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Prologue


FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD Nell MacDermott turned and began the swim back to shore. Her body tingled with youthful exhilaration as she looked about, taking in the glorious combination of the sun in the cloudless sky, the light, fresh breeze, the salty, foaming whitecaps breaking around her. She had been in Maui only an hour but already had decided that she liked it better than the Caribbean, which for the past several years was where her grandfather had taken the family for their annual post-Christmas vacation.

Actually, “family” seemed something of an exaggeration. This was the fourth year that their family had consisted of just her grandfather and herself. It had been five years ago when Cornelius MacDermott, legendary congressman from New York, had been called off the floor of the House of Representatives to be given the news that his son and daughter-in-law, both anthropologists on an expedition in the Brazilian jungle, had died in the crash of their small chartered plane.

He immediately had rushed to New York to pick up Nell at school. It was news that she had to hear from him. He arrived to find his granddaughter in the nurse’s office, weeping.

“When we were coming in from recess this morning, I suddenly felt that Dad and Mommy were with me, and that they had come to say good-bye to me,” she told him as he held her. “I didn’t actually see them, but I felt Mom kiss me, and then Dad ran his fingers through my hair.”

Later that day, Nell and the housekeeper who took care of her when her parents were away had moved into the brownstone on East Seventy-ninth Street, the place where her grandfather had been born, and where her father had been raised.

Nell flashed briefly on these memories as she began her swim back to shore and to her grandfather, who was sitting in a beach chair under an umbrella, having reluctantly acquiesced to her plea for one quick swim before they unpacked.

“Don’t go out too far,” he had cautioned as he opened his book. “It’s six o’clock, and the lifeguard is leaving.”

Nell would have liked to stay in the water longer, but she could see that the beach was almost deserted now, and she knew that in a few minutes her grandfather would realize he was getting hungry and start to get impatient, especially since they hadn’t even unpacked. Long ago her mother had warned her that any situation that left Cornelius MacDermott both hungry and tired was to be avoided.

Even from a good distance out, Nell could see that he was still deeply absorbed in his book. She knew though that it wouldn’t last much longer. Okay, she thought as she picked up her stroke—“Let’s make waves.”

Suddenly, she felt disoriented, as if she were being turned around. What was happening to her?

The shore disappeared from view as she felt herself being yanked from side to side, then pulled under. Stunned, she opened her mouth to call for help, but immediately found herself swallowing salty water. Sputtering and choking, she gasped for breath, struggling to keep afloat.

Riptide! While her grandfather was checking in at the front desk, she had overheard two bellmen talking about it. One of them said that there’d been a riptide on the other side of the island last week, and that two guys had drowned. He said that they died because they fought against the pull instead of letting themselves get carried out until they were beyond it.

A riptide is a head-on collision of conflicting currents. As her arms flailed, Nell remembered reading that description in National Geographic.

Still, it was impossible not to resist as she felt herself being pulled under the churning waves, down, down, and away from shore.

I can’t let myself get carried out! she thought in a sudden flash of panic. I can’t! If I go out, I’ll never get back in. She managed to orient herself long enough to look toward shore and glimpse the candy-striped umbrella.

“Help me!” she said feebly, her effort to scream ending when the salty water filled her mouth, gagging her. The current that was pulling her out and sucking her under was too strong to fight.

In desperation she flipped onto her back and let her arms go limp. Moments later she was struggling again, resisting the horrifying feeling of her body being rushed out away from shore, away from any hope of help.

I don’t want to die! she kept saying to herself. I don’t want to die! A wave was lifting her, tossing her, pulling her farther out. “Help me!” she said again, then began to sob.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. The invisible foamy chains abruptly released her, and she had to flail her arms to keep afloat. This was what they had talked about in the hotel, she thought. She had been tossed beyond the riptide.

Don’t get back into it, she told herself. Swim around it.

But she was too tired. She was too far out. She looked at the distant shore. She would never make it. Her eyelids were so heavy. The water was starting to feel warm, like a blanket. She was getting sleepy.

Swim, Nell, you can make it!

It was her mother’s voice, imploring her to fight.

Nell, get moving!

The urgent command from her father stung her senses and succeeded in shattering her lethargy. With blind obedience, Nell swam straight out, then began to make a wide circle around the area of the riptide. Every breath was a sob, every movement of her arms an impossible struggle, but she persevered.

Agonizing minutes later, nearing exhaustion, she managed to dive into a swelling wave that grabbed and held her and rushed her toward shore. Then it crested and broke, tossing her onto the hard, wet sand.

Trembling violently, Nell started to get up, then felt firm hands lifting her to her feet. “I was just coming to call you in,” Cornelius MacDermott said sharply. “No more swimming for you today, young lady. They’re putting up the red flag. They say there are riptides nearby.”

Unable to speak, Nell only nodded.

His face creased with concern, MacDermott pulled off his terry-cloth robe and wrapped it around her. “You’re chilled, Nell. You shouldn’t have stayed in so long.”

“Thank you, Grandpa. I’m fine.” Nell knew better than to tell her beloved, no-nonsense grandfather what had just happened, and she especially did not want him to know that once again she had had one of those experiences of being in communication with her parents, experiences that this most pragmatic of men brusquely dismissed as a flight of youthful fantasy.
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one


NELL SET OFF at a brisk pace on her familiar walk from her apartment on Park Avenue and Seventy-third Street to her grandfather’s office on Seventy-second and York. From the peremptory summons she had received, demanding that she be there by three o’clock, she knew that the situation with Bob Gorman must have come to a head. As a result she was not looking forward to the meeting.

