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   For he commands his angels with regard to you
 
   To guard you wherever you go.
 
   Psalms 91:11 (New American Bible, Revised Edition)
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


Prologue
 
    
 
   They had been dragging themselves through the woods for hours, with him holding the flashlight and leading the way, and her faltering through the ice and snow trying to keep his pace. They moved slowly, their injuries hindering their flight. The forest was thick and foreboding and the biting winter wind whistled through the branches in the trees, cutting them to the core. They listened for the sound of flowing water in the hope that the Allegheny River was no longer frozen over and they could follow it up to New York. 
 
   They knew their odds were long but held out faith that despite the blustering wind and bitter cold, they could somehow find a way to Buffalo. The Canadian border. Their last, best chance at safety.
 
   The flashlight began to flicker and the man knew that the batteries would only last them so much longer. It had been snowing earlier in the night, but the clouds had been carried away by the wind and the flashlight was supplemented by the glow of the winter moon.  He turned the flashlight off and his wife tumbled into him.
 
   “Jack, why did you do that?” It was hard for her to stay upright without her momentum to keep her going, and even harder to follow him without the artificial light.
 
   “The flashlight’s getting low and the moon is relatively bright. We should conserve the batteries. Do you need to rest?” he asked, knowing the answer was yes.
 
   “No,” she lied. “Let’s keep going.”
 
   He put the flashlight in his coat pocket, feeling it bump up against the gun he had concealed there. He put his arm around her waist and hoisted her up. 
 
   “Let’s go,” he said, as he kept his arm around her to steady her as she walked.
 
   Their pace continued to slow until they were hardly moving at all. He could see her grimacing with every step, could hear her labored breathing, and he knew that she was much more seriously injured than she was letting on. Although he himself was in pain he did his best to keep them both going. His ankle was sprained and the weight of two people upon it was almost too much for him to bear. But they couldn’t stop.
 
   He saw a clearing up ahead and knew they were nearing a road. But that wasn’t what they wanted. Roads meant people and people meant danger. Almost no one could be trusted. The soldiers who had run their car off the road were biding their time, waiting, until the moment was right to come after them again. 
 
   The two of them weren’t about to make themselves easy prey by following a path trod by others. Their footsteps were not hard to trace because of the snow, but it was better than being out in the open. No, the river was their best bet, their least dangerous path north.
 
   He turned sharply and started to steer them both away from the road, as close to a westerly direction as he could manage. He was a suburban Philly boy and could only depend on his poor instincts to guide him.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “We need to find the river, Caroline. There’s a road up ahead and we have to avoid it.”
 
   The woods grew hilly and she began to struggle. He was practically carrying her as they made their way up an incline and he knew he wouldn’t be able to support her much longer.  Suddenly she broke free of him and lurched into a nearby tree, sinking to the ground.
 
   She pulled off her earmuffs and loosened her scarf with difficulty, her back to the tree. He could tell she was in tremendous pain and knelt down in the snow beside her. 
 
   “Sweetheart, we have to keep going,” he said.
 
   Her face was windswept and her eyes were red.  She was sweating in spite of the cold and he could practically hear her heart beating out of her chest. 
 
   “Jack, I can’t do this. I’m too tired. I can’t breathe.”
 
   “Yes, you can. We can keep going. I’ll help.”
 
   “You can’t help. You can barely walk while you’re lugging me along.” She began to cry.
 
   He wiped away some of her tears with his gloved hand. “We’ll stop for a minute, all right? Then we’ll start again.”
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to breathe. The tears coursed silently down her face. He let her rest, hoping that she would then tell him they could move on even though they really had no time to waste. She opened her eyes a few moments later and looked at him. His breath caught in his throat. Her brown eyes, which had once been so warm, confident, and loving, were now laced with a fear he’d never seen before. 
 
   “You have to go,” she said. “Now.”
 
   “We have to go,” he corrected her.
 
   “No. You.”
 
   “No.” He looked at her incredulously. “We.”
 
   “You have to go, Jack. It’s the only way.”
 
   His mind started racing. He couldn’t wrap his head around what she was suggesting. 
 
   “No. I’m not leaving you here.”
 
   She closed her eyes again. The wetness on her face was beginning to freeze in place. Her voice broke. 
 
   “Tell my girls how much I love them.” She stifled a sob. “Tell them I’m sorry.”
 
   Her children. Their children. Who were hopefully already in Canada. 
 
   “This is absurd, Caroline. I’m not leaving you here alone. Are you insane? We’re wasting time.”
 
   “You can move ten times faster without me. You know I’m right.”
 
   Hot, angry tears pricked his eyes. “I’m not leaving you, sweetheart. There has to be another way.”
 
   “This is the only way and you know it.” She took her left glove off and traced his lips with her bare fingers. “My darling. My Monty. I love you so.”
 
   He kissed her fingers and wrapped them in his, trying to warm them. “I’m not leaving you,” he repeated.
 
   Her voice was weak, but firm. “This is bigger than us. You have to go. Get to Canada. Share that information. Stop Santos. Don’t let all our sacrifices be for nothing.”
 
   “I love you.” He took off his gloves and began to caress her face with his bare hands. “I’m not leaving you.”
 
   “Listen to me. You are going to go. You are going to get to Canada. You are going to get this flash drive to people who can do something with it. Please, Jack. Please do this for me.”
 
   He was adamant. “I am not leaving you here!”
 
   “You are. You need to go. They will find us soon and they’ll find us even sooner if we’re moving together.” She tried to straighten up, using the tree for support. “If you don’t leave, I swear to God I will never forgive you. I mean it. There is no point in both of us getting captured or worse. Please. Do this for me.”
 
   He kissed her forehead, still cradling her face in his hands, and the tears in his eyes spilled over. “Don’t make me do this. I can’t. I won’t leave you.”
 
   “Go,” she whispered. “Go before they catch up with us.”
 
   She removed the glove from her right hand and began to slip her wedding rings off her left ring finger. Her large diamond and sapphire engagement ring glistened in the moonlight. She’d thought it was gaudy when he’d first given it to her, and the media had loved speculating about how much it must have cost. But she’d grown accustomed to it. Aside from its sentimental value, it was now almost worthless in the fragile American economy. 
 
