office have been compiling a list and background information for several weeks now. I’ll probably start interviewing the leading candidates within the next week or so. The Supreme Court’s term starts the first week of October. That’s only five months away. So we don’t have much time to work through the confirmation process.”

“It’s a big decision.”

Describing it as a big decision was an understatement. Selecting a college or buying a house was a big decision. This decision was enormous. The magnitude of it was beyond description.

“It’s probably one of the biggest, if not the biggest, decisions I’ll make as president. I’m convinced this is one of the reasons God has placed me in this position.”

“How difficult will it be, do you think, to have your nominee confirmed?”

President Wallace let go of her hand and stretched his arms over his head. He shifted in his seat. His shoulders ached. His exhaustion had finally caught up with him, and he could barely keep his eyes open. He twisted his head toward Lauren.

“The confirmation process will be one of the most politically vicious and brutal events that I can imagine,” he told her. “The liberal-interest groups and senators from the left will ferociously attack any candidate I put forward. It won’t be pretty, I can tell you that. But it’ll be worth the fight if he or she is confirmed.”

Reclining against the back of the sofa again, he closed his eyes. The aching in his shoulders eased, but only barely.

“Why don’t you come to bed?” Lauren insisted. “You look completely exhausted.”

“I’ll be there in a minute,” he mumbled. “You go ahead.”

Not hearing a response, he cracked his eyes open. Seeing the worry on her face, he gave her a reassuring smile.

Lauren returned the smile and kissed him on the cheek. She affectionately squeezed his hand and stood to leave. “Don’t stay up too long. You have another long day ahead of you.”

“I won’t,” he promised.

Lauren returned to their bedroom and closed the door.

President Wallace remained alone. He sat up on the edge of the sofa, lowered his head, closed his eyes, and whispered, “Lord, I know that you are in complete control of every situation. I pray for Justice Robinson and her family. Father, if it’s in your will, I ask that you heal her body. Please comfort her. And, Lord, if she passes away, I ask that you comfort her family. I also pray for wisdom and your guidance in this most important decision that may now lie before me. Please provide strength and wisdom to me and also to the person you direct me to nominate to the Supreme Court. Please allow me to find your will. Amen.”

President Wallace stood and rubbed his droopy eyes. He entered the bedroom quietly. It was finally time for sleep, and he desperately needed it.
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The Omni Office Center, Nashville, Tennessee

“I’m Elijah Faulkner, and I’m here for an afternoon meeting with Merrick Armstrong,” Eli announced to the receptionist as he entered the Chandler & Spivey, PC law offices from the elevator that opened directly into the office lobby. The receptionist was protected from the common people by a five-foot-

tall wall laden with hand-carved marble and an onyx granite countertop. Her enclosure was just one of the many posh appointments in the Chandler & Spivey offices that inhabited the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth floors of the Omni Office Center in downtown Nashville.

The receptionist smiled pleasantly. “We’re expecting you. If you’ll please go into the Walker B. Chandler conference room”—she pointed at a door across the lobby—“Mr. Armstrong will be with you in a few minutes.”

Eli entered the conference room and placed his briefcase on the end of the long mahogany table near the oil painting of Walker B. Chandler, one of the founders of Chandler & Spivey. Unbuttoning his gray pin-striped suit coat, Eli walked to the bank of windows that overlooked Centennial Park and the replica of the Parthenon. His six-foot-two frame and wavy black hair were reflected in the glass. The scene through the window was a view Eli witnessed each of the numerous times his law practice brought him to Nashville to do battle with one of the lawyers at Chandler & Spivey.

Although Eli knew well that the air outside was brisk, the park scene revealed that spring was, little by little, bringing life back to the vegetation that had hibernated through the winter. It was Tuesday, the second week of May, and the cold April showers had surrendered to warmer days. Buds covered the trees that lined the perimeter of the park, and sprouts of green were scattered throughout the otherwise dormant turf. He chuckled to himself at the irony. After years of virtual death at the hands of Merrick’s ruthless client, his own client might begin to get his life back today as well.

“Mr. Faulkner,” interrupted a young female voice. Eli pivoted toward the sound and saw a slender, attractive young woman standing in the doorway of the conference room. She was midtwenties, he guessed, with long blond hair and even longer legs that extended from a skirt that ended just above her knees. She presented herself in such a way that it was obvious she thought her likeness more fitting for the cover of Vogue than the inside of a law office. But there she was, at Chandler & Spivey, waiting to be discovered.

“Would you care for a cup of coffee or a soft drink while you wait for Mr. Armstrong?” she said with a warm smile.

“A cup of coffee would be great,” he said patronizingly, and she dashed away to retrieve it.

After the model-in-waiting left, Eli sat down at the end of the conference-room table and spread the contents of his file in front of him. Soon the cup of coffee was delivered with a flirtatious flair.

His client, George Thornton, arrived shortly thereafter. He was several years older than Eli and was short and overweight. He had a large nose, long chin, and bushy eyebrows that matched his salt-and-pepper hair.

Eli had liked George Thornton from the instant he’d met him. He’d immediately seen in George the qualities he admired in a man—a hard worker, honest, and determined. They were the same traits Eli tried to emulate in his own life and legal career.

And there was something else that drew Eli to George. George was dedicated to his family. Eli had seen that loyalty clearly as he and George had become good friends over the last couple of years. The more their friendship had evolved, the more resolute Eli had become in attempting to right the injustice George and his family had suffered.

George joined Eli at the conference-room table and sat down in the chair to Eli’s right. “Eli, where do you think this is going to end up?”

