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I, Kerry Francis Kilcannon, do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States, and will, to the best of my Ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States...

THE OATH OF OFFICE


PART ONE

THE INAUGURAL


Chapter 1

‘I, Kerry Francis Kilcannon...’

In a high, clear voice, carrying a trace of Irish lilt, Kerry Kilcannon repeated the historic phrases intoned by Chief Justice Roger Bannon.

The two men faced each other on the patio which fronted the west side of the Capitol, surrounded by guests and officeholders and watched from greater distances by thousands of well-wishers who covered the grounds below. The noonday was bright but chill; a heavy snow had fallen overnight, and the mist of Bannon’s words hung in the air between them. Though Kerry wore the traditional morning coat, those around him huddled with their collars up and hands shoved in the pockets of much heavier coats. Protected only by his traditional robe, the Chief Justice looked bloodless, an old man who shivered in the cold, heightening the contrast with Kerry Kilcannon.

Kerry was forty-two, and his slight frame and thatch of chestnut hair made him seem startlingly young for the office. At his moment of accession, both humbling and exalting, the three people he loved most stood near: his mother, Mary Kilcannon; Clayton Slade, his closest friend and the new Chief of Staff; and his fiancée, Lara Costello, a broadcast journalist who enhanced the aura of youth and vitality which was central to Kerry’s appeal. ‘When Kerry Kilcannon enters a room,’ a commentator had observed, ‘he’s in Technicolor, and everyone else is in black-and-white.’

Despite that, Kerry knew with regret, he came to the presidency a divisive figure. His election last November had been bitter and close: only at dawn of the next morning, when the final count in California went narrowly to Kerry, had Americans known who would lead them. Few, Kerry supposed, were more appalled than Chief Justice Roger Bannon.

It was an open secret that, at seventy-nine, Bannon had long wished to retire: for eight years under Kerry’s Democratic predecessor, the Chief Justice had presided grimly over a sharply divided Court, growing so pale and desiccated that he came, in Kerry’s mind, to resemble parchment. Seemingly all that had sustained him was the wish for a Republican president to appoint his successor, helping maintain Bannon’s conservative legacy; in a rare moment of incaution, conveyed to the press, Bannon had opined at a dinner party that Kerry was ‘ruthless, intemperate, and qualified only to ruin the Court.’ The inaugural’s crowning irony was that the Chief Justice was here, obliged by office to effect the transfer of power to another Democrat, this one the embodiment of all Bannon loathed. Whoever imagined that ours was a government of laws and not men, Kerry thought wryly, could not see Bannon’s face. Yet he was here to do his job, trembling with cold, and Kerry could not help but feel sympathy and a measure of admiration.

‘...do solemnly swear that I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States...’

The outgoing president watched from Kerry’s left, gray and worn, a cautionary portrait of the burdens awaiting him. Yet there were at least two others nearby who already hoped to take Kerry’s place: his old antagonist from the Senate, Republican Majority Leader Macdonald Gage; and Senator Chad Palmer, Chairman of the Judiciary Committee, a second Republican whose rivalry with Gage and friendship with Kerry did not disguise his cheerful conviction that he would be a far better president than either. Kerry wondered which man the Chief Justice was hoping would depose him four years hence, and whether Bannon would live that long.

‘...and will, to the best of my Ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.’

Firmly, as though to override the old man’s hesitance, Kerry completed the oath.

At that wondrous instant, the summit of two years of striving and resolve, Kerry Francis Kilcannon became President of the United States.

A rough celebratory chorus rose from below. Mustering a faint smile, Bannon shook his hand.

‘Congratulations,’ the Chief Justice murmured and then, after a moment’s pause, he added the words ‘Mr President.’

At 12:31, both sobered and elated by the challenge awaiting him, President Kerry Kilcannon concluded his inaugural address.

There was a deep momentary quiet and then a rising swell of applause, long and sustained and, to Kerry, reassuring. Turning to those nearest, he looked first toward Lara Costello. Instead, he found himself staring at Chief Justice Bannon.

Bannon raised his hand, seeming to reach out to him, a red flush staining his cheeks. One side of his face twitched, and then his eyes rolled back into his head. Knees buckling, the Chief Justice slowly collapsed.

Before Kerry could react, three Secret Service agents surrounded the new president, uncertain of what they had seen. The crowd below stilled; from those closer at hand came cries of shock and confusion.

‘He’s had a stroke,’ Kerry said quickly. ‘I’m fine.’

After a moment, they released his arms, clearing the small crush of onlookers surrounding the fallen Chief Justice. Senator Chad Palmer had already turned Bannon over and begun mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Kneeling beside them, Kerry watched Palmer’s white-blond head press against the Chief Justice’s ashen face. Chad’s cheeks trembled with the effort to force air down a dead man’s throat.

Turning at last, Palmer murmured to Kerry, ‘I think he’s gone.’

As ever in the presence of death, Kerry experienced a frisson of horror and pity. Chad touched his arm. ‘They’ll need to see you, Mr President. To know that you’re all right.’

Belatedly, Kerry nodded. He stood, turning, and saw his mother and Lara, their stunned expressions mirroring his own. Only then did he register what Chad Palmer, whose former appellation for Kerry was ‘pal,’ had called him.

At once, Kerry felt the weight of his new responsibilities, both substantive and symbolic. He had asked the country to look to him, and this was no time to falter.

Kerry stepped back to the podium, glancing back as paramedics bore the Chief Justice to an ambulance. The crowd below milled in confusion.

Gazing out, Kerry paused, restoring his own equanimity. Time seemed to stop for him. It was a trick he had learned before addressing a jury and, even now, it served.

Above the confusion, Kerry’s voice rang out. ‘The Chief Justice,’ he announced, ‘has collapsed, and is on his way to the hospital.’

His words carried through the wintry air to the far edge of the crowd. ‘I ask for a moment of quiet,’ he continued, ‘and for your prayers for Chief Justice Bannon.’

Stillness fell, a respectful silence.

But there would be little time, Kerry realized, to reflect on Roger Bannon’s passing. The first days of his administration had changed abruptly, and their defining moment was already ordained: his submission to the Senate of a new Chief Justice who, if confirmed, might transform the Court. The ways in which this would change his own life – and that of others here, and elsewhere – was not yet within his contemplation.


Chapter 2

On a bleak, drizzly afternoon, typical of San Francisco in January, Sarah Dash braced herself for another confrontation.

It was abortion day and, despite the weather, demonstrators ringed the converted Victorian which served as the Bay Area Women’s Clinic. Sarah monitored them from its porch, ignoring the dampness of her dark, curly hair, her grave brown eyes calm yet resolute. But beneath this facade, she was tense. This was the first test of the new court order she had obtained, over bitter opposition from pro-life attorneys, to protect access to the clinic. Though, at twenty-nine, Sarah had been a lawyer for less than five years, her job was to enforce the order.

Today, she guessed, there were at least two hundred. Most were peaceful. Some knelt on the sidewalks in prayer. Others carried placards bearing pictures of bloody fetuses or calling abortion murder. With a few of the regulars – the graying priest who engaged Sarah in gentle argument, the grandmother who offered her homemade cookies – Sarah had formed a relationship which was, despite yawning differences in social outlook, based on mutual respect. But the militant wing of the Christian Commitment, the ones who called her ‘baby-killer,’ filled her with unease.

