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				One

				2007

				Washington, D.C. lay spread out below me like a seductive old whore. White monuments and grassy parks—jewels on fine garment—only disguised what awaited this lover’s embrace: the knife hidden in the folds of her gown. My breath still caught at the sight of her.

				The passenger jet banked to the left as it began its approach to Reagan National Airport, and the forested subdivisions of Northern Virginia edged into view. Memories—bittersweet and painful rushed in. Home. Family and friends waiting for me. A grave sheltered on the banks of Rock Creek. 

				Descending, the plane dropped over that glistening ribbon of the Potomac as we approached the runway. From the corner of my eye, I caught sunlight reflecting off the Capitol dome, and other memories crept from the dark. Old enemies. They had prospered, while I’d run off to Colorado to lick my wounds.

				Wheels touched down, and I joined the ritual grabbing of cell phones that now marked the end of every airline flight. Mine beeped into life, joining the shrill rings that bounced off the cabin walls, as we all scrambled into the aisles, laptops and briefcases slung over shoulders. Hurry up and wait.

				Two missed calls. Nan and Deb both checking on me. My cousins and closest childhood friends, Nan and Deb had made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. Free room and board while I started over. 

				Damn. I was tired of starting over. It seemed like I’d been doing it my entire life. I didn’t know if I could start over again, especially here.

				“Molly, where are you?” Deb’s voice demanded. “I’ve driven around National three times already.”

				“We’ve just landed. I’ll grab my suitcase and be out in front as soon as I can.” Straightening the skirt of my interview suit, I inched forward behind my fellow passengers. “Let’s hope the luggage isn’t delayed.”

				“Okay, look for me. I’ve got the Jag. See you soon.”

				“Deb, thanks again for doing all this. I mean picking me up and everything.”

				“Are you kidding? We’ve been dying to get you out here since forever.”

				“Well, thanks anyway, for being there, I guess.”

				“We’re family, Molly. Besides, it’s time. Time for you to come back home. See you in a few.” Deb’s phone clicked off.

				I grabbed my carry-on from the overhead compartment and pondered what my cousin said. Time to come home. Denver had been home for over twenty years. Could I slip back in time, just like that? I didn’t know. But I’d run out of options and excuses. I had nowhere else to go.

				_____

				“Both interstates are clogged, so we’ll take the parkway,” Deb said as she merged into traffic. “Besides, that’ll give you a chance to enjoy the view of the city. Kind of reacquaint yourself. You’ve been avoiding it so long, dummy,” she added in an affectionate tone. 

				“I already reacquainted myself as we were landing.” I reached for the carryout coffee Deb had thoughtfully brought along. “Washington is as beautiful as the last time I saw it. And just as treacherous, if you believe the newspapers.”

				“Let it go, Molly.”

				Deb. Always keeping us on track. Nan and I used to call her the “policeman” when we were little kids and getting into mischief. As much mischief as was possible in sleepy Arlington, Virginia, a suburb in the early 1960s. Whenever one of us suggested something too far off base, Deb would always rein us back in. 

				“I’m trying, Deb. But it’s going to take me a while.” I watched the green of East Potomac Park roll by across the river. The George Washington Memorial Parkway dipped and curved into the deep shade, the Potomac peeking through the trees. How many times had I driven this road? 

				“Take as long as you need, Molly. You’re doing the right thing by coming here, you know. This is the Land of High-Priced Consultants, and you’ve got the background. You’ve been working for that Denver developer for years. You’ll nail this job, I’m sure. You’re perfect for it.” 

				I wished I felt as enthusiastic as Deb. “I hope so. There’s enough in the bank to get through this month, but it’s not my bills that are worrying me. It’s Patricia. Her salary’s due at the end of the month.” I stared into the blue sky above Lincoln Memorial as the road curved. “That’s a lot of money.” 

				“How does your mom like Patricia?”

				“She loves her, especially the Irish accent.” Remembering the lilting voice of the woman I’d hired as my elderly mother’s companion, I congratulated myself again. I’d hired her on gut instinct alone. References were great, price was, well, not great, but it was in the ball park with all the other senior companions. My gut, as always, was right. My mom loved her. Of course, Mom wasn’t exactly sure why she needed Patricia, but she enjoyed the company. 

				“Boy, I can’t believe what they charge.”

				“Yeah, it’s a growth business, from what I’ve heard.” Spying the familiar riverside outlines of Georgetown and Key Bridge edge into view, I checked my watch. “We’re getting a little close with time. Maybe I should call Parker’s office and let them know we’re on the way.” I dug for the cell phone at the bottom of my purse.

				“Good idea. If the parkway is clear, then we should be in Fairfax in half an hour.” Deb brushed her rust-colored hair over her shoulder before taking a sip from her travel mug.

				Deb’s hair was still a gorgeous rusty red. Silver-gray might be intruding, but she didn’t care. As for Nan and me, we kept trying to fool Mother Nature—Nan with her blond hair getting blonder every year and me with my shorter frosted cut. Hide as long as you can.

				I thumbed through the cell phone’s directory for Parker’s number. Jeff Parker and Associates. Commercial developer extraordinaire. 

				“Nan’s making her special peppercorn-encrusted tenderloin in celebration.”

				I punched in the number. “Let’s hope we have something to celebrate.” 

				“We’ve got to do something about your self-confidence, Molly. You never used to talk like that.”

				“By the way, Karen may be coming over tonight. She called while I was leaving the airport. Wanted to wish me luck.” 

				“It’ll be great to see her. She still working for that congressman from Nebraska?”

				“Yep. Six years now—” I heard Parker’s office receptionist on the line. “Yes, this is Molly Malone. I’ve got a three o’clock appointment with Mr. Parker. My flight was a little delayed, but I’m on the way now. I should be there in half an hour.”

				“Ms. Malone? Mister Parker asked me to put you right through if you called. Hold on, please.”

				Something in the receptionist’s tone of voice set my instinct buzzing. Why would Parker need to speak to me right now? The cold sensation that had become my constant companion for the last month settled into my stomach once again. 

				“Ms. Malone, Jeff Parker, here,” a high-pitched tenor voice came on the line. “I was hoping you’d call. We’ve had some bad news.”

				Oh, God. Please, no. I braced for what I was about to hear.

				“We just heard today. Our financing fell through. It’s been a bear, Ms. Malone. Money’s been tight this year as you know. I cannot tell you how sorry I am. I assure you, we had every expectation of bringing you on as head managerial accountant for this project, but we’ve had to put everything on hold. It’s chaos right now, Ms. Malone. We’ve made commitments all over, and …”

				“So, you won’t be needing me?” I managed to say, putting the coffee cup in its holder before I spilled it all over the Jag’s interior.

				“What!” Deb sputtered, choking on her coffee.

				“No, no, we won’t. In fact, we may have to let people go. I’m sorry, Ms. Malone, believe me, we’ve heard nothing but glowing reports about you, and we were looking forward to having you join our team …”

				I held the phone as Parker went on about nightmare delays and permits that didn’t materialize and payments to subcontractors, and money drying up. His nasal voice droned, insectlike, while my old companion Cold claimed me completely. Oh, my God. What do I do now?