“Like I told you when I agreed to take this case,” Eli responded, catching George’s dark eyes with his own, “I’m a lawyer, not a magician. I can’t magically put everything back the way it was before all of this started. But we’ve done a good job in building your case, and Armstrong is smart enough to realize that a jury could get excited and hit his client with a negative verdict and large punitive damages.”

“Well, I want Rory Driscoll to pay dearly for what he has put my family and me through during these last three years. We’ve lived our entire lives in Jackson. I built Thornton Sportswear from the ground up, and Driscoll stole it from me. The people in town have looked down on us since my wife and I had to file for bankruptcy.” George took a breath.

Eli saw the familiar rage begin to build. He couldn’t blame the man, but he needed George to be levelheaded during the meeting.

“I want him to pay,” George continued through clenched teeth.

“I’m on your side, George. But you’ve got to be realistic. I hear Driscoll’s having a difficult time of it financially, and may be about out of money. If they offer anywhere north of a million, you better think very seriously about it.”

“A million dollars?”

Eli saw the disappointment on his client’s face and heard it in his voice.

“I’m not taking a million dollars,” George replied. “That’s nowhere close to enough to compensate my family and me for what we’ve been through.”

“From what I understand, there’s not much left, George. I suspect that Armstrong has billed Driscoll for at least five hundred thousand dollars. The only reason they’re talking to us now about a settlement is because Driscoll wants to avoid prosecution by the U.S. attorney’s office. Otherwise, Armstrong would just keep on billing him. Our problem is that proving a violation of the RICO Act is only part of the game. Collecting the money from Driscoll is the other part. If Driscoll is in jail, I can’t get you a dime.” Eli studied George closely to make sure he understood. “So as I said, if they get to a million, we better take it.”

Just then Merrick Armstrong and Rory Driscoll strolled into the conference room. Merrick was the older and led the two as they made their grand entrance. He wore a starched white shirt and a striped bow tie. He was slightly overweight, and it was more noticeable in his jowls than anywhere else. Aside from some graying black hair above his ears, he was completely bald. Rory was dressed in a tailored suit purchased, Eli assumed, with money he’d swindled from George Thornton. His black hair was neatly parted and slicked down close to his scalp.

Everything about Rory’s appearance—and particularly his swagger—irritated Eli. The man was as slick as his hair. Eli had learned during the course of this case that George Thornton wasn’t the first person Rory had swindled. It was just that, this time, he’d been caught. Helping a victim like George Thornton get justice against a swindler like Rory Driscoll was one of the reasons Eli enjoyed being a lawyer.

“Eli, Mr. Thornton,” Merrick said crisply as he entered and sat at the end of the table opposite Eli. He didn’t shake hands with either man.

Eli and George nodded in the direction of the enemy to acknowledge its presence.

Rory didn’t speak.

“I suppose you know why I asked you to come to this meeting,” Merrick continued. “Mr. Driscoll and I would like to discuss a possible settlement.”

Eli and Merrick haggled for the better part of the afternoon. Offers, counteroffers, and coy gamesmanship were all part of the negotiations. Two hours after the meeting began, Merrick said the words Eli had waited to hear.

“We can pay one million dollars,” Merrick said. His face was rigid and firm. “And that’s our final offer.”

Eli relaxed back into his chair, stroked his chin thoughtfully, and exhaled. “Let me speak with my client in private.”

He and George excused themselves from the room. Once they were safely where Merrick and Rory couldn’t hear them, Eli spoke to George in a tone that was barely above a whisper, but forceful. “I think you should take it, George. My sources tell me that Rory is completely out of money, and may even file for bankruptcy. If he does that, then you can kiss good-bye all hope of recovering any money from him.”

“I know.” George looked dejected. “It’s not as much about the money anymore as it is about punishing Rory. You can’t imagine the times I’ve dreamed of my hands around his throat.”

“A million dollars is pretty good punishment.” Eli raised his eyebrows for effect. “I’ll bet he despises the day the two of you met about as much as you do. Because of you, the federal authorities are investigating some of Driscoll’s other businesses. And I can assure you that nobody likes having the FBI after them. Let’s take the million and call it a day.”

Eli could sense that George wasn’t quite convinced, so he leaned in closer. “I know Merrick Armstrong, George. He may not be the best lawyer in the state, but he didn’t get to be third on the letterhead at Chandler and Spivey because of his good looks. If we don’t take this offer, he’ll strike the best deal he can for Driscoll with the U.S. attorney, then Driscoll will file for bankruptcy. You’ll be left out in the cold.”

“All right,” George conceded reluctantly. “But I want the money wired to your office this afternoon, before we leave. I don’t want to risk his being able to renege on us.”

In agreement, Eli and George reentered the conference room and announced that a settlement had been reached. By 4:00 p.m. Eli had obtained confirmation that his bank had received the money and that it was deposited in his escrow account. He and George signed the necessary settlement papers prepared by Merrick’s office and departed.

As they left, George thanked Eli and genuinely appeared satisfied and relieved that the whole ordeal was finally over. Although Eli would receive a handsome fee for his efforts—one third of the total recovery—the appreciation from George meant as much or more to Eli.








Chapter Two



En route to Jackson, Tennessee

Eli exited the parking garage behind the Omni Office Center in his charcoal gray BMW 760Li and merged into the westbound traffic on West End Avenue. Several cars and trucks and a handful of city buses cluttered his lane, so he zigzagged his way through the traffic. His BMW responded with little effort. Soon he was on the I-440 loop around Nashville, then headed west on I-40 toward his office and home in Jackson, Tennessee. Because he was slightly ahead of the afternoon rush-hour traffic, he hoped to be home by 6:00 or 6:30 p.m. at the latest.