Almost always, they were men – often single and in their twenties, Sarah had learned – and their aim was to quash abortion through fear and shame. For weeks they had accosted anyone who came: first the doctors and nurses who arrived to work – whom they addressed by name, demanding that they ‘wash the blood off their hands,’ then the women who wanted their services. Before Sarah had gone to court, the militants had effectively shut the clinic down.

Now Sarah’s mandate was clear: to ensure that any woman brave or desperate enough to come for an abortion could have one. But the only access to the clinic was a concrete walk from the sidewalk to the porch where Sarah stood. The court’s zone of protection – a five-foot bubble around each patient – would permit the demonstrators to surround the patient until she reached the porch. To combat this gauntlet, Sarah had designed a system: once a patient called, setting a time for arrival, the clinic sent out a volunteer in a bright orange vest to escort her. All Sarah could do now was hope it worked.

As Sarah surveyed the crowd, she noticed a disturbing number of new faces, men whom she had not seen here before. Their presence, she guessed, was yet another tactic of the Christian Commitment: to use fresh recruits who could claim that the court order did not cover them. But a spate of anti-abortion violence – the murder of a doctor in Buffalo, three more killings at a clinic in Boston – had caused her to look out for strangers more troubled, and more dangerous, than even the Commitment might suspect. It was not the kind of judgment for which her training had prepared her.

Until her involvement with the clinic, the path of Sarah’s career had been smooth and without controversy: a scholarship to Stanford; an editorship on the law journal at Yale; a much-sought-after clerkship with one of the most respected female jurists in the country, Caroline Masters of the United States Court of Appeals. Her associateship at Kenyon & Walker, a four-hundred-lawyer firm with a roster of corporate clients and a reputation for excellence, was both a logical progression and, perhaps, a first step toward a loftier ambition – to be, like Caroline Masters, a federal judge. And the only volunteer activity her schedule allowed – enrolling in the firm’s pro bono program – was encouraged by the partners, at least in theory, as an act of social responsibility.

But after Sarah had taken the Christian Commitment to court, she had felt a clear, if subtle, change. It was one thing for Kenyon & Walker to represent a clinic whose principal service was birth control; another when gratis representation crossed over into abortion, let alone an area this dangerous and inflammatory, and which also had decreased measurably the time Sarah spent on paying clients. The Commitment was formidable: its lawyers were the pro-life movement’s most experienced; its public spokespeople the most persuasive; its militant wing – as only pro-choice activists and women in need of an abortion truly understood – the most obstructionist and intimidating.

Despite her success in court, there were rumors that the managing partner was looking for a way to end her involvement. Part of Sarah resented this intrusion; another part, which she admired less, conceded that this might be an act of mercy. Sometimes one’s best decisions were made by someone else.

But today’s decisions were hers: how best to protect the women who came here; whether to call the police for help. The first patient was due in fifteen minutes.

Scanning the crowd, Sarah noticed a young woman watching her from across the street.

She was a girl, really, with short, red hair and a waiflike slimness. But despite the flowered dress she wore, Sarah noticed, her belly had begun to show. Immobile, the girl gazed at the clinic as though it were a thousand miles away.

Two weeks ago, before the court order, Sarah had seen the same girl.

The clinic had been ringed with demonstrators, blocking access. For some moments, as now, the girl had not moved. Then, as though panicked, she had turned abruptly, and hurried away.

This time she remained.

For perhaps five minutes she stood rooted to the sidewalk. Bowing her head, she seemed to pray. Then she started across the street, toward the clinic.

Turning sideways, she entered the crush of demonstrators, eyes averted. She managed to reach the walkway before a dark-haired young man stepped in front of her.

Gently, as a brother might, the man placed both hands on the girl’s shoulders. ‘We can find you clothes and shelter,’ he promised her, ‘a loving home for your baby.’

Mute, the girl shook her head. Leaving the porch, Sarah hurried toward them.

As she pushed through the bubble, the stranger turned toward her. Sarah placed a copy of the court order in his hand. ‘You’re violating a court order,’ she said. ‘Let her pass, or I’ll call the police.’

The man kept his eyes on Sarah, staring at her with a puzzled half-smile which did not reach his eyes. Softly, Sarah repeated, ‘Let her go.’

Still silent, the man took one slow step backward.

Grasping the girl’s hand, Sarah led her past him. The chill on the back of Sarah’s neck was from more than the cold and damp. When at last they reached the clinic, the girl began crying.

Sarah guided her to a counselor’s office and sat beside her on the worn couch.

Bent forward, the girl’s frame shook with sobs. Sarah waited until the trembling stopped. But the girl remained with her face in her hands.

‘How can we help you?’ Sarah asked.

After a moment, the girl looked up at her.

Though her eyes were red-rimmed and swollen, her face had an unformed prettiness: snub features, rounded chin and cheekbones, a pale, fresh complexion lightly dusted with freckles, and, somewhat startling, blue irises which glinted with volatility. Except for the eyes, Sarah reflected much later, she had looked like a cheerleader in trouble, not a human lightning rod.

‘I need an abortion,’ she said.


Chapter 3

Kerry rode down Pennsylvania Avenue in a black limousine, Mary Kilcannon beside him, waving to the onlookers who thronged the street and covered the steps of public buildings. At the suggestion of his advisers, Lara was not with him: before Kerry asked the public to treat her as a First Lady, they opined, she should be one. And it was right, Kerry thought, that his mother share this day.

Briefly, she touched his hand.

‘I’d say I’m proud of you,’ she told him. ‘But that’s like saying I had anything to do with this.’

He turned to her, a still handsome woman of seventy with steel-gray hair, but the same green eyes which, as long as he could remember, had symbolized love and faith.

‘You did, Ma.’

Silent, Mary shook her head. In the world of politics, the gesture said, the Kilcannon family served as useful American myth: the two immigrants from county Roscommon, a policeman and his wife, who together had raised a president. But inside this car the myth’s survivors could acknowledge the truth – that, at six, Kerry had cowered while his hulking father had beaten Mary Kilcannon; or that the brutality had continued until, at eighteen, filled with anguish and love for his mother and a rage that had never quite left him, the smaller Kerry had beaten his father unconscious.

‘The ones that hate you,’ she told him, ‘don’t really know you.’

This, too, Kerry understood without words – his mother’s guilty belief that Kerry’s heritage of anger, transmuted by self-discipline into an iron resolve to achieve his goals, was as misunderstood by others as the reasons for it. If so, Kerry thought, let it be: he did not believe in calculated self-revelation, or that piercing his mother’s fiercely held privacy was the necessary price of public office. His defense was humor, as when a reporter had asked him to describe the traits of the child Kerry Kilcannon. ‘Sensitivity,’ Kerry had answered with a smile. ‘And ruthlessness.’

Now, quiet, he took his mother’s hand, even as the death of Roger Bannon shadowed his thoughts.