				“Son of a bitch. Give me that phone.” Deb didn’t ask. She grabbed. “Jeff, what the hell do you think you’re doing? Molly’s come all the way here from Colorado for your project! You were drooling at her credentials three weeks ago. Now, you’re ditching her? You can’t do that. It’s not ethical.”

				I only halfway listened as Deb chewed out Jeff Parker for firing me before I was even hired. Meanwhile, I concentrated on trying not to throw up.

				“I don’t care if that project went down. Plug her into another project. I know real estate, Jeff. You can do that.”

				Deb was good, but not good enough. Even loyal friends couldn’t change the facts. Parker and Associates were strapped for money right now. Overextended. No way could they pay my salary, or rather, the salary I needed.

				“Jeff, I’m not going to forget this,” Deb threatened, before she snapped off the phone and tossed it into my lap, her face puckering in a frown I recognized from childhood. Deb was fiercely protective of her own. “He’d better not ask Nan and me to do another one of his parties.”

				“Deb, it’s not him, it’s the money. He doesn’t have it.” At least the accountant inside was awake. The rest of me was going numb as the deep green of the parkway enveloped us, tall trees shading the road beside the river. 

				“Wait’ll I tell Nan. She’ll hit the ceiling.”

				“Better call and tell her to save that tenderloin for another time.”

				“The hell we will. We’re still going to celebrate your homecoming,” Deb said defiantly. “Then we’re gonna brainstorm and find you another job.”

				“Can you pull over first? I’ve gotta throw up.”

				Deb steered into a scenic overlook. “Okay, tourists on the left at nine o’clock. I’ll distract ‘em. You’re good to go on the right.” 

				I didn’t even wait for the car to stop before I opened the door.

				_____

				“Just got off the phone with one of my clients. He confirms everything that Parker told you, Molly. Developers are taking a big hit right now,” Bill Anderson said as he settled into the patterned cushions of the white wicker garden chair. “Damn. I thought commercial was heating up again.”

				“So did I,” Deb said as she placed a plate of fresh Camembert on the round table in the center of our little circle. 

				Nan, Bill, Deb, Deb’s husband Mike, and I were seated in one of the many patios surrounding Nan and Bill’s gorgeous colonial home deep in the woods of Vienna, Virginia. From here, traffic was a distant memory. This patio was crowned by a white lattice wood arbor, wisteria and climbing roses dangling through the top and along the sides. It looked like a photo spread for House Beautiful. Nan’s flowerbeds dotted the backyard, shady and sunny, ready to burst into bloom. Since it was mid-March, the daffodils and crocuses were already out, flaunting their royal colors. 

				I reached for a wedge of Camembert, which was beside an overflowing antipasto tray and another platter of cheese and nuts. God forbid we starve. “We’re not going to have any appetite for that tenderloin,” I said before sipping my Cosmo. 

				Mike Beringer scooped up a handful of cashews. “Don’t worry about the beef, Molly. Besides, you need something to absorb that vodka. We’re still brainstorming.” He gave me a wink.

				“Well, storm away, but don’t you dare fill up,” Nan warned as she balanced her martini glass on the chair arm. “That tenderloin is perfect.”

				“I don’t understand. There are shopping centers going up all over the place, all the time,” Deb said, rattling the ice cubes in her empty glass. “You can’t tell me they don’t need someone with Molly’s experience.”

				“Sure they do. We simply have to find the firms that are still hiring,” Bill said in the declarative tone of a successful corporate attorney. “Let me refill that, Deb.” 

				Deb wordlessly handed the glass to her brother-in-law as he headed for the outside bar, which was only slightly less stocked than the inside bar.

				“Meanwhile, you can stay here as long as you want, Molly,” Nan added. “The downstairs has been empty for ages.”

				I took a big sip of the martini, then smiled at my friend. “You mean the French Suite? I’m afraid to set a glass on the furniture. You’ve got antiques down there, for Pete’s sake. It looks like a guest house in Provence.”

				“It should. She redid the whole room after she read that book,” Bill said, putting a vodka-filled glass in Deb’s waiting hand. “You don’t want to see the bills.”

				Nan gave a disparaging wave. “Don’t believe him. Deb and I got great deals at the antique shops in Leesburg.”

				“Plus, we use a lot of the furniture for clients, depending on the event. Some hostesses want a special look. And we provide it, for a price, of course,” Deb said with a knowing smile. She was the one who kept the books of their successful business. 

				“Boy, that hobby-turned-business has really blossomed. I’m so proud of you two.” I held my almost-empty glass high. “To the Babson Sisters, Entertaining by Design.” I tossed down the rest of the Cosmo and felt the vodka tingle through my veins. I didn’t even bother to reach for the cheese. 

				That was the nice thing about relaxing with old friends. You could drink and get silly or sentimental or angry or whatever—and they still loved you. Thank God somebody did.

				I’d grown up in Nan and Deb’s home as much as my own. Since I was the only child of older parents, Nan and Deb were the closest thing to sisters I ever had. Daughters of my father’s younger sister, we all lived in Arlington, Virginia, across the Potomac from Washington, D.C. Arlington was our backyard, and Washington was our playground next door. A stone’s throw across the river. Arlington was quiet and sleepy then, not the crowded urban suburb it was now. In those days we could play anywhere, even ride our bikes through Fort Myer all the way to National Cemetery, waving at the smiling Army soldier guarding the gate. If we tried that now, we’d probably be shot on sight. 

				We played together nearly every day, outside in the spring, summer, and fall; inside in the winter. We learned how to argue and fight fair, how to make up, and how to make each other cry. We confided our dreams, our secrets, and our current crushes. We practiced rolling our hair in curlers while gorging ourselves on popcorn and Coke at sleepovers, giggling ourselves senseless and scaring each other with ghost stories when the lights were out. We grew through every phase of childhood and girlhood side by side, stumbling through awkward adolescences together and emerging as young women.  

				Bill and Mike entered the picture in college, when Nan and Deb married their college sweethearts. I married my college sweetheart, too, but lost him after ten years. Nan and Deb were lucky. They still had theirs.

				“You need another Cosmo, Molly,” Bill said, rising from his chair again, ever the considerate host. 

				“Why not? No interviews in sight, so if I get hung over, it doesn’t matter.” 

				Another nice thing about being with old friends is that you can rejoice when you’re happy and complain when you’re not. And whine. Tonight, I opted for whining.

				“I should never have left Colorado, you know that? I should have stayed with that Denver developer and found a second job. Sold my car. Sold something.” Bill placed the icy glass in my hand, and I took another large sip. Whoa. He’d made it stronger this time. What the hell. The better to whine with.

				“Might I remind you, Molly, you didn’t have anything left to sell,” Mike said, placing a large wedge of cheese on the cocktail napkin in front of me. “Your portfolio was damn near totaled by that broker.”

				“Asshole,” Bill pronounced.

				“Can’t you get anything back?” Deb asked. 

				“Nope, he’s repenting in an ashram in Boulder. Besides, it’s my fault anyway. At the beginning of this year, I told him I needed money, and I needed it fast. When he suggested those other investments, I said to go for it.” 

				“Damn, you didn’t.” Bill shook his head. 

				“Damn, but I did,” I admitted, then took another large sip. Confession was good for the soul. “Commodities futures are a gamble. If you guess right, you’re rich. If you’re wrong, well, you go mooch off your friends.” 

