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To Joss Whedon
It’s not the genre that matters;
it’s what you do with it

 
 
 
Much madness is divinest sense to a discerning eye—
Much sense the starkest madness.
—Emily Dickinson
Love makes you do the wacky.
—Ty King

Prologue
In my dream, I’m alone in my bedroom. The window is open and there’s a breeze, gentle, but ominous; cool, but foreboding. I’m dressed in nothing but a sheer full-length nightgown, white—always white—with a dangerously provocative décolletage, my neck entirely exposed. I feel shivers coursing down my spine and gooseflesh on my arms. At first I think it must be the wind, but then I realize there’s something more, something lurking just outside my window. All I can see is a billowing fog, insubstantial, shapeless shadows that cross my windowsill and enter of their own accord. I am terrified, but at the same time exhilarated by my intense desire to know what will happen next.
When he materializes, he is barely two feet away. He stares down at me with eyes that are piercing, relentless, but also calming and nurturing. They invade me, deep down into my soul and I feel violated, swept away, breathless. I already love this man, this creature, his jet-black hair, his tall gaunt frame, his pale translucent skin, even his thin lips, slightly distended on either side. I give myself to him willingly, heedlessly, aching for his touch. He takes a step toward me, then another, never once moving his eyes from mine. After what seems an eternity of wanting, he lays his hands upon my shoulders. I want to scream, not from terror but from pleasure, from the sheer overpowering rapture of the moment. My knees weaken but he holds me firm, one strong arm around my waist, as his mouth draws close to me, nearer and nearer still, and his mouth descends with an excruciatingly sweet slowness toward my neck . . .
When it finally happened, it was nothing like that, yet everything like that, everything in every way that mattered. I was not in my bedroom, but somehow our clandestine location, in these ornate surroundings he so appropriately calls a church, lent a sense of danger that magnified my yearning to crazed, almost unbearable proportions. I was dressed in a dark ceremonial robe, not a nightgown, but my seducer made short work of that, releasing each clasp with his pale, gelid fingertips, while never once releasing me from the hypnotic gaze of those unrelenting ebony eyes.
“I’m yours,” I whispered, more to myself than aloud.
“And I will have you,” my companion replied.
“I want you to know,” I said, my voice choking, my tongue thick with desire, “that this is my first time.”
A barely perceptible rise to the corner of my companion’s lips exposed a flicker of incandescent white teeth. “And your friends?”
“They’re different,” I answered. “I don’t know if they’re ready. But this is what I’ve always wanted, what I’ve dreamed about.” My hunger was so powerful I could barely think, barely breathe. “Please take me. Take me now.”
I watched as the object of my longing drew near to me. When I first felt teeth electrify my flesh, I could not help but let out a cry.
“You are not ready,” my companion said.
“I am,” I insisted, desperate to propitiate my master. “Please don’t go. Please. I just—it caught me by surprise, that’s all. I’ve never felt anything like that before. Never felt anything so . . . overwhelming.” I was gasping, begging, a cat in heat, consumed by this internal inferno that I could not quench. “Please give me another chance.”
“As you wish, my child.” This time, when he made contact, I winced, but did not flinch, did not gasp, did not pull away. As my companion slipped inside me, I felt so many sensations and emotions at once I could not identify them all: fear, pain, violation—but also an ecstasy, a mind-chilling bliss. The penetration went deeper, then deeper still, turning me inside out, bringing to life parts of me that had never been touched before. I was overcome by a rush of unbridled passion, and a sweetness I had never imagined possible. I had slipped the bonds of this mortal plane and found another place, a higher dimension of unspeakable pleasure.
I don’t know how long the sensation lasted: an hour, a minute, a moment. I had lost the ability to stand, to speak; I was in a place that transcended time. I was aware of some commotion, some attempt to interfere, but it was all so distant, so remote, and my master’s minions were strong enough to prevent any interruption. I was so far gone the spell could not be broken—not until I felt my own hot blood trickling down my breast.
“Was it all you dreamed it would be?” I heard him ask.
“Oh yes. Oh yes yes yes.”
“I’m glad. Farewell, sweet Colleen.”
“What?” I said, trying unsuccessfully to raise my head. “What’s happening?” I was slurring, listless; a numbing torpor enveloped my entire body. “I feel . . . weak.”
“Of course you do.” My companion swooped me up and laid me gently on the altar, cushioning my head. “You’re dying.”
“But—why?” I managed to murmur.
“So that you will live again,” was the reply. “So that we will become one.”
My consciousness faded. I heard footsteps, near and far, but the bleeding did not stop. I realized that I was covered with blood. How could anyone bleed so much and still live? This was not the way it was supposed to happen. This was not the way my dreams ended. But that is the problem with dreams, isn’t it? Somewhere between the conception and the execution is a vast abyss. And the name of that abyss is Death.

Part One
Too Much Information


1
Tulsa, Oklahoma
As Ben Kincaid peered at his client through the acrylic screen, he was startled by how appealing, how downright cute she still looked. Usually, the first few weeks behind bars took a terrible toll on first-time inmates. The lack of sunlight, the coarseness of the company, the absence of hair care and beauty products, the low-watt institutional lighting, the inevitable depression—all conspired to make the newly incarcerated appear as if they had emerged from the ninth circle of hell.
But not Candy Warren. Somehow Candy had managed to retain her fresh-faced charm. When her father first introduced her to Ben, he had compared his daughter to Lizzie McGuire—perky, effervescent, goofy but lovable. Two weeks in the slammer and a switch from Gap jeans to TCPD orange coveralls hadn’t changed any of that. She was still adorable. She even had her hair up in pigtails.
“So you’ve talked to my daddy?” she asked, speaking into the telephone receiver that allowed them to communicate.
“Yes,” Ben answered. “He’s worried about you, of course. But I assured him we would do everything we could. And I got him the present you wanted to send. The Hilary Duff poster.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful.” Ben loved the way her nose crinkled when she laughed. “Can you believe it? The man is in his sixties, and he’s crazy about this girl who’s barely a teenager. Isn’t that wild?”