At dusk – after hours spent on a bullet-proof reviewing stand watching his inaugural parade which, by actual count, had included seven hundred thirty horses; sixty-six floats; and fifty-seven marching bands – Kerry Kilcannon entered the West Wing for the first time as President. As he did, he felt the White House encase him: the eight guardhouses with uniformed protectors; the surveillance cameras; the seismic sensors planted on the grounds to detect intruders; the trappings and safeguards which flowed seamlessly from one occupant to another.

At Kerry’s request, Clayton Slade and Kit Pace, his press secretary, waited in the Oval Office.

Looking from one to the other, Kerry crossed the room and settled into a high-backed chair behind an oak desk once used by John F. Kennedy.

‘Well,’ he inquired of his audience, ‘what do you think?’

Eyeing him, Kit suppressed a smile. ‘Reverence aside, Mr President, you look like a kid in the principal’s office. Your predecessor was six inches taller.’

Kerry’s amusement was muted; he sometimes resented reminders that he was, at most, five-ten. ‘They say Bobby Kennedy wore elevator shoes. Maybe you can find some for me.’

A smile crossed Clayton’s shrewd black face. ‘Won’t help,’ he told his friend crisply. ‘Lose the chair before the White House photographer shows.’

‘“Scandal in the White House,”’ Kerry said sarcastically, ‘“Dwarf Elected President.’” But he got up, closing the office door, and, waving Clayton and Kit to an overstuffed couch, sat across from them.

‘I take it he’s dead,’ Kerry said.

Kit nodded. ‘Massive stroke.’ Softly, she added, ‘He might have lived longer if he hadn’t despised you so much.’

Kerry accepted this for what he thought it was – not callousness, but fact. ‘Do we have a statement?’ he asked.

Kit handed him a single typed page. Scanning it, Kerry murmured, ‘I suppose it’s a mercy, at moments like this, that we so seldom say all we feel.’ He paused, then asked Kit, ‘How’s his wife?’

‘Numb, I’m told. His death’s hardly a surprise, but they’d been married fifty-two years. Three kids, eight grandchildren.’

‘I’ll call her before the inaugural balls start.’ Turning to Clayton, Kerry inquired, ‘What do we do about them?’

‘For sure not cancel. You’ve got thousands of supporters here, waiting for that night they’ll tell their grandchildren about. You owe them, and the country, a new beginning. And Carlie’ – referring to Clayton’s wife – ‘has a new dress.’

Kerry smiled briefly. ‘So does Lara. I’ll just have to find something appropriate to say at every ball, perhaps after a moment of silence. What else?’

Clayton leaned back on the couch. ‘For openers, you’ve got a new Chief Justice to appoint.’

Once more, Kerry had a moment of disbelief – first that he was President, then that he would be tested so soon. ‘Not tonight, I hope.’

‘Soon. We’ve got a four-four split on the Court – conservative versus moderate-to-liberal – with a full calendar of major cases. And it’s not like anyone thought the Chief Justice would be with us that long – our transition team already has a shortlist of names, and they’ve started up files on each.’

‘Good. Run them by our political people.’

‘Your constituent groups will want to weigh in, too,’ Kit observed. ‘Hispanics, blacks, labor, pro-choice women, trial lawyers. They all think you owe them, and they’re right.’

‘Haven’t they seen the Cabinet?’ Clayton rejoined. ‘We’ve at least made a down payment.’ He turned to Kerry. ‘What we need here is a consensus choice – the Republicans still control the Senate, and Macdonald Gage is laying for you. Maybe Palmer, too, now that he’s in charge of running the hearings on whoever you send over. I think we should look for a moderate Republican.’

‘I thought they were an endangered species,’ Kerry said dryly. Standing, he told Clayton, ‘Get me the list tomorrow. Along with a new chair.’

Kit frowned, as if unwilling to drop the subject. ‘Without pro-choice women, Mr President, you couldn’t have carried California, and none of us would be here. As Ellen Penn no doubt will remind you.’

At this mention of his feisty new Vice President, formerly the junior senator from California, Kerry feigned a wince; arguably, he owed his election to Ellen, and she would not be shy in pressing her views. ‘Spare me. I’ll be hearing from Ellen soon enough.’

‘With reason,’ Kit persisted. ‘The pro-choice movement is scared to death – you’ve got this damned Protection of Life Act the Republicans just passed, which your predecessor was too scared to veto. Even you were conveniently absent for that vote.’

‘The pro-choice movement,’ Kerry answered, ‘can be too damned hard to please. I was running for President, not auditioning for a supplement to Profiles in Courage. One vote in the Senate wouldn’t have made any difference.’

‘Exactly. So pro-choice women gave you a pass, expecting you’d look out for them once you got here. Especially on the Court.’

Kerry folded his arms. ‘I’ve been President for about five hours, I’ve got eleven balls to go to, and I’m still struggling to remember what to do if there’s a nuclear attack. If it’s all right with you, Kit, I’ll reserve the Supreme Court for my first full day on the job.’

As though to short-circuit Kerry’s irritation, Clayton intervened. ‘Even with Bannon’s death,’ he told Kerry, ‘people will remember your inaugural address. You made it sound even better than it read. CNN called it the best since Kennedy’s.’

Kerry smiled, mollified, and noted with amusement that he still needed Clayton’s reassurance. At once Kit caught the spirit. ‘You were terrific,’ she averred. ‘The only thing that could have gone better is if the Service had let you get to Bannon before Palmer did. He’s gotten too much airtime.’

Clayton gave a short laugh. ‘The most dangerous place in Washington,’ he agreed, ‘is the space between Chad Palmer and a Minicam.’

As he was meant to, Kerry smiled at them both. But beneath their mordant humor, he understood that Clayton and Kit already saw Chad Palmer as his chief rival, and that this would be the prism through which they viewed everything Chad did. And so, they were warning, should Kerry.

‘That’s all right,’ he answered. ‘Let Chad be the hero. He earned the right, when I was still in college.’


Chapter 4

‘What’s your name?’ Sarah inquired.

The girl looked down. ‘Mary Ann.’

Sitting beside her, Sarah waited for her to look up again. Then she asked, ‘How far along are you?’

Once more, Mary Ann turned away, as if the question were a rebuke. ‘Five and a half months,’ she murmured.

‘And you’re how old?’

‘Fifteen.’

So far, Sarah thought, it was as bad as she had expected. ‘Are you living with your parents?’ she asked.

The girl’s face grew taut. Her answer, a quick nod, resembled a hiccup.

‘If you haven’t talked to them...’

‘Please...’ Swallowing convulsively, Mary Ann burst out, ‘My baby’s not right. I’m afraid of it.’

The moment she saw the technician’s face, Mary Ann had known there was something wrong.

A sonogram was routine, the woman had said – afterward there would be pictures and, if Mary Ann wished to know, they could tell her the baby’s sex. Her mother, tight-lipped and alert, held her hand: there were times when it felt to Mary Ann that this was her mother’s pregnancy.

For a while, the whole thing had seemed like it was happening to someone else, or maybe in a dream. Her first time, in the back seat of Tony’s car; crying from the pain of it; feeling abandoned after Tony, with a hurried kiss, dropped her at the corner; resenting the lie she told her parents about seeing a movie with a friend. In her room, she had undressed, studying her body in the mirror. Then she turned out the lights. Alone in bed, she felt confused again, yet proud that a boy so much older and more popular had wanted her. She went to sleep wishing that Tony were next to her.