				“You’re not mooching,” Nan chided. “We’ve wanted you here since you divorced Frank.”

				“Asshole number two,” Bill intoned behind his glass.

				“You’re simply starting over again, Molly, and this is the best place to do it. Here with us.” She gave an emphatic nod.

				There were those words again. This time the vodka egged me on. I snatched the yummy wedge of Camembert. Add a little cheese to my whine. “The thing is, Nan, I feel like I’ve been starting over all my life. When Dave died, I had to start all over again, all by myself, with the girls in Colorado. And I started over again when the girls left home. And then again when I married Frank. Sold my house. Gambled everything on a new relationship, and then the relationship died.” I gestured in frustration. 

				“That weasel,” Deb scowled.

				I had to laugh. Deb was nothing if not loyal. “Well, he wasn’t a weasel, just weak.”

				“And he couldn’t keep his pants on.”

				“That, too.”

				“And he practically threw you out of your condo!” Deb was working up a righteous wrath, with help of the vodka. 

				“It was his condo, remember? He was letting me rent it until I decided where I wanted to buy. But this thing with my mom wiped everything off my radar screen. Time and luck ran out. The point is, I had to start all over again after the divorce two years ago. And now I’m doing it again.” I released an aggravated sigh. “Damn, I’m fifty-six, and I’m still going in circles.”

				“Something will turn up,” Mike said, giving me a reassuring smile. “I can feel it. By the way, how’s your mom doing?”

				I pictured my mom sitting with her old friends from Washington, laughing and playing cards in the garden of the gracious retirement community. “She’s doing great. I called her on the way over and told her I’d visit tomorrow. She was really happy that I was back in town.”

				“What will you tell her about the job?” Bill asked.

				“I’ll think of something. It won’t really matter what I tell her because she won’t remember it. After thirty minutes, she’ll forget I even said it. I’ll have to tell her all over again the next day,” I said with a shrug.

				Our little group fell silent, all of us no doubt pondering if we would wind up like my mother—relaxing in some pricey retirement oasis, playing cards and visiting with friends, repeating conversations over and over, blissfully unaware of the mental deterioration. I wondered, did vodka kill brain cells?

				Mike hunched over his glass of Scotch. “Molly, have you thought about moving your mom into an assisted living place? I know she loves it there in McLean, but it’s damn expensive. That would solve your money problems, because you wouldn’t need to pay a companion.”

				I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. “I hear you, Mike, and you’re right, it would solve the money crunch. But I just can’t do it. She’s so happy there with her friends. These are women she’s known from those old days when they were all senators’ wives together. They’ve been best friends for a lifetime. It would break her heart to leave. I can’t do that to her.”

				“Well, if her memory is going, maybe she wouldn’t care,” Nan suggested.

				“Maybe she wouldn’t even notice,” Deb ventured as she selected from the cheese tray.

				“Oh, she’d notice. I actually tried to suggest it, in a roundabout way, after she’d wandered off from the Kensington for the second time. I was getting worried, and the director reminded me that they have a ‘three strikes and you’re out’ policy.”

				“But your mom is still there, and she went walkabout a third time,” Nan said, handing her glass to Bill, who was making another trip to the bar.

				“Only because I begged them to let her stay and promised I would hire a companion immediately.” I snagged other slice of Camembert. “Thank God I found Patricia that next week. She’d finished one assignment and was ready for another.”

				“You know, Molly, there will come a time when your mom will have to go into assisted care.” Bill paused at the arbor’s edge, his deep baritone voice somber. “Remember, my dad had to go after my mom died. And I’ve seen it happen with other friends’ parents. It seems to be a natural progression.”

				I stared at the stone patio, each block irregular, and shook my head. “Yeah, I know, but until that time I want her to be where she’s happiest. She had such a look of shock on her face when I mentioned the idea of moving to a ‘safer’ place. I don’t want to do that to her. Not yet. I’ll know when it’s time.”

				“Okaaay, then,” Mike clapped his hands together, the successful chief executive calling the meeting to order. “Let’s get back on point. Finding you a commercial development job. It’ll turn up, I can feel it. You may have to go south. Down I-95. The commute will be God-awful, but it’s another option.” 

				I drained my glass and set it aside. Let the vodka float take me. “I’ll do whatever it takes, guys.”

				“Can we do the rest of this brainstorming over dinner?” Nan suggested, rising from her chair. “That tenderloin is perfect.”

				“What, and absorb all that vodka?” Bill teased. “Molly’s finally relaxing.”

				“Did you say Karen is coming?” Nan asked, finishing her martini.

				“I called her after I heard from Parker and told her not to drive over tonight. She can wait until I snag a real job.” Remembering my niece’s disappointment over the phone, I added, “She’s such a sweetie. She said she’d ‘find something for me.’ I told her I’d be okay. She’s busy enough in that congressman’s office. I don’t want her taking time from her career to worry about me.”

				“She cares about you, Molly,” Deb said, leaning back into the chair. “Ever since her mom and dad died, you’re the only family she has left.”

				I stared out into the garden, dusk fast claiming the light. “You’re right. She calls me every week to talk. I guess I do feel like she’s another daughter.”

				Suddenly a familiar voice called from the side yard. “I rang the bell, and when no one answered I figured I’d find you all out here.”

				Talk about conjuring. There was my thirty-six-year-old niece, Karen Grayson, looking demure in her navy suit as she walked past the azalea bushes and rhododendrons. Despite the vodka cloud, I leapt to my feet. “Karen! You didn’t have to drive through that nasty traffic tonight. I could have met you in D.C.,” I said, rushing to give her a welcome embrace.

				“No way I’d miss your homecoming, Molly,” Karen said, giving me a big hug before she turned to embrace the rest of her extended family.

				“Hey, sweetie, good to see you. Sit down and join us in a drink before dinner,” Nan said, hostess taking precedence over gourmet cook for the moment.

				“Actually, if you’ve got one of Molly’s Colorado beers in your fridge, I’ll take that,” Karen said when she’d finished receiving a circle of hugs. “Boy, I really needed all those hugs. It’s been a tough week.” 

				Bill headed to the bar once again. “One Colorado microbrew coming up.” 

				“Here, sit down and relax for a while,” Mike said as he patted an empty chair. “How many crises have you averted in Nebraska this week?”

				Karen laughed as she settled into the chair. She brushed her shoulder-length ash-blond hair off her forehead in a gesture I’d watched from her childhood. “No crises so far in Nebraska.” She held up crossed fingers. “Just the regular election-year anxiety.”

				“But we had an election last year. Why so early?” Deb asked, draining her glass.

				“There’s no such thing as ‘early’ for a congressman. We’re in perpetual election mode,” Karen said as she accepted the beer. “Thanks, Bill. I need this.” She tipped back the bottle with the colorful label and drank. “Wow, I forgot how good these taste.”  

				“Is Congressman Jackson going to have some real competition this time?” Bill asked. 

				Karen shrugged, then took another long drink. “Actually, I’m tired of talking about Jackson,” she said with a mischievous smile. “I came to talk about Molly.”

				“We’ve already beaten that horse to death,” I joked. “I want to hear about you.”

				“But I’ve got news. Good news. Remember I said I’d ask around about jobs for you? Well, I found one. And I think you’ll like it. In fact, I think you’ll love it.”

