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IF HE DIDN’T GET OUT NOW, HE’D NEVER FORGIVE HIMSELF. He was fifty-five, but after nearly six years in office, fifty-five felt like seventy. He had become a cliché, a caricature of the burned-out politician. In the beginning—before three terms in the Senate, and long before the title of Vice President had soured on him—politics had meant something. Something pure, maybe. Something noble.

If he didn’t get out now, he might not have the strength to try again. These days his hairline receded by the minute. A face that had for decades been his calling card, lately only revealed the rigors of this job. His once broad, proud shoulders now felt weak under the burden he’d carried for far too long.

James Ettinger reclined in the soft leather of his reading chair and watched the light of a full moon wash in through his bedroom window at Beagle Run, his vacation lodge in Maine. Miriam, his wife of twenty-seven years, was still asleep beneath the thick quilted comforter on the bed. She looked so peaceful lying there. He stared at her for a long moment, a fond expression on his face. The comforter rose and fell with her breathing. Finally, he got up from his chair with a sigh.

He stood there in his robe, one hand in a deep silk pocket, the other swirling bourbon in a crystal glass. As he gazed out the picture window, he struggled to relax. The activities of the past week had taken him to Asia and Europe and back to the United States in seventy-two hours. It was an exhausting way to live. He hadn’t slept for nearly forty-eight hours.

The vice president drained the last of the bourbon and set the glass on the bedside table. Another drink would be nice…and then another. Maybe he’d polish off the half-empty bottle he kept tucked away in the study. He stared at the glass on the little mahogany and brass table. It seemed to taunt him. Ettinger shook his head, chastising himself.

The warm dent in the pillow that had been formed by his head was now filled with the plump body of their snooty female Persian, Dolly. Ettinger rested his weight on the edge of the bed, the mattress giving slightly under his two hundred and some–odd pounds. Dolly glared at him with unflinching disdain—her only expression.

“What?” he said at her.

The feline ignored him, wrapping her white puff of a tail down the length of her body. She squinted, likely from a whiff of bourbon on his breath, and worked her paws into the cotton of the pillowcase.

It was 4 A.M. The bourbon had coated his tongue with a wicked aftertaste and made his stomach growl. He lumbered downstairs to the kitchen and foraged through the refrigerator for something—anything—sweet. There was strawberry cake with some sort of whipped-cream topping on a glass plate. He sliced off a section and carefully flipped it onto a paper napkin. He found a half-gallon of skim milk in the fridge and filled a green tumbler. He squirted in some Hershey’s syrup from a squeeze bottle, stirred it with a butter knife, and carted the feast back to the comfort of the bedroom.

Perched on the edge of his reading chair, he fingered the remote control and flipped channels until he landed on CNN. President Yates was on the screen. The sound was low, and that was fine with Ettinger. He’d heard all that Yates had to say. The buffoon! There was a collage of footage of the president doing this and that; speaking to students at a fund-raiser; lighting a Christmas tree at a holiday gathering of constituents; shaking hands with the British prime minister. It all seemed so benign.

He had to hand it to Yates, he’d strutted into office and handled it like a champ for over six years now. But he was really just an ignorant puppet, controlled from afar. They’d managed to pull it off. But the ice was getting thin.

It was definitely time to get out.

But what then?

Money wasn’t an issue. He’d married money. Of course he loved—cherished—Miriam, and could probably have still loved her even without her father’s billions. But he hadn’t been forced to make that choice. They could slip out of public life and live in luxury. And why not? Any sane man would have fled this circus years ago. Maybe now was his chance. He could buy an island. Waste millions on the biggest boat on Earth and stalk the horizon. Drink till the sun went down; drink when it popped back up. Sail the boat and stay drunk. Grow old and watch his kids grow old. The money was there. Would Miriam go for it? Probably. But that wasn’t the issue, was it?

He thumbed the red button on the remote and killed the television. He placed the green tumbler next to the bourbon glass on the bedside table and noticed that Dolly, like Miriam, was now fast asleep. The room was warm, heated by a vent in the floor near his feet. Christmas was closing in. Snow was heavy on the ground and was still blowing in by the truckload. The pines and firs outside the window looked like a postcard.

From the drawer in the bedside table he took a leather-bound book and tucked it under his arm, careful not to make a sound. The book was purchased years before his days as a bond servant to the White House. Printed in gold foil on its spine were the title and the author’s name. Great Expectations, by Charles Dickens. Ettinger inspected the volume proudly. He had purchased it at a specialty shop in Chicago. It was an impulse purchase. Now though, he fully realized that fate had been his guide on that gray afternoon in Illinois.

Ettinger eased back out the bedroom door, then down the hall and down the stairs toward the kitchen. Just before he reached the kitchen he turned a knob and slipped through a door that hid a narrow flight of stairs to the basement. He locked the door from the inside. A slender chain hung from the ceiling to one side of his head. He gave it a crisp tug. A sixty-watt bulb painted the walls and his feet and the pine board steps with dull yellow light.

The pine boards creaked under his weight. At the bottom of the steps he flicked a switch on the wall. Several banks of fluorescent lamps blinked haphazardly, then pale light pushed away the gloom, allowing him to safely navigate the cold cement slab floor.

The basement was filled mainly with junk collected over a lifetime. A space was cleared toward the center of the big room; arranged on a large oval rug, a metal folding chair faced a video camera. It was an RCA model that required a full-size VHS videotape.

Ettinger picked up the plastic remote control from beneath the chair and sat down. He faced the camera and thumbed a button on the remote. A red light glowed on one side of the camera. He cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and began to speak.

“Hello. My name is James Highfield Ettinger, vice president of the United States. Today is the seventeenth of December. By the time anyone views this tape, I will have resigned from office. And by the end of what I have to say here, all of you will understand exactly why I have taken this course of action. I have played a part in a crime. A crime against all that is noble and good and just. A crime against this nation, which I chose to serve. A crime against you, the American public. It is a crime of sickening proportions.”

He stared straight into the camera and spoke with precision and clarity.

“I was an unknowing participant in many of the activities which I will describe. But for too long I have withheld the truth from not only my friends and family, but also from the nation I love. I believed it was for the greater good. But I was wrong. All that I share with you now is the truth, and can be verified. “So let me begin…at the beginning.”

