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Chapter 1





The Italians called him the Greek. The Greeks called him the Sicilian. He was from Nicosia. It was a funny coincidence that the largest city in his native Cyprus shared a name with a city in Sicily—the birthplace of his bride.


“Sofia,” he whispered in the darkness.


His wife of eleven months lay sleeping beneath a clingy cotton sheet, the gentle curve of her hip a silhouette in the shadows of night. A late-summer heat wave had sent them to bed naked, and like true newlyweds, they’d made the best of it. Cyprus was the mythological birthplace of Aphrodite, the goddess of love, who couldn’t have held a candle to Sofia. She was a classic Italian beauty, a strong and passionate woman with dark hair, captivating eyes, and flawless olive skin. The Greek felt lucky to have her, and he marveled that she loved him enough to leave her family and run all the way to Cyprus with him.


He only wished he could stop running.


“Sofia, did you hear that?”


Her head didn’t move from the pillow.


The Greek slowly slid out of bed, crossed the room in silence, and went to the open window. The lace curtains were motionless in the warm night air. He crooked his finger and parted the panels just enough to check the quiet street from his second-story apartment.


The cloak of night could hide centuries of decay, and Nicosia was beautiful in the moonlight. Flanked by the Pentadaktylos, the five-finger mountain, Nicosia was one of the oldest cities in the world, the geographic heart of an island paradise in the eastern Mediterranean. Behind thick sandstone walls, Cypriots had defended themselves from a host of invaders and occupiers dating back at least to the Byzantine Empire. The mid-twentieth century had proved to be another violent chapter, with five years of armed struggle finally bringing an end to more than eighty years of British rule. The Greek had taken no stake in that fight—which was why real Greeks called him the Sicilian (or worse)—but he’d grown accustomed to noisy nights, even gunshots.


It was purely instinct, but tonight the Greek felt another type of raid coming—one that had absolutely nothing to do with Greeks, Turks, or any of the country’s traditional ethnic divisions. He stood quietly at the lone window in their one-room apartment and listened. He was certain that he had heard something, and it took more than a cat on the roof to wake him from sleep after sex.


He walked around to the other side of the bed and sat on the edge of the lumpy mattress.


“Sofia, wake up.”


She grumbled and propped herself up on one elbow. Even at 3:00 A.M. she was beautiful, but she immediately sensed his concern.


“What is it?” she said.


He didn’t answer. He sat and listened for that noise again. There it was—a thumping that came from the first floor of their building.


“They’re coming!” he said in an urgent whisper. He sprang from the bed and quickly pulled on his underwear.


“Who’s coming?” said Sofia.


He pulled on his pants. The thumping noise was louder, like a herd of stallions charging up the stairs.


“It’s me they want, not you.”


“Who? Who?”



“Listen to me. Don’t tell them I was here. Just say—tell them I left you.”


He kissed her before she could protest.


The loud bang on the door was definitely not a knock. Someone had put a shoulder into it. They were busting their way in. The Greek couldn’t find his shoes or his shirt, and there was no time to grab anything—except his gun in the top dresser drawer. He dived through the open window and out onto the balcony as the chain lock ripped from the frame and the apartment door crashed open.


He heard his wife scream.


“Sofia!” he shouted—which accomplished nothing, except to give himself away.


“Out the window!” a man yelled from inside the apartment.


The Greek could only run for it. He grabbed the rain gutter and pulled himself up to the second-story roof. His first step loosened an old barrel tile, and it crashed onto the street below. As he regained his footing, the Greek glanced back to see the lead man climbing up onto the roof behind him.


He was wearing a police uniform.


The Greek didn’t hesitate to shoot, the sound of Sofia’s scream replaying in his mind. The return gunfire told him that he’d missed—and the bullet ripped through his hand. He cried out in pain and dismay as his revolver flew from his grasp, slid down the roof, and landed in the gutter. Another shot shattered the clay roofing tiles at his feet.


The Greek kept running.


The slope of the roof changed from pitched to flat. He gained speed and jumped across the alley—the canyon between buildings—and landed on the neighbor’s roof. A quick glance over his shoulder didn’t slow him down a bit. Two—no, three—men in uniform were in pursuit. The Greek ran faster, his heart pounding in his chest. Beat after beat, the blood pumped from his wounded hand, leaving a crimson trail across the rooftops. He couldn’t stop running. At any moment, he expected a bullet in the back. They were close enough to take him out.


