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CHAPTER

1

The rotors of Marine One slowed, then stopped. Dust clouds billowed into the still air. Minutes later, a second, identical helicopter landed twenty yards away. A short staircase lowered to the parched ground. A Marine sergeant in formal dress left the shelter of the first chopper and took a position at attention at the base of the staircase. The door of the chunky Sikorsky Sea King swung open.

And with no more fanfare than that, the most powerful man on Earth, his ubiquitous, well-publicized dog at heel, stepped out into the warm Wyoming evening.

Fifty feet away, still in the saddle, Gabe Singleton calmed his horse with a few pats behind the ear. The midmorning appearance of a Secret Service agent at the Ambrose Regional Medical Center had given Gabe warning that the presidential drop-in was going to take place, but the man hadn’t been specific about the time and, following an exhausting all-nighter caring for two patients in the ICU, even a visitor of this magnitude couldn’t keep Gabe from his customary ride out into the desert and back.

“Hey, cowboy,” President Andrew Stoddard called out, descending the stairs and sincerely saluting the lone Marine as he passed, “whattaya say?”

“I say you and your choppers scared the crap out of this world-weary old nag …. Frightened my horse, too.”

The two men shook hands, then embraced. Stoddard, who Gabe felt looked presidential even when they were first-year roommates at the Naval Academy, showed the stress of three and a half years in office. Silver highlighted his razor-cut dark brown hair, and deep crow’s-feet had appeared at the corners of his iridescent blue eyes. Still, he was every bit the man in charge—the decorated Desert Storm pilot and former governor of North Carolina, whose star had been on the ascendancy since the day he took his first privileged breath.

“One of the downsides of the job,” Stoddard said, gesturing toward his entourage. “Twin helicopters so that any whacko who decides to take a bazooka shot at one of them has only a fifty-fifty chance of blowing me away, Secret Service studs checking out every inch that’s gonna be stepped on by these size elevens and every toilet seat that’s gonna be graced by these presidential cheeks, plus a medical team trained to know that it’s not if something terrible happens to their boss, it’s when.”

“If you’re looking to make a job change, I could use a wrangler on my ranch.”

“How many do you have working for you now?” Stoddard asked, glancing about.

“You would be the first. I’m afraid our benefits package is a little thin, too, starting with that you’d have to pay me to work here.”

“Hey, put me on the list. I don’t know if you follow the polls or not, but I haven’t got a hell of a lot of job security at the moment. Got some time to talk with an old pal?”

“If you’ll let me put my other old pal Condor, here, in the stables.”

“Fine-looking horse.”

“And that’s a fine-looking pooch. Liberty, right?” Gabe patted the dog’s rock-solid flank.

“Good memory,” Stoddard said. “Liberty’s making quite a name for himself, tagging along with me and changing people’s misperceptions about pit bulls, just like we’re changing people’s misconceptions about America. I’ve had dogs all my life, Gabe, but Liberty, here, is the best. Strong as a tiger, wise as an owl, and as gentle and dependable as that horse of yours.”

“Maybe you should have named him Simile.”

The president laughed out loud. “I love it. This here’s my trusty dog, Simile. He’s tough as a Tennessee hickory nut, but gentle as baby powder. Carol will think that’s very funny, too, especially since, unlike her husband, she’s actually likely to know the difference between a simile and a metaphor. Hey, Griz.”

A thick-necked, barrel-chested, balding Secret Service man wearing the obligatory black suit and reflective shades seemed to materialize from nowhere.

“You rang?”

“Griz, this is my old college roomie Gabe Singleton. Doctor Gabe Singleton. It’s been five years or so since we last saw one another, but it seems like yesterday. Gabe, this here’s Treat Griswold, my number-one protector and probably the number-two man in the whole Secret Service. Obsessive to a fault. Swears he’s telling the truth when he says he’ll take that proverbial bullet for me, but with that crooked smile and those beady little eyes of his, I just don’t believe him.”

“In that case, sir, you’ll just have to wait and see,” Griswold said, stopping just short of pulverizing the bones in Gabe’s hand at the same time. “I’ll be happy to get Condor settled in, Doctor. I used to muck out stables and ride warm-ups when I was a kid.”

Gabe liked the Secret Service agent immediately.

“In that case you’ve come a long way,” he said, handing over the reins. “Tack room’s in the barn. Maybe we can go for a ride sometime.”

“Maybe we can, sir,” Griswold said. “Come on, Liberty, let’s put this big ol’ fellow to bed.”

Stoddard took Gabe by the arm and led him to the back door. The house, seven rustic rooms that still had the feel of the cabin it was before some additions, was Gabe’s cut from the end of his five-year marriage to Cynthia Townes, a bright, vivacious nurse from the hospital who loved him to pieces from day one to day last. Her mistake.

Cinnie’s last words to him before she handed over her keys and took off for a teaching job in Cheyenne were to beg him to finish dealing with his past before he made any further attempts to build a future with anyone. For seven more years he had taken her at her word, and so had carefully avoided another in-depth connection. He might be done dealing with his past, but he had serious doubt it was ever going to be done dealing with him.

“Sorry I haven’t gotten out here for so long,” Stoddard said. “I used to really enjoy the evening rides and our fishing trips up into those mountains.”

“The Laramies. There’s no place on earth quite like them. But stow the apologies, matie. From what I’ve heard, you’ve had a few other things on your plate— like saving the world.”

Stoddard grinned wistfully.

“It’s a little bigger a job than I once thought,” he said, settling in at the round oak table in the kitchen, “but I still intend to make a dent in it.”

“I remember you talking like that during our first or second night of bar-hopping together at the Academy. I kept trying to stay cynical and believe that you were an idealistic jerk, but this little voice inside me kept saying that this was a guy who might actually be able to do it. Then, when you drank me under the table, I really decided to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

“That was beginner’s luck, and you know it. You must have had a virus or something.”

“Speaking of which, it should come as no surprise that I can’t offer you a beer, but I can brew you some coffee, or—or some tea.”

“Tea would be great,” the president said, placing a manila folder in front of him. “While I’m in apology mode, sorry I couldn’t make it in for your dad’s funeral. I appreciated your letting me know he had passed.”

“And I appreciated that you would take the time to call from South America.”

“Your dad was a bit … quirky, but I always did like him.”

“He was very proud of you, Drew, you being a fellow Annapolis grad and all.”

The instant he spoke the words, Gabe wished he hadn’t. Cinnie’s pleas notwithstanding, he had done what he could to deal with Fairhaven and his father’s reaction to it. He hadn’t meant the statement to come out the way it did.

“I’m sure he was very proud of you, too, Gabe,” Stoddard said, a bit uncomfortably, “what with your M.D. degree and all those medical missions you’ve been on, and that youth foundation you’re running.”

“Thanks. Hey, speaking of sires, how’s yours doing?”

“Same old LeMar. Still trying to micromanage everything, including me. He tells me he’s bought his way onto a Russian space shot. Fifteen million and he becomes the first seventy-five-year-old to soak his hemorrhoids in the international space station tub.”