Ben could think of a different word for it, but never mind that. Always refreshing to have a client who still cared about her parents. “I have some good news for you. To my utter surprise, DA Canelli has made an offer.”
“An offer?” She lifted her chin, giving those pigtails an endearing bounce. “What kind of offer?”
“A plea bargain. A chance to avoid trial.”
“Assuming I plead guilty.”
“To a lesser charge. Yes.”
Candy kneaded her hands. Ben noticed that her fingernails were painted electric pink. “But what will my daddy say?”
“What will he say if this goes to trial?”
“Aren’t I entitled to my day in court?”
“Yes. But that day is fraught with risk. Canelli is offering you a sure thing.”
She sat up straight, throwing her shoulders back. “I can’t do it. I can’t take the easy way out. I owe that much to my daddy. And while we’re talking about this, Ben, I want you to do something about those newspapers.”
Ben didn’t follow. “Which newspapers?”
“All of them. Have you read the articles they’ve been printing?” Creases flanked the bridge of her nose. “File some kind of lawsuit against them.”
“On what grounds?”
“What grounds?” she said with great indignity. “They’ve been saying horrible things about me. They’re libeling my reputation! Destroying my good name!”
Ben shook his head. “Candy . . . you’re—”
“Ben, don’t. You know I have labeling issues.”
“Nonetheless—”
“Ben, I don’t want to hear—”
“Candy . . .” Ben cleared his throat. “You’re a hit man.”
She gave him a stern look. “Excuse me?”
“Sorry. Hit person.”
“Better.” Her face hardened; the adorable factor vanished. In the space of a second, she went from Lizzie McGuire to Lizzie Borden. “Now, what are you going to do about those goddamn newspapers?”
Ben drew in his breath. “Nothing. A libel suit would be frivolous, given the circumstances, detrimental to your criminal case, and so utterly stupid that if you really want to do it, you’re going to have to find yourself another lawyer.”
She glared back at him with eyes like Uzis. “Then what do you suggest?”
“I suggest you take the DA’s deal.” He hung the phone receiver back in its cradle. “Be seeing you, Candy.”
 
Christina McCall sailed through the front doors of her law office with an air of insouciance, bouncing with each step, whistling as she walked. Jones, the office manager and part-time oracle, did his best to interpret the signs. He could tell she was in a merry mood, not only from the whistling, but also because she was dressed less like an attorney and more like, well, Christina. She was wearing a short, pleated skirt, knee-high boots, and a clinging sweater ornamented with irregular patches of fake fur.
“I’m guessing you didn’t get that outfit at Saks,” Jones commented.
“Dear Jones,” she said smiling, “Don’t you know? This is all the rage amongst the jeunesse dorée.”
Jones didn’t know what that meant and wasn’t interested enough to ask. “Is there a reason why we’re whistling this morning?”
Christina beamed. “Because it gives me a happy.”
“Uh-huh. May I assume from this unsuppressed display of jocularity that you must’ve beaten Ben at Scrabble last night?”
She stopped at his desk in the lobby and snatched the pink message slips from her spindle. “Jones, Jones—you’re so passé. We’re long past the Scrabble stage.”
“’Zat a fact,” he said dubiously. “Might I have the temerity to suggest the possibility that he actually . . . kissed you good night?”
“Jones, Jones, Jones!” She leaned across his desk, still grinning. “You are such a busybody.”
“I’m just trying to stay up-to-date on this putative romance.”
“And I’d love to continue this delightful raillery, but—”
“Look, I’m trying to run an office,” Jones said, raising his chin. “It’s my job to know if anything potentially damaging to the firm is developing. So I’m naturally concerned when the firm’s two attorneys make the incredibly boneheaded decision to start dating each other. But if you don’t want to tell me anything, fine. I don’t care.”
A few seconds of silence passed. Christina stared at him. Jones drummed his fingers.
“All right, so I do care. Don’t make me grovel. Tell me already.”
Christina fluttered her eyelashes. “Dear sweet Jones. Don’t work yourself into a swivet. I’ll tell all. Ben and I are so past the good night kiss stage.” She gave him a pronounced wink. “Way way past. What a libido that man has.”
“Really. I thought Ben was more glibido.”
“Huh?”
“All talk and no action.”
“Well, you are . . . totally wrong.”
“Glad to hear it. I guess.” As Christina bounced toward her office, he added, “But I notice there’s no ring on your finger.”
Her neck stiffened first; the rest of her body soon followed. She slowly pivoted on one heel. “That . . . doesn’t mean . . . anything. We haven’t been dating all that long.”
“Oh? Seems to me it’s been . . .”
“Just a little over a year.” She paused. “With, like, ten years of foreplay. Look, he’s a typical nineties male. Afraid of commitment.”
“Wake up and smell the calendar, Chris. The nineties were over a long time ago. Your boy is stalling.”
“He isn’t stalling. He’s just . . . Ben.” Her fingers fluttered through the air. “You know how hard he was hit by that Ellen mess, how she betrayed him. That’s how he sees it, anyway. And that business with Belinda Hamilton didn’t help any.”
“And Keri Kilcannon.”
“Ugh.” Christina’s face twisted into a grimace. “Did you have to bring her up?” She sighed. “I keep telling myself this romance isn’t hopeless, that eventually we’ll take the next step. But how long can I wait for this man to come to his senses?”
“Hearing that old biological clock ticking?”
“Yeah. The one that tells me I probably won’t live past one hundred and ten. And that may not be long enough.”
“I feel for you. Truly.”
“What would you know about it? You and Paula fell in love right off the bat.”
“We didn’t get married right off the bat.” Jones’s eyes twinkled. “But I knew it was going to happen. Knew the first moment I laid eyes on her.”
“And you’ve been happily married ever since. How did you know? How could you be sure? Give me a test.”
“That’s easy enough. Has he ever told you he loves you?”
She frowned, then stomped across the lobby to her office.
Jones leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “That’s what I thought.”