   She fumbled through the simple task, her hands numbed by the cold. She placed the rings in Jack’s hand and wiped the tears from his face. He searched her eyes for an explanation. 
 
   “They’re no good to me out here,” she said. “Take them. They belong to you. I don’t want those bastards to have them.” She closed her eyes and began to nod off.
 
   Jack grabbed her chin, desperate to keep her awake. “Stay with me, Caroline. We can do this.”
 
   “Go now.” Her voice was fading. “Be safe. Be strong.”
 
   Jack brought his lips to hers and kissed her hard, wanting it to last, wanting to breathe life into her, to give her the strength to keep going. He gripped her rings tightly in his fist. The prongs from the engagement ring were prodding into his ice cold palm, but he was oblivious to the pain they caused. He didn’t want to break the connection between them. Caroline brought her hands up to his stocking cap, drew it off, and ran her fingers through his hair. He pulled back, his lips close to hers.
 
   They heard a rustling in the distance and Jack turned his head, not sure of what he would find. He half hoped that a deer would come gliding through the trees but he knew that would be too good to be true. Their luck had run out too many times. Caroline squeezed his hand, the one with the rings in it. 
 
   “Go, Jack. They’re coming. Go.”
 
   He pressed his lips to hers again, a long, frantic kiss. She pushed him away and reached into her coat pocket, pulling out her Glock and an extra magazine. “Take these. You might need them.”
 
   Jack dropped the rings into one of the interior pockets of his coat, and heard them clink against the box containing the flash drive he was hiding. He put the gun and magazine in his outer coat pocket and leaned down to kiss her cheek. She very clumsily put his stocking cap back on his head and stroked his face, wiping away the wetness there.
 
   “I will always be with you,” she whispered, so softly he could barely hear her.
 
   He took in a sharp, painful breath and put his gloves back on. The night air was freezing. “I will come back for you, Caroline. Understand? I promise I will come back. I’m not giving up. I will find someone we can trust and I will come back.”
 
   She smiled and closed her eyes.
 
   He heard the rustling getting closer. There was almost no way that noise was an animal. And he knew he had only one choice. 
 
   He ran.


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   The young officer was nervous. His troops had behaved poorly and now he had to provide answers to the chain of command. He strode into a hospital conference room, where two doctors in white coats were sitting at a long table.
 
   “Lieutenant Christopher Mitchell, Army Intelligence and Security Command,” he said, taking a chair opposite them.
 
   Both doctors nodded in his direction. They didn’t seem all that enthusiastic to see him.  
 
   “Can you give me an idea of the prisoner’s condition?” he inquired.
 
   The older gentleman spoke first. “Dr. William Livingston, lead medical officer. Concussion, numerous contusions, some cuts, broken nose, fractured cheekbones. Probably some cracked or fractured ribs. A minor bullet wound that appeared to be a couple of days old.” He paused. “To use the jargon I’m sure you and your troops are most familiar with, they beat the shit out of her. It’s incredible she didn’t suffer a traumatic brain injury or some other significant, permanent damage. If they’d done much more they probably would have killed her.”
 
   Mitchell grimaced. He’d been afraid of that. He was going to catch it for splitting up his men but he sincerely believed he could trust the sergeant leading the small cadre of soldiers that had captured her. But these men, these new recruits, they were unlike anything he’d seen before. The standards for enlisting in the armed forces had declined over the last year or so, and now the government seemed intent on recruiting the most violent, sociopathic combatants possible. It made giving orders and expecting them to be followed extremely difficult. He was barely out of ROTC and he already felt as if he’d made a huge mistake in not resigning his commission and repaying the government for the cost of his bachelor’s degree. 
 
   But that would have marked him. And no one wanted that.
 
   “What’s her prognosis?” he asked.
 
   “We have her heavily sedated while she heals. Her brain activity is strong. We do not believe there will be any permanent neurological damage, but we can’t say anything for certain.” The older man paused again. “We intend to provide her with the highest level of care, no matter what your superior officers say. Right now that means keeping her sedated and comfortable until she recovers a little.”
 
   Mitchell didn’t realize that someone else had given the doctors instructions with regard to how to treat the patients in their hospital. That wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. But nothing was the way it was supposed to be anymore.
 
   “The government is eager to transfer her to a holding facility,” he said. 
 
   The female doctor spoke up. “Dr. Maureen Savage, internal medicine. That will have to wait. She’s in no condition to be moved. It will be a few days, if not longer.”
 
   “She is wanted for questioning.”
 
   Savage looked at him as if he was boring her. “We understand that. But the human body heals on its own timeline. If you want anything useful from her, you’ll have to wait. She’ll be sedated and allowed to rest for at least the next few days. If her condition changes, you’ll be the first to know.” She glared at him. “If you really wanted her in the best shape for interrogation, perhaps you should have given your soldiers clearer instructions on how to properly arrest rather than seriously injure.”
 
   Mitchell let that comment slide. He had no good response for her. She was right. He stood up and walked toward the door. The doctors were stonewalling him. He couldn’t blame them; they’d entered government work because they actually believed that they were doing something for the greater good. And now they, like him, were starting to question everything that meant. But they very well couldn’t leave and they all knew it.
 
   “Please let me know if anything changes.” Mitchell turned to face them as he crossed the room. It seemed almost rude for him to care about her wellbeing. But he did. That was probably because once he transferred her to the federal holding facility, she was no longer his problem. He wouldn’t even have to think about what they’d do to her once she arrived. 
 
   He’d heard stories, but nothing concrete. And he was still too low on the food chain to be privy to any major state secrets. But he knew what happened to people who were sent there. They went in, and they didn’t come out.
 
   “Is she cognizant of anything that’s going on?” he asked.
 
   “Probably not,” Savage said. “That’s why we gave her the drugs. If you want her to recover well enough for you to be able to speak with her, you’re going to want her unaware of her surroundings for now.”
 
   “Thank you,” Mitchell said, and walked out the door.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Savage turned to Livingston after Mitchell had left. “I thought we doped her up pretty well. I’d prefer she be in a nice little state of dreamland for the time being. She doesn’t know what’s going on, does she?”
 