Ninety-seven minutes later, with nothing left to say, James Ettinger wrapped up his confession by hitting the power button on the remote. The red light on the camera went dark. The basement was still; only the groaning from the furnace broke the silence. He remained seated in the folding chair for a few minutes, his mind reacclimating itself to present reality, pushing back the ghosts of those things he’d dredged up this morning for the benefit of the camera.

With the press of a button, the videotape flopped out of the camera. Ettinger pulled the tape out and set it on the folding chair. On the floor beside the chair was the leather-bound edition of Great Expectations from the bedroom. He picked it up and flipped open the front cover. Where there should have been pages, there was only a rectangular cutout, an empty compartment cut into the block of wood that had long ago been crafted and painted to look like worn and well-read pages. Over the years he’d stashed a number of rather personal items within this handy novelty piece. The VHS cassette was a perfect fit. He snapped it into place.

In a moment of silent reflection, he held the book with his left hand and gently stroked his right hand down the smooth plastic of the front side of the tape. He thought about what was recorded on it. What it meant. In no uncertain terms, his political career was over. A matter of days and it would all be finished.

So be it. He closed the book.

From amid the clutter that lined the walls, Ettinger withdrew a stack of rubbish. He dodged a pair of Ping-Pong tables that were stored with their aluminum legs tucked beneath the playing surface. There were lawn chairs heaped together, bent and contorted. Broken canoe paddles. Patched life preservers. What a mess.

The stack of rubbish spilled down at an angle to the smooth cement at his feet. He stared at yellowed newspapers, decades old, and magazines with outdated celebrities on their covers. Folded among the heap he found a useless collection of brown paper grocery bags. He chose one without too many water stains and kicked most of the rest of the junk back into a corner, between some croquet mallets and Coleman lanterns.

At a worktable covered with trinkets and gadgets, he ran a pair of scissors up one side of the paper bag and laid it open. He set the false copy of the Dickens classic in the center of the stiff brown paper and wrapped it like a gift, sealing it with heavy packing tape. He plucked a black ballpoint pen from a half-corroded Folgers can and addressed an adhesive shipping label in block lettering, which he then applied to the package. He recapped the pen and toted the small bundle back upstairs.

In the kitchen, he attached several dollars’ worth of postage to the top right-hand corner and deposited the parcel into the mail bin that sat at one end of the kitchen counter.
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Breakfast with Miriam and the kids and their holiday guests was mainly omelets and sliced fruit. James Ettinger more or less ignored the meal, facing the dining room window in his chair, watching the snow whip from side to side in the morning light, thinking about what he’d done that morning and the repercussions it would bring.

After lunch they played checkers in front of the huge stone fireplace, munched on cookies and chocolates and sipped eggnog and brandy. The satellite dish on the roof could pick up nearly three hundred stations, and they stared at the Weather Channel for hours.

Later, a snowball fight erupted in the front yard. Miriam stood on the porch, laughing, keeping clear of the line of fire. Secret Service agents stood nearby at their posts. It was a familiar sight, and in many ways a very reassuring one, but always intrusive to family life. She ignored them and enjoyed her family.
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The snow deepened with the afternoon. Miriam and her sister and their kids piled into the black limousine, headed for Christmas shopping in town. The snowfall continued, but the roads were still navigable. Before leaving, the driver gathered the outgoing mail. While the others shopped, he’d make a quick stop by the post office.

The vice president stayed behind, standing ankle-deep in snow in the yard, talking football with a pair of Secret Service agents who were diehard Redskins fans. The temperature dropped ten degrees in less than three hours. Tonight it might get down below zero. Only the Secret Service cared. They were the ones stuck out here in the elements day and night. After a few minutes, Ettinger dropped the stub of his cigar in the snow and headed back for the warmth of the lodge.

Beagle Run was built about ten years after the Civil War. Miriam’s father, E. E. Greeber, bought the rustic lodge and two thousand surrounding acres in the early 1940s, long after his great fortune had blossomed into the realm of excess. At nearly ten thousand square feet, it was enormous, and reeked of money to burn.

The lodge had been a gift to Miriam from her father. Ettinger loved the place. It sat on the coast of Maine, a mile from the water. He fished in the summer and hunted whitetail a week each winter, even though the nature freaks in the media rode him hard. Christmas meant two uninterrupted weeks at Beagle Run. Traditionally, he ate too much, smoked with the Secret Service, slept late, and pondered the vile world of Washington, D.C.

In the game room, he set up an easel with a canvas and toyed with watercolors for forty-five minutes. When he tired of painting he moved on to a paperback he’d worked on all week.

As the hours passed, he became less focused and began to worry. He wondered if he’d done the right thing.

He thought of Nelson, his brother in Montana. Their relationship had fallen off dramatically in the years since he’d taken office. Nelson had a ranch just north of Yellowstone. His tastes and desires were much simpler and less cluttered than the vice president’s.

Ettinger settled in behind the laptop computer in his study, taking a moment to fire off a very special email to his older brother, to give him the heads-up regarding the media firestorm they’d face in the coming weeks.
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By four-thirty the gang returned, bearing gifts of all shapes and sizes, wrapped in expensive designer paper and complexly arranged bows and ribbons. Dinner was quite a feast. Everyone ate until they were sick, except Miriam and her sister, who picked at their plates like sparrows. After a week in the boonies Bradey Ettinger, nineteen, was sick of Beagle Run. He missed the city and his friends and the unrelenting public attention he received as the only son of the vice president. He was a sophomore at Harvard. He’d tired of his fifteen-year-old sister, Jude, within forty-eight hours of this little family holiday. He gnawed on a fat pork rib and glared at her across the table. Jude was picking at the croutons in her salad, totally pleased to be on his nerves.

Miriam’s sister, Elaine Greeber-Castel, and her cache of spoiled children carried on like royalty. Elaine was as deep in inherited wealth as Miriam, but her money couldn’t buy the kind of prestige that Miriam possessed as the vice president’s wife.

[image: space]

When the sun sank behind the trees, the big halogen lamps surrounding the pond out front were cranked up, and the kids laced up their skates and hit the ice. The adults lounged in deck chairs and drank cocoa and laughed at the youngsters.

The ice was at least a foot thick, plenty safe for mild recreation, and had been cleared of snow for the evening’s recreation. Miriam and Elaine had skated on the big pond when they were girls, and had even taken the sport seriously for a number of years.