“Fifteen million. God bless him.”

“Hey, come on. When we’re talking about my father, it’s like Monopoly money. Just do the math. The ten billion or so he’s worth minus the fifteen million or so he spent is … um … take away three, carry the one—still ten billion or so. I wouldn’t be surprised if he paid in cash with bills he pulled out of his sock drawer.”

Gabe smiled. If, over the years, he had suffered from too little father, Drew Stoddard had suffered from too much. From his days in diapers, Stoddard had been molded by the charismatic, wildly successful industrialist. The heartache Buzz Singleton endured when Gabe was drummed out of the Naval Academy had to pale next to LeMar Stoddard’s having to explain to his pals at the hunt club or the polo pitch or wherever that Drew had become a Democrat—and one of the shining stars of the party at that.

Did Drew’s remarkable transformation from elitist Republican to populist Democrat have its roots in the accident at Fairhaven all those years ago? Gabe often wondered. In such an inestimable tragedy, not even the bystanders and innocents like Drew Stoddard escaped unchanged.

Gabe set a pot of Earl Grey tea and some shortbread on the table. There was a time before the last presidential election when the two of them got together once or twice a year to hike and fish in the Smokies or Laramies, and exchange news and stories, but now, despite their long-standing friendship, Gabe felt strangely edgy about taking up the time of the most powerful man in the solar system with small talk. Still, this last-minute trip to Tyler was Stoddard’s doing, so it seemed right to let him set the agenda.

Gabe didn’t have long to wait.

“Did you know that in addition to the comprehensive medical facility on the first floor of the Eisenhower Office Building we have our own medical clinic right in the White House?” Stoddard began.

“You said something about it in one of our conversations, yes.”

“It’s run by the White House Medical Unit. Which, for reasons lost in antiquity, is actually a division of the White House Military Office. Pretty nice setup, too— recently renovated, state-of-the-art equipment, top-notch nurses and paramedics, and the best doctors from all branches of the service. Twenty-five or thirty staff altogether. They take care of me and Carol and the boys when they’re home from school, as well as Vice President Cooper and his family, and anyone else who happens to need medical care while they’re at the White House.”

“The boys—they doing well?”

“Terrific. Andrew’s going into eleventh; Rick’ll be in ninth. Both are at school in Connecticut. Right now they’re at soccer camp. Andrew’s an all-star goalie. Rick plays because he thinks he should. He wants to go to the Academy and be an astronaut.”

“Think you can get him in?”

“I think he can get in on his own, but I may keep an eye on his application.”

“Eleventh and ninth—that’s amazing.”

“They’re happy and healthy. That’s all that really matters.”

“Speaking of healthy, you had your doc from North Carolina come up to D.C. to care for you, yes?”

“Jim Ferendelli. He’s been a great doctor for me and the family. The best. Kind, knowledgeable, empathetic. Plays beautiful classical piano, too.”

“I’m really glad to hear all that, Drew. Having a doctor one can trust is a huge weight off of anyone’s shoulders.”

“I agree, but I’m glad to hear you verbalize it just the same.”

“Well, that’s how I feel, although when it comes to caring for the President of the United States, I assume you know I’m just stating the obvious. Your well-being and good health have an effect, one way or another, on every person on the planet.”

Stoddard laughed with no great glee. “I understand what you’re saying, but I still get the willies thinking about things that way.”

“It’s a hell of a job you signed on for. I don’t envy that responsibility in the least.”

“But I still have your support?”

“Of course.”

“In that case, it should come as no surprise that I didn’t break away to fly here in the midst of a heated campaign just because I missed your smiling face. I need something from you, Gabe. Something important.”

“Name it.”

“I need you to come to Washington and be my doctor.”

Gabe sank back in his chair and stared at his onetime roommate in utter disbelief.

“But … you said this Jim Ferendelli is a terrific doctor.”

“He is … was.”

Gabe felt as if a band were tightening around his chest.

“I don’t understand,” he finally managed.

“Gabe,” Stoddard said. “Jim Ferendelli’s gone…. Vanished.”


CHAPTER

2

“What about the FBI?”

“You don’t think they’re all over this? Hundreds of agents have been on the case for almost two weeks. Nothing.”

Evening had settled in, and a steady breeze from the north had dispelled the last of the day’s warmth. Gabe had listened in stunned silence to the description of a fifty-six-year-old widower, devoted father of a grown daughter, personable and diligent, churchgoing and humble, who one day simply failed to show up at work. A search of his apartment in Georgetown and his Chapel Hill home revealed nothing out of the ordinary, and a check of his phone and e-mails had also been of no help.

With the presidential campaign just heating up, Andrew Stoddard’s advisors had managed to keep the potentially distracting disappearance out of the news until they were certain the search was not going to be successful. For more than a week, now, that was clearly the case, and what scant details there were had just been released to the press.

“They’ve all been told that for now the White House Medical Unit would handle any problems I might have, but as competent as the unit is, I really want my own physician.”

“This is absolutely incredible,” Gabe said. “The doctor to the President of the United States has vanished without a trace. What about his family? Have they heard anything?”

“As I said, Jim’s wife died of cancer about five years ago. His mother’s in a nursing home, and two older sisters haven’t heard a word from him.”

“But you also said he had a daughter. Has she heard anything?”

“Actually, Jennifer’s disappeared, too.”

“What?”

“She’s a graduate film student at NYU. The evening of the day Jim disappeared, Jennifer’s roommate came home from a date and Jennifer wasn’t there, but the FBI already was. There was no evidence she had packed anything, no note, nothing. They tried every number the roommate could think of, but just like her father, the girl had simply … vanished.”

Gabe could only shake his head.

“Jesus,” he muttered. “Do you make any sense of this, Drew? Any sense at all? Do you think this is politically related? Maybe it’s just a coincidence of some sort, like an accident, or … or a mental crisis. Was the daughter stable?”

“A terrific kid. Some therapy after her mother died, but none for years as far as we can tell. No drugs, minimal drinker. No current boyfriend, but her last one had only good things to say.”

“Was Ferendelli seeing anyone?”

“Not that we’ve been able to determine.”

Gabe rubbed his eyes and studied the vaulted redwood ceiling.

“I wish I could help you, Drew,” he said at last. “Really I do. But there’s just too much going on here.”

“Actually,” Stoddard said, “Magnus Lattimore, my chief of staff, has been here in Tyler for a few days nosing about. He’s discreet and very, very efficient, and he can move very quietly when he needs to.”

“Like the guys in the suits and sunglasses out there.”

“Just like them, yes.”

“Terrific. I’m not sure I want to know what he learned.”

“Well, let’s see. Both of your partners say they can hold down the fort for the time between now and the election in November. Apparently you guys just hired a new physician’s assistant named Lillian Lawrence, who’s in a position to absorb a lot of the load that sending you off on a working sabbatical would generate. One of your partners said Lillian is probably smarter than you are anyway.”