   Livingston rubbed his temples. “I find that highly unlikely. We probably gave her more than we should. I thought-” 
 
   He stopped and looked around, listening, making sure they were still the only two people in the area. “I thought it was best for her. I can’t even imagine what they have in store for her once she’s well enough to be transferred.”
 
   Dr. Savage turned to the wall, hugging herself. “What the hell is going on in this country right now, Bill? California has seceded. Congress is a shambles. Who knows what’s going to happen to us. And I never would have thought that the American military would treat a former-” 
 
   Bill heard footsteps coming down the hall and put his finger to his lips, shaking his head. Maureen nodded back at him.
 
   “It’s probably time to get back to work,” she said loudly.
 
   “Indeed,” Dr. Livingston agreed. He lowered his voice. “Make sure she’s safe, Maureen. We have so little control over anything anymore, and neither does she. We may as well protect her for as long as we can. Let’s give her that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Caroline
 
   More than five years earlier, New Year’s Eve
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe I have to wear this terrible piece of clothing,” Caroline said, pulling up the sleeves on a sweater that was three sizes too big for her.
 
   Tom Sullivan looked pleased with himself. “You make fun of the sweater, you wear the sweater the next year. You know the rule.”
 
   “I didn’t make fun of it last year.”
 
   “‘That thing looks like Picasso vomited on a Monet then sewed a bunch of random Jo-Ann Fabric patterns on it,’” he quoted.
 
   “That wasn’t a joke. It was the truth,” she groused.
 
   Tom laughed. “Chrissy loves it as much as you do.”
 
   Caroline’s daughter Marguerite came bounding into the room, grabbing a handful of Cheetos from one of the bowls on the snack table. “Wow, mom. That sweater sucks.”
 
   The blunt wisdom of a far too mature ten year old who spent way too much time repeating her mother’s colorful language. “Thanks, Mo. Where’s Sophie?”
 
   Marguerite shoved the Cheetos into her mouth. “I don’t know. Jess said she was going to make her a whiskey sour.”
 
   “Jess was kidding.”
 
   “So you say.”
 
   “So I know.” Caroline looked at her watch. “It’s almost time for you two to go to bed.”
 
   Marguerite’s face fell. “Just a little bit longer? Please?”
 
   It had been hard not to indulge them during the past year, and Caroline’s resolve broke easily. “Eleven. That’s it.” 
 
   “No midnight?”
 
   “No midnight. Pretend you live in Nova Scotia and it’s already the New Year by then. Go hang out with your sister for a while.”
 
   “Okay.” Marguerite skipped away.
 
   Tom, who had witnessed the exchange, grinned. “It’s those moments that make you hope she’s not going to go to law school, right? She barely pushed that one at all.”
 
   Caroline laughed. Her loyalty to Notre Dame Law School was one of the reasons Tom liked her so much. 
 
   “Between the two of us and our disturbing passion for Our Lady’s university, it might be damn near impossible to keep her away from South Bend.” She looked over his shoulder and saw a late arrival she hadn’t noticed before. “You invited Bob?”
 
   Tom kept grinning. “What with Christine considering moving up to the Senate next term, she figured it wouldn’t hurt to have the Speaker of the House here.”
 
   An interesting choice. Christine Sullivan and Robert Allen didn’t exactly get along all the time. Caroline barely contained her surprise. “Breaking her own ‘no Washington people, except for Caroline and her family’ rule?”
 
   “Apparently so.”
 
   “That woman will do anything for an endorsement.”
 
   “Would you endorse her?”
 
   “If she wants me to. You know how much I love bridging the partisan divide.” She looked down at her now-empty glass. “Do you think John McIntyre will show up?”
 
   Tom’s grin disappeared as he took the glass from her. “I have no idea. Chrissy only met him once during the election and I’m not sure he was very enamored with her. But maybe.” The smile returned. “I know you wanted him to come.”
 
   “Well, it’s not that I want him to come, I just….” She wasn’t exactly sure what she wanted anymore.
 
   Caroline had suffered through a pretty terrible year and was eager for it to be over.  She had first been elected to Congress four years prior, riding a wave of anti-incumbent fervor that many people hoped would invigorate the country and get people more engaged in the process.  Which, peculiarly enough, the pundits seemed to say every two years. She ran as a moderate to liberal Democrat in a solidly blue district in the Maryland suburbs outside the District of Columbia, and voters responded to her earnest style and quirky sense of humor.  
 
   She was a decent looking woman in her mid-thirties with brown eyes, auburn hair, and a relatively okay figure that required constant exercise because of two pregnancies and her weakness for all sorts of yummy foods (particularly deep dish pizza and chocolate). But her personality and charm coupled with her professional background made her an appealing upstart candidate. Her husband Nick hadn’t been all that thrilled about her blossoming political career, but she’d dedicated her life to public service and he knew that one day she’d want to make the leap.
 
   Her first three years in office solidified her as a reasonable politician who could be counted on to reflect the common sense of the people of her district, if not the rest of the country. She didn’t take radical positions, listened to the other side, introduced bipartisan legislation, formed coalitions, and never disrespected her colleagues. That was probably why she’d collected a small but diverse group of friends in the House from both parties, including Tom’s wife Christine, a woman most would describe as a tough but open-minded Catholic conservative. 
 
   Tom and Caroline hit it off at a House Freshman mixer after she noticed the Notre Dame Monogram Club pin he’d been wearing. He’d played linebacker for the Irish then gone on to medical school at UPenn where he met Christine. Caroline always joked that he was the best man she knew aside from Nicky because he’d overcome the odds and put his feelings aside to marry a Wolverine who bled maize and blue. 
 
   Tom and Nicky connected over their love of beer and other random rural Midwestern guy things, and Caroline was glad that Christine, who was frosty at first, finally warmed up to her. She was still fairly certain that Chrissy thought she’d been flirting with Tom before she came over to join the conversation with them the night they met. This was despite the fact that Nicky was standing next to the two of them the entire time. Christine was naturally suspicious.
 