Despite the cold, the evening turned into a pleasant family get-together at Beagle Run. Miriam snuggled against her husband, wrapping her arms around his midsection. She nuzzled her face into his shoulder. Her nose glowed pink from the cold. Ettinger enjoyed a hundred-dollar cigar and held his wife tightly to his side. The laughter of the children as they skimmed across the frozen pond rang out like a carol and would have made any father proud. A part of him wished this night could last forever, because the future looked so chaotic and uncertain. Perhaps he’d made a mistake. Perhaps it would have been wiser to simply hold course and let things continue as they had. But it would have eaten him alive. It was too late now, anyway.

After the skating, coats and mittens and rubber boots were shed in the entryway. The fireplace in the game room roared as a fat oak log was thrown on the blaze. Cocoa and hot tea, spiced cider and marshmallow treats were downed by the trayful. Board games came out, along with jigsaw puzzles.

Finally, the vice president kissed his wife on the cheek and let out a yawn.

“I’m going to take a quick shower and read a little before bed,” he said, motioning toward the stairs.

In the shower, James Ettinger pressed his hands against the tiled wall and let the soothing hot water spill over his head and face. He toweled off, slipped on some clean boxers, and snatched a robe from the enormous closet across the room from the bed.

He glanced out the window at the full moon, briefly admiring the look of snow bending the tree limbs. Dolly pawed at the door and he let her in. Moonlight spilled in through the big floor-to-ceiling window behind him. Dolly circled him two or three times, leaning into his legs. Hands on hips, he studied the old cat with a wry smile. He was unaware of the spot of red laser light no bigger than a dime that was moving up his back to his neck. In the instant that it reached the middle of the back of his head, there was a single, quick, crisp sound of chipped window glass, and the upper third of his skull was blown off.
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THE SHOT, FROM A DISTANCE OF 175 YARDS, HAD BEEN immaculate. St. John remained in position for a good fifteen seconds after he’d pulled the trigger, watching through the Swiss-made scope on his rifle, making sure his target was down.

St. John was sprawled in the snow on a small rise between a pair of massive firs. In a movement that was precise, fluid, and practiced, he folded the small tripod that had balanced the stock of the rifle on the snow, stood, then shouldered the rifle. He stayed in the shadows.

He was fully camouflaged, dressed in an insulated suit of arctic white from head to toe. Even his weapon was invisible against the snow: the stock, barrel, noise suppressor, scope, strap—all as white as newly fallen powder.

There were no alarms going off, no sudden flurry of Secret Service agents flooding out into the timber to hunt the assassin. Nobody had a clue. The sound of his bullet penetrating the windowpane had been absorbed by the cold night wind, and the noise suppressor on the end of the barrel had reduced the brisk crack of the rifle’s signature to a tempered cough and eliminated the muzzle flash. The alarm would sound only if the window itself were opened. He would have a wide avenue for a safe escape.

His night-vision goggles turned the world an odd green. He darted along the trailhead forged on his arrival. Dodging branches and large stones hidden by the blanket of powder, he moved with grace, his breathing steady, his heart rate picking up only slightly.

A quarter mile ahead he came to a sudden dip in the terrain. It was a streambed draped in velvety white powder. He turned east, heading downwind. The snow was deeper here, but he didn’t have far to go. A massive log had fallen across the old streambed. St. John pulled himself over the trunk of the dead oak, his legs brushing crusted snow and ice from its cold, hard bark.

On the far side of the natural barrier he stopped.

In the center of the streambed was a sizable lump in the snow. He lifted one corner of a flap and yanked the tarpaulin away, revealing his mode of departure. The snowmobile fired up as he thumbed the ignition switch. The headlamp spilled light in front of him. He gunned the throttle and continued eastward. In the darkness the forest was full of ominous hazards; gnarled saplings and low-hanging branches appeared from out of the gloom without warning, taking aim at his head and arms; underbrush scratched at his legs and down the fiberglass shell of his gas-burning horse. Freezing drizzle encrusted the lenses of his ski goggles.

St. John throttled down, slowed to a fraction of his cruising speed, and approached a flatbed farm truck he’d backed against a low embankment. A ramp made of plywood and two-by-four studs slanted from the bed of the truck to the ground at a gentle angle. He bent low, cautiously preparing for impact. The front skids of the snowmobile clapped against the wooden ramp. The machine revved for a moment in a cloud of blue exhaust and then climbed the platform with ease, finally leveling out onto the flat expanse of the bed.

The truck was at least thirty years old, with balding tires and badly rusted fenders. The front half was draped in white camouflage netting; he tugged at it until it fell slack to the ground. There were several heavy straps for securing the snowmobile; St. John cinched them tight, then flung the white camouflage netting over his load, fastening the edges down along the worn planking of the bed of the old Ford.

The county road was clear of traffic. He flipped on the high beams as he tugged the insulated hood from his head. Ten minutes down a two-lane road, he merged onto the interstate and pointed the Ford toward the ocean.

Precisely seventeen minutes after he’d pulled the trigger, St. John stopped the truck on a gravel strip a hundred feet back from a cliff above the Atlantic. He stepped out and unzipped his blizzard suit, revealing a scuba wet suit beneath. He stuffed the blizzard suit behind the seat, cranked the gear column over to neutral, released the emergency brake, and stepped safely out of the way.

The Ford’s fat tires crept toward the edge of the cliff, the rubber tread popping on gravel as the old truck gained speed. In less than forty-five seconds, it had rolled to the edge of the cliff, listed for the briefest of moments, tilted downward, then fallen freely into the surf.

St. John turned from the cliff and followed a trail that led around one side of it, down steep, loose, precarious terrain to the edge of the water. There was no beach, just an ultranarrow path that cut in and out through water-blasted boulders. St. John moved carefully but swiftly. He knew the way. The tide crashed against the rocks, sending spray and foam high in the air. The wet suit kept him warm enough.

Around the next bend he spotted the yellow nylon rope that moored his small rubber craft to the shore. He unfastened the heavy cord and gave the raft a hearty push out to sea. He turned, adjusted the choke on the outboard, and gave the starter cord a strong yank. It took four tries. The twenty-horse sputtered then caught and revved. St. John twisted the throttle and glanced at the small compass attached to the wrist of his wet suit. The prow of the craft thumped across whitecaps as he guided it southwest.

His watch read 8:42 P.M. By his estimation, the vice president had been dead for thirty-seven minutes.
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DEATH DID NOT COME IMMEDIATELY.

Blood was everywhere. James Ettinger lay facedown on the shag carpeting, trying without much success to simply breathe. He was quickly going into shock.