Gabe was unable to stifle a grin.

“Which one?” he asked.

“Sorry. He swore Magnus to secrecy.”

“It’s not that simple, Drew. In addition to my patients I have a commitment to my foundation.”

“You mean Lariat?”

“Uh-oh. What’d Magnus learn about that?”

“He learned that over the years you’ve kept more than a few kids from heading down the wrong path by getting them involved in rodeo and other riding projects.”

“So he must have learned how important it is to me … and me to it.”

“What he learned is that there isn’t a soul in southeast Wyoming with money to donate that you haven’t successfully squeezed—most of them more than once.”

“I’ve always been a determined little beaver when I set my mind to it.”

“Well, yesterday Magnus had lunch with”—Stoddard opened the folder and scanned one of the pages—”Irene deJesus. She told him you never do much work around Lariat anyway.”

“If Irene said that, she’s toast, but I know she didn’t.”

“Okay, okay, she said she would have to recruit three or four people to match what you do with the kids each week.”

“That’s better.”

“She also said that a lot of your efforts lately have gone into planning and raising money for an indoor riding facility.”

“We’re getting there.”

“Gabe, take this job for me and you are there.”

Gabe felt his pulse leap. Sooner or later, the new stables and riding arena were going to happen, but at the moment they were still little more than an ambitious dream.

“You would do that?” he asked.

“The day you set foot in the White House medical office, an anonymous angel will donate fifty thousand dollars to Lariat. If that isn’t enough to finish the job, I know another angel or two who will want to help.”

Another volley of skipped heartbeats. Bake sales and silent auctions could only take things so far, so fast, and other Lariat projects had all but tapped out their regular boosters. Fund-raising for this dream had been surprisingly slow, and there were at least a dozen boys and girls on the waiting list who could be brought on board along with the staff to deal with them, the moment the arena and stables were finished.

Gabe paced across the kitchen and back. He had no doubt that if Drew Stoddard promised money for Lariat, money there would be.

“I can’t believe,” Gabe said, “that with a machine as efficient as this Magnus working for you, you’re worried about getting elected.”

“Well I am worried. This campaign’s going to be a marathon. Brad Dunleavy is a warrior, who has already served a term as president. Our two parties are poised and ready to claw one another to shreds. Control of both houses of Congress could hang on a single seat. But you know what, Gabe? I just heard what I was saying about arranging for your project to be funded if you come to D.C., and I’m taking it all back. You don’t deserve to have me sit here bribing you. That was Magnus’s idea, but now that I’ve done it I don’t like the way it sounds and I don’t like the way I feel. After all you’ve been through and the way you’ve bounced back, and all the people you’ve helped, you just don’t deserve it. So I give you my word that regardless of what you decide about coming to Washington, the money you need will be here for you and all the kids you serve.”

Gabe knew he was surrounded—outflanked, outmaneuvered. No wonder the man had never lost an election. Was the sudden commitment to fund Lariat’s expansion irrespective of Gabe’s decision part of Magnus Lattimore’s carefully designed strategy, or was Drew being legitimately spontaneous and sincere? And most important, did it really matter?

How can you tell a politician is lying? His lips are moving!

Who first said that?

If Drew was being the politician, he deserved to have Gabe simply say, “Okay, I’ll take the money and you find another replacement doctor.”

But that wasn’t going to happen.

Gabe sighed and sat down across from his friend.

“The accident at Fairhaven is bound to come up,” he said. “How would you plan to deal with what happened there?”

“Thanks to you and what you’ve accomplished with your life since your release, that’s not going to be as big a deal as you might think.”

“Says Magnus Lattimore.”

“And others.”

Gabe gazed through the rear window at the violet sky and the silhouette of Marine One. As always, his mind balked at dredging up the accident and the terrible aftermath, and as always, the images—as far as they went—were inexorable. He and Drew, like many of the second-year midshipmen, were celebrating the end of the term with a veritable Olympiad of drinking games conducted at a variety of bars. Rockfish … Acme … McGarvey’s. The Boatyard was the last stop Gabe remembered, but according to court records, there were several more. As almost always on what they called drinkathons, Drew Stoddard was at Gabe’s side, if not matching him glass for glass and bottle for bottle, as he once could do, at least making a respectable effort.

Fairhaven wasn’t the first time Gabe had drunken himself into a blackout. In fact, since high school he had been somewhat notorious for them. He took pride in describing himself as a hard-ridin’, hard-studyin’, hard-fightin’, hard-lovin’, hard-drinkin’ sonofagun, and few of those who knew him well would dispute any of those claims. Nor could anyone argue with a high school valedictorian and rodeo champ, who was also coveted by the football coach at Navy as a running back, although Gabe never bothered to try out for the team.

“An alcoholic doesn’t usually start off as a failure,” Gabe’s AA sponsor would tell him one day. “He often has to work and drink very hard to become one.”

Gabe’s blood alcohol level—.34—could have been lethal in a body less adapted to heavy drinking, even a twenty-year-old’s body. His blackout came and went over the hours following the accident. He remembered the rain-soaked ground at the bottom of the steep embankment, and pawing at the blood cascading down into his eyes. He remembered Drew’s quavering voice, calling to him from somewhere in the darkness, asking him over and over if he was all right. And he remembered the police … and the handcuffs.

It was hours after he lost control of the borrowed car, jumped the median, and plowed head-on into the sub-compact being driven by a young pregnant woman before his mind began permanently to clear, but he never remembered any details of the accident—not one. And he remembered absolutely nothing of the young woman he had killed, along with her unborn child.

“Gabe?”

The president’s voice cut into his thoughts but did not dispel them entirely.

“Huh? Oh, sorry.”

“It’s still hard, isn’t it?”

“It’s not the sort of thing I was put together to deal with, if that’s what you mean. I just can’t imagine the Washington press corps won’t dredge up every lurid detail. A year in prison isn’t exactly what the American public would consider a ringing endorsement for the man taking care of their leader.”

“My people assure me it won’t be that bad. You took the punishment society gave you and you went on with a life of service to others. Even the nastiest of reporters knows it could have been them behind the wheel that night, and even the most jaded can appreciate what you’ve accomplished since then.”

“Thanks for saying that.”

“We both know it hasn’t been easy.”

“Or really all that successful. That kid would be over thirty now. Sometimes I find myself wondering what he might have grown up to be.”

The statement, though absolutely true, seemed to catch Stoddard by surprise. For a time, the decorated Desert Storm fighter pilot, now commander in chief of the most powerful armed forces ever assembled, seemed unable to respond. Thirty-two years had passed since Fairhaven, and still Gabe’s wounds were raw and, at times, festering.

“Gabe, I mean it,” Stoddard said finally. “I came all the way out here personally because I really need you. The campaign is already taking its toll on my health. Headaches, stomach pains, insomnia, intermittent diarrhea. Name a symptom, I’ve had it. Jim’s been secretly having neurologic tests run for headaches I’ve been having—migraines, he’s been calling them. I need someone I can trust—someone who is above the Washington gossipmongers, someone I can bank the future of this country on.”