   But over the past year it had all fallen apart. Nicky was killed in an accident in late January. He was on his way to a meeting in Baltimore when he lost control of his car on some black ice on I-95.  Caroline pleaded with him to take the commuter train that morning but he hated abiding by someone else’s schedule. Their daughters took it extremely hard. They’d been close to their daddy. Caroline needed two Clonazepam to get through the funeral. It had not been pretty. 
 
   Tom and Christine had been wonderful friends and confidants, keeping her from tumbling over the edge.  Christine sublet her Capitol Hill apartment and moved in with Caroline and the girls, despite the often painful commute from Rockville to downtown D.C. Tom had driven down for every daddy/daughter event at school so that Marguerite and Sophie could still try to enjoy them. The Sullivans were Caroline’s rock, her anchor, her surrogate family. And they knew how much that meant to her.  
 
   She had been drifting in a sea of anger and despair for most of the year, clinging to whatever she could in order to continue to function and take care of her girls. She’d seriously considered resigning her seat and going back to work as a federal prosecutor but she knew that would mean less money and much less flexibility. 
 
   It was also highly unlikely that a change in employment would help her emerge from her emotional quagmire.  She battled on, her bitterness fueling her. Her tone sharpened and her desire for compromise seemed less important. Shockingly, the Democratic nominee, now the President-elect, made her the keynote speaker at that year’s convention anyway.
 
   She gave what political commentators described as a glorious, career-altering performance, but she didn’t remember a word of it. It was stuck in the back of her mind, filed away. She could retrieve it if she wanted to, but she still hadn’t. Her chief of staff Jen told her later that she hadn’t used the teleprompter at all, that she’d changed the course of her speech several times without missing a beat. Her press secretary and speechwriter Kathleen jokingly threatened to quit, saying it was obvious she was no longer needed. 
 
   Caroline still couldn’t figure out how she’d done it and had no desire to ever watch it. The memory of her daughters walking on stage to join her afterward without Nicky was too much to bear. He would have loved to revel in that moment with them, despite his disdain for politics. And the positive vibe that surrounded her after the speech did nothing but make her more unhappy.
 
   So when candidates started asking the keynote speaker for an endorsement after the convention, they got it. Caroline would stand up next to them in gyms or union halls, and say horrible, awful things about their opponents. She’d only done it a few times before Christine took her aside and talked some sense into her, telling her that she was destroying herself by behaving so incredibly out of character. 
 
   There was one endorsement she regretted the most – her criticism of Representative-elect John McIntyre. A former Villanova basketball player and Wharton MBA who’d made himself extraordinarily wealthy through a series of land deals, corporate investments, hostile takeovers, and startups, he’d run for Congress in the suburban Philadelphia district adjoining Christine’s.  His Democratic opponent was a complete ass, but Caroline didn’t discover that until after she had stood up and given the jerk her support in front of a packed American Legion post. McIntyre won narrowly, no thanks to her behavior, which had probably done more damage to his campaign than anything else. 
 
   Caroline had begged Christine to invite him to her New Year’s party.  She didn’t want to apologize on the floor of the House. She wanted to do it in person, in an informal setting. Maybe that made her a coward, since forcing him to come to the Sullivans’ house was probably far more intimidating to him than the marble floors of the U.S. Capitol. But Caroline wanted to make it right. It had taken a lot of effort; Christine’s New Year’s party was not intended for political players. She didn’t even invite her own staffers. Caroline and Nicky received yearly invites only because they were practically family.
 
   Caroline and her daughters had readily accepted Christine’s invitation to spend the holidays with them that year in the Sullivans’ sprawling home in Bryn Mawr.  Like Christine, Caroline was an only child, and both of her parents were dead. She dreaded the prospect of the three of them spending Christmas in Rockville alone and was grateful that Tom and Christine had made them feel so welcome. Tom’s extended family was large and rather boisterous.
 
   Christine was a bit older than her and gave birth to her first child relatively young, while she was still in medical school. Her oldest daughter, Susannah, a corporate attorney, was therefore only about ten years younger than Caroline. Christine’s younger daughter, Jessica, was in her senior year of high school and was headed to Lehigh on a basketball scholarship after she graduated. Jess adored Marguerite and Sophie. Caroline’s spirits rose during the week they all spent together, and the girls loved it too. But the days had gone by far too fast, and it was almost time to go back to the reality of their life at home in Maryland.
 
   Caroline glanced over Tom’s shoulder. “I’m going to go over and talk to Bob. You know how much he loves me.”
 
   Her tone was laconic but there was more than a grain of truth to the statement. The Speaker was an Illinois native like Caroline, and they’d both graduated from Marquette University, albeit decades apart. They had a nice bond despite their party differences.
 
   Tom laughed. “Go talk about how the MU basketball team is gonna wake up and destroy the competition come March.”
 
   Caroline crossed the room and was pleased to find that Bob brought his wife. Adeline Allen was a born and bred Southsider and her accent always reminded Caroline of childhood trips on the L to go to the Museum Campus or shopping at Marshall Field’s.  Adeline spotted her first. 
 
   “Caroline! Oh, I was hoping to see you.” She gave Caroline a warm hug and kiss on the cheek.
 
   Caroline spontaneously reached in for an additional hug. Adeline was one of her favorite people. “We’ve been here the whole week, actually. Heading back to Rockville tomorrow. Or the day after, depending on how much I drink tonight.” She’d already knocked back a few to gird herself, just in case.
 
   “How wonderful.” Adeline tugged on Caroline’s sleeve. “And what an interesting outfit you’re wearing.”
 
   Damn it. She was probably going to hear about that stupid sweater all night.  “I lost a bet with Tom.” She turned to Bob and gave him as crisp a salute as she could manage. “O Captain, My Captain.”
 
   He gave her a hug. “Hi, sunshine. Have a good Christmas?”
 
   “As good as could be expected.” Caroline figured it didn’t hurt to be honest with him. “I’m surprised to see you here.”
 
   “Christine wants to butter me up a little before she asks for an endorsement when she decides to move up in the world. I decided to indulge her.”
 
   That was exactly what Christine wanted. “Are you knocking the lower house of which you are in charge?” Caroline asked.
 
   “No, Ms. Gerard, I am not.” He winked at her.  “Merely its leadership.”
 
   She laughed. “Are you going straight to D.C. after this?”
 