Dolly was pawing at the door, ready to be let out. The impact of Ettinger’s body hitting the floor so suddenly had sent her into a frenzy.

He knew that he was going to die. There was no question. And the helplessness he felt was even greater than his fear. He wouldn’t even get the chance to say good-bye to Miriam or the children; they’d never make it in time.

Ettinger raised his chin from the floor and tried to look around. Blood covered his face, blurring his vision. Brain matter and bits of skull were on his hands. He struggled to lift himself but simply couldn’t. He had no strength. He tried to speak, to scream something, to alert someone nearby. But his voice failed him.

Drawing upon a final reserve of strength, he began to crawl toward the door. Dolly eyed him as he turned her way. Music was playing downstairs. His family was enjoying the holiday, unaware that he was dying no more than a few feet above them. He had barely worked his way into facing the proper direction before the muscles in his neck collapsed, the side of his face slamming to the shag. He closed his eyes, and blackness slipped over him.

Dolly approached with caution, sniffed at the blood on his forehead, then licked at it tentatively with her narrow pink tongue.

[image: space]

The boat was a fishing vessel he’d purchased with cash from a marina a hundred miles from New Orleans. St. John was on deck, looking out over the horizon with a pair of Leupold field glasses. He was standing barefoot, still wearing the wet suit, his hair slicked back. He lowered the binoculars to his chest. A fish rolled at the surface of the dark water to his left. The night was cold. The sea was choppy at the moment but not unbearable.

In the galley he cranked up the propane stove and filled a metal pot with beef stew. As the inboard diesel pushed through choppy waters, he stripped off the wet suit, replacing it with jeans, a heavy sweater, knee-high rubber boots, and a billed cap. Coffee was brewing on the rear burner of the stove. He ripped open a package of saltines and consumed a half dozen in a single breath.

The cabin’s pantry was well stocked with groceries. He didn’t plan on going hungry.

When the coffee was ready he poured a mugful and drank it black. He needed the caffeine boost. He dined on stew straight from the metal pot, dipping crackers now and then. The stew and the coffee renewed his energy and warmed him from the inside out.

For the next few nights he planned to sleep less than a half hour at a time. Keeping watch was of vital importance. He didn’t expect any trouble, but he had a schedule to keep. If he kept his wits about him and played by the numbers, he’d slip away clean as a whistle. He had just earned $5.9 million. Now it was time to collect.
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A movie was playing on the big-screen in the family room when Miriam Ettinger asked Jude to run upstairs and see if her father wanted to have pie with them.

The scream could have shattered crystal.

Everyone jumped to their feet and moved in a frantic mob up the stairs. There was total confusion. The Secret Service kept the family out of the room. Orders were shouted. The body was rushed out the back entrance of the lodge and gently hurried onto Marine Two, the vice president’s helicopter, which was always ready to fly at a moment’s notice.

Miriam was in shock. The Secret Service got her on board, and the machine lifted off from the snowy patch of land where it had been perched. The children were in hysterics. Elaine herded them into the lodge and babbled whatever words of comfort she could think of. Marine Two cleared the treetops and was gone.

Vice President James Ettinger was officially declared dead at 9:53 P.M., Monday, December 17.
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9:53 P.M. in Maine was almost 2 P.M. in Sydney, Australia.

President Clifton Yates had spent the morning hours at a special performance of a local children’s choir at the Sydney Opera House. President Yates managed to smile and applaud and offer praise for the mob of sopranos. Later he hit the links with the American ambassador to Australia. By eleven-forty-five Yates was shooting well above par and not a bit happy about it. When the call came, he was in a sand trap, eyeing an orange Titleist golf ball that was all but unplayable.

An aide, still standing back on the fairway, took the call on her digital phone. She pressed it to her ear, facing away from the intrusive sun, bracing her right arm with her left in a very feminine, very professional pose. The aid frowned, then cut her eyes toward the president.

Yates was hissing under his breath at the orange Titleist. The toes of his brown and white Dexters had inched up into position. The open face of the sand wedge was at the ready. His form was atrocious. His breathing grew awkward as his arms tensed. The head of the club lifted up and away from the sand, swinging sky-ward, then peaked, and began its arc back to earth.

“Sir—”

The word cracked the air surrounding the hazard like static electricity. The swing went wide, digging in a good five inches on the far side of the orange sphere, slinging a hearty scoop of wet sand onto the slick, fresh-cut putting surface of the green.

Everyone within earshot toggled between the red-faced beast in the sand trap and the all-business young aide who’d managed to make her way to the edge of the rough.

She held the phone out to him.

“Excuse me, sir. I think you need to take this call.”
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“Tell me how, tell me when, tell me who!” The president of the United States was sitting in the deep leather chair behind his desk aboard Air Force One. His head was cocked back, eyes pinched tight, his left hand bridging his temples. Twenty minutes had passed since he’d taken the call on the golf course. In that time, they’d boarded the plane and were airborne.

“Are you sure, Russ?” Yates barked at the phone before he’d gotten answers to his first string of questions.

“Yes, Mr. President,” his chief of staff answered from his office inside the White House. “The vice president is dead.”

“Good Lord! How could this happen?”

“At this point, sir, I just—”

“Russ!”

“Yes, Mr. President?”

“Where’s he at?”

“I, uh, Maine, sir. A private hospital.”

“We’ve got to keep this thing quiet, you understand? At least for a day or two. We’re look’n at a brush fire! This’ll burn up the airwaves like year-old hay. Good Lord!”

“So far it’s been contained,” the chief of staff managed to say while the president sucked in a breath. “Only a small group of hospital staff know at this point, and they’ve all been told to keep quiet about it for reasons of national security.”

“When’d it go down?”

“Less than two hours.”

“And there’s no way somebody’s just got their lines crossed on this thing?”

“It’s official, Cliff.”

The president stared up at the ceiling. Air Force One was abuzz with the news of Ettinger’s demise. A senior staff member was on a couch to Yates’s far left, drumming on the keyboard of a laptop balanced on his knees. He was hammering out a first draft of the speech that the president would give when he addressed the nation at some undetermined point in the days or hours to come.

“What’s our time frame before this thing gets out of hand, Russ?”

“Can’t say just yet. Twelve hours, a day, two days.”

The president unconsciously glanced at his watch. “Twelve hours,” he said to no one but the ceiling. He glanced at a second aide in a chair in the corner, scribbling on a legal pad.