“The FBI is still going full bore to find Ferendelli?”

“And the investigative arm of the Secret Service.”

“If he’s found and wants his job back, I’m coming home.”

“You have my word.”

“Damn, but I’m not excited about this, Drew.”

“I know.”

“I’m a frigging homebody. Except for the missions to Central America, the closest I come to going anyplace is reading Travel and Leisure magazine at the dentist’s office. My partners love me because I’m always around to cover for them in case of any emergency.”

“So they said.”

“Dammit, Stoddard, why are you looking and acting like you already know I’m gonna cave in?”

Stoddard’s boyish smile had probably won him 10 or 20 million votes in the last election.

“Because you’re a good man, Dr. Singleton, and you know this is the right thing to do.”

“How much time do I have to get ready?”

“According to Magnus’s inquiries, two days should be enough.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting up with this Magnus of yours.”

“In D.C.?” Stoddard asked.

“In D.C., Mr. President.”
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The White House Physician’s clinic was situated directly across the corridor from the elevator to the First Family’s residence. Standing before the bathroom mirror in the elegant three-room office, Gabe sensed he would have been more at ease had he been stationed in a clinic in downtown Baghdad.

It was just after seven in the evening. As promised, the tuxedo, complete with shoes, had arrived at the office at precisely six. The size was perfect in every respect— not surprisingly, since the arrangements had been made through the Social Office of the President by Magnus Lattimore. Unfortunately, the garment bag failed to include either a clip-on or instructions on how to knot the enclosed bow tie—a rare, if understandable, Lattimore oversight.

Gabe watched as the hands that had lassoed steers, hung on to bucking broncos, and sutured innumerable lacerations struggled to create even a passable knot. The directions he had printed out from the Internet were propped up on the sink. In addition to his limited dexterity, he looked tired and strained. The zygomatic arches above his cheeks were even more pronounced than usual, and his dark eyes, which Cinnie had called his sexiest feature, seemed lost. No surprise. Four whirlwind days in a new apartment, new city, and new job were taking their toll.

The formal dinner reception, scheduled for eight in the State Dining Room, was ostensibly to welcome the recently reelected President of Botswana. According to the Africa expert sent by Lattimore to brief Gabe, the country was a staunch ally of the United States and one of the enduring democracies on the continent. In truth, the guest list had carefully been stacked with dignitaries and cabinet members who were interested in meeting the man the president had selected to bring stability to the White House medical office.

Another try at the knot, another morbid failure.

The muscles in Gabe’s neck and shoulders, always the physical receptacle in his body for stress and emotional fatigue, were drumhead-tight, and a throbbing headache was developing beneath his temples. Some sort of medicine would help make the evening more bearable, he decided—maybe a couple of Tylenols with codeine.

Since Fairhaven he had sworn off alcohol forever, and for his first few years out of prison he had expanded that pledge to boycott all manner of drugs as well. But with an array of orthopedic maladies dating back to his rodeo and football days, and stress-related head- and neck aches, Tylenol and ibuprofen had intermittently begun surrendering to Darvon and Tylenol No. 3, with whatever happened to be in the medicine cabinet thrown in from time to time for those discomforts that crossed the imaginary line between dull ache and disruptive pain.

He knew relying on pain pills and even the antidepressants he resorted to from time to time wasn’t the smartest behavior for an alcoholic in recovery, and he knew that there was always the danger he would be conjuring up the pains to justify taking the drugs, but he had gone about as far in life as he could go in terms of doing the right thing.

He set the tie and the instructions in the sink, brought a glass of water to the exquisite cherrywood desk the White House decorators had determined was appropriate for the inner office of the physician to the president, and fished out two Tylenols with codeine from the thirty or so he had transferred to a bottle that read simply TYLENOL. If anyone found out about the deception, or discovered the envelopes of Demerol and antidepressants in the eyeglass case in the back of his drawer, so be it. If Drew had asked him about pills, he would have told him the truth. Probably should have said something anyhow. If he had, he might still be back in Tyler taking care of folks with calluses on their hands and teaching kids how to throw a lasso. But in the end, he decided it was his business and his business only. The world knew quite enough about him as it was.

The codeine had just begun its journey from stomach to brain when, with a firm knock, the door to the receptionist’s office opened.

“Hello?” a man’s voice, not one that Gabe recognized, called out.

“I’m in here,” Gabe replied.

The admiral’s dress whites seemed to throw off at least as much light as the desk lamp, and the golden “scrambled eggs” insignia on the brim of his cover appeared possessed of its own inner glow. He stepped across the threshold and, with his gaze fixed on Gabe, reached back and closed the door.

“Ellis Wright,” he said, giving Gabe’s hand a perfunctory pump. “My apologies for not having come by sooner, but I was overseas when you came on board. I assume you know who I am.”

The two photos of the man Lattimore had shared with Gabe did not do the imposing officer full credit, nor did craggy and steely, the adjectives that had first come to Gabe’s mind when he saw them. Ellis Wright was every fiber a military commander—ramrod-straight and rock-jawed, with gunmetal eyes and shoulders that seemed mitered at perfect ninety-degree angles. Given just one guess as to what he did for a living, few would ever be wrong. Gabe wondered if Wright’s eyes were always this cold or the look had been reserved for him.

“Ellis Wright holds sway over virtually everything that moves or breathes around the president,” Lattimore had said during his briefing, “except you, and to a much lesser extent, me. Nobody has any control over you other than the POTUS himself, and even he had better be careful trying to order you about. Before President Stoddard took office, his predecessor Brad Dunleavy allowed Wright to choose a military M.D. to be his personal physician, so it should come as no surprise that Wright resented having a civilian assume this position when Jim Ferendelli was appointed. I think it’s safe to anticipate that he’ll have issues with you for the same reason. Around here everything boils down to proximity and access to the POTUS, and first Ferendelli and now you nudge Wright back a notch in that regard.”

“I’m the head of the White House Military Office,” Wright, still standing, was saying. “The military’s involvement with the smooth, efficient running of the presidency dates back to George Washington. We’re responsible for communications, emergency operations, the airlift group, Helicopter Squadron One, Camp David, the White House Transportation Agency, the White House Mess, and”—he paused unsubtly for emphasis— “the White House Medical Unit. We’re Military with a capital M. If the president so much as thinks of something he wants done, our people will have already started doing it. Is that clear?”

“Pretty clear, yes. You … um … want to sit down?”

Gabe stopped himself at the last possible moment from asking if the admiral also headed a department that knew anything about bow ties.

“I intend to say what I have to say and leave,” Wright went on. “I can do both standing. You sound like something of a wiseass, Singleton. Are you a wiseass?”

Gabe cocked his head and hoped his expression said that he was open to any frank discussion, but he was not going to be easily pushed around.