 
Ben crept into the lobby, carefully opening and releasing the door so the automatic chime would not sound. When was he going to have that private-access elevator to his office installed? Answer: probably sometime after he actually made some money, a goal that perpetually eluded him. And it wasn’t because of his profligate ways, either. In all his years as a lawyer, he’d tried dozens of cases, mostly with some degree of success, settled a multimillion-dollar tort case, written two books, inherited a boardinghouse, and rarely spent a dime on himself. But he still only barely managed to keep the firm afloat. And for the most part, it was his own fault. And he knew it.
Which was why he was tiptoeing past his office manager’s desk, hoping Jones kept his attention fixed on his computer screen. He felt certain that Candy Warren would take the DA’s offer. He also felt certain that as soon as her father found out about it, he would refuse to pay Ben a dime, which would make her the third no-pay in a month. The only check he remembered seeing recently had come from the government for a court-appointed representation, and that hadn’t amounted to enough to take his staff to the Golden Arches for a burger and fries. No, he definitely didn’t need to have a confrontation with Jones this early in the morning.
As he turned stealthily down the corridor to the private offices, he saw that Christina was already in. His spirits got an instantaneous lift, as they always did when he saw her. He almost said hello—then thought better of it and returned to stealth mode. They’d had a wonderful time together the night before, absolutely blissful: takeout from Right Wing, a new episode of Says You! on the radio, and some extremely gratifying snuggling. But when the evening came to an end, and they stood at the door together, and he’d given her one last goodbye kiss about as many times as was possible without it becoming ridiculous, she paused, held him at arm’s length, and waited.
He knew what she was waiting for. And the pathetic thing was, he wanted to comply. But he couldn’t make himself do it. No matter how hard he tried. So he bumbled something inane about what a “swell girl” she was, and she left.
Yes, he was definitely tiptoeing past her door, too.
He slid into his desk chair and thumbed through the mail Jones had left. Bills, bills, and more bills. A possible case in Creek County against a crop-dusting school. A small-time Internet florist that wanted to sue its fulfillment service. Nothing remotely interesting. Nothing likely to make him rich overnight. And nothing that was ever going to help him work up the nerve to do right by—
“Christina!” He sat upright, startled by her sudden appearance. “What—”
She marched past his desk, grabbed him by the shoulders, raised him to his feet, and planted a big wet one right on his lips.
“Ub—dub—what—”
“Yes, yes, I know your rules. No smoochies in the workplace. But today I think you’ve earned an exception. I just got word from the courthouse. Father Beale is going to be released!”
“You’re kidding!”
“You know I wouldn’t joke about something like that. He’s been wrongfully incarcerated for far too long. It’s an embarrassment to the entire state.”
“So our appeal finally worked.”
“Appeal, schmiel. It was your book that did it.” Not long after he had tried Father Beale’s case—and lost—Ben began writing his second nonfiction book. It had finally been published about a month before, and the sales had been considerably better than those for his first book—which meant they were at least in two-digit numbers. Bad Faith had also generated a fair amount of media attention, especially in legal circles.
“The governor, archconservative that he is, couldn’t help but get involved after you turned up the heat, Ben. People were calling for Father Beale’s release all over the state—heck, all over the nation. Greta van Susteren devoted an entire hour to the case, for Pete’s sake. Make no mistake, Ben—this had nothing to do with any judge, jury, or legal argument. You made this happen.”
“Well . . . I’m glad he’s getting out, anyway.” Which was putting it mildly. Father Beale had been Ben’s childhood priest, a man he loved dearly for all his faults. Losing his case had been a devastating blow. “I want to be there when he’s released.”
“I knew you would. I’ve made all the arrangements.”
“Great. That’s just . . . great.” Ben had been trying to avoid her eyes, but something about Christina made that impossible. Whether he wanted to or not, his gaze returned to her long strawberry-blond hair, her freckled nose. She was half a foot shorter than he was, and yet everything she did, everything she said exuded confidence and fortitude. “Look . . .” He hesitated. “About last night . . .”
Her eyes turned up. “Yes?”
“I just—I just wanted you to know that—that—”
“Yes?”
Ben felt beads of sweat trickling down the sides of his face. “That you were totally robbed by that Says You! fake definition round. I mean, who on earth would know that babbing was some kind of eel fishing? Arnie has a way of bluffing that takes everyone in. And—and you shouldn’t feel bad about missing that one.”
Her head moved slowly up and down. “Thanks, Ben. Appreciate that.”
A large crew-cut head bobbed into the office. “Hey, you guys got the TV on?”
It was Loving, their investigator. A huge man, built like a storage freezer, but at heart as soft as a new pair of Hush Puppies.
“No,” Ben answered. “Why? Oprah going to help you find fulfillment by buying some book?”
“Nah. Somethin’ really excitin’. On C-SPAN.”
Something exciting on C-SPAN? Ben thought. That’ll be the day. “What about?”
“Come see for yourself. It’s that Senator Glancy guy.”
“Glancy?” Christina turned her head. “Don’t you know him, Ben?”
He nodded. “Went to law school with him.”
“Friends?”
He shrugged. “His family knew my family. Titans of Nichols Hills, that sort of thing. But no, he and I were never particularly close. My mother is constantly comparing us, throwing his success in my face.”
“Why? Because he was a successful and fabulously wealthy oil magnate and then got elected to the Senate, and you’re a—a—”
Ben waited. “Ye-es?”
“—a . . . increasingly prominent attorney. Let’s go see what Loving is talking about.” She did a quick about-face and headed out of the office.
Ben almost smiled. Smoothly done, Christina. Very smooth indeed.
 
Ben and Christina stared at the small television set in the office lobby, their lips parted. Even in black and white, it was difficult to believe. Or stomach.
“And you say they’ve been running this all morning?”
“Oh yeah,” Loving replied. “You know how these news guys are. They get their hands on somethin’ this good, they’re gonna find some reason to play it over and over again. Before, the talkin’ heads were usin’ it for a discussion of character issues. Now it’s some kinda chitchat about employer ethics. It’s all just a big dog-and-pony show so they can run the tape.”
Loving may have a homespun way of expressing himself, but Ben knew he wasn’t wrong. In a previous age, the press, of their own volition, declined to ever print a photo of FDR in a wheelchair or using leg braces. Today they would show . . . this. Repeatedly.