   Bob took a sip from whatever mixed drink Tom had concocted for him. “It’s a little inconvenient to go back home. And I have a speech to revise.”
 
   “It’s not very good so far so he definitely needs the extra time,” Adeline quipped. “Plus, he has to practice banging his gavel in case any members of the Democratic leadership decide to get out of line.”
 
   Caroline pretended to look confused. “I have no idea what you’re referring to.”
 
   Bob saw a man walking past Caroline and seized his arm. “Mr. McIntyre, have you met Representative Gerard?”
 
   Caroline blushed. She really hadn’t planned to apologize to McIntyre while exchanging idle chitchat with the Speaker of the House. Then again, she wasn’t quite sure what the best scenario would have been for her to broach the subject.
 
   McIntyre turned to face the three of them. Caroline remembered watching footage of him during the campaign but he was much more striking in person. Sharp blue eyes, late forties, about six feet tall. He’d gone prematurely gray but his silver hair accentuated his handsome features. His appearance was a tad intimidating but he definitely had the capability to woo female voters and non-voters alike, if the rumors were to be believed. And those captivating eyes looked none too happy to see her.
 
   “No, we’ve never met,” he said coolly. “Although she seems to know me pretty well already.”
 
   Shit. He obviously hadn’t forgotten the campaign. Not that she expected him to, but she underestimated the depth of his anger. Bob was scrutinizing Caroline with concern, as he now realized his error. 
 
   She gathered up her courage. “Bob, would you excuse us for a minute? I’d like to chat with Mr. McIntyre.”
 
   “Of course, sunshine.” He picked up a plate from the side table that contained a generous helping of leftover Christmas cookies and party snacks and kissed her on the cheek. “In case we don’t see each other again tonight,” he explained. “I’ll see you in a couple of days. Take care of yourself and give your girls a hug from me. Come on, Addie. Let’s go find Christine so she can pretend to like me.”
 
   Adeline gave Caroline another hug. “It’s always a joy, Caroline. I’m taking you out to lunch while I’m in Washington this week. Clear your calendar. Deep dish pizza, D.C. version?”
 
   Caroline smiled a tiny smile. Adeline knew she was very particular about her Chicago style pizza. “I shall ignore that wretched, heretical, downright disloyal comment because it is the holiday season.”
 
    “Damn right.” Adeline gave Caroline a quick squeeze on the arm before walking away.
 
   Caroline reminded herself to thank them later. Bob and Adeline had no doubt given her that warm goodbye for McIntyre’s benefit. She turned to him. 
 
   “Mr. McIntyre,” she began. She had enough intuition to know that he was royally pissed, but probably refined enough to keep himself in check. Sure enough, he schooled his features before he interrupted her. 
 
   “I’d tell you to call me by my first name but I’m not sure you deserve the privilege.”
 
   The haughty tone of a man accustomed to either getting his own way or bullying people into it. He stared at her for a moment, his jaw locked as if he assumed she’d not so gracefully excuse herself or clumsily back away. Both of which were not outside the realm of possibility.
 
   This was not starting well. Caroline rubbed the back of her neck apprehensively.
 
   “I wanted to apologize for what I said about you during the campaign,” she said.
 
   “Oh, you said many things, but the highlight was that little remark about how I was…what was it…‘a millionaire playboy trying to buy his way into Congress.’” 
 
   Caroline flinched at the precision of his tone. McIntyre had evidently watched her speech more than a few times. He’d undoubtedly had numerous opportunities since his opponent and several liberal PACs had used it in almost every attack ad they’d produced.
 
   “Yeah, um, that.” She suddenly lost all ability to articulate, although she was glad he hadn’t brought up anything else she said during the speech. His eyes were still boring into her and she shifted her gaze away from his, ever so slightly. It was a trick she’d use from time to time to avoid awkward exchanges, but it was much more effective in a crowd than in a face to face confrontation. 
 
   “I shouldn’t have called you that,” she said. “It was an awful, terrible, slanderous thing to say and I deeply regret it. I thought about phoning you the next day to apologize but I figured you wouldn’t take my call.”
 
   “You’re right. I wouldn’t have,” he said. 
 
   Caroline brought her eyes to his again, surprised he would be so undiplomatic. He continued to glare at her, and bit off his next words. 
 
   “I wouldn’t have taken your call then and I won’t accept your apology now. Washington’s a big town, Ms. Gerard. I think we can do our best to stay away from each other.”
 
   “But-” 
 
   “You can do your best to try and charm me as you have everyone else, but I assure you that I will not be fooled. So stop wasting your time.”
 
   She tried not to scowl at him. What the hell was that supposed to mean?
 
   He returned her stare. “Enjoy the rest of the party,” he said coldly, right before he spun around and walked away.
 
   Caroline sank into the couch in the corner of the room. That hadn’t gone well at all. Her plan had backfired in the worst way possible.
 
   “Didn’t want to listen to you, huh?” She heard Bob’s voice at her side.
 
   She looked up. That was the understatement of the century. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had spoken to her that way. “No. No he didn’t.”
 
   Bob sat down and patted her shoulder. “He doesn’t know what you did after that speech, does he?”
 
   “I wasn’t going to mention that part. And neither are you.”
 
   He stood up. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m going to talk to him.”
 
   “No, Mr. Speaker.” She hoped her deference to his formal title would convince him to let it go. “Please don’t. I made this mess myself. He’s not the only person I’ve had to apologize to.”
 
   “You’ve had a rough year, Caroline. You made a couple of mistakes. It’s okay.”
 
   Another understatement. Bob had an exceedingly benevolent interpretation of reality when people he cared about were involved. 
 
   “I know.” She looked down at the floor.
 
   Bob reached down to pat her shoulder again. “You’re going to be fine. You know that, right?”
 
   “It sure doesn’t feel that way sometimes.” Caroline looked at her watch. “I’ve got to round up the girls and get them to bed.” She squeezed the hand on her shoulder. “Thanks, Bob.”
 
   “Anytime, sunshine. And if you call me Mr. Speaker again, it ought to damn well be at a press conference or on the House floor. You know better.”
 