Deep in thought, she was oblivious to the admiring glances that occasionally came her way. After all, she and Adam were happily married. Still, she knew that some people found a tall woman, with the slim, strong body of an athlete, short chestnut-colored hair that was now forming into humidity-caused ringlets, midnight-blue eyes, and a generous mouth, attractive. While growing up, and frequently attending public events with her grandfather, Nell’s rueful observation was that when the media described her, that was usually the word used—“attractive.”

“To me, attractive is like having a guy say, ‘She’s not much to look at, but what a personality!’ It’s the kiss of death. Just once I want to be described as ‘beautiful’ or ‘elegant’ or ‘stunning’ or even ‘stylish,’ ” she had complained when she was twenty.

Typically, her grandfather’s comment had been, “For God’s sake don’t be so silly. Be grateful you’ve got a head on your shoulders and know how to use it.”

The trouble was that she knew already what he wanted to discuss with her today, and the way he was going to ask her to use her head was a problem. His plans for her and Adam’s objections to them were most decidedly an issue.

AT EIGHTY-TWO, Cornelius MacDermott had lost little of the vigor that for decades had made him one of the nation’s most prominent congressmen. Elected at thirty to represent the midtown Manhattan district where he had been raised, he stayed in that spot for fifty years, resisting all arguments to run for the Senate. On his eightieth birthday he had chosen not to run again. “I’m not trying to beat Strom Thurmond’s record as the longest-serving guy on the Hill,” he had announced.

Retirement for Mac meant opening a consulting office and making sure that New York City and State stayed in his party’s political fold. An endorsement from him was a virtual laying on of hands for neophyte campaigners. Years ago he had created his party’s most famous election commercial on TV: “What did that other bunch ever do for you?” followed by silence and a succession of bewildered expressions. Recognized everywhere, he could not walk down the street without being showered with affectionate and respectful greetings.

Occasionally he grumbled to Nell about his status as a local celebrity: “Can’t set foot outside my door without making sure I’m camera ready.”

To which she replied, “You’d have a heart attack if people ignored you, and you know it.”

When she reached his office today, Nell waved to the receptionist and walked back to her grandfather’s suite. “The mood?” she asked Liz Hanley, his longtime secretary.

Liz, a handsome sixty-year-old, with dark brown hair and a no-nonsense expression, raised her eyes to heaven. “It was a dark and stormy night,” she said.

“Oh boy, that bad,” Nell said with a sigh. She tapped on the door of the private office as she let herself in. “Top of the day, Congressman.”

“You’re late, Nell,” Cornelius MacDermott barked, as he spun his desk chair around to face her.

“Not according to my watch. Three on the dot.”

“I thought I told you to get here by three.”

“I had a column to turn in, and unfortunately my editor shares your sentiments about punctuality. Now, how about showing me the winning smile that melts the voters’ hearts?”

“Today I haven’t got one. Sit down, Nell.” MacDermott indicated the couch situated beneath the corner window that offered panoramic views of the city east and north. He had chosen that office because it gave him a view of his longtime congressional district.

Nell called it his fiefdom.

As she settled on the couch, she looked at him anxiously. There was an unfamiliar weariness in his blue eyes, clouding his usual keenly observant expression. His erect carriage, even when he was seated, always gave the impression that he was taller than his actual height, but today even that seemed diminished. Even Mac’s famous shock of white hair appeared thinner. As she watched, he clasped his hands together and shrugged his shoulders as though trying to dislodge an invisible burden. With sinking heart, Nell thought for the first time in her memory that her grandfather looked his age.

He stared past her for a long moment, then got up and moved to a comfortable armchair near the couch.

“Nell, we’ve got a crisis, and you’ve got to solve it. After being nominated for a second term, that weasel Bob Gorman has decided not to run. He’s been offered a sweetheart deal to head up a new Internet company. He’ll serve out his term till the election but says he can’t afford to live on a congressman’s salary. I pointed out to him that when I helped him get the nomination two years ago, all he talked about at the time was a commitment to serving the people.”

She waited. She knew that last week her grandfather had heard the first rumors about Gorman not running for a second term. Obviously the rumors had been confirmed.

“Nell, there’s one person—and only one, in my opinion—who could step in and keep that seat in the party.” MacDermott frowned. “You should have done it two years ago when I retired and you know it.” He paused. “Look, it’s in your blood. You wanted to do it from the start, but Adam talked you out of it. Don’t let that happen again.”

“Mac, please don’t start on Adam.”

“I’m not starting on anyone, Nell. I’m telling you that I know you, and you’re a political animal. I’ve been grooming you for my job since you were a teenager. I wasn’t thrilled when you married Adam Cauliff, but don’t forget, I helped him to get his start in New York when I introduced him to Walters and Arsdale, a fine architectural firm and among my most valued supporters.”

Mac’s lips tightened. “It didn’t make me look good when, after less than three years, Adam walked out on them, taking their chief assistant, and opened his own operation. All right, maybe that’s good business. But from the outset, Adam knew my plans for you, your plans for yourself. What made him change his mind? You were supposed to run for my seat when I retired, and he knew it. He had no right to talk you out of it then, and he has no right to try to talk you out of it now.”