He never called again. It was like the secret grew within her until it became a baby, and her mother found her vomiting in the bathroom. This time she could not lie.

Her mother took her to the doctor.

Afterward they sat in the living room. Her father, too contained and gentle to rebuke her, explained what they would do: Mary Ann would continue at Saint Ignatius; her mother and father would support her and the baby; with enough resolve and sacrifice the three of them could assure that Mary Ann went to college. Her mother remained silent and stricken. For her parents, Tony’s role was done: shamed, Mary Ann tried to imagine that Tony – filled with pride, or perhaps remorse – would come for her.

But Tony would not see her. A few girlfriends were kinder. And it was her mother – whose long silences at the dinner table had been more painful than words – who helped to decorate the guest room for a baby, and who shared Mary Ann’s wonder at the stir of life inside her. With each checkup, her mother had become more animated – until the sonogram.

Quiet, the technician stared at it. When her mother stood to see the baby’s image on the screen, the woman switched it off.

‘What is it?’ her mother asked.

The technician remained calm. ‘Dr McNally will talk to you,’ she answered, ‘as soon as he reviews the pictures.’

For the next forty minutes, her mother made forced chatter while Mary Ann wondered what the technician had seen growing inside her. Then a nurse led them to Dr McNally’s office.

The doctor sat at his desk. Fifteen years before, he had delivered Mary Ann; today his avuncular face, a map of Ireland, was troubled. ‘Can I speak to your mother?’ he asked.

This frightened Mary Ann still further. ‘Why?’ she said stubbornly. ‘It’s my baby.’

McNally gave her mother a glance, then spoke to Mary Ann. ‘There’s a problem, you see. Your baby’s hydrocephalic.’

In the silence, Mary Ann saw her mother’s eyes briefly shut. Margaret Tierney placed an arm on Mary Ann’s shoulder.

‘In layman’s terms,’ McNally continued gently, ‘his head is swollen with water. Often, unfortunately, it doesn’t manifest until several months into the pregnancy.’ He looked from Mary Ann to her mother. ‘Mary Ann is twenty weeks pregnant – within a week or two of viability, on average. Nothing is certain. But the condition tends to impede development of the brain.’

Her mother blanched. ‘“Tends”?’ she repeated.

McNally faced her. ‘There’s a slim chance the brain will develop normally. But the condition obscures it: we can’t tell from a sonogram what cerebral development is occurring.’ He paused, his reluctance palpable. ‘In all likelihood, the baby will die soon after birth. But I’m afraid it’s a matter of wait and see.’

To Mary Ann, it was like she could not move or speak, yet could hear everything around her. As she fought back tears, her mother moved still closer. ‘But she’s barely fifteen. A head that size...’

‘Trust in us. We can perform a classical cesarean section, for Mary Ann’s protection.’

To Mary Ann, his words seemed to arrive slowly, as if from a great distance. She felt her mother kiss the crown of her head; for a time her mother’s face rested there, as though Mary Ann were small again.

‘What about future pregnancies?’ Her mother’s voice was tight, a signal of fear. ‘The risk of not bearing children.’

Head lowered, Mary Ann closed her eyes. Softly, McNally told her mother, ‘I understand, Margaret. Believe me, I do. But these days the risk is relatively small.’

‘How small?’

‘Five percent, at most. Probably far lower.’

Only then did Mary Ann begin to cry, tears running down her face.

Watching the memory flood the girl’s eyes, Sarah envisioned her waking from a dream state.

‘When did this happen?’ Sarah asked.

‘Three weeks ago.’ Abruptly, the girl stood, as though propelled by anguish. ‘I’m all alone. My parents are making me have this baby, and there’s no one else to help me.’


Chapter 5

‘It’s a shame about Roger Bannon,’ Macdonald Gage said, passing Chad Palmer a glass of single malt scotch. ‘For the best of reasons, he stayed too long.’

The two men were alone in the Majority Leader’s commodious office, a suite of walnut and leather reminiscent to Chad of a men’s club. As always, Chad marked Mac Gage’s seamless courtesy: Gage never forgot that Glenlivet was Chad’s scotch of choice, or that he liked precisely two shots served over ice in a cocktail glass. These were the kinds of small attentions, combined with an unflagging grasp of detail and a shrewd knowledge of what motivated ninety-nine other men and women, that had made Macdonald Gage the master of the Senate.

‘He was dead by the time I reached him,’ Chad remarked. ‘Absolutely nothing for it.’

Gage grimaced in commiseration, then raised his drink. ‘To Roger,’ he said. ‘He surely served our country well.’

Idly, Chad reflected that Mac Gage had carefully polished his public persona to be unctuous and predictable – a series of homilies as unrevealing as his conventional gray suit and striped tie were uninteresting. In some part of Gage’s mind, Chad once had conjectured, the world must be a vast, interminable Rotary meeting. But experience had taught him that Gage’s manner was intended to lull others into forgetting his unremitting desire to stay one jump ahead.

To Gage, Chad knew, he, too, was somewhat of an enigma, a man to be watched and studied. In looks and manner they were opposites: Gage had the smooth, prosperous look of a provincial worthy in middle age; at forty-nine, Chad was lean, fit, and given to the spontaneous and irreverent. It amused him to know that Gage had nicknamed him in private ‘Robert Redford,’ as much for the adoration of the media as for Chad’s blond-haired good looks, and that Kerry Kilcannon, with more affection, had labeled him ‘Harry Hotspur,’ after the headstrong warrior of Shakespeare’s Henry IV. Both perceptions, the two men might be surprised to know, suited Chad’s purposes just fine.

‘To Roger,’ Chad responded. ‘And to the new president.’

As he expected, the remark induced, from Gage, a frown which he banished at once.

‘Our new president,’ Gage answered, ‘has a problem. As do we.’

So much for Roger Bannon. But then Gage hadn’t asked Chad here so urgently, on such a day, to polish the late Chief Justice’s eulogy. ‘I know our problem,’ Chad responded. ‘We just lost an election. What’s Kerry’s?’

‘That he won by only a few thousand votes, and that we control the Senate.’ Gage sipped his drink. ‘Our constituent groups, including Christian conservatives, are expecting us to keep Kilcannon in check. The nomination of a new Chief Justice is our chance to lay down a marker.’

Chad tasted the rich peaty burn of good scotch. ‘That depends,’ he answered, ‘on who Kerry picks.’

‘He’s got his own constituencies to please. He won’t be sending us anyone we like.’ Gage fixed his eyes on Chad’s. ‘First Kilcannon has to go through you. You’re the Chairman of Judiciary. You investigate his nominees. You hold the hearings. You decide whether to make things easy for him.’

Chad shrugged. ‘I don’t intend to give Kerry a pass. But I’m not going to run a witch-hunt either, badgering the nominee to confess that he believes in the theory of evolution – no matter what some of these people want. It’s time we noticed that they’re one reason we keep losing.’