“Twelve hours. Is that enough for the boys at the Bureau to get a healthy jump on the investigation?”

“Maybe.”

“Maybe.” Yates could just see Russ shrugging at his desk in the White House. The president shook his head and took a deep breath, listening to the silence coming from the other end of the line.

Ignoring the other occupants of the office, President Yates plucked a felt tip marker from a slotted brass tray near the phone and scratched down in block lettering the single word that was now playing over and over in his mind like a digital display. When the word was spelled out, he penciled in a box around it, pressing down on the lead until the markings nearly tore at the paper of his desk pad. The word he had written was “Stott.”

“Get busy, Russ,” the president sighed, unblinking. “Keep this mess away from the media hounds for as long as you can. Once they get wind of it, our boys won’t have room to work.”

“Already on it, Mr. President.”

Clifton Yates slammed the phone in its cradle. Forty-five minutes ago he’d teed off on nine with a Big Bertha driver and watched his Titleist float down the fairway with the grace of a balsa glider. Now he was on his way into the belly of the beast that awaited him in the capital of the free world.

But in his own private world, he felt both a sense of relief, and a new level of anxiety.
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Husband and wife were alone in a room.

Miriam Ettinger sat on a chair against a wall in the morgue, knees together, hands together between her thighs. She stared at the floor, then the opposite wall, then the leg of the stainless steel table twelve paces dead ahead, then the gray door that led to an outer corridor. But she saw none of it. Her eyes were glazed over. On the table, under the white sheet, was the corpse of her husband. She had yet to approach and pull back the sheet and comprehend the reality of the moment.

There was activity beyond the door. Miriam ignored it.

Tears blurred her vision.

She rose from the chair and approached the metal table. She took a deep breath, both hands clutching her purse strap.

The shape beneath the sheet looked reasonably lifelike. James could have simply been asleep there, hidden from the intrusion of light. Miriam extended a hand to fold back the sheet so that she could look at him one last time and say good-bye.

She held back, resisting the temptation of a final viewing. He surely would not look like the man she’d loved for more than twenty years. Instead, she slid her hand under the nearest edge of the sheet. His left hand was already cool and stiff. His wedding band glistened in the fluorescent light, the gold dulled slightly by smeared dried blood.

The tears came, coursing down her cheeks, unrestrained. Lifting her late husband’s hand above the stainless steel table she pressed her lips to it.

The door to the morgue opened, and a uniformed man stuck his head in. Awkwardness filled his face at the sight of the woman at her dead husband’s side.

“Mrs. Ettinger?” he said with as much politeness in his voice as any human could possibly offer.

Miriam did not look up. She spoke with a dry throat. “Yes.”

“Whenever you’re ready, ma’am,” he said, hating himself for having to rush her like this.

She swallowed slowly, never taking her eyes or hand from the cold fingers in her grip. She nodded. “All right.”

The guard slipped out and eased the door shut.

Another minute ticked by.

She slipped the wedding band from his ring finger, then tugged the sheet back over the hand.

“I love you, James,” she said, and turned to go.
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London, England




MEGAN DURANT ASKED THE CABDRIVER TO KINDLY WAIT for her while she went inside the cathedral.

“This thing’s running, missy,” he said, plucking a cigarette from his lips with a fingerless glove. “It’s your money.”

She nodded, then turned to the cathedral. She was there to pay a quick visit to a dear friend. She had many errands to attend to before tomorrow’s departure for New York, but Sister Catina had been too important to her life not to stop for at least a brief hello. When Megan’s parents split up, and her mother essentially abandoned her in London, it was Sister Catina who helped to salve the wounds in her young life.

A harsh north wind ushered her up the stone steps of the cathedral. She wore a long coat that buttoned up the front. A plaid scarf was twirled around her neck and tucked down the collar. Her dark, shoulder-length hair danced about with the prodding of the wind. Both hands, warmed by wool mittens, were tucked inside the deep pockets.

She pushed the enormous door shut behind her as she scuttled in out of the cold, rubber soles squeaking on the expansive marble floor. Megan hesitated where she stood, taking in the solemn atmosphere of all that lay around her, then used one hand to brush a few flakes of snow from her hair.

Megan was slightly startled by the sudden approach of a nun in a white habit.

“I’m Sister Rosalyn. Can I help you, child?”

“Yes,” Megan said. “I am here to see Sister Catina.”

“Ah, yes.” The smile brightened with recognition. “What is your name, please?”

“Megan Durant.”

“And is she expecting you?”

“No, no she isn’t. I visit Sister Catina every few months. She’s a family friend,” Megan said.

“I will inform Sister Catina that you’ve come,” the nun said as she turned to go.

Megan had been coming here to visit Sister Catina for as long as she could remember. In the past year, though, the Sister had taken ill, weakening with extreme age. On Megan’s last visit, Sister Catina had celebrated her 103rd birthday, an extraordinary feat for anyone, let alone a person who had lived a life of servitude. But the glow of life and abundant joy in her smile and crystalline blue eyes had never been extinguished.

“Sister Catina is asleep,” Sister Rosalyn said upon her return. “But you may see her, if you like.”

Megan stood and followed close behind down a long, poorly lit corridor. They passed by tall arched windows that let in filtered light from the courtyard.

The door was ajar. Sister Rosalyn hesitated for a moment with her hand on the coarse wood of the door, then pushed through. Megan trailed behind in the woman’s small shadow.

Another nun—much younger, barely out of her teens—sat stiffly in a straight-back chair between the one and only window and the one and only bed, reading quietly aloud from a leather-bound New Testament. She marked her place with a strip of crimson ribbon, smiled shyly, and ducked around Megan and Sister Rosalyn and out of the room.

Sister Catina lay in bed, the top blanket folded down across her shoulders. Her eyes were closed.

Megan thanked Sister Rosalyn for showing her in and found her way to the wooden chair, which was bathed by a pool of light from the window. She looked up as Sister Rosalyn left the room.

“Sister Catina.” Megan leaned close, gently touching one of the old woman’s wrinkled hands. “It’s Megan. I’ve come to see you for a few minutes, to say hello, to see how you are feeling.”

Bells chimed somewhere above them on the roof of the cathedral, ringing in the new hour. It was barely nine in the morning. The nun remained still.

Megan said, “I’m getting married. His name is Olin, he’s an American, like myself. Very handsome, and quite wealthy. And I am deeply in love with him. We will marry later this week. I am meeting him in New York. I’m so excited, Sister. Olin makes me so happy. He will love me and take care of me. You would love him, Sister. His heart is made of gold. Your prayers for me have been answered. God’s given me a companion for life.”