“Mac, I enjoy being a columnist. You may not have noticed, but I get mighty good feedback.”

“You write a darn good column. I grant you that. But it’s not enough for you and you know it.”

“Look, my reluctance now isn’t that Adam asked me to give up the idea of running for office.”

“No? Then what do you call it?”

“We both want children. You know that. He suggested I wait until after that happens. In ten years I’ll only be forty-two. That would be a good age to start running for elective office.”

Her grandfather stood impatiently. “Nell, in ten years the parade will have passed you by. Events move too fast to wait. Admit it. You’re aching to throw your hat in the ring. Remember what you said when you informed me you were going to call me Mac?”

Nell leaned forward, clasped her hands together and tucked them under her chin. She remembered; it happened when she was a freshman at Georgetown. At his initial protest, she had held her ground. “Look, you always say I’m your best friend, and your friends call you Mac,” she had told him. “If I keep calling you Grandpa, I’ll always be perceived as a kid. When I’m with you in public I want to be considered your aide-de-camp.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he had responded.

She remembered how she’d held up the dictionary. “Listen to the definition. In brief, an aide-de-camp is ‘a subordinate or confidential assistant.’ God knows for the present I’m both to you.”

“For the present?” he had asked.

“Until you retire and I take over your seat.”

“Remember, Nell?” Cornelius MacDermott said, breaking her reverie. “You were a cocky college kid when you said that, but you meant it.”

“I remember,” she said.

He came and stood right in front of her, leaning forward, his face right in front of hers. “Nell, seize the moment. If you don’t, you’ll regret it. When Gorman confirms that he isn’t running, there’ll be a scramble for the nomination. I want the committee to consider candidates behind you from the get-go.”

“When is the get-go?” she asked cautiously.

“At the annual dinner, on the 30th. You and Adam will be there. Gorman will be announcing his intention to leave when his term is complete; he’ll get teary-eyed and sniffle and say that, while it was a difficult decision for him to make, something has made it much easier. Then he’s going to dry his eyes and blow his nose, point to you and bellow that you, Cornelia MacDermott Cauliff, are going to run for the seat previously occupied by your grandfather for nearly fifty years. It will be Cornelia replacing Cornelius. The wave of the third millennium.”

Obviously pleased with himself and his vision, MacDermott smiled broadly. “Nell, it’ll bring the house down.”

With a pang of regret, Nell remembered that two years ago, when Bob Gorman ran for Mac’s seat, she had had a wild sense of impatience, a compulsion to be there, a need to see herself in his place. Mac was right. She was a political animal. If she didn’t get into the arena now, it could be too late—or at least, too late for a shot at this seat, which was where she wanted to start a political career.

“What’s Adam’s problem, Nell? He didn’t use to pull this stuff on you.”

“I know.”

“Is anything wrong between you two?”

“No.” She managed a dismissive smile to signify the suggestion was absurd.

How long had it been going on? she wondered. At what point had Adam become distracted, even remote? At first her concerned questions, asking him what was wrong, had been brushed off lightly. Now she detected an edge of anger. Only recently she had told him point-blank that if there was a serious problem with their relationship, then she deserved to hear about it. “I mean any kind of problem, Adam. Being in the dark is the worst problem of all,” she had said.

“Where is Adam?” her grandfather asked.

“He’s in Philadelphia.”

“Since when?”

“Yesterday. He’s speaking at a seminar for architects and interior designers. He’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I want him at the dinner on the 30th, standing by your side, applauding your decision. Okay?”

“I don’t know how much applauding he’ll do,” she said, a hint of dejection in her voice.

“When you were married he was gung-ho to be the spouse of a future politician. What happened to change his mind?”

You did, Nell thought. Adam became jealous of the time you demanded from me.

When she and Adam were first married, he’d been enthusiastic over the idea that she would continue to be active as Mac’s assistant. But that had changed when her grandfather announced his retirement.

“Nell, we now have a chance for a life that doesn’t revolve around the almighty Cornelius MacDermott,” Adam had said. “I’m sick of your being at his beck and call. Do you think that will get better if you campaign for his old seat? I have news for you. He won’t give you the chance to breathe, unless he’s exhaling for you.”

The children they’d hoped for hadn’t arrived, and they became part of his argument. “You’ve never known anything except politics,” Adam pleaded. “Sit it out, Nell. The Journal wants you to do a regular column. You might like the freedom.”

His entreaties had helped her make the decision not to pursue the nomination. Now, as she considered her grandfather’s arguments, along with his unique combination of ordering and coaxing her, Nell dispassionately admitted something to herself: commenting on the political scene wasn’t enough. She wanted to be in on the action.

Finally she said, “Mac, I’m going to put my cards on the table. Adam is my husband and I love him. You, on the other hand, have never even liked him.”

“That isn’t true.”

“Then let’s put it another way. Ever since Adam opened his own firm, you’ve had the shiv out for him. If I run for this office, it will be like the old days. You and I will be spending a lot more day-to-day time together, and if that’s going to work you’ve got to promise me that you’ll treat Adam the way you’d want to be treated if the positions were reversed.”

“And if I promise to embrace him to my bosom, then you’ll run?”