				I blinked at Karen through the fast-evaporating vodka cloud. My mouth dropped open, but no speech came out.

				Mike was quicker on the trigger. “What? You found something on the Hill?”

				“Not on the Hill, but close. She’d be working for a senator. Just like she did years ago in Colorado.” Karen reached over and patted my arm. “You’re a natural, Molly. Politics is in your blood. It’s time you got back to your roots.”

				I stared at Karen again, but this time I closed my mouth. The vodka had released an ocean of memories from long ago. They flooded through me. Returning to Colorado with my little girls, heartbroken, bitter, and needing a job. Old Governor Lambert taking pity on the young congressman’s widow, giving me a position in his Denver office. Then, years later, Senator Hartman hiring me for his Senate staff. Both of them helping me create a new life in my husband’s home state. My home ever since. Roots? I tore them out when Dave died.

				I came back to the present, and the past scurried into the bushes. “What! Who would be crazy enough to hire me? I’ve been out of the loop for ages.”

				“God, Molly …” Mike shook his head.

				“Either get her more vodka or some black coffee. She’s losing it,” Deb said.

				“The new Independent senator from Colorado, that’s who,” Karen said with a sly grin.

				My mouth dropped open again. John Russell had cut a swath through the Colorado landscape last year like a tornado over the High Plains. Russell’s message of “fresh ideas” and a strong, independent voice in a fractious Senate resonated with enough Colorado voters to hand him the victory. Of course, the nonstop bloodletting of his Democratic and Republican opponents weakened any threat from them. Russell was a millionaire business success story who’d built a small local trucking firm into a national transportation powerhouse. A true visionary turned philanthropist. That track record combined with his dynamic personality and mesmerizing speaking style had handed John Russell a crucial swing seat in the United States Senate.

				“You’re kidding,” I said when I found my voice again. 

				Karen chuckled. “Nope. Apparently he’s a huge fan of your father. Peter Brewster, his chief of staff, said the senator wants to model his Senate career and service after your father’s. You know, a moderate senator from a conservative state, helping to make a difference.” 

				I stared at Karen once again, memories enticing me to slip back to that golden time. It was another day, and that day was gone forever. Passed away with my father. Acrimony and dissension ruled our national debates now. There was no place for politicians like my father in today’s Senate. No room for statesmen. Even iconoclastic, dynamic, mesmerizing millionaires like Russell. I shook those memories back into the bushes with the others. 

				“Karen, you can’t be serious. I haven’t worked in politics for years now. There’s no way I’m qualified to work for any United States Senator again. Even this Russell. Especially not here in Washington. I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t. I was able to in Colorado, but not here.”

				“You wouldn’t be near the Capitol, Molly,” Karen replied, a reassuring tone in her voice. “You’d be working in the senator’s Georgetown residence. As a consultant. Don’t worry. I told Peter how reticent you were about working in Washington, and he understood completely. Believe me, he’s anxious to meet you.”

				I tried to process what I’d just heard but couldn’t. “What? I’d be working at his house? Doing what, for God’s sake?”

				“Who cares?” Mike exploded. “He wants to hire you!”

				“But it doesn’t make any sense …” I stammered.

				Too late. My friends erupted in a chorus of “Damn, Molly!” “Are you crazy?” and “Grab it!” “Say yes, dummy.” 

				Karen had mentioned the magic word. Consultant. King of Metro Washington Careers. All hail, billable hours.

				“This is nuts,” I muttered. “Let’s stop the nonsense and have dinner. Didn’t I see a yummy Bordeaux on the counter? Let’s open it before Nan’s fantastic tenderloin is ruined—”

				Nan fairly leapt from her chair, empty martini glass in one hand. “Nope. Not a drop. You’re interviewing tomorrow.”

				“What? For some glorified mascot or symbol or whatever this deluded senator wants?” I gestured dismissively. “No way.”

				“Yeah, way. You need a job, dummy,” Deb chided.

				“You don’t have a choice, Molly,” Bill added. “Your mom’s retirement bills are mounting, even as we speak.”

				“Time to let go of all that Evil Washington crap you’ve been carrying around for years. This senator wants to hire you. What are you waiting for?” Nan threw in.

				Good question. I didn’t have an answer, or at least, a new one. They’d shot down everything else. But I tried to weasel out of it anyway. “Guys, I don’t want to get close to Washington politics again. You know that. Too many bad memories.”

				There was a momentary silence, and I held my breath. Nothing like old baggage to stop a conversation—or a conversion—short. 

				Then Mike weighed in. “Molly, may I remind you of your promise made only minutes ago?” He folded his arms across his chest. “When I suggested job-hunting down I-95, traffic and all, your reply was, ‘I’ll do whatever it takes.’”

				Damn. I had said that, hadn’t I? Trapped by my own words. I hated it when that happened. I looked around at the triumphant grins surrounding me and threw in the towel. 

				_____

				The closet was stuffy and hot. He was sweating beneath his Gore-tex jacket and pants. His cotton tee shirt clung to his skin.  

				C’mon, old man. Get outta the john and go to bed.

				He pulled back the edge of his leather glove and checked his watch. 11:32. Later than anticipated. Where had the old fart been tonight?

				Running water sounded and a toilet flushed. Then a cough, deep and congested, the rattle of long-ago smoking still audible. The bathroom light flicked off.

				At last. He peered through the slanted louvers of the closet door, watching the elderly man in pajamas walk toward his king-sized bed. The flickering light of the television was the only illumination in the room, throwing odd shadows across the walls.

				The elderly man threw back the quilted covers and climbed into bed, then pulled the comforter to his waist. A tired sigh escaped as he settled back onto the pillows. 

				That’s it. Relax, watch the news, close your eyes, and go to sleep.

				He checked his watch again and deliberately counted ten minutes go by. Time enough. He pushed the slightly ajar closet door open and stepped into the darkened bedroom. Slowly approaching the bed, he paused and watched the old man’s breathing. Slow and even. He drew to the edge of the bed and reached across.

				Suddenly the old man opened his eyes and blinked up in surprise. “Who … who the hell are you?” 

				“No one you’d know, Senator,” he said in a quiet voice. Then lithe as a cat, he sprang upon the bed, straddling the surprised old man. He had the bed pillow over the senator’s face before the old man could call out to the sleeping housekeeper below. 

				The senator struggled frantically, his arms flailing, his whole body writhing beneath his attacker. But his fingers slid down the slick jacket, unable to grab hold. Just as his cries were muffled. Smothered beneath fifteen hundred thread count Egyptian cotton. Within a short time, the old man’s struggles ceased.

				He lifted the pillow and checked for a pulse. There was none. An already weakened heart had helped finish the job. He climbed off the bed and returned the pillow beneath the senator’s head, then straightened the bedcovers. 

				There shouldn’t be any questions. Not with the old man’s bad heart. Everyone will assume he died in his sleep. Odds were good that whatever D.C. cop showed up to investigate wouldn’t even work homicide.

				He paused at the bedroom doorway and glanced back once, checking the room again. The old man looked positively peaceful. Then he slipped down the stairs, pausing only to enter the security code before he quietly left through the front door. The same way he came in. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				“I’m going to gamble and double-park for a few minutes,” Karen said as she switched off the ignition of her Honda sedan and opened the door.