He leaped across another alley, and this time it took his breath away. The ground had gone from two stories to four stories below him. The buildings on his street had the same roofline, but they were built on the slope of a hill, each one of increasing height.


Too high to jump.


He raced across the rooftop, but the footfalls behind him grew louder. His hand didn’t hurt—too much adrenaline to feel pain—but the loss of blood was making him dizzy. No way could he outrun these guys. He had to find a safe place to jump down and hide. The roof pitched upward, however, and the only way down from here was through the men with the guns. He climbed even higher, all the way to the crest, where the roof flattened into a wide expanse. It was a big building, like a warehouse. No, a hotel. The Mykonos Hotel—the last building on the block. No rooftop beyond it. No more alleys to jump.


Nowhere to run.


He went all the way to the edge, and his heart was in his throat. Six stories up.


Shit!


“Turn around!”


The voice confirmed his fears. The man was speaking Italian. There was no point in resisting. The Greek turned to face justice.


The chase had left the men breathing just as heavily as the Greek, but their faces bore the unmistakable smirk of victory.


“On your knees,” the man said. His gun was aimed at the Greek’s chest.


Again, the Greek obliged. He was too dizzy and exhausted to resist, even if he’d wanted to put up a fight.


The two bigger men stepped toward him. One grabbed his right arm; the other, his left. The Greek was no longer standing under his own power. His feet raked across the rooftop as the men carried him to the building’s edge.


“What did you do to Sofia?”


The man with the gun went to him.


“What does it matter?” he said, and he spat in the Greek’s face.


“What do you want?”


The man shrugged. “Nothing.”


With a wave of his hand, the two bigger men tightened their grip, and the Greek felt his feet leave the rooftop.


It all happened in a flash, but the next few seconds seemed like an eternity, as the Greek was airborne, flying up into the night at first, the stars seemingly within his reach. Then gravity took over, and just as quickly he was a meteor tumbling out of control, spiraling down, down, down—headfirst, feetfirst, headfirst.


He didn’t hear himself scream, or the Sicilians laughing, as his body collided with the cobblestone below.



















Forty-six years later










Chapter 2





They looked dead—except for the eyes.


Sleek and dark saurian bodies lay perfectly still, concealed in a flat pool of water that was black as ink. The heavy air of night stirred not a bit—damp heat, no breeze to speak of, sweetened by the perfume-like scent of surrounding water lilies. The surest signs of life were in the chorus of sounds from unseen creatures of the night: the rhythmic belch of bullfrogs, the predawn squawk of egrets and osprey, the steady hum of insects. At any moment, however, that peaceful pulse of nature could spike into tachycardia. The eyes of a bull gator lurking in the marshland said it all—primeval red dots caught in the sweep of a handheld spotlight. There was hunger in that eerie, ruby shine. And with good reason:


Nighttime was feeding time in the Florida Everglades.


Phil Grayson wasn’t precisely in the Everglades—gator hunting wasn’t permitted there in December—but this guided hunt on adjacent private land was the next best thing. Grayson stood tall in the twenty-foot wooden rowboat, his gaze fixed on the telltale eye-shine in the darkness. His love of hunting dated back to BB guns and doves on telephone wires, and when Grandpa gave him a Harrington & Richardson single-shot rifle for his eighth birthday, he considered himself a true outdoorsman, even if he wasn’t allowed to shoot without his dad looking over his shoulder. Over the next forty-six years, that passion continued to grow—from quail in Texas and duck in Arkansas to Montana deer and Canadian moose.



Gator hunting, however, was new to him. In fact, this cool autumn night in south Florida was his very first stab at conquering the king of Florida’s freshwaters.


Grayson had spent two days exploring the nearby Everglades, which was not at all the dismal swamp he had imagined. To the north, Lake Okeechobee gathered water from rain-filled rivers and streams. Tea-colored water flowed for a hundred miles, south to the tip of mainland Florida and west to the Gulf of Mexico, much as spilled milk spreads across the kitchen table. All across these millions of watery acres grew the tall reeds of saw grass, a rare species of swamp sedge that has flourished here for over four thousand years. This legendary “river of grass” divided the east coast of Florida from the west, an utter North American anomaly where visitors found exotic reptiles, manatees, and rainbow-colored tree snails, roseate spoonbills and ghost orchids, towering royal palms and gumbo-limbos. Here, biblical clouds of mosquitoes could blacken a white canoe within seconds, and oceans of stars filled a night sky untouched by city lights. Grayson had traveled all over the world and never seen any place like it.