When she left Cornelius MacDermott’s office an hour later, Nell had given her word that she would seek the congressional seat being vacated by Bob Gorman.
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IT WAS THE THIRD TIME Jed Kaplan had passed the ground-floor architectural offices of Cauliff and Associates on Twenty-seventh Street off Seventh Avenue. The window of the converted brownstone contained a display that arrested him: the model of a modern forty-story apartment-office-shopping complex dominated by a gold-domed tower. The starkly postmodern building with its minimal ornamentation and white limestone façade was a striking contrast to the warmth of the brick tower, which radiated light as the dome slowly revolved.

Jed jammed his hands in the pockets of his jeans as he slouched forward until his face was almost pressed against the window. To a casual observer there was nothing either unusual or impressive about his appearance. He was of average height, thin, with short sandy hair.

His appearance was deceptive, however; under his faded sweatshirt, Jed’s body was hard and muscular, and his thinness belied his remarkable strength. A close look would have revealed that his complexion had coarsened from long exposure to sun and wind. And actual eye contact would have caused most people to experience an instinctively uneasy reaction.

Thirty-eight years old, Jed had spent most of his life as a loner and a drifter. After five years in Australia, he had returned home for one of his infrequent visits to his widowed mother only to learn that she had sold the small parcel of Manhattan property that had been in the family for four generations, a building which had housed a once-thriving but now barely profitable fur business, with rental apartments above the store.

His reaction had been immediate, and they had quarreled violently about it.

“What’d you expect me to do?” his mother had pleaded. “Building falling apart; insurance going up; taxes going up; tenants moving out. The fur business is going down the toilet. In case you haven’t heard, it isn’t good politics to wear fur anymore.”

“Pop intended for me to have that property,” Jed had shouted. “You had no right to sell it!”

“Pop also wanted you to be a good son to me; he wanted you to settle down, to get married, have children, have a decent job. But you didn’t even come when I wrote that he was dying.” She’d begun to weep. “When was the last time you saw a picture of Queen Elizabeth or Hillary Clinton in a fur? Adam Cauliff paid me a fair price for the property. I have money in the bank. For whatever time I have left, I can sleep at night without worrying about bills.”

With increasing bitterness, Jed observed the model of the complex. He sneered at the legend below the tower: A BEACON OF BEAUTY, SETTING THE TONE FOR THE NEWEST, MOST EXCITING RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT IN MANHATTAN.

The tower was going to be erected on the land his mother had sold to Adam Cauliff.

That land was worth a fortune, he thought. And Cauliff had talked her into believing that you could never do anything to develop it because it was next door to that historical wreck, the old Vandermeer mansion. He knew it never would have occurred to his mother to even try to sell it, though, if Cauliff hadn’t buzzed around her.

Yes, he’d given her fair market value. But then the mansion had burned, and a big-shot real estate guy, Peter Lang, snapped up that property, and by putting it together with the Kaplans’ property they created a prime development site, one now much more valuable as a whole than the two separate parcels had been.

Jed had heard some homeless woman was squatting in the Vandermeer and lit a fire to keep warm. Why didn’t that bum burn down the stinking landmark before Cauliff got his hands on my property? Jed silently raged. Anger, profound and bitter, rose in his throat. I’ll get Cauliff, he vowed. I swear to God I’ll get him. If we still had owned that property after they stopped calling that old dump a landmark, we’d have gotten millions for it . . .

Abruptly, he turned away from the window. Looking at the miniature of the complex practically made him physically ill. He walked to Seventh Avenue where he stood hesitantly for a minute, then headed south. At seven o’clock he was standing at the marina of the World Financial Center. With envious eyes he viewed the array of small, sleek yachts that bobbed up and down in the rising tide.

An obviously new forty-foot cabin cruiser was the object of his attention. The name written in Gothic script across the stern was Cornelia II.

Cauliff’s boat, he thought.

Since his return to New York, Jed had been learning everything he could about Adam Cauliff, and he had been at this spot many times with always the same thought in mind: What am I going to do about that jerk and his precious boat?
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AFTER THE FINAL SESSION of the architectural seminar in Philadelphia, Adam Cauliff had dinner with two of his colleagues, then quietly checked out of the hotel and drove back to New York.

It was ten-thirty when he started out, and the traffic on the turnpike was reasonably light.

At dinner, Ward Battle had confirmed the rumor that Walters and Arsdale, the architectural firm Adam had worked for until he opened his own company, was being investigated for bid rigging and for accepting bribes from contractors.

“From what I hear, that’s only the tip of the iceberg, Adam, which means, of course, that, as a former employee, you’ll probably be asked a lot of questions. Just thought you should know. Maybe MacDermott can make sure they don’t put much on you.”

Mac help out? Adam thought scornfully. Forget it. If he believed I was involved in any funny-money deals, he’d boil the pitch for them to throw on me.

He’d remained calm at dinner.

“I don’t have anything to worry about,” he had told Battle. “I was just one of the little guys at Walters and Arsdale.”

He had not known what tonight would hold, and had planned to stay over in Philadelphia. As a result, Nell did not expect him home until tomorrow. When Adam exited the Lincoln Tunnel, he hesitated for a moment, then turned right instead of going left, which would have taken him to his apartment uptown. Five minutes later he pulled into a garage on Twenty-seventh Street.

His suitcase in one hand, his keys in the other, he walked the half block to the office. The window lights had turned off automatically, but even so the silhouette of the miniature Vandermeer Tower was starkly handsome in the glow from the streetlight.

Adam stood observing it, unconscious of the weight of the suitcase in his left hand, unaware that he was restlessly tugging at the key ring in his right hand.