				I exited the passenger side and surveyed the narrow residential street in front of Senator Russell’s Georgetown home. “The parking looks as bad as I remember.”

				“Pretty much. Fines are steeper, too,” Karen agreed as we crossed the sidewalk leading to the senator’s impressive white brick mansion, which rose behind tall brick walls bordering the property.

				I followed behind Karen, nervously smoothing my black suit pants and jacket, arranging the collar of my white silk blouse. I’d decided to go with the sober, serious interview suit. Suitable for serious accounting positions or funeral directors. This morning’s drive through long-forgotten streets had done nothing to calm my apprehension. Memories pricked like tiny needles. 

				Karen held the wrought iron entry gate open and gestured to the wide paved path leading to the front steps. The three-story mansion was a beautiful example of the Georgian style architecture that could still be found in Georgetown. “You look marvelous, Molly. Stop worrying.”

				Stop worrying? She had to be kidding. I’d been up since three o’clock in the morning, worrying. Wondering if I’d lost my mind. How could I let my family talk me into interviewing for this job? I had to be crazy, didn’t I? Or, desperate. That was it. I was desperate. Desperate times called for desperate measures, right? Well, I had to be desperate to allow myself to be talked into getting within a mile of a Washington politician again. What was I thinking?

				“I’ll introduce you to Peter then I’ll head back to the Hill,” Karen said as she rang the chimes. “Relax, Molly. You’ll do great. Remember, he needs an accountant.” She gave me another encouraging smile. 

				I did my best to return her smile, but pre-interview jitters plus doubts about my sanity for even being here joined with old memories that begged to be unleashed. Dave and I had lived in a smaller townhouse only blocks from here for six years. Our kids played in the playground at the end of the block. Could I walk these streets without seeing ghosts?

				Then, from somewhere inside, I felt another sensation. Excitement. Faint, but still there. Where the hell had that come from? It must be the insanity. I was sinking fast.

				The crimson door opened and a gray-haired, matronly woman gave us a huge smile. “Ms. Malone, Miss Grayson, please come in. Mr. Brewster is waiting in the library.”

				We stepped inside the spacious foyer, polished walnut floors stretching ahead. I glimpsed crystal chandeliers, antiques, and Oriental carpets peeking from the formal rooms opening to the hallway.

				“The senator is very excited that you’re thinking of joining the staff, Ms. Malone,” the woman said as she gestured down the hall. “He greatly respects your father’s work in the Senate years ago. He’s spoken of your father for as long as I’ve known Senator Russell.”

				If that was meant to reassure me, it didn’t work. Instead, I was even more convinced that Russell wanted me on board as a glorified mascot. Had I no pride? 

				“How long have you been with the senator?” I asked as she paused in front of a polished wooden door. 

				“My husband, Albert, and I have been with Senator Russell for nearly thirty years now,” she said, her pleasant face creasing as a smile spread. “Albert is the chauffeur, and I’m the senator’s housekeeper, Luisa.” With that, she knocked lightly on the door, and it quickly opened. 

				Peter Brewster practically sprang from the doorway, grabbing my hand in an enthusiastic handshake. He was tall and slender, his blond hair stylishly cut, surrounding a boyish face. Good God, he’s just a kid, I thought. 

				“Molly Malone, I cannot tell you what a pleasure it is to meet you,” he said, giving my hand a parting squeeze. “I couldn’t believe it when Karen told me you were in town looking for a position. What perfect timing.”

				Karen smiled warmly as she gestured my way. “Well, I recalled the last time we’d had coffee on the Hill, you were moaning about losing the managerial accountant you’d brought from Colorado, and when Molly was suddenly available, well, it seemed a perfect fit.”

				“Perfect is right,” Brewster agreed, his blue eyes alight. “The senator was beyond excited when I told him you might be joining us.”

				Oh, brother. I felt the noose tightening, so I opted for total honesty in hopes it might be off-putting. “You’re very kind to say that, Mr. Brewster, but it’s been several years since I worked for Senator Hartman. I’m afraid what political expertise I once had is woefully out of date.” 

				Instead of looking dismayed, Brewster seemed amused by my comment. He glanced to Karen and grinned. “Is she always this self-effacing?”

				Karen eyed me sternly like a big sister. “Peter’s got your file, Molly, so you can lose that modest routine right now. He knows where you’ve worked and what you’ve done. Now, I’ll leave you two to talk business. I need to return to the office before Jed starts screaming.” 

				Karen’s boss, Jed Molinoff. Congressman Jackson’s chief of staff. A hyper, Type A, overachiever, according to Karen. “Maybe you shouldn’t have taken time off to bring me here, Karen,” I said, feeling guilty. “I don’t want you to get into trouble.”

				Karen glanced down. “Don’t worry about it, Molly. Jed’s been on my case all week, so a little more irritation won’t matter.”

				“Tell him I asked you to bring Ms. Malone by at the senator’s request,” Brewster said with a grin. “Jed’s been sucking up to us ever since the senator came to town. That’ll keep him quiet.” 

				Karen’s smile returned. “Peter, you are diabolical. See you later,” she said, heading for the door.

				“Later, Karen,” Brewster called after her.

				Watching her leave, I tried to get my head around what Karen said a moment ago. I had a file?

				“Come into the library and relax, Ms. Malone. I use it as my office when away from the hill.” 

				He gestured me inside the dark-paneled room, rich woods gleaming in furniture and floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. I could smell the lemon oil. The entire library was straight out of a Dickens novel. I chose a burgundy velvet armchair while Brewster settled in comfortably behind the polished walnut desk.

				Unable to restrain my curiosity, I had to pry. “You have a file on me, Mr. Brewster?”

				He grinned boyishly over the open folder. “Everyone has a file, Ms. Malone. And please call me Peter.” He lifted the folder. “Thanks to Google, we can run, but we can’t hide. May I call you Molly?”

				I nodded, still processing. “That’s seriously scary.” 

				“Isn’t it, though?” He tossed the file on the desk. “You’re welcome to take a look if you like.”

				I shook my head. “Not on an empty stomach.” I knew what was there. I didn’t need to see blurry copies of newspaper headlines again. Those black-and-white images were already burned into my brain.

				Brewster leaned back into the leather chair. “You surprise me. Most people would grab that folder.”

				“I already know what’s there. I’ve had my fifteen minutes of fame, and then some. I have no need to relive those days.”

				He studied me, his boyish smile faded. “Karen says you blamed Washington for your husband’s suicide. Is that why you haven’t been back all these years?”

				Boy, Karen really did tell this guy everything. I’d have to speak with her. “Actually, I do return to the area. I just fly into Dulles. After all, my elderly mother lives in a retirement home in Northern Virginia, and I have other family here in addition to Karen.” I deliberately dodged the rest of his question. “Actually, yesterday was the first time I’ve flown into National in over twenty years.”

				He smiled at me. “How was it?”

				“Wrenching. And heartbreakingly beautiful.”

				“You still blame Washington for what happened? That’s a long time to hold a grudge, Molly.”

				Boy, this guy was like a laser, and I was clearly the target. I could feel the red dot warming my forehead. Sensing that subtle subterfuge and evasion wouldn’t work with Brewster, I decided on total honesty. What the hell? I didn’t want this job anyway. I may need it, but I sure didn’t want it.