“How did they get it?” Ben wondered aloud.
“No one seems to be sure. They said the tape showed up on a C-SPAN reporter’s desk.”
“I am so totally disgusted,” Christina said. “I mean, an affaire de coeur is one thing, but this—”
“Jiminy Christmas,” Ben groaned. “They’re starting it again.”
Christina’s lips pursed. “Let’s just hope they resist the temptation to use slow motion.”
The video was black and white and grainy, but it was still clearly Senator Todd K. Glancy, D-OK, in the foreground, wearing a blue business suit. Kneeling before him on a sofa was a brunette woman who couldn’t possibly be older than her early twenties. She was wearing nothing but lacy undergarments, a black push-up brassiere, and panties connected by a garter strap to fishnet hose, like something you might see in a Victoria’s Secret store window. No, Ben thought, it was too tacky for Victoria’s Secret. Maybe Frederick’s of Hollywood. No, still too tacky. Maybe Ashlyn’s Adult Toy and Costume Shop.
The lead anchor appeared on the screen, a somber expression on his face, continuing his prosaic commentary. “Again, we want to caution our viewers—what you are about to see will shock you. We are airing this only because it is clearly newsworthy, and because it could have profound ramifications for the future of this country. Nonetheless, if there are any impressionable minors in the viewing area, or for that matter anyone who might be offended by graphic sexual content, we strongly urge you to remove them, or to turn off your television immediately.”
Brilliant lead-in, Ben thought. Guaranteed no one on earth would be changing the channel. Especially impressionable minors.
As the tape began, the audio was staticky, but captioning at the bottom of the screen helped fill in the gaps. The young woman on her knees bore a lascivious grin. “I’ve been watching you all day,” she said, breathily. “Trying to contain myself. But it’s been hard. You are so hot.”
“Am I?” Glancy replied.
“Oh yes. God, yes. You’re a firecracker. Every woman in the office dreams about getting a piece of you.”
Glancy’s voice softened. “Tell me more.”
“I’ve heard them talking about it, the secretaries, the other interns. How incredibly sexy you are. The fantasies they have about you. How they cream every time they get a whiff of you. How they’d give anything—anything—just to get you inside them.”
“Does that include you?” he asked, a sickening, raffish expression on his face.
As if to answer, with both hands, she pushed in on her bosom, which was already all but spilling out of the brassiere. “What do you think?” she asked, in a coy, singsong voice. “Brand new.”
“Which,” Glancy replied. “The bra or the boobs?”
“The bra, silly.” She put her finger in her mouth, sucked on it, then pulled it out, slowly, biting down on her nail just before she finished. “The whole outfit. I’ve been wearing it under my suit all day. Just waiting for you. Waiting till we had a chance to be alone together. You like?”
“Yeah,” Glancy replied. Because the camera was focused on the woman and the sofa, his head was now off the top border of the screen. “I like.”
The woman lay back against a sofa cushion with her legs slightly spread. “You want to show me how much you like it?”
“I think I can do that.” His hands moved below the screen, but it was obvious he was pulling down his pants and advancing toward her.
The woman’s eyes ballooned. “Oh God. I didn’t mean—I—You’re—”
“Waiting for you, baby.” She leaned back as if to lie down, but he held her by the shoulders and pulled her closer to him. Pixilated masking obscured his groin area. “Show me how bad you want me, baby.”
“Oh, honey, I—I—can’t—” She was staring at him—staring at his pelvis—with unmasked horror. “I can’t—put—that—”
“Sure you can, baby.” He pulled her closer to him, even though she was visibly resisting. “I’m your Sugar Daddy, right? Your all-day sucker. You said you wanted me inside you. Here’s your chance. Get to work.”
“Oh God, Todd, I—” As he pushed her face nearer to him, the pixilated masking spread from his groin to cover most of her head, but the audio continued uninterrupted. “Please, I—I—mmph—”
Her voice was obscured by a series of gagging noises. The captioning couldn’t possibly transcribe this dialogue, but it didn’t matter. No matter what language viewers spoke or wrote, they would have no trouble interpreting this scene.
The man’s head was still off screen, but his torso stiffened. “Oh yeah. Oh yeah, baby. That’s it. That’s exactly it.”
“Mmmph—mmm—” She was struggling, but with his arms locked around her, there was nowhere to go. Her eyes, the only part of her face that wasn’t obscured, were wide and panicky.
“Just a little more, baby. We’re almost there.” His hips started rocking. “Oh my God. Oh yes. Oh yes.” He began to shout, twisting back and forth. “Oh yes! Oh yes yes yes yes yeeeeeessssss!”
When he was finished, he leaned back, releasing her, and pulled his pants up. He smacked her once on the side of her left buttock. “Thanks, sweetheart.”
As soon as she was free, the woman rolled over. Her head was out of the camera frame, but the audio made it clear she was retching, then gasping for air, then retching again, her body convulsing with each new upheaval.
And then, abruptly, the tape ended, replaced by the image of the commentator who had introduced the piece. “And there you have it. Cynthia, what do you think?”
She didn’t need to speak. The expression on Cynthia’s face effectively conveyed what she thought. “Well . . . ,” she began slowly, “of course, dressing up or playacting during sex is not that uncommon. The domination–subjugation model is a common facet of many people’s sex lives, and some forms of . . . punishment, such as spanking, while arguably aberrant, are not that unusual. But what we just witnessed on that videotape, particularly given the persons involved and the apparent absence of consent, went far beyond the bounds of . . . of . . . I mean, did you hear the girl vomiting? He obviously—”
Ben switched the television off. “Ugh. Too much information.”
Loving’s lower lip protruded. “I was kinda interested . . .”
“I think we’ve seen enough. I don’t need the color commentary.”
Christina had a hand pressed against her mouth. Her face had turned a greenish tint that, Ben noted, did not go particularly well with the red hair. “Are you okay? That was rather gross.”
“Übergross,” Christina corrected him. “What do you think will happen to Glancy?”
Ben puffed out his cheeks. “Well, for starters, I think he’s probably going to be dropped from my mother’s Christmas card list.”