‘If that were true,’ Gage retorted, ‘we could never have passed the Protection of Life Act. Even a Democratic president was forced to sign it.’ He jabbed a finger for emphasis. ‘Without Roger Bannon, the whole Court’s in the balance. Our obligation is simple – no judicial activists; no liberals on crime; no red hots for abortion.’ He spread his arms. ‘You’re the first line of defense, Chad. For all we know, Kilcannon pops out a nominee tomorrow. Our people will be looking for us to read from the same page.’

‘Or sing from the same hymnal,’ Chad responded with a smile.

Gage’s own smile was perfunctory, an effort to appease someone who, his manner made clear, was insufficiently serious. ‘Will you accept a word of advice?’ Gage asked.

‘From you, Mac? Always.’

‘There’s been grumbling on our side that you’re the new Chairman.’ Gage’s voice became confiding. ‘Everyone respects you and wants you to do well, so I’ve been able to keep it down. But some feel you’re too close to Kilcannon, especially after the two of you sponsored that campaign reform bill that most folks on our side – myself included – thought would damn near put the party out of business. You’ve got amends to make, and this may be your chance.’

The message, Chad knew, was clear enough. Once Kerry named his choice, the spotlight was on Chad – fail the test, and his chances of being the party’s nominee next time would be severely damaged. It struck Chad that Gage might equally value two distinct outcomes: defeating Kilcannon’s prospective Chief Justice, thereby raising Gage’s stock as presidential candidate, or arranging matters so that Chad diminished his own. As usual in such circumstances, Chad viewed the challenge with serenity.

‘Neither of us gets to be a hero,’ he retorted, ‘unless the President gives us an opening, and he’s no fool. If he were, he’d still be over here with the rest of the buffoons.’

Gage raised his eyebrows. The expression suggested that Chad’s contempt for certain of his colleagues, like so many things Chad did, was ill-advised. ‘Kilcannon’s not a fool,’ Gage countered. ‘But he’s reckless.’

‘That’s what they say about me,’ Chad replied affably. ‘And I’ve survived.’ He did not say the rest – that the flip side of ‘recklessness’ was cowardice, and that its costs were stiffer.

‘Look, Mac, I don’t want a liberal any more than you do. Or some stealth candidate who turns out to believe only child molesters have rights. If Kerry gets confused enough to ask my advice, I’d make that clear.’

Gage produced a fresh smile, to suggest – despite Chad’s best instincts – that he was mollified. ‘Oh, he’ll ask, Chad. He’ll ask. You’ve never been as important to him as you’re about to become.’

Or to you, Chad thought.

In the quiet, Gage fixed him with a bright, untrusting look. At other times Chad would have been pleased to wait him out. Silence no longer bothered him: for over two years of what seemed another life, he had been forced to live, often for days – as best as Chad had been able to measure days – without the sound of a human voice. But tonight he was anxious to get home.

‘Can I give you some advice, Mac? About the President.’

Gage smiled again. ‘That’s only fair, and I’m eager to hear it. You know him so much better.’

Chad ignored the implicit jibe. ‘Kerry may not do what you think prudent. But he’s the best intuitive politician I’ve ever seen, and he plays for keeps.’ Draining his glass, Chad finished amiably, ‘You’ve been here longer than I have. But I think this town may end up littered with the bodies of people who’ve underrated Kerry Kilcannon.’

Gage’s smile compressed. Maybe yours, Chad could see him thinking, but not mine.

Chad stood at once. ‘Anyhow, I’ve got to get home. Zip up Allie’s dress.’

Gage rose from his chair. ‘How is she? And Kyle?’

Asking after spouses, and recalling the names of children, was another staple of the Gage persona. Probably, Chad thought, this remark was nothing more.

‘Allie’s fine. And Kyle’s in college now, studying fashion design. If I’m any judge of dresses, she’s doing well.’

‘Good,’ Gage said firmly. ‘That’s real good.’

Driving home, Chad pondered why this last exchange – superficially so meaningless – unsettled him when what went before did not.


Chapter 6

‘Who are your parents?’ Sarah asked.

The girl folded her arms, standing stiff and silent and then, as though deflated, sat down again. ‘My father’s Martin Tierney.’

She did not say more, nor did she need to. Martin Tierney was a professor of law at the University of San Francisco, a teacher of trial practice and a specialist in ethics, and, by reputation, a formidable advocate for the pro-life movement. Sarah concealed her dismay. ‘I know who he is,’ she answered. ‘And where he stands on choice.’

‘It’s more than that.’ Mary Ann’s voice was soft. ‘When I was twelve, he and my mother took me to a prayer vigil at San Quentin, the night they executed a man who’d raped and murdered two little girls. They believe that killing is wrong and that life is sacred, no matter who takes it or what the reason is.’

‘Is that what you believe?’

Mary Ann bit her lip. ‘The Church, my mom and dad, they’ve taught me that. Before, I just accepted it.’ She looked up again, voice quavering. ‘But what if I have this baby, and then after that I can never have another one. Even when I’m married.’

Her eyes seemed to plead for support, a need so naked it was painful. At this girl’s age, Sarah reflected, Alan and Rachel Dash had prized her intellect and encouraged her independence: just as Sarah would not be who she was without her parents, the same, for opposite reasons, was true of Mary Ann Tierney.

‘What exactly do your parents say?’ Sarah asked.

‘He said an abortion isn’t possible.’ The girl paused, shaking her head. ‘My mother just cried.’

Silent, Sarah tried to sort out her emotions. ‘Please,’ the girl implored her, ‘I need your help.’

How many times, Sarah thought, had someone in crisis sought out her supposed calm and common sense. But there was no path open to Mary Ann Tierney which did not promise further trauma, and only one thing that seemed clear – the law. There was no kindness in evading it.

‘I’m sorry,’ Sarah told her, ‘but you may be too late. At least for the kind of help you’re asking for.’

Mary Ann’s eyes misted. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Congress just passed a law – something called the Protection of Life Act. It reads like it was written for you...’

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re under eighteen, and by now your doctor would likely say that, in his medical judgment, the fetus is – or if it’s normal, could be – viable outside the womb. Under the act, you need the consent of a parent before aborting a viable fetus. And even their consent must be based on a doctor’s “informed medical judgment” that an abortion is necessary as defined by this law.’ Watching Mary Ann’s face contort, Sarah hesitated before continuing. ‘Without consent, you have to prove in court that the pregnancy poses a “substantial medical risk” to your life or physical health. I don’t think a five-percent risk to future pregnancies will be enough.’

Mary Ann’s eyes shut. ‘Even if the baby has no brain?’

‘The statute doesn’t provide for that.’ Sarah struggled to stifle the irony and anger she heard in her own voice. ‘It’s one of the things your parents get to decide about.’

‘But I didn’t know until the sonogram...’

Her protest, plaintive and pitiful, stoked Sarah’s sense of frustration. ‘I saw you here two weeks ago. Why didn’t you come in then?’

Mary Ann’s shoulders twitched. ‘I wanted to, but all those demonstrators scared me. One of them was our parish priest.’

Mary Ann Tierney, Sarah realized, had become the plaything of Fate. Four months ago, there had been no Protection of Life Act; two weeks ago – given the stage of this pregnancy – another doctor might have questioned viability even for a normal fetus. Now Mary Ann was captive to crosscurrents she neither controlled nor understood, and Sarah shrank from adding to them. But Mary Ann had come here, however late, and was entitled to know what chance for her remained.