“Twelve footer, I’m bettin’,” his gator guide said in an old-Florida drawl. “That’s sumptin’ special.”


There were two boats in their hunting party, each in its own channel, each hunter with his own guide. Grayson’s guide was a retired county sheriff named McFay, who took his gator hunting seriously. He rarely smiled, and when he did, his crooked teeth showed the stains of chewed tobacco. He reminded Grayson of the redneck version of Captain Ahab. No peg leg, but his left ring finger was missing, lost to the snap of a mammoth jaw and three thousand pounds of pressure per square inch. Grayson wondered if it was the same giant that had left an inch-deep bite mark—and a tooth—in the side of the boat.


McFay switched off the electric trolling motor. It was barely big enough to push along two men in a rowboat, but the quiet hum didn’t scare away gators the way gas-powered engines did. McFay was a stickler for details, which was why he insisted on a wooden boat over noisy aluminum. The glare of a spotlight was the one hindrance to the hunt that he could put up with. Not even the craziest of gator cowboys relied solely on moonlight


Grayson released the bale on his rod. He could feel the power, and with good reason. His saltwater fishing gear could have whipped a hammerhead. Rod thick as his thumb. Microfiber line testing 150 pounds. Treble hooks in size 14/0.


“Get good ’n’ ready before you cast,” the guide said. “When there’s a hook up, that line’s gonna pop like a rifle shot.”


“Bring it on,” said Grayson.


Once an endangered species, the Florida alligator had grown in population to a robust million-plus—one for every eighteen people in Florida. Firearms were nonetheless illegal in gator hunting, except for the handheld .44 bang stick that delivered a death blow directly to the brain. Experienced hunters used a variety of weapons to snag their prey, from crossbows to snares, harpoons to slings. McFay was partial to a saltwater rod and reel, which allowed him to catch and release small gators.


Over eleven feet and—bang—lights out.


Grayson cast his line into the darkness. With a sniper’s precision, he placed it just a few yards away from the glowing red dots at the surface. It was dead-center of the narrow channel that cut through razor-sharp reeds of ten-foot saw grass. Feeling for tension, he slowly retrieved the line, not sure what to expect. Clearly, however, that was no largemouth bass peering back at him through the night. Out there—all around him—was an unending fight for survival that bordered on prehistoric. He had witnessed that fight with his own eyes, and in most dramatic fashion, right before sundown. Grayson was visiting Florida on official business, trying to learn more about the latest threat to the Everglades—pythons. In the first five years of the new century, more than a million had been imported by the United States for commercial sale. Nearly half of them went to Miami. An alarming number of those were now thriving in the Everglades, growing to over twenty feet in length and rivaling gators for the top of the food chain.


Grayson felt the hook drag. With the angler’s touch, he worked the line and set it firmly.


A growl in the pitch darkness made the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. The noise that followed was like a bus dropping into a lake. Line screamed off the big spinning reel as something truly gigantic thrashed amid the water lettuce, lily pads, and pickerel weed.


“Coming right at the boat!” McFay yelled.


“Under the boat!” Grayson shouted back.


Bubbles and mud boiled up from below as Grayson worked the bent double rod around the bow.


“Out on starboard side!” said McFay.


The mighty tail slammed the wooden hull as the gator motored away. McFay popped from his seat to help his client screw down the drag, and off they went on a gator-powered sleigh ride in a twenty-foot boat.


“Bigger ’n twelve feet!” shouted McFay. “Hold on!”


Grayson’s arm suddenly felt numb. Sweat ran from his brow.


“I…can’t,” he said weakly.


The tingling gave way to a sharp pain in his chest that shot all the way up to his jaw. The fishing rod slipped from his hands and sailed over the bow. Grayson lost his balance and tumbled backward.


“McFay!” he called, but he was beyond his guide’s grasp. In the blink of an eye he went over the side, headfirst into the marsh.


Suddenly, spotlights shone from virtually every direction. It was as if someone had flipped a giant switch, the way the channel lit up. Voices called to him. Grayson was kicking, flailing, and screaming for help, but it was nothing compared to the noises around him—ominous splashes, echoes of the one he’d heard upon hooking that bull gator. Two more, five more, ten more.