Shortly after they met, Cornelius MacDermott had laughingly observed, “Adam, you’re a prime example of the difference between appearance and reality. You’re from a one-horse town in North Dakota, but you look and sound like a preppie from Yale. How do you manage it?”

“I manage it because I don’t try to pretend to be something I’m not. Maybe you think I should wear overalls and carry a rake?” he had said defensively.

“Don’t be so touchy,” Mac had snapped. “I was complimenting you.”

“Sure you were.”

Mac would have liked Nell to end up with a preppie from Yale, Adam thought, a preppie whose father had clawed his way to the top in New York. Well, Mac may have been a hotshot in Congress, but anything he knows about North Dakota he learned from renting a tape of Fargo, he told himself, dismissing all thought of his wife’s grandfather.

Then something at the end of the deserted street caught his attention. He glanced to the side and noticed a guy hanging out in a nearby doorway. With three quick steps, he was at the office door and turning the key. He didn’t need to get mugged tonight.

He did not relax until he was in his office with the door locked. The handsome oak armoire held a television and a bar. He yanked open the doors, reached for the Chivas Regal and poured a generous amount into a glass. He sat on the couch, slowly sipping the scotch, a man who, to the casual observer, might have seemed to be totally at ease, resting after a long day.

And it was a fact that people did observe Adam. He appeared taller than his six feet because he had taught himself to keep his back ramrod straight, even when sitting. Rigorous exercise had kept his body trim and disciplined. Light hazel eyes and a mouth that curved easily into a smile were the dominant features in his lean face. Darts of gray abundantly sprinkled through his dark brown hair was to him a welcome sight. He knew that without the gray he ran the risk of looking too boyish.

He slid off his jacket, loosened his tie and undid the top button of his shirt. His cell phone was in his pocket. He fished it out and laid it on the table next to his glass. He didn’t have to worry that Nell would phone the hotel and be told that he’d checked out. If she tried to reach him at all, she would dial him on this phone, but the odds were that she wouldn’t try tonight. They had spoken this afternoon, just before she went to see her grandfather, and if his guess was right, that meeting was one she would wait for the right moment to discuss with him.

So the night is mine, Adam thought. I can do anything I want to do. I can even go downstairs and take the model out of the window, since my design was rejected. Which is something Mac won’t be sorry to hear, he thought bitterly. But after an hour of reviewing his options step by step, he decided to go home. The office felt claustrophobic, and he realized he did not want to sleep on the pull-out couch there.

It was nearly two o’clock when, with careful, quiet steps, he entered the apartment and turned on the small foyer light. He showered and changed in the guest bathroom, then methodically laid out his clothes for the morning, after which he tiptoed into the bedroom and slipped into bed. Nell’s even breathing told him that he had succeeded in his goal of not waking her, for which he was grateful. He knew that if she had awakened, it might be hours before she would fall asleep again.

He had no such trouble, however: fatigue hit him almost immediately, and he felt his eyes closing.
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LISA RYAN WAS AWAKE well before the alarm was set to go off at 5:00 A.M. Jimmy had had another restless night, turning and tossing, muttering in his sleep. Three or four times she had reached over and put a soothing hand on his back, hoping to quiet him.

Finally, a few hours ago he had fallen into a heavy sleep, and she knew that now she’d have to shake him awake. She didn’t have to get up yet, though, and was keeping her fingers crossed that after he left, she’d be able to doze off until it was time to rouse the kids.

I’m so tired, Lisa thought. I’ve hardly slept at all, and today’s my long day at work. A manicurist, she was booked straight through from nine until six.

Her life didn’t used to be this exhausting. Everything had started to go wrong when Jimmy lost his job. He had been out of work for nearly two years before he connected with Cauliff and Associates, and while they had managed to make some inroads, they still had bills that had accumulated during the time he was unemployed.

Unfortunately, the circumstances under which he had lost that previous job had not helped the situation. Jimmy had been fired because the boss overheard him commenting to a coworker on his belief that someone at the company was on the take. The reason for this conclusion: the concrete they were pouring was not nearly the quality listed in the specifications.

After that happened, everywhere he applied he heard the same story: “Sorry, we don’t need you.”

The realization that it had been naïve, stupid and useless ever to have made the comment brought about the beginning of change in him. Lisa was sure he had been on the verge of a nervous breakdown—then the call came from Adam Cauliff’s assistant that his application to Cauliff for a job had been passed on to the Sam Krause Construction Company. It had been a great relief that shortly thereafter Jimmy had been hired.

But the emotional turnaround Lisa expected to see in Jimmy after he went back to work didn’t come about. She’d even talked to a psychologist who warned her that it sounded as if Jimmy was in a state of depression, adding it probably wasn’t something he could get over by himself. But Jimmy had become furious when she suggested that he go for help.

In the last months, Lisa had begun to feel infinitely older than her thirty-three years. The man sleeping next to her no longer seemed to be the man who as her childhood sweetheart had joked that he’d climbed out of his playpen to ask her for their first date. Jimmy’s emotional state had become erratic. One minute he would fly off the handle at her and the children, then the next he’d have tears in his eyes as he apologized. He’d begun to drink, usually having two or three scotches every evening—and he didn’t handle them well.

She knew this aberrant behavior couldn’t be traced to an affair with another woman. Jimmy was home every night now, having even lost interest in going to the occasional baseball game with his buddies. Nor had there been any instances of his infrequent problem of risking too much on a horse or a ball game. On payday he handed his uncashed check to her; the stub showed his accumulated earnings.