The phone rang. A moment later, Jones held his hand over the receiver and whispered across the lobby. “Ben? It’s for you.”
At the moment, Ben had an overwhelming desire to brush his teeth. “Is it something that can wait?”
Jones shook his head fiercely no.
Something about the expression on his face made Ben’s Spidey-senses start tingling. “Who’s calling?”
“It’s from Washington. As in DC.”
All heads slowly turned toward Jones. Ben made his way to the phone. “Where in Washington?”
Jones pointed toward the caller ID screen on his phone console. “The U.S. Senate, that’s where.” He pushed the receiver firmly into Ben’s hand. “I think you’d better take the call.”

2
Washington DC, the Next Day
Ben was crushed with disappointment as they exited the overpass for I-395. Even though he knew they were nearing Capitol Hill, the neighborhood was, to put it politely, a dump. They were surrounded by all the hallmarks of abject poverty: low-income housing, trash in the streets, rampant graffiti, broken chain-link fences, homeless people holed up in cardboard boxes. He spotted two teenage boys in stocking caps huddled between homes, doing what looked very much like a penny-ante drug deal. Ben had read that DC had an astronomical crime rate, and gazing at this neighborhood, he didn’t doubt it.
Jones turned onto C Street, and the view gradually improved. Shantytown gave way to tall narrow brick townhouses, one squeezed closely up against the next. He could believe that congressional staffers could conceivably live here, although he was beginning to understand why most members of Congress had places in the suburbs.
“We’ve arrived,” Jones said at last. “And we’re early. Let’s take a spin around and see the sights.”
Ben gazed at the shimmering image of the Lincoln Memorial in the famed Reflecting Pool. Magnificent. The cherry trees were in bloom, and the Main Mall was dotted with picnickers, families tossing Frisbees, and aging hippies handing out flyers. They whizzed by the Holocaust Museum, then the Vietnam War Memorial—the first one. Ben marveled at its sheer stark blackness. A perfect commemorative of a stark black war, he thought. And all those names.
“There it is,” Jones said, pointing ahead of them. He was driving the rental car down New Jersey Avenue, and doing an admirable job of it, maneuvering through the frenzied DC traffic. They raced past the corner of Independence and South Capitol.
Ben didn’t need Jones’s help to spot it—Capitol Hill, the white sculpted dome glistening in the bright sunlight. A magnificent work of architecture. Again Ben felt his heart swelling. Gazing at this fabulous construction, it would be easy to become a superpatriot. Especially since, from this distance, you couldn’t make out any of the people who inhabited it.
“This is the House side,” Ben said. “We need to get around to the north—that’s where the Senate is.”
Jones complied. “Which building?”
“The Senate has three office buildings—the Russell, the Dirksen, and the Hart. Senator Glancy’s office is in the Russell.” He leaned forward and pointed. “That one.” Jones turned toward First and Constitution Avenue.
“That’s the side entrance where he told us to come in,” Ben continued. “I’ve got our passes.” Jones pulled up behind a cab stand. Ben, Christina, and Loving popped open their doors.
“Shouldn’t there be some sort of formal greeting party?” Christina asked. “Team Kincaid has arrived.”
“Guess all the heralds and buglers are momentarily occupied.”
A sign by the curb informed them in no uncertain terms that although this was a valid drop-off point, anyone trying to park here would be immediately apprehended by surveillance guards. “Wait a minute,” Jones said. “What am I going to do?”
“Guess you’ll have to stay with the car,” Ben replied, gathering his briefcase.
“What am I, the chauffeur? I’m a college graduate, Ben. A skilled professional.”
“Sorry. I don’t see any alternative. We’ll call you when we’re done.”
Jones watched, teeth clenched, and the three of them clambered out of the car, leaving him behind. “Swell,” he muttered under his breath. “We come all the way to Washington, DC, and once again I’m stuck at the children’s table.”
 
“Can you believe the security?” Ben whispered to Christina. They were standing in line, waiting for their turn to be scanned and searched by the officers posted at the X-ray and metal detectors.
“After 9/11? Yes, I can.” She stepped forward, laying her briefcase flat on the conveyor belt, then waiting while the female Capitol police officer waved a metal detection wand from her head to her toe. “Would you think it funny if I told you I’m getting a real charge out of this?” The guard laughed, but not much.
Loving was next through the portal. He had to take off his shoes, then his belt, but he got through in a minute or two.
And then it was Ben’s turn.
“Sorry for the inconvenience,” the officer said, “but this is the seat of the American government. We can’t be too careful.”
“Right, right,” Ben said, as he removed his college ring, then his belt, then the brand-new Harold’s shoes he’d bought just for the occasion. His mother told him that important people judge you by your shoes.
“Thank you, sir. Appreciate your cooperation.” The officer waved the wand over him again—and it beeped just as it reached his waist.
“Sir,” the officer said, “do you have any, er . . . any studs?”
“Studs?” Ben tried not to raise his voice. He knew the man was only doing his job, an important job, but this was a little exasperating. “Of course not.”
“He is a stud,” Christina said quietly, from her vantage point, “but he doesn’t have any.”
Loving gave her a look but made no comment.
“What about any, um, any . . .” He cleared his throat. “Any implants?”
“What, like have I had my breasts augmented?”
“No, sir. I was talking about, um, you know, your . . . penile implants.”
Christina covered her face with her hand.
“They have been known to set off the detectors on occasion,” the officer continued. “Some are made of nitinol reinforced with a copper alloy, so when the machines are on their most sensitive settings, as they are today—”
“No,” Ben said, with a sort of low growl, “I do not have—nor do I need—any . . . what you said.”
The Capitol police officer nodded, his face a phlegmatic mask. He could’ve been a Vulcan, except that Ben couldn’t shake the paranoid feeling that the man was laughing at him behind his eyes. “Then, sir, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to remove your trousers.”
“Remove my—are you kidding me?”
“No, sir. Regrettably, it is a necessary security precaution. We have a side room here you can use. We’ll have to call for witnesses and a video crew.”
“What!”