Gators!


They were fleeing the barrage of bright lights.


Or maybe it was the Secret Service agents diving in to rescue him.


The life jacket should have kept him afloat, but he felt himself sinking into the muck. Or being dragged down. The pain in his chest was now crushing, and he struggled to overcome it, but his mind was swirling. His body felt stiff and unresponsive. His only choice, it seemed, was to respect nature, to become one with black water, to be the third and weakest leg in a bizarre and deadly triangle. One angry gator. Untold pythons.


And Phillip Grayson—the vice president of the United States.


“Sir, give me your hand!” he heard a man shout.


But he couldn’t lift his arm. He couldn’t turn his head to look. He couldn’t move his mouth to speak.


Vice President Grayson couldn’t even breathe.


There was that intense brightness again—the emergency spotlights, or some other kind of light. And then everything was black.















Chapter 3





It was the big one. The other side of the mountain. The downward slope. Half dead. Four-oh.


Forty.


Jack Swyteck was born on December 7, exactly twenty-five years after the attack on Pearl Harbor. He’d been stepping on land mines ever since.


“I can’t afford this,” said Jack.


He and his best friend, Theo Knight, were in the chrome-and-glass showroom at Classic Cars of Miami, standing beside a fully restored 1968 Mustang GT-390 Fastback. Jack was on his heels, reeling from sticker shock.


“You can’t afford not to do this,” said Theo.


“I have no desire to make a big deal out of forty.”


“Dude, I said it before: ‘There’s two kinds of people in this world—risk takers and shit takers. Someday, you gotta decide which you’re gonna be when you grow up. And today is that day.”


The Mustang’s Highland Green finish gleamed beneath the halogen lights. Jack could hardly wait to see it in the south Florida sun.


It had been four years since Jack’s beloved 1966 Mustang convertible with pony interior had gone up in flames at the hands of some pissed-off Colombians who had their own special way of getting his attention. Theo was at Jack’s side as the wrecker towed the burned-out shell away—just as he’d been there for Jack’s divorce, Jack’s run for his life in Côte d’Ivoire, and everything in between. Theo was just a teenager when they’d first met, the youngest inmate on Florida’s death row. It took years of legal maneuvering and last-minute appeals, but Jack finally proved Theo’s innocence. Becoming the best of friends with a badass from Miami’s toughest African American gang had not been part of Jack’s plans, but Theo had vowed to pay his lawyer back.


Sometimes, Jack wished he would call it even already.


“You don’t think this smacks of a midlife crisis?” said Jack.


“Dude, your whole life is a crisis.”


The car salesman returned with the keys in hand. Jack’s girlfriend, Andie, was with him. She was smiling—a good sign.


Jack had met FBI agent Andie Henning under the toughest of circumstances: she was tracking a serial kidnapper with his sights on Jack’s girlfriend. She was now officially Jack’s longest steady since his divorce. Even more important—for present purposes, anyway—any woman trained in hostage negotiation had to be able to cut one hell of a deal on a used car.


“Here’s your number,” she said, as she handed him a slip of paper.


Jack checked it. “Nice work,” he said.


“Don’t say I never did anything for you.”


“So, let’s see the Mustang run, shall we?” said the salesman.


Andie glanced at the cramped, fold-down backseat and said, “You boys have fun.”


“You’re not coming?” said Jack.


“I have a haircut appointment. I think it’s time for that short, professional look, don’t you?”


Jack was speechless. He loved Andie’s hair—long and raven black. With her amazing green eyes and high, Native American cheekbones, it made her a captivating, exotic beauty.


“You’re going to cut off your hair?” he said with trepidation.


“Naturally. It’s what women do when they—wait a minute. I’m sorry. You’re turning forty, not me. Whew, what a relief.”



“Very funny.”


“Love you,” she said.


The L word had entered their relationship in August. Having watched it slowly evaporate from the vocabulary of his first marriage, Jack didn’t take it lightly.


“Love you too.”


He kissed her good-bye, and it was just Jack, Theo, and their own little piece of automobile history.


Theo snatched the keys from the salesman. “Let’s roll,” he said.