Lisa had tried to make him realize that he needn’t be depressed about finances anymore, that they were getting caught up with the credit-card charges run up when he was out of work. It didn’t seem to make a difference. In fact, nothing seemed to matter to him anymore.

They still lived in the small Cape Cod in Little Neck, Queens, that had been planned as their starter home when they’d married thirteen years ago. But three children in seven years had meant buying bunk beds rather than a larger home. Lisa used to joke about that, but she didn’t anymore—she knew it got under Jimmy’s skin.

As the alarm finally rang, she reached over and turned it off, then with a sigh turned to her husband. “Jimmy.” She shook his shoulder. “Jimmy.” Her voice became louder, although she tried to avoid showing any trace of the concern she felt.

Finally she was able to rouse Jimmy. Listlessly he muttered, “Thanks, honey,” and disappeared into the bathroom. Lisa got out of bed, went to the window and pulled up the shade. It was going to be a beautiful day. She twisted her light brown hair into a knot, pinned it up and reached for her robe. Suddenly no longer sleepy, she decided to have coffee with Jimmy.

He came down to the kitchen ten minutes later and looked surprised to see her there. He didn’t even notice that I’d gotten out of bed, Lisa thought sadly.

She studied him carefully although with caution lest he see the concern in her eyes. There was something terribly vulnerable in the way he looked at her this morning, she thought. He thinks I’m going to start in on him about getting psychological help, she decided.

Careful to keep her voice light, she announced, “It’s too nice a day to stay in bed. Thought I’d join you for a cup of coffee, then go outside and watch the birds wake up.”

Jimmy was a big man, with hair that once had been fiery red and was now a copper brown. Working outdoors had given him a ruddy complexion, but Lisa realized that his face was becoming deeply lined.

“That would be nice, Lissy,” he said.

He did not sit down but stood at the table as he gulped the coffee, shaking his head at her offer of toast or cereal.

“Don’t wait dinner for me,” he said. “The big shots are having one of those five o’clock meetings on Cauliff’s fancy boat. Maybe he’s going to fire me and wants to do it in style.”

“Why would he fire you?” Lisa asked, hoping her voice didn’t convey anxiety.

“I’m kidding. But if it happens, maybe he’d be doing me a favor. How’s the painted-nail business? Can you support all of us?”

Lisa went over to her husband and put her arms around his neck. “I think you’re going to feel a lot better when you let me know what’s eating at you.”

“Keep thinking that.” Jimmy Ryan’s powerful arms pulled his wife close to him. “I love you, Lissy. Always remember that.”

“I’ve never forgotten it. And . . .”

“I know—‘likewise, I’m sure.’ ” He smiled briefly at the dumb expression that had tickled them when they were teenagers.

Then he turned from her and moved to the door. As it closed behind him, Lisa could not be sure, but she thought Jimmy had whispered, “I’m sorry.”
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THAT MORNING, Nell decided to make a special breakfast for Adam, then instantly became irritated at the thought that she was using food to try to cajole him into going along with a career choice she had every right to make for herself. That realization did not keep her from going ahead with her preparations, however. With a rueful smile, she remembered a cookbook that had belonged to her maternal grandmother. The book’s cover had carried the legend, THE WAY TO A MAN’S HEART IS THROUGH HIS STOMACH. Her mother, a career anthropologist and herself a terrible cook, used to joke about that sentiment to her father.

As she got out of bed she could hear Adam in the shower. Nell had awakened when he came into the apartment last night, but had decided not to let him know that she was awake. Yes, she knew they needed to talk, but two o’clock in the morning did not seem the time to discuss her meeting the afternoon before with her grandfather.

She would have to bring it up at breakfast this morning, though, because they would be seeing Mac that night and she wanted to get the discussion out of the way beforehand. Mac had phoned her last night to remind her that they were expected at the seventy-fifth birthday dinner he was having for his sister, Nell’s great-aunt Gert, at the Four Seasons restaurant.

“Mac, you didn’t really think we’d forget that, did you?” she had asked. “Of course we’ll both be there.” But she didn’t add that she’d rather not have the subject of her possible candidacy raised as a topic of conversation; there was no point, since it was inevitable that it would come up during dinner. So that meant she had to tell Adam this morning about her decision to run. He would never forgive her if he got the word from Mac.

Most mornings Adam left for the office by 7:30, and she tried to be in their study by 8:00 at the latest, working on her column for the next day. Before that, though, they typically had a light breakfast together, albeit a fairly silent one as they both read the morning papers.

Wouldn’t it be nice if Adam would just understand how very much I want to try to win Mac’s old congressional seat, or at least be a part of the excitement this election year? she thought as she pulled a carton of eggs from the refrigerator. Wouldn’t it be terrific if I didn’t have to keep walking a tightrope between the only two men in the world who are important to me? Wouldn’t it be nice if Adam didn’t view my desire to pursue a career in politics as a threat to him and to our relationship?

He used to understand, she thought as she set the table, poured fresh-squeezed orange juice and reached for the coffeepot. He used to say that he was looking forward to having a good seat in the Visitors’ Gallery on Capitol Hill. That was three years ago. What had happened to change his mind? she wondered.

She tried not to be bothered by Adam’s preoccupied air as he hurried into the kitchen, slid onto the bench at the breakfast bar and reached for the Wall Street Journal, all with only a nod of acknowledgment.