‘There’s one thing left,’ Sarah told her. ‘It’s not clear that this law is valid.’

The remark seemed slow to register. Sarah waited until Mary Ann gazed up again, looking so young that Sarah, though pained for her, felt it as a burden. ‘Under Roe v. Wade,’ she began, ‘women have the constitutional right to an abortion. But after the fetus is “viable” – which your own doctor says it is – Congress can ban abortion unless it’s necessary to protect the mother’s life or health.

‘No one knows exactly what that means, and no court has decided yet whether the Protection of Life Act violates a minor’s right to decide, with a doctor’s advice, what a “substantial medical risk” means to her.’ Sarah paused, reluctant, then told her the rest. ‘If the courts find it unconstitutional, there’s no law in California to stop you from deciding for yourself.’

Fingers tented, Mary Ann stared at the floor, as though trying to absorb this. ‘It’s only fair to tell you,’ Sarah ventured, ‘just how hard that would be.’

Mary Ann swallowed. ‘You mean my parents?’

‘You may have to face them – in and out of court. At this point, there’s no way to conceal an abortion.’ Sarah’s voice was firm. ‘If you fit within the statute, you’d theoretically be entitled to get an abortion without involving your parents in court, though there’s no way afterward they wouldn’t know you’d had one. But if you try to get the statute thrown out, that protection may not apply.

‘And that’s just the beginning. Your lawyer would file the case under a pseudonym, to try and protect your privacy. But if word gets out, the media will be all over it. The same people you saw outside would be picketing the courthouse. The pro-choice activists might try to use you as their poster girl. Because you’d be attacking an act of Congress, the Justice Department will be obligated to oppose you. And because most people believe without much thought that parental consent is good and late-term abortion is inhumane, the political pressures surrounding a challenge to the law could be enormous.’

Tears sprang to the girl’s eyes again. Sarah forced herself to continue. ‘Most of all, I worry about you. The weeks you’d spend fighting this law would feel too long, and too short. Too short because there’s not that much time until you have the baby. Too long because every day could tear your family apart.’

Arms folded, Mary Ann began rocking back and forth, as though her pain were physical. Without much hope, Sarah ventured, ‘You only need one parent. Is there any way to change your mother’s mind?’

Mary Ann shook her head. ‘You don’t understand. It would tear them apart, too.’

Her voice trailed off. ‘Would your doctor help?’ Sarah asked.

‘No.’ The words were muffled. ‘He’s my parents’ friend – they all believe abortion is a sin. You are the only one who can help me.’

The simple anguish in those words broke through the last of Sarah’s defenses. My mother would have held you, she thought. Then she’d have found a way.

‘It isn’t fair,’ Sarah said. ‘I know that.’

Turning away, the girl shuddered, inconsolable. ‘I guess court’s the only hope...’

Sarah drew a breath. ‘It would be a big case, Mary Ann. I’m just an associate. I can’t take any case – let alone for free – without asking the partners’ permission.’

The girl looked up at her. ‘Then ask them. Please.’

Abruptly, Sarah realized how many of her cautions for Mary Ann also applied to herself. And, as quickly, felt a defiant surge of the ego and independence which, in a conservative and hierarchial law firm, she often struggled to suppress.

‘At least,’ Sarah temporized, ‘I can make some calls. Maybe find someone else.’

The girl’s face closed, as if at a betrayal. ‘Whatever.’

She was on the edge, Sarah told herself. And she was fifteen: by definition – even before this trauma – unstable, uncertain, untrustworthy, and self-involved. As Sarah remembered all too well.

‘Mary Ann,’ she said succinctly, ‘we’re talking about a lawsuit which could end up in the United States Supreme Court. “Whatever” doesn’t get it.’

Chastened, the girl touched her eyes. ‘I’m sorry...’

Now Sarah, too, felt helpless. At length, she said, ‘Tell me how I can reach you.’

Despairingly, the girl shook her head. ‘You can’t. After I got pregnant, my mother took the phone out of my room.’

God, Sarah thought. Slowly, she absorbed the full weight of this girl’s youth and isolation, and the responsibility this could impose on Sarah. ‘I’m not saying I’ll be your lawyer. But you can call me tomorrow, all right? From school.’

Mary Ann faced her, tears welling again – as much, Sarah guessed, from exhaustion as from hope. Sarah wondered what would happen if she turned this girl away.


Chapter 7

There were still times, Chad Palmer reflected, when he loved his wife so much it hurt.

She examined herself critically in the mirror of the bedroom, blond head slightly tilted. For Chad, the familiar gesture resonated with the moments of their life together, a hall of mirrors in which Allie’s face appeared reflected: the wonder of new intimacy; the image he held fast to in captivity; the surprise of being restored to her again; the nearly eighteen years of evenings since when, with wry resignation, Allie Palmer had appraised the lines which, almost imperceptively, marked the passage of time. When Chad first met her she had been pretty – pert, blue-eyed, her face lit by good humor, her body slender – but now, twenty-eight years later, he thought her beautiful. The trim figure remained; what time had brought to her face was wisdom, resolve, and, painful to Chad, a certain sadness. But when she saw his reflection watching her, a faint smile appeared.

‘Why do you do that, Chad? Watch me?’

Moving closer, he kissed her on the nape of her neck. ‘Because you’re lovely. And because you’ve forgotten I’m here.’

‘M-m-m,’ she said, a sound somewhere between pleased and self-critical. ‘If I could only forget I’m forty-six.’

‘Why forget?’ Chad said, and moved his hands to her hips.

‘Too late. The ball’s in an hour, and I’m all made up. For once my hair’s doing what it’s supposed to.’

The familiarity of this complaint made Chad smile again. ‘The hell with your coiffure,’ he said. ‘You’re living with a man certified by George magazine as the decade’s sexiest senator.’

‘That was the last decade. But at least you’re not resting on your laurels.’ Turning, Allie kissed him on the cheek. ‘Need help with your tie?’

‘As usual. I’ve given up on the damned thing.’

Crossing the room, Allie fished a clip-on tuxedo tie from the bureau and slipped it around the collar of Chad’s shirt. With great concentration, she arranged it into perfect position. This moment, too, echoed in Chad’s mind: when he had returned to her, altered in body and spirit, she had accepted this with a simple kindness that belied how much, in ways they dimly understood, the two years of his captivity had changed her as well.

The woman Chad had met was eighteen, a freshman at Colorado College with no ambition other than to become a wife and mother; the man Allie had met was a senior at the Air Force Academy, the cocky product of an all-male society, whose goal was to fly the newest fighter planes as far and fast as they could go. They had fallen in love – or what Chad believed was love – and married with more optimism than insight. And for the next seven years Chad had continued to be who he was: high-spirited; prone to whiskey and, when at liberty, the seemingly endless number of women who desired him; serious only about excelling as a pilot. Then, Chad’s regret had not been what the nomadic career of an air force officer had done to their marriage, but that he had missed Vietnam. Allie’s weary resignation, her quiet dislike of their existence – the constant moves; Chad’s nights spent drinking at the officers clubs; his casual philandering from California to Thailand – were, to him, unimportant when compared to the convenience of dropping in and out of her life.