With the push of a button, the salesman opened the showroom door, and then he climbed in the backseat. Theo settled behind the custom leather-grip steering wheel as if the car were made for him.


“Shouldn’t I be driving?” said Jack.


Theo glared. “I’m in the bed naked, about to have sex with Beyoncé Knowles, and you’re telling me to move over so you can take a nap?”


“What?”


“It’s a test drive, Swyteck. We ain’t just kickin’ the tires here.”


It was one of the things Jack loved about Theo. He could hurl insults to your face and still make you laugh.


Jack rode shotgun and, with Theo’s turn of the key, smiled at the sound of a perfectly tuned V8. He felt the vibe as the car rolled slowly out of the showroom, and Jack lowered his window. It was one of those mornings that screamed “convertible”—seventy-two degrees, blue skies, not a cloud in sight—but for every perfect December day in Miami there was hell to pay in August. One leaky canvas top on a vintage automobile with crappy air-conditioning was enough in Jack’s lifetime.


The showroom garage door closed automatically behind them, and Theo burned rubber out of the parking lot.


“Easy on the new tires,” said the salesman.


“Sorry,” said Jack, as if it were his fault.



Theo didn’t apologize. He just beat it up U.S. 1.


The salesman made his pitch over the roar of the engine.


“This baby isn’t quite show quality,” he said, “but it’s a dead ringer for the modified Mustang Steve McQueen drove in the Bullitt movie. Highland Green paint. Black interior. Three-ninety big block engine pushing four hundred horsepower. I’ve met dozens of Mustang know-it-alls who swear it was a Shelby flying over the hills of San Francisco in the famous chase scene, but it was a fastback, just like this one. Which is a good thing for you. A restored Shelby in this condition would set you back well into six figures.”


Theo downshifted and stopped at the red light. A couple of fit young women clad in running shorts and breathable tank tops were jogging in place at the curb, waiting for the walk signal. Theo revved the engine as they passed in the crosswalk. The Latina with long legs smiled and waved. Jack waved back.


Theo grabbed Jack’s arm with enough force to break it.


“Never wave at chicks.”


“Oh, come on. Andie is not going to get upset over that.”


“Got nothin’ to do with Andie. Mustang Rule Number One: You don’t wave at chicks. Period.”


“But she waved at me,” said Jack.


“Don’t matter. You just look, nod kind of cool-like, and say Wassup?”


“How is she supposed to hear me if I’m sitting inside a car?”


“She can see your lips move.”


“She can also see me wave.”


“If she sees your lips move, her mind hears ‘Wassup?’ If she sees you wave, she hears ‘Hey there, Lieutenant Dan: it’s me, Forrest. Forrest Gump!’ So, don’t wave. Ever. Got it?”


“Got it.”


The light changed and the Mustang launched like a rocket. Jack switched on the radio.



The salesman leaned forward and said, “The sound system is obviously not original, but you’ve still got your AM dial if you want that 1960s experience.”


Jack tried to find music, but the AM band was mostly Spanish talk radio. At the left end of the dial, an English-language news station caught his attention. The reporter had a decided urgency to his tone:


“—is no official word yet, but Associated Press is reporting that Vice President Grayson was unconscious when emergency responders airlifted him from a private refuge near Everglades National Park and transported him to Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami.”


“Music,” said Theo.


“No, wait.”


“Mustang Rule Number Two,” said Theo, but Jack cut him off.


“I’m serious. Shut up.”


The reporter on the scene continued: “The vice president spent all day Friday in the Everglades with a special blue-ribbon commission that is studying twenty-first-century threats to the ecosystem. This morning he was on a guided hunting trip on privately owned land when, approximately thirty minutes before sunrise, something went terribly wrong. Of course, it is widely known that Vice President Grayson has a history of heart trouble. He suffered two heart attacks in his forties, and two years ago he spent his fifty-second birthday in the hospital with chest pains. We can only speculate as to whether today’s emergency was health related or some kind of accident. At this point, information is scarce. The hospital has released no comment, except to confirm that the vice president is there. And this area of western Miami-Dade County where the incident occurred is very isolated, as you might well imagine. We’re told that the other members of the vice president’s hunting party are being transported back to a private residence in Key Largo, where Vice President Grayson was staying with friends. We’re not sure how many hunters were in the party, but we hope to talk to them and bring additional details to you just as soon as we can.”