				I glanced over his shoulder to the tall windows behind, draped in burgundy velvet. I spotted a garden outside. “I don’t blame the city anymore,” I confessed. “It’s what it does to people. To politicians or anyone who works within smelling distance of Capitol Hill. The lust for power consumes them after a while. And they’ll do anything to keep that power. Destroy anything or anyone that’s in their way.” My voice had hardened as I spoke. Old habits.

				Brewster pointed to the folder. “It sounds like your husband wasn’t consumed by it. Apparently he helped pass some significant legislation. Environmental protection. Education.”

				“You’re right. Dave accomplished a lot in his six short years.” I was surprised at the pride I still felt saying that.

				“It must have been heady in those days. You two were the young couple to watch. The Golden Pair. The brash young congressman from the West, cutting through Washington red tape, carving a path. A rising star, the clippings say.”

				Resigning myself to this stroll down memory lane, I nodded. “He was all that and more.”

				“And there you were, right beside him,” Brewster grinned. “Senator Malone’s beautiful, politically savvy daughter, who cut her teeth on Washington politics, orchestrating every move in her talented young husband’s career.”

				Whoa. I met Brewster’s steady gaze. “That’s flattering, but it’s a gross overstatement. I simply helped Dave … live up to his potential, that’s all.” 

				“The word back in Colorado is you were the force behind David Grayson, Molly. You can feign modesty and deny it, but everyone I talked to both here and in Denver agrees. You were the politically savvy one, not your husband.”

				That dart grazed my shoulder as it passed. This guy was one hell of an interviewer. His comments were getting way too close. And dredging up way too many ghosts. Deciding righteous indignation would deflect his aim, I lifted my chin and replied, “Wrong, Mr. Brewster. David Grayson was a charismatic and caring congressman. His strength came from his ability to relate to people, not from me. That’s why he was so effective. He genuinely cared about the people he represented.”

				Brewster sat silent, watching me, so I continued. “Unfortunately those same qualities were seen as threatening to some other people. Powerful people. He was in their way.”

				I clamped my mouth shut so I wouldn’t say any more.

				“Then why did he kill himself ? Why didn’t he stay and fight the good fight?”

				Bullseye. Long-suppressed emotions rushed out, engulfing me for a moment. I fixed Brewster with a wry smile. 

				“You are something else, Peter, you know that? In all these years, no one has had the balls to ask me that. Did you come up with that question all by yourself, or is the senator behind this interrogation?”

				His deceptively boyish grin returned. “The senator is way too polite to be so insulting. That’s my job.”

				“To insult people? You’re doing great so far. I’m going to need therapy after this session. You must have been a psych major, that’s why you’re attracted to politicians. They’re all crazy.”

				He laughed softly. “Nope. Political Science and Economics from Northwestern, then M.B.A. from Stanford.”

				“Classy credentials,” I admitted. “How’d you get here?”

				“After grad school I started working on some California state campaigns, then graduated to congressmen. I discovered I had a knack for helping a candidate stay on message and get elected. I’ll give you my résumé, if you like, but let’s get back to you.”

				I shook my head in grudging admiration. “Damn, you’re relentless. What else do you want to know? Go on, Brewster. Bring it.” 

				This time he laughed loudly, clearly enjoying my abject surrender. “Enough of the past. Let’s get up to speed. Present day. Why didn’t you get involved in the last Colorado election? You’d been a player from the day you arrived from Washington. First, with Governor Lambert, then with Senator Hartman. The Democrats could have used your help. The Republicans took over some key congressional seats and the state legislature.”

				I threw up my hands. “Now, with the guilt, he starts. Don’t even go there, Peter. My absence was insignificant. Those candidates lost that election all by themselves. They cut their own throats with that name-calling and mudslinging. I almost had to force myself to vote last November. Besides, your guy is an Independent. So all their mudslinging helped get him elected.”

				“Point taken. But you didn’t come to any candidate’s events. Not even the senator’s. And my sources told me you personally supported his candidacy, even though he ran as an Independent.”

				It was my turn to relax in my chair. I was beginning to enjoy this banter. Getting my chops back, I guess. “Tell your sources they can screw themselves. I sent a check.”

				His eyes lit up as he laughed. Brewster clearly was enjoying this conversation. If I couldn’t be gainfully employed, I might as well be entertaining.

				“And tell them they’re getting sloppy. If they were really good, they’d have known that I was divorced at the beginning of last year, and I was trying to put my life back together. Both economically and emotionally. The last thing I needed was a daily dose of the negative campaigning that today’s politicians revel in.” 

				“Actually, they told me about your divorce and your reluctance to get involved. I just wanted to see how you responded.” 

				I studied Brewster, all relaxed demeanor and boyish pose on the outside, while that intense Boy Scout gaze probed, searching for weaknesses.

				“Interesting interviewing style you’ve developed, Peter. You insult the job seekers so you can watch how each performs, am I right?” 

				His grin turned sly. “Spot on. Didn’t take you long.”

				“Flattery will get you nowhere, Ace,” I replied, surprised how comfortable I felt at the moment. “Tell me, why does Russell need an attack dog like you? What’s he afraid of ?”

				Direct hit. Brewster shifted in his chair. “Senator Russell’s not afraid of anything, Molly. That’s the problem. I have to be afraid for him.”

				I wasn’t expecting that response, and it must have showed because Brewster continued.

				“I need to know that anyone who works with the senator can be trusted to keep everything they see or hear completely confidential. The senator is being approached daily, hounded almost, by senators from both sides of the aisle, congressmen, lobbyists, reporters. Everyone’s trying to pick his brain to see if they can figure out a way to gain his allegiance. It’s all I can do to schedule him some time for himself, he’s being courted so heavily—”

				I couldn’t resist a wicked grin. “Like a virgin at a frat party.”

				Brewster gave a surprised, explosive laugh, then relaxed visibly. “Damn, Molly, I like you, and the senator will love you. You’ll make a great addition to the team.”

				My ass. “Not so fast, Ace. Right now, you’re 0 for 3. You’ve insulted my late husband’s memory, sent your minions in Colorado mucking about in my personal life, and spent the last half hour baiting me. You’ve annoyed the living crap out of me. Why the hell would I want to work for you?”

				“You’d be working for Senator Russell, not me.”

				“Don’t hand me that. I know how this business works. You’re the chief of staff, and you run the show.”

				“You want to know why Senator Russell and I want you for this position?”

				“Let me guess. A mascot? A political symbol of some long-ago time when a few good men could actually make a difference in the Senate?”

				To his credit, Brewster didn’t even blink, let alone respond to the bait. “Actually, what we really need is an accountant and financial consultant. The household and entertaining expenses are fairly complicated. Plus, you’d be overseeing some real estate holdings as well. I’m afraid the complexity of it all was too much for the original accountant who came with us from Colorado. That and homesickness. She missed the mountains.”

				I glanced out the window again but saw no brooding mountain ranges, only boxwood hedges. “That’s understandable. I miss the mountains, too.” And yet, here I was sitting with a consummately political animal if ever I saw one. I eyed Brewster. “So, it sounds like you really do need an accountant.”

				“Did you think we only wanted you as a … what did you call it? A mascot?”

				“The thought crossed my mind.”

				“I can see that. Tell me, how much was that Virginia developer offering you? Karen told me he’s cutting back right now. Not surprising. The entire Metro Washington real estate market is still risky.”