Until he could not reach her, and only the thought of Allie kept him alive.

One night in Beirut, filled with scotch, Chad had been snatched off the street by three men speaking Arabic. His journey ended he knew not where, in darkness, a cell. For the first time – endless, minuteless hours and days – Allie was the center of his thoughts, her memory more precious than her presence had been, the hope of seeing her again all that kept him, amidst torture, from wishing to die. Though not – and this still astonished him – enough to make him tell his captors what they wished to know.

And then he was free.

When Chad Palmer came home, more in love than he had thought possible, he found a wife who did not conform to his memories.

Their daughter, Kyle, slept surrounded by his photographs. But Allie had thought him dead. Now she did not seem to need him: for two years Allie had managed her own life.

‘You’re not the same,’ she told him. ‘Neither am I. I’ll never be that girl again.’

Her distance hurt him. Finally, he said, ‘I don’t think you missed me like I missed you.’

She appraised him with a level gaze he had never seen before. ‘Maybe there was less to miss,’ she answered.

In some ways, Chad came to realize, he was more lost than he had been in prison. He had returned with a sense of seriousness unforeseeable in him, and rare in any man, to a wife transformed by his disappearance, and a daughter he did not know. The central purpose of his life – to fly – was gone: though his body healed well in time, he could no longer do certain things required to qualify as a fighter pilot. Nor did he know the man he had become by accident: a public figure hailed as a ‘hero’ by the media, the air force, and more politicians than he had ever known existed.

Slowly, from the ashes of his career, Chad constructed a new purpose for his life. Solitude had impelled him to reach conclusions about himself, and the society in which he lived. That was a gift, and so was every day thereafter. And if he did not see himself as a ‘hero,’ he was wise enough to know that heroism had its uses and that, in politics, modesty would enhance this all the more. Both parties wanted to use him; he chose the Republicans out of a genuine congruence of beliefs. What he did not tell them, and what they learned only gradually, and to their sorrow, was that Chad was no conformist. He had learned in prison who he was.

Together, he and Allie found a way to reconstruct their marriage. They moved to northern Ohio, where Chad had grown up, and he ventured into politics. He was an image-maker’s dream – plainspoken yet appealing, handsome as a film star. After, as Chad sardonically put it, ‘ten hard months spent proving my fitness for national leadership,’ he declared himself for senator, and undertook the itinerant life of a candidate for office.

If not enthused, Allie was tolerant. Perhaps it was because she now had a place of her own, and a daughter to love. Perhaps Kyle’s problems, appearing in her teens, consumed her. And, Chad thought ruefully, perhaps she still loved him enough to know – and appreciate – that whatever his faults and ambitions, Chad Palmer now loved her far too much to touch another woman.

Allie finished with his tie. ‘There,’ she said. ‘You look handsome enough for your own inauguration, God help us.’

Chad kissed her forehead. ‘And you,’ he said lightly, ‘look hot enough to create a scandal.’

‘Tonight all eyes will be on Lara. I wonder how it feels to be thirty-one, and have the Post calling you “either the most beautiful about-to-be First Lady since Jackie Kennedy, or the most scintillating presidential girlfriend since Marilyn Monroe.”’

Chad smiled. ‘I don’t know how she feels. But Kerry told me a couple of weeks ago it’s like being two teenagers with two hundred seventy million parents.’

Allie eyed him curiously. ‘Do you think he’ll really marry her?’

‘I don’t know – Kerry’s not big on revealing himself, especially to someone who may run against him four years from now. But I wonder more if she’ll marry him. Sometimes I think there’s stuff going on there I don’t quite understand.’

‘Something personal? Or does she just not want the life?’

‘Not sure. The life’s hard, as we all know.’

Allie looked up into his face. ‘Will you run next time?’

‘I wanted to run this time, Allie. You know that. So you know what it depends on, and that you’re part of it.’

She placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘I do know, Chad. I’m sorry.’

‘And I understand.’

After a moment, Allie turned. ‘Zip me?’

‘Sure.’ The zipper was no problem, Chad thought – it was the damned eye-hook. ‘Is Kyle coming?’ he asked.

Allie shook her head. ‘It was sweet of Kerry to ask – especially with all he’s got on his mind. But she says she wouldn’t know what to say, or who to bring.’

Was there anything more crippling, Chad wondered, than lack of self-regard? Or more mysterious in origin? It would ease his conscience, he supposed, to think that Kyle was born this way. But then Chad had too seldom been there for her. Whatever the causes, the Palmers had a twenty-year-old daughter as fragile as she was lovely, and the lingering worry for her shadowed Allie’s face as she turned to him again.

‘What did Mac Gage want?’ she asked.

Chad grimaced. ‘Supreme Court politics. The Chief’s not dead three hours, and Mac’s trying to position me. Either I use the committee to put the screws to Kerry’s nominee – whoever he is – or Mac may try to cause me trouble.’

Allie considered this. ‘When,’ she inquired, ‘have you ever avoided trouble?’

Once more, Chad’s thoughts circled back to Kyle. ‘Maybe,’ he promised her mother, ‘it’s not too late to learn.’


Chapter 8

‘What would you do?’ Sarah asked.

‘Me? Run like a thief, of course.’ Turning from the stove, the Honorable Caroline Clark Masters gave her former clerk an ironic glance. ‘The case you’re imagining is a nightmare – legally, politically, and professionally.’

They sat in the open kitchen of Caroline’s penthouse on Telegraph Hill, spacious and tastefully furnished, with floor-to-ceiling windows which afforded a panoramic view of the San Francisco skyline. Each detail, from the modern art and wire sculpture to the flavorful Chassagne-Montrachet the two women sipped as Caroline cooked, reflected Caroline’s tastes, as elegant as the woman, and yet, like the woman, unrevealing. The one personal touch was a photograph of a beautiful young woman with olive skin who, when asked, Caroline had identified as her niece. But Caroline said little else about her: despite her relative celebrity, unusual for a jurist, Caroline remained persistently, sometimes maddeningly, elusive.

The woman herself was striking – tall, erect, graceful, with sculpted features, a long aquiline nose, wide-set brown eyes, a high forehead, and glossy black hair which began with a widow’s peak. She looked and sounded like what she was, the daughter of a patrician New England family, except for a touch of the exotic – the darkness, olive skin, a somewhat sardonic smile – which suggested her mother, a French Jewish woman whose parents had died in the Holocaust. Combined with near-flawless diction and a natural air of command, her vivid looks had helped imprint her on the public mind several years before when, as a state court judge, she had presided over the televised trial of Mary Carelli, a famous television journalist accused of murder. By the time Carelli had gone free, after a trial watched by millions, Caroline was almost as well known.

To Sarah, Caroline’s every step since – acceptance of a partnership in Kenyon & Walker, then a high federal judgeship – served an ultimate aim so lofty Sarah dared not mention it. Now, though the sound was low, the small television beside the stove was tuned to a replay of the Kilcannon inaugural – as much, Sarah guessed, for its sudden, startling implications for the Supreme Court as for the accession of a new president. In Sarah’s mind, no ambition Caroline held could be too great: her year as Caroline’s clerk had impressed on her the older woman’s integrity and intellectual rigor. Were Sarah asked whom she wished to emulate, her answer would be Caroline Masters.