   She returned his smile. “Yes, sir.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline turned down the covers as Marguerite and Sophie snuggled into bed. She crawled onto the mattress and shifted in between them, kissing their foreheads in turn. 
 
   “Have you had a good week?” she asked.
 
   “It’s been okay,” said Marguerite.
 
   “I ate lots of candy,” said Sophie. 
 
   Sophie was known to shovel food into her face like a champ, a gift she inherited from her mother. And Caroline had indeed done nothing but eat cookies and sweets herself for the past week.
 
   “Maybe we’ll stay here tomorrow too,” Caroline said. “Then Chrissy and Tom and the girls can follow us back home before the swearing-in.”
 
   Her children were quiet. She knew what they were thinking. They’d had a nice respite but they’d soon return to the emptiness of their normal lives. Even having Christine with them most of the time hadn’t managed to fill the gap.
 
   “It’ll be good to have a new year. Right, mom?” Marguerite asked.
 
   Caroline slid down to lay next to her daughters and hold their hands. “Yeah.”
 
   “Maybe we should make a wish,” Sophie said.
 
   “Good idea, Feef,” Caroline said. “What should we wish for?”
 
   “I want a pony!” she exclaimed.
 
   “Darling, we’ve talked about that. The backyard’s not big enough. Plus, you don’t get a pony before I do.”
 
   Sophie looked disappointed but not discouraged. “How about a puppy instead?” she asked.
 
   “That I’ll consider. We’ll see how the rest of the winter goes. What about you, Mo?”
 
   Marguerite rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I think we should all try to be happy.”
 
   Caroline squeezed Marguerite’s hand tighter as she fought back tears. “I think that’s a great idea,” she whispered.
 
   Marguerite propped herself up on one elbow. “Especially you, mom.”
 
   Caroline caressed her daughter’s cheek. “I’ll try, Mo Mo. I promise.”
 
   Her eldest daughter leaned in for a hug. “We should all try to be more positive too.”
 
   Caroline kissed her forehead. “Let’s do that then. No more negativity and maybe a dog. That’ll work. Come here, Feef.”
 
   Sophie cuddled into Caroline’s other side and they all held on to each other for what seemed like a very long time. Soon Sophie was asleep and Marguerite wasn’t far behind. Caroline removed her arms from around their shoulders and crept out of the room as quietly as she could. She rested her head on the doorjamb, watching her daughters sleep peacefully.
 
   “I’ll try, my angels,” she whispered. “I will.” 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline walked down the hall to the study, which was empty. It was one of her favorite rooms in the Sullivan home. Built-in bookshelves, tons of political nonfiction and history, Tom’s memorabilia from his days at Notre Dame…she loved it. Best of all, it had a fireplace (on the second floor no less) which Caroline considered to be the epitome of hoity-toity. Chrissy and Tom definitely knew how to live a sweet upper class life. She poked the embers and added another log to keep the smoldering fire going, then sat down on the couch facing the fireplace. 
 
   She scrolled through her phone, responding to a few texts from Kathleen and Jen. She took a moment longer to send a message to Ellen Goldman, the junior Senator from California, who was another close friend. They’d been texting back and forth over the holiday recess and Ellen had worked in a couple of jabs about how warm it had been in L.A. over Christmas. Caroline had to find a way to get even after the new session of Congress started. She was contemplating fiddling with the thermostat in Ellen’s office, maybe building a snowman on her desk, but she wasn’t sure she could count on Ellen’s aides to keep quiet. She’d definitely think of something.
 
   She checked the time. It was almost the end of the year. Caroline had no need to be with the other revelers at midnight. It was her first time alone on New Year’s in a very long time. Nicky always hated New Year’s Eve and found it to be a redundant holiday, but she still dragged him to Bryn Mawr year after year. He never liked politicians, so being surrounded by normal people for the evening made it much more appealing. They’d drive up from Rockville, he’d laugh and chat with the Sullivans’ friends, they’d both drink far too much, and at the end of the night they’d make out as the ball dropped.
 
   Caroline remembered the year before, when he kissed her passionately at midnight then passed out in the guest room after convincing Tom to split over thirty craft beers between the two of them. Christine hadn’t been too happy about that.  Nicky and Tom got pretty obnoxious when they were boozed up. That had been a good night. One of her last really cute memories of him, and less than three weeks later he was gone.
 
   She heard the door creak and turned her head. John McIntyre poked his head in, his hands behind his back. He scanned the room. 
 
   “May I come in?” he asked politely.
 
   Caroline pursed her lips. She really didn’t want to deal with him again, especially if all he was going to do was insult her. But a negative attitude was inconsistent with the resolution she’d made with her daughters. 
 
   She forced a smile. “Sure.”
 
   He started to enter the room, then stopped. “Close your eyes.”
 
   What an unusual request. But she obliged.  Caroline heard him walk over to the couch and sit down beside her. 
 
   “You can open them,” he said, a hint of mischief in his voice.
 
   She blinked as McIntyre turned to face her. 
 
   “My behavior earlier this evening was disgraceful,” he said. “I’m deeply sorry for the manner in which I spoke to you before.”
 
   “You are?”
 
   “I am. I think we should start over again.”
 
   The change in his personality was astonishing. This was a completely different person from the man she’d met downstairs.
 
   “Okay,” Caroline said warily.
 
   He stuck out his hand. “I’m John Montgomery McIntyre. My friends call me Jack.”
 
   She decided to be a good sport and shook his hand. Caroline was walking the fine line between comfortable and buzzed and it emboldened her. She probably shouldn’t have let Tom fix her that last drink. 
 
   “Does that mean I get to call you Jack?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m Caroline Joan Gerard, since we’re throwing middle names in there.”
 
   “I like to exchange introductions with a touch of formality.”  He probably sounded a little more pompous than he’d intended.
 
   She smiled. “Whatever you say, John Montgomery.”
 
   “Are you making fun of my family name?”
 
   “A little. That’s like the whitest white guy name in the history of whiteness.” Caroline laughed at his expression. “I’m sorry, that was rude. Can I call you Monty?”
 
   “You’re the first person who’s ever asked me that.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Of course I am. But you should know I’ve never granted such a request.  And most of my family is Black Irish, for your information. Maybe we should get to know each other better first. Nicknames are a big step. Do you have any?”
 