“Admiral,” he said, “I’ve been brought here to take care of the president. I’m board certified in internal medicine, and I’ve worked in big, gleaming hospitals and in Central American jungles. Most people who know me and know medicine think I’m pretty competent at what I do. If that’s your definition of a wiseass, then maybe we have a problem.”

“I told the president when he was considering a replacement for Dr. Ferendelli, and I’m telling you now: We have doctors in every branch of the military who are so knowledgeable, precise, and clinically competent that I doubt most doctors, including you, could carry their instrument bags. This is a military operation, and you are needed here about as much as a bull needs tits.”

“The president doesn’t seem to think so.”

“I know all about what happened to you at the Academy, Singleton. Kicked out for being a drunk and killing a couple of people. You still a drunk? Pill popper?”

It was time, Gabe decided, to meet his new nemesis eye-to-eye. He exhaled as he stood, wondering how the president’s spin doctors would deal with a fistfight between the president’s private physician and the head of the White House Military Office. At just a shade under six feet, Gabe was still looking up at the admiral. He had the fleeting cartoon image of his fist slamming against the man’s angular jaw and shattering into a million pieces.

“Exactly what do you want, Admiral?” he asked.

“I wonder, Dr. Singleton, if you have taken the time to learn anything about this job you have signed on to do.” Wright’s metallic eyes sparked. “For instance, the details of the Twenty-fifth Amendment to the United States Constitution.”

“Presidential succession,” Gabe said, grateful to have that much knowledge, although he remembered at the same instant that Wright had asked for details.

“Actually,” Wright said with unbridled disdain, “presidential succession was dealt with in the Presidential Succession Law of 1886, and modified in 1947 to include the succession following the vice president of two elected officials—the president pro tempore of the Senate and the Speaker of the House.”

“Oh.”

Gabe felt the slight calming effect of the codeine kick in, and welcomed the sensation. In the short time between Drew’s trip to Wyoming and his own flight on Air Force One to Washington, no one had discussed the provisions of the Twenty-fifth Amendment with him. Assuming that not doing so was an oversight on Magnus Lattimore’s part, the seriousness of the lack of bow tie instructions had just been supplanted.

“The Twenty-fifth Amendment,” Wright went on, “deals with the inability of the president to reliably conduct the duties of his office. It took years to hammer out the precise wording, and the most junior of my White House medical officers could summarize the amendment section by section. Many of them know the whole thing verbatim.”

“The ones I’ve met have certainly seemed very bright.”

“As the president’s personal physician, I want you to review the presidential law of succession and memorize the Twenty-fifth Amendment,” Wright demanded.

“And I want you to stop barking orders at a civilian,” was Gabe’s knee-jerk reply, “especially one who has been chosen by the president to be his personal physician.”

Gabe transiently felt as if he were going to melt before the man’s gaze and power.

“They put their pants on one leg at a time, just like the rest of us,” his high school football coach used to say about an intimidating opponent. At that moment, Gabe could not imagine Admiral Ellis Wright ever being out of uniform.

“I am the head of this medical unit,” Wright said with controlled fury. “If anything unusual goes on here and I am not informed, I promise I will squash you like a bug. You could never qualify to be considered military, my friend, but that doesn’t mean for one second that you are not vulnerable. If you wish to learn how vulnerable, simply let me find out that you have been withholding information about the president from me. I will see you at dinner.”

Wright executed a perfect turn, opened the door, and had taken one step into the reception area when he stopped.

“Cromartie, what in the hell are you doing here?” he snapped.

“I … I’m the covering nurse tonight, sir,” a woman’s quavering voice replied. “Seven until midnight.”

For several seconds there was only silence.

“Well,” Wright said finally, “if anything Dr. Singleton and I just discussed gets back to me, you’re the first one I am going to come looking for.”

“Yes, sir. I mean the door was closed, sir. I mean I didn’t hear very much.”

“Civilians,” Wright grumbled as the outer door opened and slammed shut.

Cromartie. The name meant nothing to Gabe, but there were still a number of unit nurses and physicians’ assistants and even a couple of doctors he had yet to meet.

“Well, come on in, Nurse Cromartie,” he called out. “The Admiral Wright fan club is now in session.”

Gabe heard a magazine being dropped onto the table, and moments later Alison Cromartie appeared in the doorway to his office.
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Radiant. The word filled Gabe’s thoughts the instant he saw Alison Cromartie for the first time. Absolutely radiant. What Admiral Ellis Wright’s starched whites did to light up a room Alison accomplished wearing nothing more imposing than a crisply tailored green pants suit—maybe jade green, Gabe decided—and a muted yellow top. No jewelry. And if she wore makeup at all, it was precious little and impeccably applied. Gabe flashed on his reaction to first meeting Cinnie in the hospital ER, when he vowed on the spot that this was the woman he was going to marry.

No such pledges here, but he did sense immediately that this was someone he was going to enjoy being around. Her looks were unusual and exotic—mixed nationalities of some sort, he guessed—with smooth, light mocha skin and a trim athlete’s body. Her jet hair was cut short, and her face, dominated by dark, curious eyes, seemed ready to laugh at the slightest provocation. She shook his hand firmly and introduced herself, keeping her gaze fixed on him just long enough to express interest.

“From what I just heard out there,” Gabe said, motioning her to the chair opposite his, “you’re not an Admiral Wright appointee. Yet here you are.”

“Here I am,” she replied matter-of-factly.

“So, how’d you manage that?”

“I used to work with a surgeon who’s a friend of President Stoddard. He recommended me. I think he’s a big-time fund-raiser as well.”

No accent whatsoever—if anything, a hint of the South. Alison Cromartie either was American born or had one hell of an English teacher.

“So, have you had to take care of the POTUS?”

“POTUS?”

Gabe grinned. “When I got here, I thought I was the only one in the city who had never heard the acronym.”

“Acronym? … Oh! President Of The United States. No, I met him once, but I haven’t been involved in his care. I like the acronym, though. I’m always the last one to hear about anything that’s in.”

“There’s even FLOTUS for the First Lady, for those who absolutely can’t live without abbreviating things.”

“Well, when the POTUS recommended me to the admiral—insisted he hire me would probably say it better—Dr. Ferendelli was still here. Then, soon after I arrived to begin work, he was gone. It’s a measure of my personal growth that I didn’t feel responsible.”

“Aha, one of those! Another club we both belong to—the Loyal and Honored Order of I Would Have Been the Cause of World War Two If I Had Only Been Alive When It Started.”

Gabe added Alison’s smile and laugh to the list of attributes he felt drawn to.

“So, how’s it been going for you so far?” she asked.

“This is only, like, my fourth day, but so far so good—except for all the protocol I’ve had to absorb, and that little exchange with Admiral Starch.”

“That doesn’t count.”

“Did you hear the part about how I couldn’t carry the military docs’ medical bags?”

“I did hear that, yes.”

“Actually, as far as I can tell, the military docs and nurses and PAs working in this unit are pretty damn good.”