“Thanks, Nell, but I’m honestly not hungry,” he said, when she offered him the omelet she had prepared. So much for the extra effort, she thought.

She sat across from him and considered what tack she should take. From the closed expression on his face, she could tell this wasn’t the right moment to begin any discussion about her possible run for a congressional seat. And that’s just too bad, she thought, feeling her irritation begin to mount. I may just have to go ahead without his blessing.

She reached for her own coffee and glanced down at the front page of the Times. One of the lead articles caught her eye. “My God, Adam, have you seen this? The district attorney may press bid-rigging charges against Robert Walters and Len Arsdale.”

“I know that.” His voice was controlled, level.

“You worked with them for nearly three years,” she said, shocked. “Will you be questioned?”

“Probably,” he said matter-of-factly. Then he smirked. “Tell Mac he has nothing to worry about. The family honor will remain unstained.”

“Adam, that’s not what I meant!”

“Come on, Nell, I can read you like a book. You’re trying to find a way to tell me that the old man has talked you into running for office. When he opens his newspaper this morning, the first thing he’ll do is call you and say that having my name associated with an investigation such as this might well hurt your chances. I’m right, aren’t I?”

“You’re right about my wanting to run for office, but the possibility of your hurting my chances certainly never entered my mind,” Nell said evenly. “I think I know you well enough to know that you’re not dishonest.”

“There are varying degrees of honesty in the construction business, Nell,” Adam said. “Fortunately for you, I stick to the highest standards, which is one of the many reasons I left Walters and Arsdale. Do you think that will satisfy Mac the Icon?”

Nell stood up, her irritation flashing. “Adam, look, I can understand why you’re upset, but don’t take it out on me. And since you brought it up, I’ll tell you. Yes, I’ve decided I am going to go for Mac’s seat, since Bob Gorman is giving it up, and I think it might be nice if you supported me.”

Adam shrugged and shook his head. “Nell, I’ve been honest with you. Since we’ve been married I’ve seen that politics is an all-absorbing way to spend a life. It can be tough on a marriage. Many don’t survive. But it’s clearly your decision to make, and clearly you’ve made it.”

“Yes, I have,” she said, struggling to keep her voice even. “So please have the good grace to put up with it, if that’s what it takes, because I have news for you, Adam: it’s a lot worse for a marriage if one spouse tries to keep the other from doing something he or she wants. All along, I’ve tried to help you in your career. So please give me a break. Help me in mine, or at least don’t make it so hard for me.”

He shoved his chair back and stood. “So that’s that, I guess.” He moved to leave, then turned back. “Don’t worry about dinner tonight. We’ve got a meeting scheduled on the boat, and afterward I’ll get something to eat downtown.”

“Adam, it’s Gert’s seventy-fifth birthday. She’ll be so disappointed if you’re not there.”

He faced her. “Nell, not even for Gert—whom I like very much. Forgive me, but I just do not want to spend this evening with Mac.”

“Adam, please. Surely you can come after the meeting. It’s okay if you’re late. Just make an appearance.”

“Make an appearance? Campaign language is starting already. Sorry, Nell.” In quick strides he headed for the foyer.

“Then, damn it, maybe you should skip coming home at all.”

Adam stopped and turned to face her. “Nell, I hope you don’t mean that.”

They stared at each other in silence for a long moment, and then he was gone.
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SAM KRAUSE’S NEWEST GIRLFRIEND, Dina Crane, was not at all happy when he called on Friday morning to cancel their date that evening.

“I could meet you at Harry’s Bar when you finish,” she suggested.

“Look, this is business and I don’t know how long it will take,” he said brusquely. “We’ve got a lot of stuff to go over. I’ll call you Saturday.”

He hung up without giving Dina a chance to say anything more. He was seated in his private office at Third Avenue and Fortieth Street, a large, airy corner room, with walls covered by artists’ renderings of the skyscrapers built by the Sam Krause Construction Company.

It was only ten o’clock, and his already edgy mood had been exacerbated by a call from the district attorney’s office requesting a meeting with him.

He got up and walked to the window, where he stood staring sullenly at the street activity sixteen stories below. He watched a car skillfully weave through the choking traffic, and then smiled grimly as the car became boxed in behind a truck that had stopped suddenly, blocking two lanes.

The smile vanished, though, as Sam realized that in a way he was like that car. He had sidestepped a number of obstacles to get to this point in his life, and now a major hurdle was being thrown in his path, threatening to block it completely. For the first time since he was a teenager, he found himself suddenly vulnerable for prosecution.

He was a fifty-year-old, large-boned man of average height, with weathered skin and thinning hair, and an independent nature. He had never bothered to give much thought to his appearance. What made him attractive to women was his air of absolute self-confidence, along with the cynical intelligence reflected in his slate-gray eyes. Some people respected him. Many more were afraid of him. A very few liked him. For all of them, Sam felt amused contempt.

The phone rang, followed by a buzz on the intercom from his secretary. “Mr. Lang,” she announced.

Sam grimaced. Lang Enterprises was the third factor in the Vandermeer Tower venture. His feelings about Peter Lang ranged from envy, over the fact that he was the product of family wealth, to grudging admiration of his seeming genius at optioning apparently worthless properties that turned out to be real estate gold mines.

He crossed to his desk and picked up the receiver: “Yeah, Peter? Thought you’d be on the golf course.”