   She blushed. “I have one, but it’s kind of random.”
 
   “Do tell. I noticed that the Speaker calls you sunshine.”
 
   Caroline blushed even deeper. She was lucky that she had such a good relationship with the most powerful man in Congress. A lot of Republicans and even more Democrats didn’t like it. “That’s more a term of endearment than a nickname.”
 
   “Any others?”
 
   It was kind of embarrassing for her to disclose it to someone she’d just met, but whatever. “Christine’s husband Tom calls me Punky.”
 
   Jack stared at her blankly.
 
   “Like Punky Brewster.”
 
   Still no response.
 
   “From the TV show.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Didn’t you watch TV in the eighties?”
 
   “Not really. I was a teenage boy and I was into other things. Who is this Punky person?” 
 
   “You’ve got to get on YouTube posthaste. I loved that show growing up. She was a working class kid, warm and funny, always playful. A glass overflowing kind of gal.” Caroline paused. “Tom says I remind him of her.”
 
   “Is that who you are?”
 
   She instinctively fiddled with her left ring finger. She still wore her wedding and engagement rings, maybe out of habit. And it really hadn’t been that long. 
 
   “It’s who I used to be,” she said. “Most of the time.”
 
   “What about now?”              
 
   She cleared her throat, shaking off the melancholy. “I’m working on now.” 
 
   “Does Punky wear ugly sweaters?” Jack asked with a grin.
 
   She wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. “I may have spoken some very hard truths to Tom about his holiday wardrobe during last year’s party. As punishment I am forced to bear the scarlet letter that is this ugly sweater.”
 
   “It’s very busy.” 
 
   Jack probably didn’t have anything like that in his closet. He was wearing an expensive tailored suit, very Savile Row, which was an unusual selection to wear to what was a casual party by Christine’s standards. Caroline hadn’t thought to comment on it. Maybe he always dressed up or had been under the impression that this was some sort of highbrow Congressional thing. But the conversation was about to veer off course and that wasn’t what she wanted.
 
   “I really do want to explain what happened during the campaign,” she said.
 
   His eyes darkened. “Forget about it. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “Yes, it does. It was a horrible thing to say about someone I didn’t know.  Especially considering your opponent was and is an incredible jerkwagon.”
 
   “He’s a what?”
 
   “You know. A jerkwagon. Douche, asshole, jackass, whatever. I like to expand my arsenal of insults whenever possible.”
 
   “You really think he’s that bad?”
 
   “Yes, unfortunately for me I didn’t figure it out until after I’d endorsed him. But I couldn’t very well take back what I said. Even though I wanted to.”
 
   It had been all over social media. The speech quickly became red meat for the Democratic masses and cannon fodder for the GOP. Caroline hid under a rock for a couple of days afterward and flew off the handle any time anyone used her statement in another attack ad. Which happened far too often.
 
   “I guess not,” Jack said.
 
   “I wish I had. I should have had the courage to do it. I wish I’d never said any of it. It was wrong, and I’m sorry.” Caroline took a deep breath. “It’s been a bad year for me. It’s not a valid excuse but it’s the only one I have. Those comments were borne of depression and sadness and my desire to make someone else feel as badly as I did. I get very snarky when I’m upset, which some people find endearing in a weird way but it usually ends up making me disappointed in myself.” She turned to face him. “I’m thankful you won. I would have felt terrible if you hadn’t.”
 
   “Really?” Jack sounded surprised.
 
   “I harbor a lot of Catholic guilt.”
 
   “So do I, but I don’t take it nearly that far.”
 
   “Anyway, what I said about you wasn’t true. It’s not what I believe. I don’t even know you. It was unfair for me to make assumptions and judge you like that.” 
 
   Jack was looking at her strangely. 
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “Nothing,” he said. “You seem very sincere.”
 
   Caroline tried not to sound offended. “I’m being completely sincere.”
 
   “I know.” His voice was quiet. “It’s not what I expected from you.”
 
   “Did you expect me to be a total bitch?”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders again. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.  Apology accepted. Let’s move on.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Except there is one thing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Let’s play a game. I’ll give you clues and you can guess the answers.”
 
   Was he flirting with her? Her mind was a little foggy after the few drinks she’d had and she couldn’t tell. “Okay, I’ll bite.”
 
   “A little bird told me you’re the reason he endorsed me. Guess who?”
 
   “That would be one Robert Allen, otherwise known as our very competent Speaker of the House.” Caroline shook her head. She should have known Bob wouldn’t listen to her. “That man can’t keep a secret to save his life. I told him not to tell you. Honestly.”
 
   “And then another little bird very angrily informed me that I wouldn’t even be at this party if she’d had her way, because someone like me would never be allowed within a hundred feet of her house under normal circumstances, but you had begged her to invite me.”
 
   Caroline could hear Christine’s voice echoing in her head. “Oh, that’s definitely Chrissy.”
 
   Jack looked at her skeptically. “You call Representative Sullivan ‘Chrissy’?”
 
   Caroline nodded. Christine was a formidable, smart, and shrewd politician, but she had a chilly reputation among many Pennsylvania Republicans. Caroline and Tom were constantly trying to get her to relax. She didn’t exactly evoke the warm fuzzies from pundits either. 
 
   “She’s one of my best friends but I don’t know how I get away with it,” Caroline admitted. “She would smack the hell out of anyone else who called her that, except her husband.”
 
   “Does she call you Punky too?”
 
   She stifled a laugh, surprised that he remembered that. “Sometimes. When she’s feeling particularly protective of me.”
 
   “You need protection?”
 
   “Mostly from myself.”
 
   “Interesting. So then this other little bird-” 
 
   She held her hand up. “Did you talk to everyone downstairs about me?”
 
   “No.” He started to get up. “Should I?”
 
   “Definitely not. But there appear to be a ton of little birds at this party who can’t keep their beaks shut.”
 
   Jack looked a little uncomfortable. “I won’t lie. After I ran into you I had all but decided that sticking around wasn’t worth it, but the Speaker tracked me down as I was walking toward the door. Then Representative Sullivan arrived and.…”
 
   “All hell broke loose?”
 
   “Practically.”
 