				I had to admire Brewster’s ability to stay on target no matter how much distraction got in the way. “Here, see for yourself.” I withdrew a folder from my over-the-shoulder briefcase. “My last head managerial position is outlined there. Duties, salary, total compensation package. And the offer for the recently evaporated position with Jeff Parker and Associates is there as well.”

				Brewster accepted the folder with a bemused expression. “You’re letting me see both? You surprise me, Molly. Do you usually interview this badly?”

				“Nope. But in this case I decided to put all my cards on the table.”

				“Why’s that?” he said, spreading the folder on the desk.

				“Because I’m betting you can’t come close to matching Parker’s offer. Household and entertaining accounts don’t need that level of management.”

				“Don’t forget the financial consulting. Lots of real estate there,” he said, perusing the neat columns of figures I’d prepared.

				“I still wouldn’t break a sweat. Face it, Brewster, I need more than you can pay.”

				“Plus, other duties as assigned,” he said, glancing up with a grin.

				“What? The senator wants me to wash his car? I don’t think so.”

				“The longer I talk with you, Molly, the more I like you,” he said, examining the pages.

				Damn. Here I was, trying my best to be annoying, and instead, Brewster was charmed. How did I manage that? Did that mean whenever I tried to be charming, it turned out annoying? Hmmmm. I should look into that. 

				“You’re right, Molly. We can’t match Parker’s offer—”

				Ha! Part of me exulted inside. I’d escaped the political snare. Tweaked the legislative lion’s beard and gotten away. Victory was mine! Why, then, was there a slight feeling of disappointment inside?

				I slipped my briefcase over my shoulder and started to rise from the chair. Make a fast getaway. “Well, Peter, it’s been grand. I can’t tell you when I’ve had this much fun. Although my last root canal comes to mind.”

				Still immersed in the columns of figures, Peter held up his hand. “Not so fast, Molly, I wasn’t finished yet. As I was saying, we can’t match Parker’s offer, but we can get you the cash flow it appears you need every month.”

				Huh? I hovered over the chair. Brewster’s hand waved me down again. “Does it involve wearing disguises and delivering packages in the middle of the night? If so, I’m not interested.”

				“Nope. Strictly legal. Want some coffee Molly? I’m dying for a cup.” He suddenly pushed his desk chair over to an antique tea cart complete with china coffeepot and saucers.

				Startled by yet another abrupt change in direction, I hesitated. Then the caffeine lobe of my brain began to throb. When didn’t I want coffee? “Uh, yeah, I could definitely use a cup. I purposely avoided the caffeine rush this morning.”

				Brewster turned an incredulous gaze my way. “Good God, you mean this is you without caffeine?”

				“Sober as a judge. Scary, isn’t it? Black, please.” I pointed to the cup he was pouring.

				“Why am I not surprised?” Brewster walked over and handed me the delicate china cup and saucer. “I shudder to think what you’re like wired.”

				“It’s not pretty. Another reason not to hire me,” I said, trying not to slurp the dark nectar in one gulp. It slid down my throat with that delectable burn, smooth and harsh at the same time. Ahhhhh. Nerve cells were coming online.

				Brewster simply laughed as he poured coffee for himself. Clearly, my repeated refusals only heightened his interest. Just like a teenage boy in the back of his parent’s Buick. The more his girlfriend said “no,” the harder he tried. Men. Where do they learn this? In the cradle?

				“Now, where were we …” He set the coffee cup on the desk and grabbed a pen. “Cash flow. Let’s see what we can do.” Brewster proceeded to scribble all over my neat columns of figures. “As they say, there’re two ways to raise income. Either increase revenues or decrease expenses. What if we decrease your housing expenses to zero, Molly? Take a look and tell me what you think.” He slid the open folder across the desk.

				My curiosity aroused, I reached for the folder and examined what Brewster had done. He’d checked my budgetary requirements and neatly eliminated the housing expense. He’d also eliminated the commuting expenses. What was this guy smoking? Even if I moved into Nan and Bill’s house permanently, I’d still have to get into Washington every day. And this section of Georgetown was not on the Metro line. I’d have to drive. A rental car at first, until I could bring my car from Colorado.

				I gave the poor deluded boy an indulgent smile. “These are nice numbers, Peter, but they’re totally unrealistic. There’s no housing expense and no commuting expense. That’s ridiculous. I will not move into my cousin’s home permanently. I may not have much pride, but I have a shred or two left. I plan to rent an apartment, probably in Virginia, which means I’d be commuting.”

				Peter sipped his coffee. “What if free housing was available to you? Subject to your approval, of course. Would you be interested?”

				That got my attention. “I’m listening.”

				“The real estate portfolio you’d be managing is mine. That’s why I need your expertise. And that’s how I can offer you more money. Your duties would be spread between the senator’s domestic accounts and my business accounts. I have properties in several states and some in the D.C. Metro area as well. One of them is vacant. It’s here in Georgetown. Only three blocks away, over on P Street. It’s a modest two-story brick townhouse. Small, but nice.”

				Nice? Nice! A modest townhouse on P Street in Georgetown? It would have to be infested with rats not to be nice. And Brewster was offering it to me free when he must have scores of eager Washington wannabes clamoring to pay at least three thousand a month to live there. Now I knew he was on something. 

				I managed not to laugh in his face, but I did smile. “Peter, you can’t be serious. You’re offering me free rent on prime Georgetown real estate? Washington has rotted your brain already, and you haven’t been here a year yet. You need to see a doctor.”

				The sly grin returned. “It’s my property, Molly. I can rent it to whomever I choose. And it’s not free. Your residence there will be as property manager. Remember ‘other duties as assigned’?”

				He was serious. Oh my God! I sat back in my chair and stared at him. “You’re willing to take a loss to let me—”

				“I’m not taking a loss. It’s vacant, remember?”

				“Yeah, but you could rent it in a heartbeat for three or four thousand a month.”

				“It’s okay. My other properties are rented. You don’t have to worry about me, Molly.” He grinned. “That’s my CPA’s job. You’ll be working closely with him, needless to say.”

				Well, he had me there. I wasn’t Brewster’s CPA or his mother. If he wanted to give me a Georgetown townhouse to live in, who was I to say no? Meanwhile, an uneasy feeling in the pit of my stomach caused me to pause. Who was I to say yes? Could I actually live in the midst of all this again? Here in Georgetown? Memories were around every corner. Ghosts roamed the streets. Could I do it?

				Out of nowhere, a voice I hadn’t heard in a long time whispered, “Make new memories.” 

				I recognized that cheeky voice. Ever since Chaos took over my life. Crazy Ass, I called the voice, because it always brought the wild, out-of-nowhere, go-for-it suggestions. Good old Crazy Ass. I’d missed it. The voice of the opposition, Sober-and-Righteous, had been ruling the roost for weeks now and had sent Crazy Ass scurrying into the bushes when Chaos appeared. Virtuous, but boring as hell, Sober was strictly steady as she goes, nose to the grindstone and full of other guilt-producing clichés that could be counted on to keep me on track. 

				“Make new memories.” Hmmmmm. There was a thought.

				“You’re considering it, I can tell,” Peter observed.

				“Damn right. I’d be crazy not to.” I stared through the window at the boxwood. I hadn’t smelt boxwood in years. By June, the scent would be heady. My nostrils twitched.