“Just to document that the proper procedures were followed. Can’t be too careful, you know. Frivolous lawsuits costs the taxpayers billions of dollars each year.”
“And how long will this take?”
“Oh . . . probably no more than half an hour. An hour at most.”
“I have an appointment with Senator Glancy. I’m expected.”
“Can’t be helped. Security first, that’s our motto. Now if you’ll just step inside this room, there are some forms—”
“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” With one angry flick of his wrist, Ben unfastened the button on his pleated slacks and released the zipper. The slacks fell in a bunch to the floor. Revealing the tail of his pressed white shirt. And a darling pair of boxer shorts, baby blue, with little red hearts all over them.
The officer’s stony façade began to crack.
Christina grinned from ear to ear. “Now that’s adorable. Did your mommy buy those for you, too, Ben?”
“Be. Quiet,” he replied, through clenched teeth.
“I don’t know why he’s being defensive. Do you, Loving?”
The investigator managed to keep a straight face. “No idea.”
“You work with someone for years, you think you know them, and then one day you realize they’re wearing cutie-pie boxers with little red hearts all over them. Isn’t that remarkable?”
“What I think is remarkable,” Loving said, “is that this is the first time you’ve seen his cutie-pie boxers with little red hearts all over them.”
Christina’s smile diminished considerably.
“Here’s the problem, sir,” the officer explained. “Got a button stapled to the inside of the tail of your shirt. Metal button. Probably came from the store that way, and you never took it off.”
“Does-that-mean-I-can-put-my-pants-back-on-now?” Ben answered without moving his lips.
“Of course, sir. Appreciate your cooperation.” He laid down the wand and folded his arms. “And if I may say so, sir, I think those boxers really work for you. Bring out the blue in your eyes.”
“Thanks so much,” Ben said icily. He pulled up his trousers and grabbed his briefcase, then rejoined his companions. “Don’t say it,” he warned them. “Don’t say a word.”
“Of course not,” Christina agreed. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Pause. “But man—what a pair of thighs.” She whistled.
“Christina—!”
“You’re a regular Casanova, what with the sexy hearts and all. Wouldn’t you say he was a regular Casanova, Loving?”
Loving nodded curtly. “Chick magnet. Big-time.”
“I hope you’re enjoying yourselves,” Ben said, as they reached the central lobby. “Because when we get back to the office—you’re both fired.”
 
The generally jocund mood continued, much to Ben’s chagrin, until they were greeted by an attractive blond teenager wearing a blue suit with a name tag.
“Mr. Kincaid? I’m Tiffany Dell. I’m a Senate page.”
Ben shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“Senator Glancy asked me to show you to his office when you arrived.”
“Oh, I’m sure we can find it. You—”
“Don’t count on it, sir.” She laughed, almost a giggle. “This place is a maze to the uninitiated. Took me a week to get the lay of the land.”
“Still, you must have more important things—”
“Sir, running errands for senators is what pages do. It’s, like, our job description.”
“Very well,” Christina said. “Lead on. By the way, love that suit.”
“Thanks, but I didn’t pick it out. It’s the standard page uniform. You can’t change it. We’re not even allowed to wear jewelry. I try to do the best I can with it.”
“You succeed. Helps that you’re in great shape.”
“I should be. On average, pages walk seven miles a day.”
“Wow. You must be all muscle tone. Ben, I’m dumping you to become a Senate page.”
Tiffany laughed. “I think you’re over the age limit, nothing personal. And even though it’s good exercise—it’s exhausting. Back and forth between the houses, all day long. The underground tram barely helps. Though I’d rather be out and about than stuck in that tiny former cloakroom we call our headquarters.” She led them around a corner and down a long marble hallway. “Do you have time for a quick tour? We don’t have to stay in this building. Wanna see the Senate chamber? The antique desks? The photo op platform where Vice President Cheney gave Patrick Leahy the f-word? Or the West Front—that’s where presidents are sworn into office. Statuary Hall? The Rotunda? Or the catafalque beneath—that’s where they originally planned to bury George Washington, and where Lincoln and Kennedy and Reagan lay in state before burial. Did you know that the first Supreme Court chamber was in this building, before they got their own place across the street?”
“I did,” Ben said, “and I’d love to see all that, but I think your boss is anxious to talk to us.”
“All right. If your schedule lightens up, just ask someone to call for Tiffany.” She turned toward a long narrow stairway and led the way.
 
Senator Glancy’s office on the second floor of the Russell Building, Room S-212-D, was a study in chaos theory. Ben stood at the threshold and watched as more than a dozen staffers scurried back and forth, ants in an anthill, each with their appointed tasks, each on a path that intersected those of numerous others without quite colliding. Perhaps this was not the chaos that it appeared after all, Ben mused. Perhaps, as Mrs. Austin, his fourth-grade social studies teacher taught, this was Our Government in Action.
The office consisted of a large lobby with many chairs and a sofa, but only one desk. There were four doors to smaller inner offices, all of them open. Three were occupied; one, the largest, was empty. Ben assumed that was Senator Glancy’s office and wondered where he was. Despite the embarrassing security kerfuffle, they had arrived almost exactly at the appointed time.
The fiftyish woman behind the desk was juggling two phones at once while simultaneously writing something on a yellow legal pad. Almost everyone in the room had a cell phone pressed to their ear or, worse, one of those near-invisible headsets that allowed them to walk and talk on the phone, but made it look as if they were muttering to themselves. Like the receptionist, they were all multitasking. Apparently their jobs required them to do three things at once, perhaps more. Ben wondered if the place was always like this, or only the day after a graphic, grotesque sex video featuring the boss hit the airwaves.
Not everyone currently in the office worked there. Ben spotted what appeared to be at least two civilians, one of them a father with three children clustered around his feet. “When am I going to get those tickets to the White House?” he kept saying, to anyone who passed near him. No one answered. Ben sympathized with the man, but he expected that visitor tours were not high on anyone’s agenda today. Another woman was short, obese, and with such an evident mad-on that Ben was surprised the security guards let her through the door. She stood in the middle of the lobby and shouted, “When is my boy going to get his furlough? His dad’s sick. I need him!”