As Eli drove, he loosened his necktie. His suit coat was already on the rear seat. He allowed his mind to relax. Finding a radio station that played songs from the 1980s, he sang along, off-key, with a few. After a couple of treasured minutes of solace, his wireless rang. The caller ID indicated that the call was coming from his office, and he activated the BMW’s hands-free device to answer it.

“This is Eli.”

“Eli, this is Barbara.”

Barbara Lewis had been Eli’s assistant for the last five years. In her midfifties, she was dependable, loyal, and a hard worker. She arrived at work on time, stayed late if Eli needed her to, and he paid her well to make sure she didn’t look for another job.

“Did Mr. Thornton’s case settle?” she asked.

Eli had spoken to Barbara on his way to Nashville that morning and had told her that a compromise was a real possibility. He knew she wouldn’t be surprised by the outcome.

“The money’s already in our escrow account. I’m on my way back to Jackson now.”

“That’s good news. I hoped it would be, and I bet Mr. Thornton is relieved.”

“He needed some coaxing,” Eli said. “But in the end he realized it was the best result we could hope for. Anything going on at the office?”

“Nothing that can’t wait until tomorrow.”

“What’s my calendar look like in the morning?”

“It’s clean. I scheduled an appointment for tomorrow afternoon with Ms. Hawkins about her case, but the morning is clear.”

“Good,” Eli responded. “I’ll be in later than usual.” He liked taking some time off after a successful day.

“I guessed as much. Have a good evening.”
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The Faulkner residence, Jackson, Tennessee

Eli ended the call, and continued his trek toward Jackson. It was 6:15 p.m. when he pulled into the double garage and parked beside his wife’s XJ7 red Jaguar convertible. Their house was a stately colonial in a gated neighborhood in north Jackson.

Eli put the car in park and grabbed his suit coat from the rear seat. The garage was immaculately clean, as always, and the reflections of the two automobiles glistened off the glossy concrete floor.

The aromas of pasta, Alfredo sauce, and garlic bread met him when he entered the house.

“How was your day?” Sara asked as Eli entered the kitchen where she was preparing supper.

“It went well. Finally got George Thornton’s case settled.”

Eli draped his suit coat over one of the kitchen-table chairs and walked toward Sara. She rose up on her toes and gave him a welcome-home kiss, and the two embraced.

“I’m glad you’re home,” she said. There was love in her voice.

“Me, too. It’s been a long day.”

He smiled at her, and she returned the warm gesture. He took pleasure in holding her close. “You’re still as beautiful as you were the first time I saw you.” He brushed Sara’s blond hair away from her face and gazed into her blue eyes.

“You’re just saying that.”

“I mean it.” He held her for two or three seconds longer, until she gave him another kiss.

“You better let me go.” She pushed at his arms, which were locked around her narrow waist. “Or we might burn dinner again.”

Another quick kiss and Eli reluctantly released her. Sara resumed stirring the pasta noodles that were boiling on the stove while Eli began to set the table.

“George Thornton,” Sara said.

Eli could tell from her probing tone that she was searching for the name.

“Is that the man who had the clothing-manufacturing business?”

“One and the same.”

“You’ve been working on that case for some time, haven’t you?”

“Three years. I’m glad it’s over, and I know George is. He really needs the money with two kids in college…but enough about George Thornton. What did you do today?”

“I went to the gym this morning,” Sara replied, “and worked out until ten. I met Anne for lunch at the country club. After that I ran a few errands. I’ve been home most of the afternoon.”

“How are Anne and Tommy?”

“They’re doing fine. Anne was already lamenting how busy their spring will be with both Jack and Harry playing Dixie Youth baseball. And to top it off, Tommy is coaching both teams.”

Eli removed a glass pitcher from the refrigerator and poured some sweet tea into two glasses he had filled with ice. “Better him than me,” he commented honestly as he set the glasses at their appropriate places on the kitchen table.

Anne and Tommy Ferguson were the prototypical helicopter parents. They poured themselves into whatever their kids did. Baseball. Piano lessons. School plays. It didn’t matter. If Jack or Harry was involved, so was Anne, or Tommy, or both. Eli could never see himself in that kind of life.

“Anne says he enjoys it.” Sara shrugged. “I know she wouldn’t miss one of the boys’ games for anything in the world.”

Sara removed the pot of noodles from the stove top and poured them into a metal colander in the sink. “Can you get the bread from the oven? Dinner’s just about ready. The last thing is the tossed salad.”

Eli slipped on an insulated mitt and opened the oven. The heat blasted him in the face. He removed the pan containing a small toasted loaf of French bread and set it on the counter.

“Eli, when are we going to have kids?”

Sara talked to his back. Her voice sounded timid, as if she were afraid to broach the subject.

Eli understood her reticence. He hadn’t been very receptive in the past when the subject of children had been discussed.

“I’m ready for baseball games and parties at school and all those fun things Anne and Tommy do with their kids.”

It was a running discussion between Eli and Sara. She wanted to have children. He wasn’t ready. Sometimes the discussion was more intense than other times. They’d been married thirteen years, and she wasn’t getting any younger, she often reminded him. He was in the prime of his career, he retorted. And he liked being able to go anywhere they wanted to…whenever they wanted to. Children would tie them down too much, he argued each time the subject came up.

“Don’t start on that again, Sara.” Eli pivoted and held his palms up toward her. “I’ve had a hard day, and I’m tired.”

Sara abruptly turned her back to Eli and resumed preparing the tossed salad. “Why do you despise the thought of having children so much?” she demanded.

“I don’t despise the thought of having children,” he fired back. “I like kids. I’m just not ready to have any of our own right now.”