“I’ve been impressed with the same thing, but I’ll bet you’re a pretty darn good doc yourself.”

“As far as I know, most of my patients and colleagues back in Wyoming think so. How about the stuff about my drinking, did you hear that, too?”

“I … um … tried not to.”

Alison’s blush was genuine.

“No big deal. It’s been years—decades, even—since my last one.”

“You don’t have to justify yourself to me. My dad was in AA. He was Creole. Drinking was a way of life where he was raised. Besides, I’m in the habit of forming my own opinion about people.”

“How’m I doing so far?”

“You were doing perfect … until you asked.”

Again, that smile.

“Well, don’t worry, I’m much less insecure when I’m running a code.”

“Let’s hope you never have to prove that to me here. But I have a feeling that in crunch time you can handle yourself pretty well.”

Her expression gave the statement a thousand layers. Gabe was working, probably too hard, at formulating a response when his radio sounded.

“This is Piper,” Magnus Lattimore’s detached voice said. “Has anyone seen the doc?”

“This is Dr. Singleton…. I copy direct.”

“Doc, it’s Magnus. You still in the office?”

How did you know where I was?

“Yes. Yes, I am.”

“I’ll be by to escort you to dinner in ten minutes.”

“Roger.”

“And Doc?”

“Yes?”

“Whatever the admiral had to say, pay no attention. He’s just spraying to mark off his territory.”

“Just spraying. Roger that.”

“Your first state dinner,” Alison said as Gabe set the radio down. “How exciting.”

“I’ll tell you what—you go to the dinner and I’ll man the fort here. I’m a wrangler, not a mingler— especially not sober.”

“Who’s the dinner for?”

“Um … depending on who you ask, that would be either the President of Botswana or, to a lesser extent, me.”

“The guest of honor!”

“More like an auxiliary guest of honor. People are jittery over Dr. Ferendelli’s disappearance, so President Stoddard wanted everyone to get a look at the man who was taking his place, and to know he was in reliable medical hands.”

“Makes sense. Well, in that case, I think some sort of tie is called for to go along with the rest of that tux— perhaps the one I noticed casually resting in the bathroom sink.”

“It’s being punished—a time-out for insubordination.”

“Nothing worse than a surly, disrespectful bow tie. I’ve dealt with its kind before.”

“Well, make this one behave and you get a year’s supply of tongue depressors.”

“Plus a rubber glove blown up and decorated like a rooster?”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

“You got that right.”

Alison retrieved the tie and took less than a minute up on her tiptoes, inches away from him, to knot it. Wishing it had taken longer, Gabe breathed in what might have been her shampoo or a microdot of subtle perfume. He decided as she stepped back to appraise her handiwork that he would try for a Guinness record for breath holding before he had to exhale.

“There you are, Doc,” she said. “Not bad. Not bad at all.”

“Congratulations, Nurse. You have been of great service to the United States of America.”

“I want my rooster smiling and autographed,” she replied.
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Direct sunlight never found its way into the three-hundred-foot-long underpass beneath Levalee Street. The tunnel, just a few miles from the seats of justice and government of the most powerful nation on Earth, was a living, teeming monument to the have-nots in this richest of societies. In fact, in many ways the rules of this microcosm were as complex and constricting as those of the civilization that surrounded it. And chief among those rules was never to deal with outsiders.

The man appeared at the south opening of the squalid corridor just as dusk was settling in over the city. He wore a light brown suit over a dark knit shirt and looked average in every way, at least until he extracted a powerful flashlight and a noise-suppressed. 45-caliber Heckler & Koch pistol from loops on his belt. He had learned to kill game as a child in Mississippi and humans as a sniper in the Army, and then had honed his skills over the dozen years since his discharge. The name he used most was Carl—Carl Eric Porter—but there were many others. As usual, he was being well paid, and as usual he was relishing every aspect of his job.

For a time Porter stood motionless, his eyes adjusting to the gloom. With no great effort, he closed his senses to the stench of garbage, filth, urine, whiskey, and vermin. He had encountered worse. Stretched out before him, spaced on either side, was a gauntlet of cardboard appliance containers and makeshift lean-tos.

Every four years, as the world descended on Washington for the inauguration of a new or returning American president, police would swoop down and roust the denizens of the Levalee underpass and other such places from their fetid homes, at times even putting the makeshift villages to the torch. But within a short while, like a forest recovering from a volcano, the space would begin to fill with life once again until soon it was indistinguishable from the village that had preceded it. With a presidential election just a few months away, it would not be long before the cycle commenced once more. But at the moment, no one in the Levalee underpass was concerned with anything but the intruder.

Aware of the dozens of eyes following him, Porter pinned his pistol and flashlight beneath his arm and pulled on a pair of rubber gloves. Steve Crackowski, a security chief for some sort of company—Porter didn’t particularly care which one—had hired him to find and eliminate a man named Ferendelli. Now Crackowski had gotten a tip that the mark, a doctor, was hiding out with the down-and-outers he had once taken care of in a nearby free clinic. This was the second hobo village Porter had visited. He strongly sensed this might be the one.

Certain the denizens of the tunnel had gotten a good look at the gun, Porter replaced it in his belt and took a five-by-seven photo of Ferendelli from his jacket. Then he made his way purposefully down the squalid gauntlet, panning the beam from one side to the other, pausing each time the light struck a face to ask about the photo.

“A hundred bucks,” Porter was saying to one of the men, loudly enough for everyone to hear. “Tell me where this here man is and a hundred is yours. Don’t tell me, and one of you is gonna get hurt real bad.”

Over the years, Porter had taken great pains to keep his heavy Mississippi drawl intact. There had been times when his dense accent had actually fed into a mark’s southern stereotype and put them at ease. Their mistake.

“White man, five ten, dark hair, fifty-five, thin body, narrow face. Speak up now. I’m losin’ my patience, and believe me, you don’t want that to happen.”

Nothing.

Porter inched ahead, shifting his focus from one side of the tunnel to the other. The eerie, intense silence was broken only by staccato coughing and the clearing of inflamed throats. The killer stopped now and again to kick the soles of tattered shoes to get their owners to look up into the light.

“You there, you seen this man? … A hundred bucks is a pile a money.”

The gnarled, wizened man, kneeling placidly beside his refrigerator carton home, stared at Porter with vacant, rheumy eyes and shook his head. Then he coughed up a dense wad of phlegm and spit it in Porter’s direction.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Porter pulled out his pistol and from less than ten feet away shot the old man through the eye.

Silence.

“I’m gonna wait one minute. If I don’t hear something, I’m going to pay a visit to another one of you…. Last chance.”

“He’s gone!” someone called out.

Porter whirled to the voice and fixed the intense beam on the man it belonged to. The hobo blocked the brightness with his hands.

“When?” Porter demanded.

“J-just now when you got here. Out—out that way.”

“Fuck you, Frank,” someone called out. “The doc was good to us.”

“Here, Frank,” Porter said, throwing a bill at him. “Go nuts.”