The ants scurried past her. If they noticed, they gave no sign. A young woman with platinum-blond hair crossed right past Ben and stopped at the receptionist’s desk. Despite her worried expression, she had an attractive face, with a slight overbite that made her appearance all the more endearing. She couldn’t have been more than twenty. “I’m sorry to keep pestering you, Hazel. But I’m still having trouble with the Blue Beetle. I don’t know if it’s broken or if I just don’t know how to work it.”
“Probably a combination of both,” the woman replied, holding her hand over the voice end of one of the phones. “I’ll check it out as soon as I can.”
“The senator said he wanted these memos out immediately.”
The receptionist gave her a long look. “I’ll check it out as soon as I can.”
While the young woman was momentarily still, Ben seized the opportunity. “Excuse me, can you help me?”
“No,” the woman said, frowning. “I can’t help anyone. This is my first day here and I’m proving myself totally useless.”
“Your first day? Good grief, what a time to start work.”
“Yeah. I’m filling in for you-know-who, since she didn’t turn up for work today. Not that anyone was surprised.”
Ben was able to put the pieces together. By yesterday afternoon, the press had revealed that the young woman in the video with Senator Glancy was none other than one of his office interns, a relatively new hire named Veronica Cooper. She was probably deep in hiding, dodging reporters. This young lady was taking her place.
“Tough situation to be plunged into,” Ben said, hoping that if she warmed up to him a bit he might actually persuade her to take him to the senator. “You have my sympathies.”
“Hey, I’m not complaining. I wanted this job. I wanted it three months ago when it first became available, but Veronica beat me out. Career-wise, this is a great opportunity. Sanity-wise, it’s a disaster. The phones have been ringing nonstop. Just getting past the press corps stalking the office was a challenge.”
“We had to meet that challenge ourselves,” Ben explained. “By the way, I’m Ben Kincaid. I’m an attorney.”
“Shandy Craig,” she replied, shaking his hand. “I’m a baby intern.”
“Shandy,” Christina repeated. “I like that. Is it Scottish?”
“Oh, it isn’t my real name. But that’s what everyone calls me. Since I was a kid.”
“I’m supposed to have a meeting now with the senator,” Ben explained.
“Good luck. Everyone from the minority leader on down has been trying to talk to him today, and no one has managed to do it. I think he’s lying low until he figures out how best to deal with this mess.”
“Yes, that’s what he told me he planned. In part, that’s why I’m here.”
“You’ll need to talk to Amanda Burton. She’s the senator’s PR director. She keeps his calendar. Makes sure he’s where he’s supposed to be. She’ll be able to tell you where he is. If you can get her attention.”
Christina stepped forward. “Mind if I ask a question?”
Shandy held up her hands. “All I was supposed to do was run the automatic-pen signing machine. I don’t know anything more about that video than you do.”
“No, not about that. I was just wondering—what’s the Blue Beetle?”
“I believe he was a comic book hero in the forties . . . ,” Ben said quietly.
They both stared at him for a moment, then Shandy laughed. “Is that where it comes from? I didn’t know. The Blue Beetle is what they call the senator’s obsolete copying machine. He insists on having all his memos printed in blue ink—and this is a senator who still hasn’t figured out how to use e-mail, so we’re talking about a lot of blue ink.”
“Why blue?”
“He says it’s a friendly color. A larger percentage of the American population says blue is their favorite color than any other. Personally, I don’t care what color ink he uses. I just want to make copies. I’ve got a prepared statement I’m supposed to distribute to about a billion news agencies, and I can’t get it photocopied.”
“Loving?”
The burly man stepped forward.
“Would you mind helping this first-day intern see if she can get her copier working?”
“’Course not. Let’s go, Shandy.”
The young woman hesitated. “Is he some sort of . . . repairman?”
“Well,” Christina answered, “actually, he’s a private investigator. But he’s been fixing Ben’s copier for years. Yours should be a piece of cake.”
“I don’t know. This machine is pretty old. The senator is renowned for his thriftiness.”
“I bet it isn’t as old as Ben’s,” Christina replied. “Ben is renowned for his impoverishedness.”
Loving strolled off with the attractive young intern—not appearing at all displeased with the goodwill assignment, Ben noted. He and Christina crossed the anthill toward the office with the nameplate reading AMANDA BURTON. Unfortunately, just as Ben was about to step in, she came charging out, almost toppling him in the process.
“Hazel? Where the hell is that speech?”
The receptionist immediately put both lines on hold. “I’m doing the best I can. The phones have been ringing constantly and—”
Burton placed her hands akimbo. She was thin—too thin, as far as Ben was concerned—and her obviously tailored suit accented her nearly nonexistent waist. She wore fashionable thin black rectangular glasses and kept her raven-black hair pinned to the back of her head. Not exactly Ben’s type, but she was undeniably eye-catching. “Eighty-six the phone calls. Didn’t I tell you to make this your number one priority?”
“Yes, but when I’m getting calls from the top brass—”
“I can solve that problem.” Burton reached down and yanked the cord out the back of Hazel’s phone console. “In this office, Hazel, I’m the top brass. You will not replace that cord without my permission. You will not get my permission until you have finished that speech.”
“But—we’re expecting a call from the president.”
“I don’t care if we’re expecting a call from God.” She leaned in close. “Like it or not, Senator Glancy is going to have to make a public address today. And I think he just might like to read what he’s going to say before he says it. So get to work. Capice?”
Hazel lowered her chin. “Yes, ma’am.”
Ben and Christina observed the entire scene. “So,” Christina said, “you want to approach her, or shall I?”
Ben hesitated. “You know . . . she does seem to be more your type . . .”
“Somehow I had a hunch you’d say that.” Christina marched up to the woman, and Burton did a sidestep to maneuver around her. Christina grabbed her arm tightly and held her in place.
“Excuse me? Your hand is on my arm.”
“Yes. Lovely jacket, by the way.” She tilted her head backward. “This is Ben Kincaid, and I’m his partner, Christina McCall. We have an appointment with the senator.”
“No, you don’t.”