The wooden slats of the chair creaked as Megan shifted her weight in the seat. “Next time I visit, Olin will come with me. Then the two most important people in my life can be with me at the same time, and you can bless his life the way you’ve blessed mine.”

She stood and tugged the blanket up a fraction until it brushed beneath the nun’s chin. She bent low and kissed her gently on the forehead. Megan said, “Sleep well, Sister.” She pressed two fingers to her lips, then touched them to the nun’s cheek.

The younger nun appeared in the gap at the door and politely thanked Megan for the visit.

Megan found her own way back down along the corridor to the foyer, then out into the cold where the cab was waiting.

[image: space]

At that moment, in the predawn hours at Beagle Run, an FBI tech crew was digging the lead slug from the stained cedar trim that ran around the perimeter of the bathroom door. It was a large-grain bullet, long and slim, built for speed and accuracy.

An army of federal agents pounded the snow outside, hunting for any and every detail that might lead them even one small step in the direction they needed to look.

It was a full eight hours since the vice president had been slain. The trail was cooling by the second. A light dusting of snow had fallen in the meantime, making tracks much more difficult to detect.

They found where the old truck had been backed to the embankment. A series of measurements were taken between the hole in the window and the bullet’s final resting place to determine the angle of entry, which led them to the narrow space between the two massive firs where the shooter had taken aim and let go of a single round. From that point they tracked the shooter’s movements by foot, snowmobile, and finally tire tracks. That led to the sloped embankment fifty feet from a gravel road, and a complete dead end.

The agents in charge frowned and argued, looking for answers that weren’t there. The director wanted a strong lead by daybreak. He wouldn’t be getting it.








5



UNLIKE THE REST OF THE COUNTRY AT THE MOMENT, THE weather in Miami was perfect. Temperatures hanging near seventy, and plenty of glorious sunshine. The water was still a tad cool for a dip in the ocean, but to be out lying about in the sun, you couldn’t ask for more.

The grandchildren and great-grandchildren were in the sand just beyond the glass of the patio door. Anthony Philbrick watched them play. From where he sat on a wicker deck chair near the wet bar, he could hear them laughing and screaming. Mrs. Philbrick had taken off on a walk down the beach with their two oldest daughters, the twins. On the arm of his deck chair was his neon blue drink. He sipped from the drink as he stared at the horizon.

Speaker of the House Philbrick, who would turn seventy-nine on New Year’s Eve, sipped from the pink straw and did his very best not to doze. The beachfront condo in Miami was among his most beloved investments. The sun coming through the patio door was warm on his bare toes. Two of his four sons-in-law had the propane grill fired up on the long deck, and Philbrick could smell the shrimp and steak sizzling on the fire. He caressed the rounded hump of his gut and wondered how much more fatty food his heart would take.

Somewhere in another room, a phone rang. It was the synthetic beep of a cell phone. It rang twice before he heard his personal assistant answer. Twelve seconds later, she was in the room, at his side.

“Mr. Speaker, it’s for you.” She was holding a tiny, folding cell phone, barely larger than the palm of her hand. Her face was all-business.

“I’m on vacation.” His eyes never left the water. A two-man sailboat moved along the horizon in the distance. “Take a message. I’ll return it in a month.”

“I’m sorry, sir. It’s the president.”

He put the phone to his ear.

“Mr. President, what a pleasure!” He gave the assistant a look she was used to. It said to disappear.

“Tony, how’s the water?”

“Cold and blue, just like my drink.”

“Listen, Tony, I hate to interrupt your holiday, but I’m sending a plane to pick you up in forty-five minutes. I need you in D.C. immediately.”

“Whatever you say, Mr. President. But this is highly unusual. May I ask why?”

There was the pause. Three or four seconds of dead air. Philbrick watched the children tumble in the sand. The clouds broke, and the sun on his feet and legs and stomach spread across him like a blanket.

“James Ettinger died late last night.”

The tingle started at his toes and worked its way up his spine, to the hairs on the back of his neck. His mouth went dry. His lower jaw fell slack.

“Clifton, I, uh, I…I don’t know what to say…”

“Just be on that plane and get here.”

“Of course.”

“I need you to be sworn in as the new vice president as soon as possible. I know this is sudden, but it’s about to get chaotic around here. I’m asking you to become my second-in-command. Do you understand?”

“Absolutely, Mr. President. You can count on me.”

“Your country awaits your service.”

[image: space]

Conflicting emotions stirred in Megan as her taxi rounded a corner and she was able to make out in the distance the roofline of the flat. She had been running errands all day and was anxious to spend the last few hours in London with her two roommates. The cab stunk of cheap cigarettes. She would have cracked the window a bit but the choice was to suffocate or freeze. Mercifully, the driver edged up to the curb and barked what the meter read.

It was sad, really. One last night in the flat she’d called home for the past three years. She left the cab and walked along the ancient cement path, past shrubbery and the occasional leafless tree. The apartment building was a long, brick four-story L, topped by wood shingles and draped with ivy.

As was almost always the case, the little things were what she suddenly found herself beginning to miss. The smell of the entryway, a rather musty odor—nothing overbearing or obvious, but distinct all the same. The well-worn oak handrail leading up the four flights of stairs. The slightly bubbled tile at each landing. All of these Megan noticed and clung to as she took her time mounting the steps.

Melancholy swelled in her throat. She rattled her key in the lock and took a deep, sad breath before turning the knob. Many of her best memories belonged to this place, this three-bedroom unit overlooking a busy street in London. Memories she prayed she would not lose with time.

The door creaked, hinges groaning.

Vivian was on the couch, face buried in a magazine.

“Hey, Viv.” Megan tossed her keys onto the table in the entryway. She heard a muffled reply, and peeked over the magazine to find a Twinkie stuffed halfway into Vivian’s mouth. Vivian turned up her eyes and grinned guiltily.

“Where’s Anna?”

“On her way from Darrin’s.”

“Good. Get dressed, the two of you are treating me to a night on the town.”

[image: space]

They hit the club scene fast and furious, the three of them wanting to hold tight to what they’d shared as flatmates. The dance floor was shoulder to shoulder. Music was pulsing from speakers hidden in the walls. Vivian and Megan had a table next to the rail. Vivian had on her famous silk blouse and skirt. Megan toyed with the straw in her drink. The glass looked like a tall beaker.