The anchorman in the studio interrupted to promise “more on this breaking story in sixty seconds,” and the station cut to a commercial.


Theo stopped at another red light.


“Wow,” said Jack. “Sounds pretty grim.”


Theo checked his sunglasses in the rearview mirror. “Your old man still buddy-buddy with the president of vice?”


“I’d say so,” said Jack. “He was on that hunting trip.”











Chapter 4





Jack was standing at his father’s side as they watched the landing of Air Force One.


Jack had just signed the papers for his new Mustang when Harry called to tell him that the hunting party—sans vice president—was being transported by yacht from Everglades National Park to Ocean Reef Club. The exclusive Key Largo resort had its own airstrip, and Jack had driven down from Miami at nearly the speed of Air Force One. Steve McQueen would have been proud.


“It was all so surreal,” said Harry, his voice barely audible over the roar of jet engines at the other end of the runway. “Phil’s boat was in another part of the channel, but I knew from the burst of spotlights and all the shouting that something had gone wrong. It was a Secret Service frenzy. My guide tried to motor us over there, but an agent jumped onto our boat, cranked up the out-board, and took us in the complete opposite direction. I felt like I was in JFK’s limo speeding off to the hospital—without Phil.”


“You think he’ll survive?”


“They won’t tell us if he’s alive, if he’s dead, if it was his heart—nothing.”


“Did the Secret Service take your statement yet?”


“Yeah. I don’t know what their agenda is, but they made me feel like I needed a lawyer.”


One thing all criminal defense lawyers knew: if you think you need one, you probably do.


The last time Jack had visited Ocean Reef, he was fifteen years old and zipping around the club’s two thousand acres with friends on a golf cart. Even back then, a vacation home there had been well beyond the financial reach of the Swyteck family. Today, it was barely within the reach of Donald Trump. Ocean Reef was a perfect place for a vice president to vacation. The club was surrounded on three sides by water, and on the fourth by protected lands under federal and state ownership. Forty-five security guards, continuous camera surveillance, and monitored water access made it an exclusive playground for people of privilege. Jack had passed a mile-long line of media vans on the entrance road, but not one got past the guardhouse. Every local station and several national networks had a microwave dish hoisted high into the air—tower after tower of modern communications systems that rose like a wintry forest from the mangroves and turquoise waters of the fragile keys environs. Helicopters were kept at bay for the landing of Air Force One, but Jack could see them hovering on the horizon, well beyond the championship golf course, the town houses that sold for over a million dollars, the new waterfront homes that sold for ten times that much, and the marina filled with yachts—many of which came at a price that made the homes seem cheap.


Two Secret Service agents pulled up in a customized golf cart that looked like a miniature Bentley. Jack said hello. They said, “Get in.”


“Where are we going?” said Jack.


“The president wants to see you in his office.”


“On the plane?”


“No, at the Tiki Bar.”


A Secret Service agent with a sense of humor—now that was something Jack hadn’t expected. The cart took them straight to the Jetway, and the door opened at the top of the stairs.


Jack felt a little rush of adrenaline, momentarily forgetting the circumstances of his first meeting with the president. It wasn’t the familiar Air Force One—the runway at Ocean Reef wasn’t long enough to accommodate a Boeing 747—but the smaller C-32 had an aura of its own. His father looked somber enough for both of them as the Secret Service led them aboard. Olivia Thompson, the president’s blond, thirty-nine-year-old chief of staff, greeted them inside. A quick turn up the corridor took them to the state room. Thompson knocked, opened the door, and announced the Swytecks’ arrival in a respectful tone.


“Welcome, Governor,” said the president, as he rose to greet him.


They shook hands firmly, and then Harry introduced his son.


Another round of handshaking and good wishes followed, but the president’s signature smile came across as a bit weary to Jack. Perhaps the news was bad about Grayson. Perhaps it was the cumulative weight of his first two years in the White House. Jack had seen photographic face progressions of past presidents, showing how the office aged them from one year to the next. By that standard, President Keyes was faring well. His skin was as youthful as could be expected for a man in his fifties, and he didn’t have Lincoln’s worry lines or Nixon’s jowls. His transformation was more subtle—with the exception of the hair, which had been steadily receding since inauguration day. He was a handsome man, nonetheless, and he might have done well to throw in the towel and shave his head, like a Bruce Willis or a Yul Brynner. Keyes, however, seemed to be on track for the comb-over, preferring to hide as long as possible the Gorbachev-like birthmark at his vanishing hair line.