“I can assure you that—”
“I can assure you,” Amanda said, glowering, “Ms. Whoever the Hell You Are, that if the senator had an appointment with you, I’d know about it.” She shrugged off Christina’s hand. “I keep the man’s calendar. He doesn’t go anywhere unless I tell him to.”
Ah, Ben thought, the power behind the throne. Or at the very least, the ego behind the throne.
Christina was trying to be patient, but Ben could tell it was a strain for her. “We set up this appointment with the senator himself just—”
“Doesn’t matter,” Burton said, holding the flat of her hand between them. “Today all our appointments have been canceled. As you’ve no doubt heard, we have important issues to deal with.”
“But that’s why we’re here. We—”
Burton’s cell phone chirped. She flipped it open and checked the caller ID.
“It’s very important that we—”
“Talk to the hand, lady.” She turned her attention to the phone. “I know you have, Maury. I know I owe you one. But this isn’t the one. I can’t say anything until . . .” She closed her office door behind her.
Christina stared at the closed door, fuming. “If I killed her,” she said, “do you think you could get me off on justifiable homicide?”
“Probably,” Ben said. “But let’s not go there.”
“Are you Kincaid?”
They both turned and saw a small wizened man in a wheelchair. His hair was gray and not ample. Even through his trousers, his legs appeared atrophied, and he wore extremely thick glasses. Ben guessed he was around sixty, but given the obviously poor state of his health, it was difficult to know for certain.
“I’m Ben Kincaid, and this is my partner, Christina McCall. You are . . .”
“Marshall Bressler, at your service. I’m Todd’s AA.” He noted their blank faces. “That’s short for administrative assistant. It’s like being chief of staff. I’m the top dog. After the senator himself, of course.”
Ben frowned. “I was under the impression that Ms. Burton—”
“No, she just thinks she’s the top dog.” He grinned a little, and Ben couldn’t help grinning back. “Amanda came on during the senator’s last reelection campaign. The idea was that we needed to reach out to a younger, female constituency, so I hired her to show this old geezer how to do it. After the campaign, we kept her on staff. Mostly she’s in charge of media relations.”
“She’s a spin doctor,” Christina said.
“Yup. Which explains why she’s so frazzled. If ever Todd needed a good spin, this is the day. But she still reports to me, and the only person I report to is Todd.”
“He must have a lot of faith in you.”
Bressler shrugged in a self-effacing way. “I’ve been with him since the get-go. Managed his first campaign for Oklahoma County DA, and every campaign since. Even after a traffic accident seven years ago did this to me.” He gestured toward his useless legs.
“I’m sorry,” Ben said quietly.
“Don’t be, son. Hasn’t slowed me down a bit. I still work as hard for Todd as I ever did—maybe more. I think it would be fair to say he has a lot of faith in me. And I have a lot of faith in him.” He pursed his thin lips. “Which makes these recent developments all the more distressing.”
“Senator Glancy called me yesterday,” Ben said. “He’s concerned about a possible legal action. Maybe a sexual harassment suit, since Ms. Cooper did work under him.”
“There’s also a possibility of censure from the floor of the Senate. Even possible expulsion. He’s going to need some astute legal advice.” Bressler rolled in even closer. “Can I be honest with you?”
“Of course.”
“I didn’t want him to call you in. You or your partner.”
“Oh.”
“Nothing personal, son. But this is serious business. He needs the best there is, not some chum from law school. But then I started doing a little research on you. Even read one of your books last night. You’ve done pretty well for yourself.”
Ben felt his face burning. He was never good at accepting compliments and always changed the subject as quickly as possible. “Well, thanks, but if you want to hire other counsel—”
“Let me finish, son. What Todd told me was that he thought it was important that we hire an Oklahoman—not some fancy-pants DC or New York City lawyer—and that he thought you had one of the best, if not the best, reputations of any lawyer in the state.”
Christina’s eyes brightened.
“And I’m not just talking about your win–loss record, although that’s pretty damn impressive. I’m talking about your personal reputation. I talked to folks, and what I got over and over was that Ben Kincaid was a man with integrity. A man who wouldn’t lie to or mislead the court, not even to defend a client. The world’s most square-shooting geek. A veritable saint.”
Ben shuffled his feet. “I’m sure that’s an exaggeration.”
“I hope not, son. Because a saint is exactly what we need right now. The news media is going to forget all the good Todd has done for the poor, the homeless, battered women, since he came to Washington. They’re going to try to make him out like he’s a devil. And who better to convince them that he’s not—than a saint?”
Ben tugged at his collar. All this beatific talk was making him uncomfortable. He just tried to do his job as well as he could. He was no saint. Heck, once, when he was ten, he stole a comic book from Crest Groceries.
“So,” Christina interjected, “can we see the senator?”
“Of course. You folk need to have a good chin-wag about how he can best defend himself. He’s waiting for you now in one of the Senate cafeterias.”
“Really?” Ben arched an eyebrow. “That must be . . .”
“Awkward? Not for Todd. Ballsiest man who ever lived. I think he wanted to do it as a test. See who would sit with him, talk to him. And see who was distancing themselves, shunning him, acting as if he’s already been expunged. A senator needs to know who his friends are. Especially in times of crisis.” He pivoted his chair toward the door. “Come on. I’ll show you the way.”
“Oh—let me.” Ben raced around behind the wheelchair to help—but found there were no handles. “Aren’t there usually . . .”
“Not on my chair, son.”
“I’m surprised they make them—”
“They don’t. This one was custom-built for me. The senator’s wife, Marie, had it designed and paid for it herself. Birthday present, not six months after my accident. Special executive edition. See? A sliding tray I can fold across to use as a desk. A compartment under the armrest for holding documents and files.”
Ben pointed to a recess at the end of the right arm. “Even a cup holder.”
Bressler shook his head. “Cell phone charger.”
“Okay, now I’m impressed. But still—no handles?”
“I don’t need anyone to push me. I push myself.”
“I didn’t mean any offense. Usually—”
“I know, son. But I’ve taken care of myself all my life. Not going to stop now just because of this little accident. Now let’s get to that cafeteria. I think I can smell the bean soup from here.”
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