Peter was in fact calling from his father’s waterfront estate in Southampton, which he had inherited. “I am, as a matter of fact. Just wanted to make sure the meeting is still on.”

“It is,” Sam told him, and replaced the receiver without saying good-bye.
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NELL’S NEWSPAPER COLUMN, called “All Around the Town,” ran three times a week in the New York Journal. It contained a potpourri of comments on what was going on in New York City, its subjects ranging from the arts to politics, and from celebrity events to human-interest features. She had started writing it two years ago, when Mac retired and she had declined Bob Gorman’s request that she stay on to run the New York congressional office.

Mike Stuart, the publisher of the Journal and a longtime friend to both Nell and Mac, had been the one to suggest the column.

“With all the letters you’ve written to the op-ed page, you’ve virtually been working for us for free, Nell,” he had told her. “You’re a damn good writer, and smart too. Why not have a try at getting paid for your opinions for a change?”

This column is another thing I’ll have to give up when I run for office, Nell thought as she walked into the study.

Another thing? What am I thinking about? she asked herself. After Adam left that morning, she had gone through her usual routine with anger-fueled energy. In less than half an hour she cleared the table, tidied the kitchen and made the bed. She remembered that Adam had undressed in the guest room last night. A quick check there revealed that he had left his navy jacket and his briefcase on the bed.

He was too busy slamming out of here this morning to remember them, Nell thought. He probably was stopping at a job site; he just had on that light, zip-up jacket. Well, if he needs his jacket and briefcase, let him come back for them, or even better, send someone else to get them. I’m not playing errand girl for him today. She picked up the jacket and hung it in the closet, and she carried the briefcase to his desk in the small third bedroom that had become their study.

But an hour later, sitting at her desk, showered and dressed in her “uniform”—as she referred to her jeans, oversized shirt and sneakers—it was impossible to ignore the fact that she had done nothing to make this situation easier. Hadn’t she as much as told Adam not to come home tonight?

Suppose he takes me up on that? she asked herself, but then refused to consider the possibility. We may be having a serious problem at the moment, but it has nothing to do with the way we feel about each other.

He must be at the office by now, she decided. I’ll call him. She reached for the phone, then quickly pulled back. No, I won’t call. I gave in to him two years ago when he asked me not to run for Mac’s seat, and I’ve regretted it every day since. If I equivocate now, he will see it as a complete surrender—and there’s just no reason why I should have to give it up. There are plenty of women in Congress now—women who have husbands and children they care about. Besides, it’s not fair: I’d never ask Adam to give up his career as an architect, or to forego any part of it.

Nell resolutely began to go through the notes she had put together for the column she was going to write this morning, but then, unable to concentrate, she put them down.

Her thoughts went back to last night.

When Adam slipped into bed, he had fallen asleep almost immediately. Hearing his steady breathing, she had moved closer to him, and in his sleep he had thrown his arm around her and murmured her name.

Nell thought back to the first time she and Adam met—it was at a cocktail party, and her immediate impression of him was that he was the most attractive man she had ever met. It was his smile—that slow, sweet smile. They’d left the party together and gone out to dinner. He had told her that he was going out of town on business for a couple of days but would call her when he got back. Two weeks had passed before that call came, and for Nell they felt like the longest two weeks of her life.

Just then the phone rang. Adam, she thought as she grabbed the receiver.

It was her grandfather. “Nell, I just saw the paper! I hope to God that hotshot Adam hasn’t got anything to worry about with this investigation into Walters and Arsdale. He was there during the time they are looking into, so if there was any hanky-panky going on, he must have known about it. He needs to come clean with us; I don’t want him hurting your chances of winning this election.”

Nell took a deep breath before she responded. She loved her grandfather dearly, but there were times when he made her want to scream. “Mac, Adam left Walters and Arsdale precisely because he didn’t like some of the things he saw going on there, so you don’t have anything to worry about on that front. And by the way, didn’t I tell you yesterday to please lay off that ‘hotshot Adam’ stuff and all that goes with it?”

“Sorry.”

“You don’t sound sorry.”

Mac ignored her comment. “See you tonight. And speaking of which, I called Gert to wish her a happy birthday, and I’ve got to tell you, I think the woman is nuts. She told me she is spending the day at some damn channeling event. Fortunately, though, she hadn’t forgotten about tonight, and she says she is looking forward to the dinner. She also remarked on how much she was looking forward to seeing your husband; said she hadn’t seen him in a long time. For some reason, she seems to think the sun rises and sets on him.”

“Yes, I know she does.”

“She asked me if she could bring along a couple of those mediums she hangs out with, but I told her to forget it.”

“But Mac, it is her birthday,” Nell protested.

“That may be, but at my age I don’t want any of those nuts studying me—even from a distance—to see if my aura is changing, or worse yet, fading away. I’ve got to go. See you tonight, Nell.”

Nell replaced the receiver in its cradle and leaned back in her chair. She agreed with her grandfather that Gert was a true eccentric, but she wasn’t “nuts,” as he had said. After Nell’s parents died, it was Gert who had provided her with a great deal of support, becoming a kind of combination surrogate mother and grandmother. And, Nell reminded herself, it was precisely because of her belief in the paranormal that Gert was able to understand what I meant when I said that I felt that Mom and Dad had been there with me, both on the day they died and when I was caught in the riptide in Hawaii. Gert understands because she gets those feelings too.
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