Why Caroline maintained their friendship seemed less clear. Yet she exhibited an older-sisterly, almost maternal, interest in Sarah’s career and life. Perhaps, Sarah had concluded, it was because Caroline had no children of her own, and seemed to regard her only sibling – the niece’s mother – with detachment. Whatever the reasons, Sarah was pleased to benefit.

‘“Run like a thief”?’ Sarah repeated. ‘Why? Because of the firm?’

‘That’s one reason.’ Caroline smiled again. ‘My old partners at Kenyon & Walker may snatch this poisoned cup from your lips before you take a swallow. For once I can hardly blame them. They want to be known as the West Coast’s leading corporate firm, not its leading proponent of abortion rights. Any lawsuit to invalidate the Protection of Life Act would be bitter, and the issues are thorny and emotional.’ Caroline’s tone took on its familiar combination of irony and tough-mindedness. ‘If you have any illusion that this is merely an open-and-shut case of legalizing “infanticide,” wait until advocates for the disabled accuse you of wanting to abort fetuses just because they’re unsatisfactory – by your standards, whatever they may be. You’d better have an answer.’

The issue, Sarah realized, had not occurred to her. Taking a sip of her wine, Caroline spoke more softly. ‘All that I’m asking is that you ponder this with care. The people on both sides of this one, including politicians and activists, have deep convictions and very long memories. Some days I’m very glad to have never ruled on an abortion case.’

Or for that matter, Sarah realized, offered her personal opinion about abortion at all – perhaps because Caroline believed that, for a judge, idle chatter about volatile topics was impolitic. And her analysis was depressingly acute: for someone with judicial ambitions, even as nascent as Sarah’s, entanglement with issues as inflammatory as parental consent and late-term abortion could be as lethal as denouncing the death penalty. ‘I keep thinking about the clinic,’ she answered. ‘The Christian Commitment nearly shut us down. Now the pro-lifers say they’re appropriating the bodies of teenage girls in their best interests, through a “protective” new law, when what some of them really want is to punish them.

‘It’s hard not to respect many of the pro-lifers I meet; they’re sincere, and their concerns aren’t trivial. But the Christian Commitment tries to have it both ways – substantive in public, and scary at the margins. This guy who confronted Mary Ann seemed like a lot of them – marginal, a loner, and resentful of women. I’m sure it’s psychosexual: they’re so afraid that women will compete with them – or even, God help them, expect an orgasm during sex – that making us have babies is their last line of defense. It would be pathetic if it weren’t so scary.’

Caroline’s faint smile quickly vanished. ‘It’s a mistake to satirize your opponents,’ she admonished. ‘Or to be confused about what drives them. Maybe this man today couldn’t get a prom date. But Martin Tierney is a philosopher.’

‘You know him?’

‘I’ve seen him, in debates.’ Turning, Caroline eyed the sea bass she was preparing, and commenced to stir the sauce. ‘His beliefs – moral and religious – are consistent, well developed, and intellectually compelling. However much you think you’ve considered the issues, he’s considered them more. Add the fact that he is this girl’s father, and squaring off with him in court would not be easy. I know I wouldn’t relish it.’

It was a benign way of reminding Sarah of her own inexperience: at forty-nine, Caroline Masters had spent twenty more years in the law – beginning as a public defender – and was known as a brilliant trial lawyer. But Sarah felt pride, and stubbornness, overcome her. ‘In civil trials,’ she rejoined, ‘experience is overrated. What you need most is ability and preparation, to make sure the other side doesn’t surprise you.’

Caroline considered her, wineglass touching her lips. ‘Actually, I agree with you – at twenty-nine, I was defending indigents accused of rape or murder. The difference is that no one hated me for it, except the survivors. If any.’ Sipping her wine, Caroline finished, ‘The times when a judge can duck a case are few and far between. That’s not true of a lawyer. For you, I think the standard should be, “Do I, as a matter of moral choice, absolutely have to take this case?”’

Placing her glass on the black marble kitchen island, Sarah leaned forward on her stool, arms folded: as Caroline no doubt intended, her advice had sobered Sarah. ‘Let me ask you this,’ Sarah said at last. ‘Under the case law, what are the odds of winning?’

Caroline shook her head, demurring. ‘There’s a chance, however slim, that this case will wind up in the Court of Appeals, with me on the panel. Even if there weren’t, I shouldn’t be giving legal advice to prospective litigants.’

For the first time, Sarah felt frustrated. There were twenty-one active judges on the appellate court, with three assigned at random to any given case, making Caroline’s chances of drawing an appeal one in seven. But Caroline’s code, Sarah knew, did not admit exceptions.

Caroline seemed to read her disappointment. ‘I wish I could be more helpful,’ she observed gently. ‘But judges are the opposite of politicians: we’re real people who pretend not to be. I’ll very much want to know what you decide.’

Turning, Caroline returned to the matter of the orange sauce. Beside her, on television, the Chief Justice of the United States was collapsing in slow motion. As if by instinct, Caroline glanced over at the screen.

‘Incredible,’ Sarah remarked. ‘What was he like?’

‘A superior intellect, of course.’ On the screen, Senator Palmer rushed to the fallen man’s aid; watching, Caroline added, ‘Also rigid, narrow-minded, and as self-serious as a judge in a Marx Brothers comedy. And he made no secret that he despised Kerry Kilcannon. His death must have come as a crushing disappointment – especially to him.’

The mordant summary was so like Caroline – a woman who disdained false sentiment – that Sarah found herself smiling. But Caroline was not. Still watching the television, she observed, ‘This could change the whole Court. Depending on what the President does.’

‘Because the Court’s so divided?’

‘Partly. But a new Chief Justice can be much more than just another vote.’ Caroline’s voice assumed the tone of rumination. ‘Every first-year law student knows that Brown v. Board of Education ended legalized segregation in the public schools. But few learn that the first hearing left the Court sharply divided, with Chief Justice Vinson strongly in favor of maintaining segregation.

‘Before the result could be announced, Vinson died of a heart attack. Earl Warren took his place. The case was re-argued, and Warren went to work, using all his skills of consensus-building and persuasion. The result was the unanimous opinion which, some would say, launched the civil rights movement and forced us to confront the issue of race.

‘Of course, as bitter as that was, the abortion issues you’re raising are nearly as divisive, and public life is infinitely more vicious. I don’t envy Kilcannon the problem.’

‘Do you know him?’

‘The President? Not personally. My loss, clearly.’

Elliptical as it was, this was the closest Caroline had come to admitting the ambition Sarah believed she held. Emboldened, Sarah observed, ‘But you do know Ellen Penn.’

‘Yes. And I already owe the new Vice President my current job.’ Turning, Caroline fixed Sarah with an enigmatic gaze. ‘Please, Sarah, don’t even think about it.’

After a moment, Sarah smiled. ‘I’ll censor my thoughts, Caroline. But a girl can dream, can’t she?’
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