				Sober-and-Righteous asserted itself into my imaginings. Hold it! Everything’s moving too fast. This guy is worse than a carnival barker hawking teddy bears. You need time to think.

				I had to agree with Sober. Things were moving way too fast. This offer, the money, the house, the idea of living and working in Georgetown—I did need time to think. 

				I looked Peter in the eye. “This is a lot to digest. The money, this whole job offer, the house, all of it. I need time to consider everything, Peter.”

				“I understand. Think about it all you want. This afternoon. Then call me with your answer this evening.” He reached into his coat and withdrew a card. “Here’s my cell.” 

				“You need an answer tonight?” I said, not even trying to hide my surprise as I took the card. 

				Now it was Brewster’s turn to be sober. “The senator needs someone fast. Those accounts are piling up. If you say ‘no,’ then we have to go back to square one.”

				Guilt. Works every time. “Okay, I’ll let you know by this evening.” I gathered my things and rose to leave.

				Brewster came from around the desk, all boyish charm again. “Would you like to meet the senator?” he tempted. “Luisa beeped me that he’s returned from his breakfast with constituents. He’s got a few minutes before he heads to the Hill.”

				Shocked, I found myself stammering. “Oh, that—that’s not necessary, I—I don’t want to delay him—”

				“No delay, Molly. He’s been anxious to meet you.”

				Brewster proceeded to escort me from the library and into the hall, ignoring my protestations. I looked down the hallway, and there was Russell, walking straight toward us. I gulped. No time to get away. 

				“Senator, I’ve done my best to sell Molly on the position. I’ll leave it to you to close the deal.” 

				Brewster handed me off to the senator. Russell clasped my hand in a hearty bear-paw handshake and leaned forward, his eyes gazing into mine. “Molly Malone, I cannot tell you how delighted I am, we all are, that you’re thinking of joining our efforts here in Washington. I’m honored that you’d consider us,” he said in that resonant basso voice I remembered from campaign news highlights. 

				The senator was even better looking in person. Although he was seventy, he still looked trim and fit in his expensive tailoring. Tall, silver-haired, handsome in a distinguished way, and mesmerizing as all get-out. I gazed up at the senator and felt the full force of his personality wash over me in a wave. Whoa. No wonder this guy won the election. Those other guys never had a chance. 

				I broke the cobra-mongoose stare long enough to reply. “I’m the one who’s honored to be considered for the position, senator, but I’m not sure my past experience is adequate to its demands.”

				Russell looked astonished. If he was acting, he was skillful. “Adequate? Surely you’re joking? We know your credentials, Molly. You’re over-qualified for this position, and you know it. I’ve followed your career in Colorado for years. You’re a dynamic addition to any politician’s team.”

				Damn. Everyone’s read my file. 

				“She suffers from a surfeit of modesty, Senator,” Brewster observed.

				“Washington will cure you of that soon enough. You’ve been away too long, Molly,” Russell said, still clasping my hand. Suddenly his grin faded, and he placed his other hand on top of mine. His gaze turned sad. “Let me say, first off, that I am completely aware of your reluctance to return to this swamp of dissension that marks our Capitol City, and the reasons for it. The early loss of your husband was tragic, indeed. He was a brave, idealistic young congressman who had only the people’s interests at heart. We need more like him in Congress.”

				The senator’s earnest and passionate statement took me by surprise. “That’s … that’s very kind of you to say, Senator. Thank you. David tried to make a difference while … while he was alive.” I didn’t trust myself to say more. 

				Russell patted my hand in a fatherly fashion before he released his grip. “He was simply following in your father’s footsteps, Molly. In fact, that’s what I’m hoping to accomplish while I’m here in Washington. To be a voice of reason and reform in that rancorous chamber. Follow your father’s example and try to reach out and build bridges. Be a moderate voice for change and reform, and I’m hoping to inspire others to join me. It’s time our politicians stopped worrying about themselves and concentrate on the needs of the people who elected them. We’re the people’s congress, after all. We serve at their pleasure. Your father knew that, believed that, and conducted his entire Senate career toward that end. Serving the people. He was a true statesman. A giant in the Senate.”

				I stared at Senator Russell, conviction shining from his eyes, and was captivated despite myself. Captured by his obvious sincerity and optimism. Russell had gone straight for my Achilles’ heel. Idealism. Call it a residue of the Sixties, whatever, it never really left, no matter how many curve balls life threw my way. 

				I decided to see if I could throw him, just for the hell of it. “You are one sly fox, Senator. If you read that notorious file of mine, you knew that I was a sucker for idealism.”

				Brewster stifled a laugh, but Russell didn’t even bother to hide his reaction. He burst out laughing, a huge basso roar that bounced off the walls. Sort of like Falstaff without the fat. “Can you blame me, Molly? Peter and I have been scheming how we could get you on our team ever since we learned you were available.”

				“Senator, I appreciate the flattery, but I’m simply a managerial and financial accountant.”

				“This modesty doesn’t serve you, Molly. Your financial skills are valuable, yes, but you’ve got other skills too, which would be quite helpful for an incoming senator, new to Washington and its wily ways.” Russell took my arm, escorting me down the hallway, but not toward the front door. He headed toward the living room, which opened to a formal dining room. “I’ve started entertaining; nothing extravagant yet. Mostly receptions to let the politicians see that I’m not a lunatic or a wild-eyed revolutionary, despite what some of my opponents said in the election.” He paused in the archway of the dining room. A gleaming, crystal bowl filled with daffodils and crocuses sat in the midst of the polished mahogany table. 

				“What I really want to do is arrange small, intimate dinners with various senators and their spouses. Strategic entertaining, I call it. That way I can get a feel for the men and women I’m working with. See where their real passions lie, away from the television cameras.”

				Intrigued once again, I studied Russell. “Shrewd move, Senator. Get a feel for the players. I’d recommend it highly, considering your position as the swing vote.”

				Russell gave me a cagey grin. “I figured you’d approve, considering that’s precisely what your father excelled in. ‘Getting a read on the players,’ he called it, right?” 

				I returned his smile. “Right you are, Senator. And I can tell where your mind is going. You think that I can somehow channel my father’s brilliance in that respect. All apologies to my beloved father’s memory, but I cannot recreate his magic.”

				Russell steered me away from the dining room and down the hallway once more. Toward the door this time. Thank heavens. I didn’t think I could take anymore of this intense courtship.

				“I’m forced to disagree with you, Molly. I think you inherited it,” Russell said as he led me to the open doorway, Luisa standing beside. “If I’m not mistaken, you performed the same sort of magic during your husband’s congressional years. Governor Lambert said the same thing. And you did it for Senator Hartman as well.”

				I eyed Russell. “Totally different scenarios, Senator. I haven’t been in Washington for over twenty years. Any fairy dust I might have possessed years ago has dried up and blown away.”

				He chuckled. “I’d still appreciate any insights you might have—suggestions, whatever.”

				“Senator, to be honest, I’m not even sure I want this position. I’ve told Peter that. So, if it’s magic you want, you need to start looking for another Tinkerbell. I’ve turned in my wings.”

				Russell threw back his head and let loose with another infectious belly laugh. Peter joined in this time as I stepped over the threshold and made my getaway at last.
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