Jack and Harry took the seats facing the president, and the chief of staff stood quietly to the side.


“How is—”


“Harry,” the president said before he could ask about Grayson, “how long have you and I known each other?”


Harry had to think about it. “I’m sure we shook hands long before this, but the first real sit-down-and-get-to-know-each-other conversation I can recall was at the national governors’ conference in Milwaukee.”


“And I recall taking an immediate liking to you.”


“Thank you, sir.”


“Much the same way I felt about Sunny Phil.”


Sunny Phil was the nickname Harry had given his friend for his “always sunny” disposition. “He hated that name,” Harry said, smiling.


“But it fit.”


“Yes. As long as I’ve known him.”


“You boys go way back,” said the president. “Both of you All-Southeastern Conference athletes in college, I understand.”


“Well, different decades, and definitely with different loyalties. He was a Georgia Bulldog. I was a Florida Gator.”


The mention of a “gator” just hours after the vice president had been plucked from the Everglades triggered a moment of awkward silence. The president dug into the bowl of cashews on the tray table, then thought better of it. He had the body of a man who exercised and watched his weight.


“I’m sorry to tell you this, Harry. But Phil Grayson has passed.”


Jack felt goose bumps, and instinctively he took his father’s hand. It was shaking. Harry started to speak, then stopped to gather his composure. He was normally not one to express emotions, but it was as if the events of this overwhelming day—hunting alligators, battling the Everglades, working through a friend’s medical emergency, and now his death—had struck him down. For the first time in his life, the sixty-four-year-old former governor truly looked old to his son.


“Sorry,” said Harry, reeling in his emotions. “How’s Marilyn?”


“Twenty-eight years of marriage. About what you’d expect.”



Jack said, “Are you okay, Dad?”


Harry nodded.


The president said, “The White House will release a statement in about twenty minutes. I’ll make a public television address from the East Wing this evening. I’ll order flags to fly at half-staff for thirty days. It’s appropriate that we mourn as a nation. But I don’t want that period of mourning to turn into national anxiety over Phil’s replacement. The Twenty-fifth Amendment to the Constitution doesn’t say how quickly I have to move, but I plan to make an announcement on a vice presidential designate as soon as possible.”


Jack bristled. Talk of a replacement so soon after death was a bit unseemly. But most everything about Washington struck Jack that way.


“That’s wise,” said Harry. “As you know, I’m retired from politics, but if I can be of any help formulating a short list, I’d be honored.”


The president cast a half smile in the chief of staff’s direction. “Didn’t I tell you Harry’s the most humble guy around?”


“You did, sir,” she said.


The president said, “You’re a good man, Harry. You were certainly a huge help in delivering Florida for the Keyes-Grayson ticket in the last election.”


“That was my pleasure, sir.”


“Hard to believe we’re less than two years away from another election. Florida will be a key state again.”


“It’s the political story of the twenty-first century: Florida, Florida, Florida.”


“You’re one of the most popular governors that crazy state has ever had. If it weren’t for term limits, I would have put my money on a third term for you.”


“Thank you for saying that, but I have no regrets about moving on.”



“Well, you have certainly kept moving. As you should. You’re a young man.”


“Not as young as you, sir, and getting older every day.”


“Hell, you’re not even eligible for Medicare yet. The bipartisan leadership role you’ve played in disaster relief efforts since your exit from politics has been nothing short of amazing.”


“It’s fulfilling work.”


“Not to mention high-profile. Everyone from Floridians and their hurricanes to Californians and their earthquakes has taken notice.” The president leaned forward in his chair, looking Harry in the eye. “Voters have taken note.”


“Sir—”


“The work you and Phil were doing in the Everglades shows your commitment to the environment. And who knows more about dealing with the burdens of immigration and illegal aliens than a former governor of Florida? Another hot-button issue.”


“Sir, I’m retired, and I—”


The president silenced him with a slow but firm shake of his head.


“I’m not taking no for an answer, Harry. I went through this short-listing exercise a year ago when Phil had his heart surgery. My list hasn’t changed since then. I want Governor Swyteck to be my new vice president.”


“Whoa—” said Jack. It was purely a reflex.


“Double whoa,” said Harry.
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