Sara spun to face him and glared at him piercingly. “I don’t think you’re ever going to be ready.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm. “Our friends’ kids are already in elementary school. Some are even in middle school.”

Eli knew how much Sara wanted children. It was growing harder to look into her eyes and say no. But he did. Time after time, he did. Their marriage was nearly perfect in every other way. They were regular attenders and faithful supporters of their church. They had no financial concerns. This one issue—whether to have children and when—was practically the only one on which they disagreed. Any other differences had been minor and were resolved without difficulty. This issue lingered.

Sara didn’t bring it up often. It wasn’t as if she focused on it daily. But Eli knew how important having children was to her. Yet time and again he cut her off without fully discussing the issue…all the while knowing that his refusal to consider the possibility hurt her.

“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” he said firmly. “I’m hungry. Let’s eat supper, and talk about this later.”

Sara dejectedly spun away from Eli and placed the pasta Alfredo and the salad on the table. Eli had just closed the oven door when an image from the twenty-inch flat-screen television that sat on the kitchen counter caught his eye. He could barely hear the audio, but the image above the female news anchor’s right shoulder was that of Lady Justice. Below were the words Supreme Court. He took the remote control from the kitchen counter and increased the volume.

“We have sad news to report tonight,” the female anchor announced. “After a three-month battle with pancreatic cancer, Supreme Court Justice Martha Doyle Robinson has died. Justice Robinson was appointed to the Supreme Court by President Mitchell eight years ago and has been one of the most liberal justices to sit on the High Court…”

Eli decreased the volume and muttered, “That doesn’t happen very often.”

“What did you say?” Sara demanded from across the room.

“The news is reporting that Justice Robinson died today from cancer,” he said defensively. Then he softened his tone before replying further. He knew Sara was still in a combative mood, so why agitate her further? “And I said that it doesn’t happen very often that a new Supreme Court justice gets appointed.”

Eli sat down at the end of the table and Sara sat to his left. The pasta was delicious, the iced tea refreshing, but the conversation between the two of them was nonexistent during dinner.

After dinner Eli changed into blue jeans and a T-shirt. He sat in his leather recliner in the den, surfing between baseball games. Marlins versus Cubs. Twins versus Orioles. Nothing too interesting. His favorite team, the Atlanta Braves, had the night off. He switched to Fox News and viewed several minutes of a segment about Justice Robinson.

Sara gave Eli the silent treatment all evening and retired before he did. When he finally went to bed after the late news, she was asleep. Her back was to him, but he could see enough of her face through her sleek, shoulder-length hair to notice the redness around her eyes. She had cried herself to sleep, he realized.

He closed his eyes and sighed. A feeling of guilt washed over him. Am I being too selfish? They had argued over whether to have children on numerous occasions, but he had never known her to be this upset. He bent over and gently kissed her on the cheek.

“I love you,” he whispered. “Everything’s going to be all right.”
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Avenue of the Americas, New York City

It was nearly 10:00 a.m. on Wednesday. Stella Hanover boarded the elevator and pressed the button for the twenty-seventh floor of the forty-floor building. The three other people on the elevator never made eye contact with her, and it was a good thing. She wasn’t in the mood to be courteous to anyone. She tapped her foot anxiously as the elevator made stops at five separate floors with people exiting and boarding before it reached her destination. When the elevator finally arrived at her floor, she stomped off in a huff even before the doors had fully opened. It was time to finalize battle preparations.

She knew it had to happen sometime. The justices on the Supreme Court were getting older, making a vacancy inevitable. She just hadn’t thought it would be Justice Martha Doyle Robinson’s seat. She was one of the younger members of the court, and one of Stella’s favorite jurists.

Stella had hoped there would be no vacancies during the Wallace presidency. Even now she still couldn’t comprehend how he had been elected eighteen months earlier. She detested Richard Wallace. He represented everything she opposed, and since the day after he was elected, Stella had been working day and night to ensure that he wouldn’t be reelected.

But fate—and pancreatic cancer—had handed President Wallace an opportunity to change the shape of the Supreme Court, and Stella was determined to thwart him at all costs. Had one of the four conservative justices died, it wouldn’t have been an issue. President Wallace could have appointed whomever he wished and Stella wouldn’t have raised a hand. But Justice Robinson’s seat was a different story altogether.

No legal scholar needed to speculate about how Justice Robinson would vote on certain cases or issues. Her opinions were very predictable—always to the extreme left of every issue. And Justice Robinson stood, unwavering, on the one issue that was of paramount importance to Stella—the right of a woman to choose to have an abortion. That’s why Stella admired her so much.

Pushing her red-rimmed bifocals farther up from their resting place at the end of her nose, Stella dared anyone to cross her, particularly on this day. The National Federation for Abortion Rights—the largest pro-choice organization in the country—carried tremendous weight, and she was president. Her Avenue of the Americas office was the main war room for the campaign to defeat any conservative Supreme Court candidate nominated by President Wallace.

Stella made her grand entrance at 10:00 a.m., just as she did every day. Her employees scampered to hiding places when she entered, but she caught a couple in the break room before they could escape. She barked instructions at one of them and yelled at the other. After they ran scared from the room, she smiled to herself and poured a cup of hot coffee. Then she strode off to her office. She loved the power. Aides and staff all scurried to satisfy her demands. The NFAR office buzzed with the same noise and energy as a campaign headquarters during the last few days of an election. Justice Robinson had been dead less than twenty-four hours and Stella had her office ready for battle.