Porter raced to the end of the tunnel and scanned the area beyond it. Then he put the flash back in his belt and took a device from his jacket pocket—a remote of some kind. He aimed it down the rows of the cardboard village and depressed a button on it several times.

Nothing.

Finally, without a glance back at the old man he had just killed, Carl Eric Porter disappeared up the embankment.

For ten minutes beneath the Levalee overpass the only sounds were the rasping breathing of forty men and women, the clearing of inflamed throats, and the occasional lighting of a cigarette. Then, from deep within a makeshift duct-taped cardboard home at the end of the tunnel farthest from where the killer had left, Jim Ferendelli, physician to the president, worked his way out from where he had been hiding, huddled beneath a damp, mildewed Harry Potter sleeping bag, and crawled to the opening of the box. Drawn and filthy, Ferendelli looked no different from any of the others in the hobo village.

“What do you think, Santiago?” he asked of the cachectic man sitting on the dirt outside the opening.

“I think he is gone,” the man said with a heavy Spanish accent, “but I also think he might come back.”

“Did he hurt someone?”

“He killed old Gordon. Just like that. Shot him like he was nothing.”

“Damn. I’m sorry, Santiago.”

“Frank saved you, I think.”

“I heard him. That was quick thinking—by all of you.”

“You were always good to us in the clinic.”

“I need to go, Santiago. Thank you for sheltering me. I’m so sorry about Gordon. Thank Frank and the others for me, too.”

“We wish you well, Doctor.”

Still on all fours, Ferendelli crawled cautiously to the tunnel entrance, then ran as best he could down the deep swale toward the next road.
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Gabe stood near the doorway leading from the stylish Red Room to the glittering State Dining Room. To his right, a string quartet was playing what might have been Mozart. To his left, popular Vice President Tom Cooper III and his wife were chatting with the Secretary of State. Scattered throughout the room were leaders of both parties as well as members of Drew’s cabinet. Calvyn Berriman, the President of Botswana, was across the room, shaking hands with a steady stream of dignitaries and simultaneously nodding politely at any number of passersby.

Gabe was unable to suppress a sardonic smile. He strongly suspected that only he of all those present at the formal dinner was thinking about Ricky “The Shiv” Gentille or Razor Tufts, or any of the other inmates who had once joined him shuffling along in the food line at the Maryland Correctional Institution in Hagerstown. The interminable lines, the dehumanizing inspections, the payoffs, the gangs, the smuggling, the egos, the violence, the ignorance, even the scattered acts of heroism—he hated every second of the year he spent at MCI, every single second he spent trying to avoid eye contact, to keep his back to a wall, and to remain invisible. Thirty-six hundred seconds an hour, eighty-six thousand four hundred seconds a day. They were numbers burned into his consciousness like death camp tattoos.

Still, although even he had to acknowledge he had come far since his days in an orange prison jumpsuit, it was possible that, in some ways, he felt more at ease among the murderers and other felons than he did right now. He had voiced his concern to the president and the White House social secretary, begging to be left off the guest list for the dinner altogether, let alone the two-man list of those being introduced to the Washington glitterati. But the dinner was already scheduled and there was still a great deal of restlessness in D.C. surrounding the disappearance of Jim Ferendelli. The president wanted to assure the politicians and the voters that he was in good hands medically.

“You’re handling yourself well, Doctor.”

Chief of Staff Magnus Lattimore had materialized at Gabe’s elbow. He was a slightly built, kinetic man with a boyish face, carrot hair, and the vestiges of a brogue. Of all the president’s men, Gabe had learned the most about him—Scottish immigrant, Harvard grad, tireless, smart in many senses of the word, decisive, meticulous, not the least afraid of stepping on toes, and blessed with a rapier wit that at times could be devastating. He was also, it was clear to Gabe, absolutely devoted to Andrew Stoddard, his presidency, and his reelection.

“It’s the monkey suit,” Gabe replied. “Throw a tux on me and you’ve got instant socialite.”

“I can tell. Your bow tie is a dead giveaway that there’s more to you than the backwoods buckaroo you claim.”

“How’s that?”

“Tying a bow tie is an absolutely individual affair. It should never be knotted perfectly. Yours is tied with perfect imperfection. Says a lot about your level of sophistication—gruff saddle tramp image or not.”

“Is that why you didn’t have the rental people include a clip-on?”

“I suppose you could conclude that, yes. I was prepared to help you if necessary. In dealing with people, data is worth collecting regardless of the source. If I ever did have the urge to underestimate you, which I most certainly do not, I need only remind myself of your skill with a bow tie.”

Gabe flashed on Alison Cromartie, her brow knit as she focused on the task at hand. Had she left the knot just slightly askew on purpose? The truth was he hadn’t even noticed. Gruff saddle tramp, indeed.

“Was that article in the Post about my arrival on the scene your doing?” he asked.

“We have a friend or two on the staff there,” was Lattimore’s typically oblique reply.

“I had sort of planned to keep a low profile until I was done with the job.”

“In Wyoming you get to keep a low profile. Here you keep whatever profile most benefits the president.”

“So I gathered. Speaking of the man, where is he?”

“Actually”—Lattimore checked his Omega—”he’s late.”

His expression had darkened.

“Any problem?”

“No, no. He’s usually fairly prompt, though, and Calvyn Berriman is a man he actually likes and admires. He went out of his way to have me ask Joe Malzone, the pastry chef, to do a cake in the form of the presidential flag of Botswana, and a wild flag it is, too, complete with zebras, African shield, elephant tusks, and even a bas-relief bull’s head, perfectly rendered in black frosting. Makes our flag look sedate.”

“Save me the bull’s head; I’ve gone after them at birthday parties since I was a tyke. And also, let me know if Drew needs me to do a physical exam on anyone in the next couple of hours. This would be the perfect time for me to have to leave. Back home I used to bribe the hospital operator to page me when I couldn’t find another way of getting out of a cocktail party, or worse, a formal dinner. Perfectly imperfect bow tie or not, I’m sure it’s only a matter of time at this soiree before I go Emily Postal and commit some huge social gaffe.”

“Don’t use your fingers except for the bread, don’t slurp your soup directly from the bowl, and avoid throwing up on the person next to you. That’s all you need to know.”

“Slurp my bread, finger my soup, throw up on the guest of honor. Got it.”

“Oh, and most important of all, don’t think for a moment that anyone here is more interested in hearing what you have to say than in hearing what they have to say. In this town a good listener is like a one-eyed man in the land of the blind.”

“Mouth shut, ears open. I can do that.”

“Good. Speaking of socialites, there’s one more person I’d like you to meet before we all go trooping on in there. You ever heard of Lily Sexton?”

Gabe shook his head.

“Should I have?”

“When we get reelected, one of the president’s first moves will be the creation of a new cabinet post—the Secretary of Science and Technology. Dr. Lily Sexton will be it.”

“An M.D.?”