The trio danced and drank and grew steadily deaf from the music.

They migrated to an even danker hole to eat.

Later, outside the restaurant, Anna said, “Hey, there’s a guy from my international finance class—Mitch. He’s throwing a little shindig. We could drop by!” A quick glance at her watch. “Starts in an hour. Let’s catch a cab!”

“What time is it now?” Megan asked.

Vivian dug at her coat sleeve. “Little after midnight.”

“Still early,” Anna said, arms crossed. “If I go to bed sober, I’ll forever hold this night against you.”

The three of them exchanged a conspiratorial look.

The corners of Megan’s mouth edged up in a slight grin. “All right, then,” she said. “Let’s go.”

[image: space]

Later, as the sun crawled slowly above the horizon, Anna and Vivian were fast asleep beneath heavy quilts they had piled in the living room. But when the first wedge of light slanted through the window overlooking the street, Megan sensed the warmth on her face and stirred.

She rose, holding a blanket around her, clutching it to her chest and neck.

London was sluggishly coming to life. Delivery trucks moved about on the narrow streets. Megan plugged in the coffeemaker, pulled a straight-back chair from the kitchen, and sat before the window, pale orange light on her face. She understood the imagery very clearly. This was the sunrise of a new life. Last night had been the sunset of an innocent and carefree existence, the only existence she’d known for her twenty-two years. Was she ready? Were her feet fully planted beneath her? Was it too soon? Like smooth flat stones, the questions skipped across the placid surface of her mind.

The aroma of coffee brewing brought about mild stirrings from one of the sleeping lumps beneath the blankets. But it was still early. And with no classes today, there was no reason to rise anytime before noon.

Megan sighed. She loved Olin. The very thought of him forced the doubts into the background. He would make a good husband. She would make a good wife. Together, some years in the distance, they would produce beautiful children. But that was the future. He had unearthed something in her, a patch of spirit she’d been unaware of. The amazing thing was that they really hadn’t known each other very long. That fact alone made it seem reasonable to have at least a modicum of hesitancy. But she had fallen madly in love with him at first sight, and he’d done nothing but strengthen her feelings for him since.

Her only desire now was to focus on Olin and their love for each other, and to cast off that nagging voice that produced a wrinkle of uncertainty. Olin was wealthy and successful. Should it matter that she knew so little about him?

By the time the sun was full and bright on her face, a few pedestrians had wandered onto the sidewalks. There was a certain security in knowing that this city would remain her home; though they would marry in the United States, their life would be built in England.

She wished London a good day and went to find her favorite mug.
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Somewhere in the Atlantic Ocean




ST. JOHN CAME UP ON DECK AS THE FIRST HINT OF SUNLIGHT spread out across the waves. The morning air was cool but pleasant. He wore drab olive green cargo pants and a Michigan State sweatshirt under a hooded rain jacket.

Neither the prevailing currents nor the winds created any sort of problem for the chugging old diesel engine. The prop pushed the boat along at a steady clip.

He stared at the horizon. It was flat and featureless. A bird with broad wings dipped to the water a half a mile to the east, then pounded toward the sky with a finned sea creature dying in the grip of its talons.

He decided that he could easily have been a fisherman, riding the sea to scratch out a living. One of his great-uncles had fished the seas off Portugal. He’d been a hulking man with calloused hands and a hard wind-beaten face. But what a life—away from land for weeks or months at a time, at the mercy of the elements. A life long on punishment and endurance, and short on pleasure or reward.

And here he was, still a young man, barely in his thirties, on his way to a life of his choosing, a life of luxury and bliss. Maybe at the end of this he would buy a real boat, with tall sails and fixtures of chrome and brass.

The boat was equipped with reasonably modern navigational technology. He tapped a button and a small red blip that represented his humble little craft sprang onto the digital radar screen. He was right on course. A glance at his watch: nearly 7 A.M.

St. John brushed his teeth, washed his hands, and raised his face to the small round mirror fixed above the tiny sink. The beard had grown in full and curly in the short span of two weeks. It would be a pleasure to take a razor to it. But not just yet.

On deck with the field glasses around his neck he kept watch. Around noon a handful of porpoises rose to the surface, dorsal fins slicing the water. St. John grinned as they spun and dove and crisscrossed in the boat’s path.

[image: space]

The three of them—Megan, Vivian, and Anna—rushed into the back of the waiting black cab, slamming its door just as it squealed away from the curb. The drive to Heathrow took forty minutes, during which there was laughter and tears and many hugs. Her companions helped carry her bags as they hurried through the terminal.

She would see them soon, but for some reason this was incredibly emotional, and Megan found herself clinging to them, not wanting to let go. She wore a long coat and her favorite maroon beret. Vivian and Anna each carried one of her bags. They hurried through the crowds and found seats at the British Airways gate. Nineteen minutes later, they hugged and cried again and went their separate ways as she turned and stepped in line for flight 189 from London to New York City.

The first-class seat was like sinking into a warm bath. The deep soft leather drew her in, and for the first time all day she managed to relax and simply enjoy the thought of all that lay ahead for her. The enormous airbus taxied onto the apron and within a few minutes was above the clouds and heading west. Megan ordered pasta and wine, and ate like a bird. She skimmed a magazine from a pouch behind the seat in front of her and eventually managed a nap as they crossed high above the Atlantic. The flight was scheduled to take seven hours and fifty minutes, but the weather might have other ideas in mind. She was in no hurry though. She had several days before she was to meet Olin. Then they would spend a couple of days in New York together before packing up and flying to Las Vegas to tie the knot.

As she slept, the plane thumped along, hammering across pockets of turbulence. Megan was a light sleeper but didn’t seem to notice the rough texture of the flight. She was lost in sleep, floating in dreams. Dreams filled with Olin—her sweet Olin. Her prince.

The few months they’d known each other had been a whirlwind. He’d swept her off her feet. From the beginning, she’d been impressed that he had acquired such wealth by such a young age. Megan had never dated anyone with money. He was rich and gorgeous—how could that not have influenced her? Such considerations disturbed her, so she simply brushed them aside.

Darkness enveloped the flight. The pilot offered a periodic update. Nobody seemed to listen, or at least to care. Many were napping, or reading, or watching the movie and listening with their headsets. When the city of New York blinked into view through the snow and cloud cover below them, an automatic excitement charged the air. There was bustling and chatter and an increase in movement. The pilot made the announcement, and everyone buckled in. Trays were folded up, books and magazines stowed.