Once inside her personal office, Stella plopped down in her chair, reviewed her battle plans, and began making phone calls to senators’ offices and news outlets. She demanded to be interviewed on CNN, NBC, CBS, ABC, and Fox so she could spew her venom at President Wallace and any nominee he submitted. Executives with every network and cable news station cowered and agreed immediately to whatever she wanted. Nobody dared to cross the heavyset, midforties redhead who was known for her cutthroat politics. Next Stella called the newspapers and demanded op-ed space in the New York Times, the Washington Times, the Washington Post, and the Los Angeles Times, to name a few. By noon all her demands were met, and she checked the media off her to-do list.

“Valerie,” Stella called out from her chair behind the desk. Covering the phone, cradled to her ear, with her hand, she peered over the top of her glasses at her assistant. “I need an updated list of every appellate court judge—state and federal—in the country who is a member of any right-wing legal organization. That’s where Wallace is likely to look.”

Valerie Marcom scribbled notes on a steno pad. She had been working for Stella for the better part of the last five years. She was of average appearance, with short, mouse-brown hair, and wore black-rimmed glasses. Stella kept her around because she did what she was told and never complained.

Valerie nodded. “I’ll get some of the legal-clinic students to work on it right now.”

Stella had more volunteers from the legal clinics of the law schools in New York City than she could possibly need. But she put all of them to work anyway. The more young, liberal minds she could foster, the better for her own future…and that of NFAR. Two dozen of them were currently scattered throughout the NFAR offices, eagerly awaiting instructions from Stella.

“That’s a great idea,” Stella replied. “And contact our largest donors. We’re going to need at least twenty-five million dollars to fight this campaign in the media and in the Senate.” She paused. “Make arrangements for me to attend the memorial service on Friday.”

“Have you heard who he’ll nominate?” Valerie asked.

“Not yet, but it won’t matter. Anybody he nominates will be unacceptable.”
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Washington DC

Jessica Caldwell had served two years as a law clerk for Justice Robinson. The news of her death on Tuesday was difficult to take. It wasn’t unexpected, but that didn’t make it any less difficult to stomach.

Justice Robinson’s body lay in repose in the Great Hall of the Supreme Court Building on Lincoln’s catafalque for two days before Friday’s memorial service. Jessica arrived at Reagan National Airport from Nashville just after 10:00 a.m. eastern time on Friday. She flagged a cab to take her to the Washington National Cathedral and arrived just as the memorial service began.

For the past couple of days, she had gone back and forth about whether to attend the service. After all, she had memories of living in Washington DC for the two years during her Supreme Court clerkship. Many were pleasant memories, but others were downright awful. Those memories—the awful ones, the ones that made her sick just thinking about them—had almost kept her away. But in the end she decided she owed more to Justice Robinson than a mere donation to the American Cancer Society.

After her black leather handbag was searched and a metal detector waved over her black dress and black shoes, Jessica entered the cathedral through a pointed-arch doorway and sat near the back. President and Mrs. Wallace sat in the front-left row with the Robinson family. Senators, congressmen, Supreme Court justices, and other Washington dignitaries filled the first twenty rows of each section of pews. Secret Service agents—some she could see, but she was certain others were blended in with the crowd and into the walls—were scattered throughout the church.

Jessica sat in a crowded pew between two other women also dressed in black and whom she didn’t know. She smiled politely but didn’t engage either in conversation. They were probably just well-dressed sightseers, she guessed. She crossed her legs at the ankles, sliding them under the pew and setting her purse nearby. She clutched a tissue in her left hand.

The organist played “Amazing Grace” as a prelude—which struck Jessica as odd for Justice Robinson’s memorial service—on the great organ. Jessica had never seen nor heard of Justice Robinson attending church, much less making any reference to God. Yet the priest spoke eloquently about Justice Robinson’s life. His speech was followed by words from President Wallace, then a member of the Robinson family.

Jessica dabbed occasionally at the corners of her eyes during the hourlong service. She had admired and respected Justice Robinson for her intelligence and jurisprudence. When the great organ began to play the recessional, Jessica left the sanctuary and descended the concrete steps in the front of the building. She hailed a cab for the return trip to Reagan National. She had been back in Washington long enough.

Just as she opened the rear passenger door to the cab, someone grabbed her arm from behind.

“I need to talk to you,” a voice said.

Jessica jerked her head around and faced the voice. Gradually she backed into the cab. The voice sat down beside her and closed the rear door.

“Just drive,” the voice ordered the cabdriver.








Chapter Three



The law offices of Elijah J. Faulkner, Jackson, Tennessee

The building that housed Eli Faulkner’s office was located one-half block west of the courthouse square in downtown Jackson, on Washington Street. Rays of sunshine were slowly chasing away the chill on Monday morning when Eli pulled into the alley between his office building and the First National Bank building and parked in his reserved parking space. The weekend had been pleasant, and he had played a rare round of golf on Sunday afternoon.

Now it was back to work. Eli entered the building through a rear door. He climbed the back staircase to a landing on the third floor that opened into the kitchen his employees used mainly for morning and afternoon breaks.

The building had been a very popular hotel during the late 1800s and early 1900s. Several political dignitaries had occupied various rooms during those years—some for reasons that remained untold. The facility had been in a serious state of disrepair when Eli bought it at a foreclosure sale three years earlier. It had taken six months to rehabilitate the structure, but he was quite proud of the finished product. The old Otis elevator in the lobby of the building was still operational and serviced all three floors of the historic hotel. Eli had converted the third floor into an enviable suite of offices. The bottom two floors were likewise remodeled and leased for more than enough money to cover the mortgage.

“Good morning,” Barbara said as Eli emerged from the stairwell. She was in the kitchen refilling her coffee cup. Even though her face was perhaps fifteen years past its prime, Barbara tried to look younger. Employees joked about her standing appointment at the beauty salon to replenish the dark red color in her hair at the first sign of a gray strand. She exercised regularly and had a steady boyfriend. He was a salesman or a truck driver or had some such occupation that kept him on the road often. Eli had met him at the office Christmas party last December but had immediately forgotten his name.