“Ph.D. Molecular physics or some such. She was a professor of Carol’s at Princeton.”

Although he had been at Carol and Drew Stoddard’s wedding and had spent a fair amount of time with her over the years, Gabe really knew very little about the First Lady. He knew she was bright—exceedingly so, in fact—but nothing she had ever said suggested that she might have studied molecular physics in college.

“Secretary of Science and Technology,” he mused out loud. “I wonder where that will rank on the presidential succession list.”

“Bite your tongue.”

“You’re right. See? I told you it was only a matter of time before I said something stupid.”

“You’re doing fine. Just remember about the one-eyed man. There’s Lily over there. She’s not too hard to spot, given that every woman in this room is wearing a designer evening gown and she’s wearing a tux.”

Lattimore led Gabe by the arm across the Red Room and introduced him to the second interesting and attractive woman he had met in just an hour. Lily Sexton had a dazzling, ageless aura, starting from her pure silver hair, cut elegantly short. Her face, virtually unlined, was sharp and intelligent, highlighted by piercing blue-green eyes. Her black tuxedo was perfectly tailored to her tall, slender figure, and just above the top button of her jacket, where a shirt would have been, had she been wearing one, rested a spectacular turquoise pendant on a silver chain.

Protruding from beneath her pants were top-of-the-line alligator cowboy boots. The stylish western look made a clear statement about the woman’s willingness to fly in the face of fashion, but Gabe guessed that, with the addition of the inlaid turquoise ring and earrings that matched her necklace, the price of her outfit came to as much or more than that of many of the evening gowns in the room.

“Excuse me if I’m out of line,” Gabe said after Lattimore had completed the introduction and moved on, “but Magnus told me you were one of Carol’s college professors. I don’t know exactly how old the First Lady is, but I have trouble doing the math around that relationship.”

“Why, thank you, Dr. Singleton,” Lily said with an easy drawl—maybe Arizona, Gabe thought. “What a flattering thing to say. But I’m afraid my friend Magnus hasn’t got his facts quite right. I was a graduate assistant of Carol’s, not a professor. We’ve been dear friends since the day we met. There’s not much more than five or six years’ difference in our ages. She would have made a terrific scientist, but she had other plans.”

“The dilemma of Carol Stoddard,” he said, “test tubes, Bunsen burners, and white mice, or the chance to marry an absolutely brilliant war hero, hunk of a man, and change the world for the better. Hmmmm. Let … me … think.”

“Believe me,” she said, “if a man like Drew Stoddard had dropped into my life, I would have made the same choice Carol did. Actually, somewhere along the way, a few men did come along with enough going for them to marry, but none of them ended up having Drew’s staying power…. So, Doctor, how has your Washington medical experience been so far?”

“A few visiting dignitaries have been sent to the clinic for various bumps and bruises and upset stomachs, but thankfully, the First Patient hasn’t dialed my number except to tell me that there were a lot of people anxious to meet me tonight and so I’d better show up.”

“Oh yes, speaking as one of those people, congratulations.”

“Thanks. You’re the one deserving of congratulations, though. Magnus tells me you are destined for a cabinet post.”

“If we win.”

“We’re going to win.”

“In that case, I’ll be the first Secretary of Science and Technology.”

“Pardon me for sounding uninformed, but what is the president’s position on science and technology that he would need a new cabinet post to implement it?”

“Actually, it’s built into the party platform. The president feels that the federal government needs to take a more proactive position regarding control of scientific research and development—stem cells, cloning, nanotechnology, fuel alternatives, reproductive physiology, cyberspace utilization, and the like. The FDA is overwhelmed as it is, and no cabinet post is specifically set up to coordinate the research necessary to put together some legislation with teeth.”

“I didn’t realize that Drew had taken such a hardline approach to government control of science and technology.”

“First of all, it’s neither hard-line nor control, and second of all, it’s more Carol’s concerns than Drew’s. The administration is not opposed to research and development in any field of science, but they want the people to have the right to know what’s going on, and to monitor if any particular product or line of research has the potential to do harm or to cost the taxpayer in some as yet unseen way.”

“It sounds like they’ve picked the perfect person for the job.”

“That’s very kind of you to say. Oh, Dr. Singleton, I’m sorry to be monopolizing you so. As a guest of distinction, you must have many more important people to meet than me.”

No, actually I have no one more important to meet than you.

“The truth is, I was grateful to you for protecting me from the masses. The last thing I remember clearly was riding one of my horses through the desert. Then the president showed up at my doorstep, and now this. I feel like Alice floating down the rabbit’s hole.”

He gestured to the room.

“That’s right!” Lily exclaimed. “You’re a high plains drifter. Wyoming, yes?” She took a thin silver case from her jacket pocket and removed a pale lavender business card. “I can do without a gown or even an evening bag, but a rule of survival in this town is never, ever go out without your business cards.”

“Magnus had mine waiting in my desk drawer when I arrived. Now I know why. Alas, they’re still there.”

LILY PAD STABLES, the card read simply, along with an address in Virginia and an ornate LPS in one corner.

“I’m West Texas born and bred,” she said, “and where I come from, people say that the number-one reason for making piles of money is to have horses.”

“In Wyoming we like to say that a horse is nothing more, or less, than a four-legged shrink.”

“Same thing, really.” Her laugh was unforced and totally appealing. “Well, at Lily Pad we have some of the finest saddle horses anyplace, unless you like to jump. We’ve got those, too.”

“Jumping things on a horse makes no more sense to me than jumping things not on a horse. When in doubt, go around. That’s my motto.”

“In that case, give me a call. I’ll show you some of my adopted state from a western saddle.”

“I’d be happy to. I’m already having saddle soap withdrawal.”

“In that case, the sooner the better.”

Her enigmatic expression at that moment would, he knew, stay with him until they hit the trail together— whenever that was.

No sooner had he and Lily moved apart when the admiral, Ellis Wright, stepped in to introduce Gabe to a general as “my man in the White House.” There was no hint whatsoever of the rancor that had so recently marked Wright’s visit to Gabe’s office.

The outer face, the inner face, Gabe mused as the general and the admiral turned to greet Calvyn Berriman. Did anyone in this town actually say what they meant, or mean what they said?

It was at that instant Gabe noticed Lattimore, standing by the doorway to the hall, motioning him over with his eyes and a minute shake of his head, even as he smiled and nodded at various passing guests. His expression, at least to Gabe’s reckoning, was grim.

Slowly, deliberately, feeling very much like the other guests as he masked his purpose with a cheerful expression, he worked his way across to the chief of staff, joining him in acknowledging the Secretary of Defense and his wife, then the chief of the National Security Council.

“Is there a problem?” Gabe asked softly, taking pains not to look directly at Lattimore.

“Perhaps. Wait two minutes, then make your way to your office and get your medical bag. The president’s Secret Service man, Treat Griswold, will be waiting to take you upstairs to the residence.”

“Do I need to bring anything special?” Gabe asked.

“Just an open mind,” was the reply.
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