Megan saw the light spread out in the distance. The city was aglow. Her heart pounded with anticipation. It would be an excruciating time waiting for Olin, but she’d make the most of it—shopping, seeing sights, dining out, taking in the galleries and museums. It would be the preamble to the real vacation. Dropping into a city the size of New York stirred more than a little trepidation in her chest. After all, she would be alone in the city until he arrived. But she refused to fall prey to these insecurities.

Flight 189 dropped rapidly, banking and circling, steady on its approach. The lights of the landing strip came into view, and then a slight jolt as the landing gear skipped on the pavement. They taxied up alongside the terminal at JFK, and the pilot, in his polished British accent, welcomed his passengers to the Big Apple.
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THE MAN’S NAME WAS JOEL BENJAMIN. AVERAGE HEIGHT, average build. 190 pounds, give or take. Dark brown hair and hazel eyes. Forty-seven years old. He was dressed in a rumpled gray suit, his tie loosened around his collar.

Less than ninety seconds earlier, Joel had been on his way to lock himself inside a rest room stall and kill himself. He had been weaving through the throng within the airport, his connecting flight home to St. Louis, Missouri, scheduled to begin boarding at 7:35 P.M. He had his luggage—a folded hanging bag and leather briefcase—with him. He’d made up his mind.

He had glanced at his watch then turned his gaze absently only for the fleetest of moments toward the flow of harried travelers rushing out of JFK.

In that instant, he forgot about his flight, forgot about the rest room, and forgot about the contents of the paper bag inside his briefcase. He had seen a face in the crowd. It had only been a glimpse, but he stopped dead in his tracks, the small hairs on the back of his neck suddenly standing on end. In that moment, he knew where he’d seen that person before.

The face belonged to a young woman. Perhaps early to midtwenties. Beautiful, really. Her hair was jet-black and was cut shoulder-length beneath a maroon beret. She wore a long coat and black shoes.

Joel had seen her for only a fraction of a second. But that was enough. He struggled with his luggage, dodging rudely through the mob. He rushed out through the doors into the cold. She was nowhere to be seen.

Then he spotted the maroon beret fifty feet ahead, at the curb, pulling open the door to a cab. There was a wall of human traffic between them. She was out of reach of both arm and voice. In the next breath she was inside the rear of the taxi, and in the next its taillights swerved into a lane of honking motorists.

Frantically, Joel Benjamin raised one hand in the air, his slim briefcase dangling from his thumb, motioning at a taxi that was plowing ahead through deep ruts in the snow and slush. Miraculously, it stopped. The door handle was slick with ice.

“Drive!” he ordered, slamming the door closed.

And they sped away from the curb.

“The taxi up ahead, four car lengths up, in the right lane, in front of the silver Cadillac…don’t let it out of your sight! Stay on its bumper until I tell you otherwise!”

The sun had set in New York City. Darkness had fallen hard on the city that never sleeps. It was brutally cold, made all the worse by harsh, unrelenting winds. Snow had first appeared ten days ago, and now the world was white and growing whiter by the minute.

The driver had both hands on the wheel. Traffic was backed up beyond the limits of human vision. Movement went in fits and starts. They crept along for a half a mile, then picked up speed.

The other cab signaled to change lanes, then made a dangerously hasty veer into the left lane.

“Hey pal, there’s just no way to get over that quick from here,” the driver said matter-of-factly.

Two fifty-dollar bills flew over the seat and landed in the driver’s lap.

“Just do it!”

There was a harsh squeal of tires as the cab skimmed past a Jaguar. The radials spun in the sludge that covered the centerline. The driver crossed himself quickly as he jerked the wheel one way then another, but his words weren’t nearly as Catholic as his gestures.

The headlights from the taxi pointed the way along the expressway. Joel stared out the window at a car in the next lane. He had missed his flight home, though he’d had no real plans to be on it anyway. Above them, in the night sky, a jetliner was blasting its way west. Maybe it was his USAir flight.

The Ford’s suspension was shot. It stunk of gasoline fumes. Joel clawed the cheap upholstery. Passing lights swept over him as they cut in and out of traffic. It occurred to him then that he had no clue where this little jaunt might take him.

The Ford shot through an impossibly narrow gap. Joel could hear the engine begging for a rest. They hugged the right lane.

Joel’s neck and back were as stiff and tight as newly milled lumber. He lowered his head for only a few seconds, propping his elbows on his knees, and worked his fingertips down the back of his neck, drumming out the knots that had collected there over the past few minutes. When he raised back up, her taxi was nowhere in sight.

“Where’d it go?” Joel’s arms were up over the seat.

“I don’t know, I don’t know—sit back! It was right up there just a second ago. A bus changed lanes and cut me off. And by the time it got out of my face, it was gone!” The driver’s photo ID had the name Jimmy beneath a face only a mother could love.

“Listen, Jimmy,” Joel said, digging out his wallet. He held up a wad of cash pinched between his index and middle fingers and said, “You find that cab, and this’ll be your tip. Understand?”

Jimmy mashed his ancient Reebok to the pedal.

They exited Grand Central Parkway and Jimmy’s eyes went wide and his neck craned, his head turning this way and that, hoping for even the faintest glimpse. He knew he was looking for cab number 1881. He’d seen the ID number printed in bold black lettering. But as they crossed the Triborough Bridge, 1881 was nowhere to be seen.

“I don’t know what to tell you, pal,” Jimmy offered with a shrug. “I’m not a miracle worker.”

“Just drive!”

Everywhere he looked were dozens of yellow cabs that were carbon copies of the one they were hunting. And they multiplied by the second. His field of view was a chaotic mess. Joel pressed the side of his face against the cool glass, and scolded himself. Stupid…stupid…stupid! The cab was gone. She was gone. Gone. She’d been nearly within his grasp. Yet as suddenly as she had appeared to him from among the passing throng outside JFK, she had now disappeared back into the cityscape.

Hers was a face he hadn’t seen in ten years, and one that he’d become certain he would never see again. But he had—here in this city, tonight.

Joel clutched his hands to his face in disbelief, uncertain whether to weep tears of anguish or those of intense relief. A moment he’d longed for had arrived with the abruptness of a brick to the head, then passed, and was now gone. Ten years of hope and loss rushed back at him in a torrent.

He had seen the face of an angel, his angel—his daughter.
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