“It’s a little cool outside for the third week of May, isn’t it?” Barbara stirred her coffee and propped herself against the kitchen cabinet.

“It’ll warm up soon enough.” Eli lingered in the kitchen, preparing his own cup of hot liquid breakfast with caffeine, flavored creamer, and sweetener. “And”—he grinned—“we won’t even notice because we’ve got a busy day.”

Barbara nodded in agreement.

“Come into my office in a few minutes and we’ll get our game plan prepared.”

With that, he disappeared—coffee mug in hand—into the hallway that led to his office in the back of the building. The old wood floor creaked with each step he took.

A borderline perfectionist, Eli kept his office orderly. Every book was in its place, and his desk was free of clutter. His life was organized, too, and he liked it that way. The discipline had been instilled in him through high school and college athletics. At six feet two he wasn’t tall enough to play professional basketball, but he had never lost his love for the game. He still played in an early morning pickup game at a local high school gym two days a week.

The office decor was minimal but tasteful. Frames with matted undergraduate and law school diplomas from the University of Tennessee hung on one wall of the room, next to his license to practice law. A settee and two leather wingback chairs formed a sitting area across from his most cherished piece of furniture: an antique partners desk. The desk occupied a prominent position in the middle of the room. The dealer from whom he’d acquired it had tried to convince him that it had been used by Supreme Court Justice Learned Hand. Eli wasn’t that gullible, since he knew Judge Hand had never served on the Supreme Court. But Eli was convinced that the leather-covered top and oak drawers contained many personal and historical secrets that would never be discovered.

The whole room exuded success…for good reason. In his ten years as an attorney, Eli had risen head and shoulders above his peers. Now, at thirty-five, he was recognized as one of the best trial lawyers in Tennessee. He was at the point in his career where he possessed the two traits most important to a successful lawyer. He was old enough to have the necessary experience in handling difficult cases but still young enough to be hungry.

The legal business had been good to Eli. He had a nice home. Luxury cars. A large bank account. He had no complaints about where he was in life. And he knew exactly where he was going.

He and Sara had been high school sweethearts and had married as soon as they graduated from the University of Tennessee, in Knoxville. She had studied primary education. He had studied political science. He had gone on to law school, and she had supported them during those lean three years. Eli had worked for another law firm in Jackson for a couple of years, but since he’d started his own practice eight years ago, Sara hadn’t worked outside the home.

Barbara entered Eli’s office not long after he did, and the two of them spent the better part of an hour reviewing files and charting a course of action on each. Barbara made notes in a steno pad of the files on which she needed to prepare drafts of discovery requests and on which depositions needed to be scheduled. Armed with enough assignments to keep her busy for several hours—even days perhaps—she left Eli’s office to return to her workstation.

“Hold my calls,” Eli directed as Barbara left. “I’ve got some things I need to get finished this morning, and I don’t want to be disturbed.”

Barbara nodded and closed the door to his office as she exited.

Eli removed several files from his credenza and stacked them neatly on his desk. He opened the first one and began dictating a letter to the opposing attorney about scheduling a date to conduct depositions of physicians who had treated his permanently injured client. But his mind wandered, and he laid the dictation recorder on his desk. He ran his fingers through his hair and stared across the room at nothing in particular. Losing concentration had become a common occurrence since his argument with Sara last week about having children.

He wasn’t certain why that particular disagreement troubled him so much—especially since they had disagreed in the past about having children. But this time it had been almost a week, and he was still bothered by it. Was it because he’d violated the old adage of not going to bed angry? Or was it because Sara had cried herself to sleep? She had never done that before.

Eli sighed. Sara was a great wife. She didn’t deserve to be upset about anything. He would make it up to her somehow…

The built-in intercom in the telephone on his desk rang, startling him. He punched the button to speak to the intruder.

“Your wife’s on the phone,” Barbara said over the intercom before Eli had an opportunity to scold her for disobeying his instruction.

Eli picked up the receiver and pressed the blinking light to connect to the line on which Sara was holding. “Hey, honey. I was just thinking about you.”

“Really?” She sounded surprised and pleased. “What about?”

“Just how wonderful you are. What are you doing for lunch?”
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The Oval Office, the White House, Washington DC

President Richard Wallace entered the Oval Office at precisely 5:30 a.m. on Tuesday for his therapeutic daily quiet time. It was never completely quiet at the White House, but this time of day was the quietest. A carafe of coffee, pastries, and fresh fruit were waiting for him when he arrived. The two Secret Service agents who escorted him from the third-floor residence assumed their post immediately outside the office door after he entered.

“Preacher is in the Oval Office,” one of the agents said into the tiny microphone hidden in the sleeve of his suit coat. President Wallace liked the code name the service had assigned to him. He had overheard one of the agents using it not long after the primaries were over and had inquired about its origin.

“You act like one, sir,” came the stiff reply. Whether it was meant as a compliment or not, President Wallace wasn’t certain, but he decided to take it as one.

He had been elected to the presidency after two terms as the governor of South Carolina. The race was close. His opponent had more money as well as the backing of popular celebrities from both coasts. Liberal-interest groups ran television ad after television ad critical of Wallace’s social conservatism, but that seemed only to fuel his own campaign. When the votes were tallied, he had won, and that was all that mattered. Now was the time to make good on his campaign promise.

President Wallace and Lauren had been married for thirty years and had two children. Thomas was in medical school at Duke, and Joann was a senior at the University of South Carolina in Columbia. Even though the demands of public service were great, he had vowed never to shortchange his children. And he had followed through on that vow. He had attended every athletic event, every recital, and rarely had missed an evening meal. He had also introduced each of them to Jesus Christ, the most important Person in his life. Best of all, his children were following through on their own commitment to God.

Before sitting down to his simple breakfast, President Wallace gazed around the room. He respected the Oval Office and had made sure when he took office that certain furnishings remained from prior administrations. The white marble mantel from the original Oval Office—constructed in 1909 on the south side of the White House—adorned one wall; the American and presidential flags stood faithfully on either side of his desk; and the presidential seal embossed on the ceiling presided over all meetings. President Wallace had chosen the resolute desk given by Queen Victoria of England to President Hayes in 1880 as his personal desk, although it was necessary to remove the two-inch base that President Reagan had added for his lanky frame in 1981. The paintings and prints that covered the walls of the Oval Office were of lighthouses and seascapes. They were on loan from museums throughout his native South Carolina.

After preparing a cup of coffee with a dash of half-and-half and two cubes of sugar, he settled in behind his desk for his morning Bible study. Purposefully, he studied a passage from the fourth chapter of Esther in the Old Testament, focusing on the woman who was called by God “for such a time as this.” President Wallace could relate. He felt certain, and humbled, that God had chosen to put him in the position he had and knew that he also was called to serve “for such a time as this.” He prayed every day that he would be worthy, knowing that he never would be but accepting the responsibility that lay before him. And, like every day, when he had completed his Bible study, he spent time conversing with God.

Then he began to review the contents of a stack of manila folders that had been placed on his desk overnight. He began with the clippings of headlines and news articles from newspapers around the world and the translation summary that accompanied them. Media reports were rarely accurate, but it was important to digest what information was being disseminated to the world’s population.

Next were intelligence reports. The Middle East was always boiling, but recently there were elevated concerns about terrorist cells in Sudan and the Philippines. One folder contained a report on North Korea’s and Iran’s nuclear production. He read through the reports briefly before placing them in the manila folder printed with the words For the President’s Eyes Only. The national security advisor, secretary of state, and CIA director were scheduled for their daily briefing with him at 8:00 a.m., and he’d get a detailed overview from each of them then.

President Wallace laid his reading glasses to the side, stretched his legs, and refilled his coffee cup. With fresh coffee he began to work through the economic reports: consumer spending, durable goods orders, unemployment data. All seemed to indicate that the economic policy his administration had implemented was performing splendidly.

President Wallace closed the last of the manila folders and placed them in the stack for the morning file clerk to retrieve. He heard some stirring in the outer office and glanced at his watch.

“Already six forty-five,” he mumbled to himself.

His daily meeting with his chief of staff was scheduled for 7:00 a.m. He sipped his coffee thoughtfully. Foreign and domestic policies were certainly important, but President Wallace had something else on his mind this morning.

There was a light knock on the door.

“Come in,” President Wallace called, knowing his brief peace and quiet was gone for the day. He rose from his desk chair to greet Porter McIntosh as he entered the room.

Porter emerged with his right hand thrust at President Wallace in preparation for a handshake. With his starched white shirt, red-and-blue-striped tie, and leather briefcase, Porter looked as though he were going into a courtroom rather than the Oval Office.

“Good morning, Mr. President,” Porter said as he entered.

“Good morning, Porter,” President Wallace replied. “Would you care for a cup of coffee?”

“No, thanks. I’ve had my limit.”

“How are the wife and kids?” President Wallace said, resuming his seat behind his desk.

Porter sat in a wingback chair across the desk from the president and set his briefcase at his feet. “They’re doing fine, sir. Thanks for asking. I don’t get to see them often enough, but they are doing fine. And Lauren?”

“Same here. Her schedule is almost as hectic as mine. Running the country sure is time-consuming, isn’t it, Porter?”

“Yes, sir, it is.”

Both chuckled softly at the understatement, but the humor didn’t last long. A difficult and stressful decision lay ahead of them, President Wallace knew. History itself would measure their actions—his actions—and the weight of that thought dissipated their smiles.

“Sleep much last night, Porter?”

“Not much. Probably about three hours. Yourself?”

“Not much more.”

President Wallace noted the creased forehead and exhaustion on Porter’s face. The presidency was beginning to take its toll on Porter, too; he had aged from the stress and strain of working in the White House. President Wallace relied on Porter. Perhaps too much, he thought, realizing this. Porter had no streaks of gray in his sandy blond hair. No additional weight was noticeable through his tailored suit. But he simply looked tired. Haggard, really. Eighteen-hour workdays and crisis after crisis were catching up with him.

“You miss South Carolina, don’t you, Porter?”

“I do sometimes, sir. Beaufort is a lovely place. I hope to one day return there with my family and live in one of her antebellum homes.”

“We’ve got a lot of important things to accomplish before you can enjoy that Low Country lifestyle again.”

“I know, sir,” Porter replied.

“Let’s go over the two possible candidates again,” President Wallace said.

Aware of Justice Robinson’s terminal illness, President Wallace had asked Porter to covertly begin the nomination process some three months earlier. With Justice Robinson’s memorial service being last Friday, President Wallace wanted to nominate someone to replace her within the next few days. Porter and the White House counsel’s office had begun with a list of ten jurists from around the country and had pared it down to two finalists for the president’s consideration: Fredrick Lefler, the chief judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fourth Circuit, and Dunbar Shelton, the chief justice of the supreme court of Mississippi.

“Judge Lefler was appointed to the bench fifteen years ago,” Porter said as he read from his printed report. His briefcase contained a complete dossier on each candidate. “He was elevated to the chief judge’s position five years later. His written opinions have consistently held to conservative social and economic philosophies. He has consistently voted to interpret the Constitution as it was written. Strong supporter of Second Amendment rights—”

“What about Shelton?” President Wallace interrupted.

“You want me to finish the report on Judge Lefler?”

“Later, perhaps, but I want to talk about Shelton first.”

Obediently Porter placed Judge Lefler’s dossier on the corner of President Wallace’s desk and removed the one on Judge Shelton from his briefcase. “He has served on the Mississippi Supreme Court for the last ten years and is as conservative, if not more so, as Lefler. His writings have restricted the reach of affirmative action. Like Lefler, he is a strict constructionist on constitutional issues. He has overturned excessive personal-injury awards. He—”

“I hear what you are telling me, Porter,” President Wallace interrupted again.

He already knew every word in each dossier from memory. But it wasn’t biographical sketches that interested him. It was philosophical and theological issues that concerned him. He wanted to know what each man thought about when he was alone in his own bedroom and stared at himself in the mirror. He rose from his chair and began to pace between the desk and the window that overlooked the Rose Garden.

“But you’re not telling me what I want to know.” President Wallace stopped pacing, thrust his hands in his pants pockets, and peered through the window at the garden that had yet to reach its full bloom. “What I want to know is where do they stand on Roe v. Wade, and can they be confirmed by the Senate?”

“I don’t know, sir. I really don’t.”

President Wallace spun around from the window briskly and waved his arms out to the sides of his body. “Don’t give me that, Porter,” he chastised. “You’re my chief of staff, and you worked for me when I was governor of South Carolina. I know you, Porter, and I know that you know the answer.”

President Wallace shook the index finger of his right hand at Porter, and Porter squirmed in his chair. “You know it. You’re paid to know it. It’s your job to know it. President Mitchell knew that Justice Robinson would vote to uphold, if not extend, Roe v. Wade before he appointed her. She was the deciding fifth vote two years ago when the abortion issue was last before the court.”

President Wallace rested the palms of his hands on the desk and leaned toward Porter. “I plan to appoint someone who will vote to overturn Roe. That’s why I’m here, Porter. That’s why I’m here. Now tell me which one.”

Porter uncrossed his legs and crossed them again in the other direction. He averted his eyes from President Wallace. “You’re not going to like the answer.”

“Tell me,” President Wallace ordered.

Porter crossed his arms in front of his chest as if he were already disappointed with his own words, which had yet to be spoken. He looked directly into President Wallace’s eyes. “Shelton would vote to overturn, but you can’t get him confirmed. You have a better chance at getting Lefler confirmed, but I’m not convinced he would vote to overturn.”

“What do you mean?” President Wallace inquired as he finally returned to his seat behind the resolute desk.

“I mean that Lefler has been very careful over the years in what he has said both publicly and privately about the issue.” Porter uncrossed his arms and gestured with his hands as he continued. “You may find yourself with another David Souter.”

President Wallace took another sip of coffee. It was cold. He set the cup down and pushed it away, to the side of the desk. “And you don’t think we can get enough votes to confirm Shelton?”

“It’s simple politics. Although the majority has only fifty-one votes in the Senate, they’ll stick with Senator Proctor on this one. Those up for reelection this fall don’t want to face their constituents and explain why they voted to move the Supreme Court to the right. I doubt you’d even be able to get Shelton’s nomination out of the Judiciary Committee.”

President Wallace detected concern in Porter’s tone. That made him worry, too.

“Even if we get the nomination out of the committee,” President Wallace mused, “we’ll have a hard time on the Senate floor. Proctor will have one of his lieutenants filibuster the nomination.”

“It will take sixty votes to put an end to the filibuster so that the Senate can even vote on the nomination,” Porter said. “We don’t have that many allies in the Senate.”

President Wallace stood again and paced some more, thinking through the possibilities. Lefler wasn’t right, he decided. It had to be Shelton. “We’ll have to twist as many arms as we can to get Shelton confirmed.”

“We can’t twist enough arms to make it work.”

President Wallace paced some more with his hands stuffed in his pockets. “But we’ve got to make it work. This is why I was elected.”

Porter followed President Wallace with his eyes as he paced. “This is not the only reason you were elected. There are welfare reform and the economy and hundreds of others.”

The president talked to the window again. “I know. All of those things are important. But this is the most important. Transforming the Supreme Court is the most important of all.”

“Is it a political hill worth dying on?”

President Wallace turned and stared at Porter. “I’m not worried about getting reelected, Porter,” he said in a grandfatherly voice. “If I’m supposed to serve another term, then things will work out. But you’re missing the point. I know I was elected for this purpose, for this decision. I was elected for such a time as this, and we’ve got to fight on every political hill until we win.”

“It’ll be a bitter fight.”

“I know. We’ll have to cut as many deals as we can. I’m willing to play as many cards as I have to get the nomination confirmed.”

“Is it that important?”

“It’s that important.”

“Any deal would have to be with Proctor, and my guess is that the stakes would be too high.”

President Wallace sat down and reclined in his chair. He placed his hands behind his head, locking fingers together, and gazed at the presidential seal in the ceiling. He shifted in his seat. He evaluated the choices again, but only one was a real option. He knew that as soon as he said the word, Porter would work to make it happen. That’s what Porter did best. He took care of things. And so Porter would be tasked with getting Dunbar Shelton confirmed to the Supreme Court, whatever it took. President Wallace couldn’t take a chance on Lefler.

“You may be right, Porter,” he conceded. “But I suspect the stakes are higher if we don’t get Shelton confirmed.”
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