   “You’re lucky she isn’t drinking tonight. It might have been worse.” Christine didn’t drink much, and when she did it never ended well. Caroline had seen her lose her shit once after downing a couple of Cosmopolitans. It had been a touch alarming but comical nonetheless.
 
   “At any rate, their posturing convinced me to stay.” Jack seemed to be considering his words. “They both think very highly of you.”
 
   Caroline looked down at her lap. “That’s nice.”
 
   “You’re blushing. You don’t take compliments very well, do you?”
 
   She didn’t, especially from people she didn’t know. Caroline was more apt to focus on criticism, which made being a public figure very hard sometimes. 
 
   She peeked over at him. “No.”
 
   He gave her that strange look again and switched direction. “There’s one more bird for you to guess. This little bird insisted I come upstairs with a peace offering and give you another chance to apologize.” Jack pulled a bottle of Moscato and a corkscrew from beside the couch. “He told me it was your favorite.”
 
   “Tom!” Caroline exclaimed. “I am quite fond of that talkative little bird.” She clasped her hands together and looked at the label. “That is my favorite.” 
 
   Tom always stocked the wine refrigerator well when he knew Caroline would be visiting but she thought they’d finished the last of the Moscato on the day after Christmas. She had indulged quite a bit during the past week even though she didn’t normally drink. Although she realized she had started drinking more since Nicky died. She wondered if maybe she should quietly resolve to bring her alcohol consumption back down again in the coming year. She didn’t want to turn into Kitty Dukakis. 
 
   Caroline glimpsed the red Solo cups Jack had also magically produced. “Tom’s wife would be appalled that he didn’t give you proper glassware,” she said. “And I’m a little upset you didn’t whip this out when you first got up here.”
 
   “I thought I’d talk to you a bit before I started to give you free access to alcohol. I’m fairly certain you’ve had a couple already.” He opened the bottle and poured her a generous cup, then a smaller one for himself. “Cheers.”
 
   Caroline looked at her watch. It was past midnight. “We missed the ball drop. I hope you’re okay with that.”
 
   Jack took off his suit jacket and draped it across the back of the couch. “I’m enjoying myself quite a bit up here. I don’t mind.” He retrieved his cup from the coffee table and held it up. “To a fantastic new year.”
 
   He was wearing suspenders. And expensive cufflinks. And a tie that probably cost more than Caroline would spend on a single dress suit. For a simple New Year’s Party. But, oh my. Those suspenders, hugging close to what appeared to be a very fit body. She was a complete sucker for men in suspenders. She caught a whiff of his cologne as he settled back into the couch. He definitely didn’t go cheap. Shit. Men’s cologne was one of her weaknesses too.
 
   Caroline found his physical presence a little more unnerving than she expected. He was very well put together. She shook her head, jarring her brain free of all the naughty thoughts that suddenly flowed through her. Maybe it was the alcohol. She tapped his cup with hers, plastering a grin on her face to mask her embarrassment. “Hear hear.”
 
   They sat on the couch idly drinking their wine until Jack spoke again.
 
   “Did you really tell Speaker Allen to endorse me?”
 
   Her cheeks reddened. “Yes. I chickened out about calling you but I felt so rotten the next day that I called Bob and demanded that he try to undo the damage I’d caused. So, he did.”
 
   “Just out of the goodness of his heart?”
 
   Caroline shifted on the couch. “Not exactly.”
 
   “What did you have to do?”
 
   “I promised him a lap dance.”
 
   He stared at her, dumbfounded. “Really?”
 
   “It’s how I worked my way through law school. It’s also one of the best ways to endear yourself to the mostly male leadership if you’re a chick.”
 
   Jack cocked his head at her and Caroline took another sip of wine. “You don’t pick up on subtle humor, do you?” she asked.
 
   “Apparently not. Maybe I’ve read too many articles about various scandals on Capitol Hill.”
 
   “It’s not that bad. People cheat on their spouses all the time. Congress is no exception. There is a certain hookup culture among the interns, which I find to be highly hypocritical, particularly as it pertains to those who claim to be socially conservative. But most elected officials and staffers try to behave like mature adults.” She chugged the rest of her drink theatrically, wiped her mouth on her sleeve, then set her cup down hard on the coffee table and winked at him. “Most of the time.”
 
   Jack refilled her cup. “So, what did you have to do?”
 
   Her tone grew more serious, but not by much. “Well  – here’s where I pause for dramatic effect – I promised him I’d vote for him as Speaker if he endorsed you.”
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Does the Democratic Party know about this?”
 
   Caroline chuckled gleefully. “Nope.”
 
   Jack gave her a mock frown. “Is that keeping with your duties as the keynote speaker?”
 
   “Probably not. But I like to push the envelope. I’ve never been a big fan of blind allegiance. And Bob is a good man.” She laughed again. “Why are you looking at me that way?”
 
   “Are you really going to do it?”
 
   “Absolutely. I meant what I said. I gave him my word and I won’t go back on it. His friendship means too much to me.” 
 
   “That might get some pundits talking. Crossover votes don’t happen very often, do they?”
 
   They didn’t, certainly not among party loyalists. Caroline was still plotting how she was going to explain that decision to Douglas Langlade, the Minority Leader. He was obviously expecting her to vote for him. She wasn’t planning on talking to him until after she’d already done it. It was always much easier to beg forgiveness than to ask permission. 
 
   “No,” she acknowledged.
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Bob knew I wasn’t kidding. To be frank, he might have endorsed you anyway if I’d bugged him long enough but after I told him I’d vote for him he was much more inclined to do it.”
 
   “He made it sound as if he wouldn’t have gotten anywhere near my campaign if it hadn’t been for you.”
 
   Which was pretty much what Bob had said to her on the phone, with a few more expletives for embellishment. He’d been a fixture in the Illinois GOP for many years but was well versed in the rhetorical flourish of the Chicago Machine. But Caroline wasn’t about to confirm that.
 
   “He promised me he wouldn’t tell you that I was the reason he endorsed you,” she said. “I have to say I’m a little upset with him about that.”
 
   “You don’t think his intentions were pure?”
 
   “I’m sure they were a hundred percent altruistic. I merely would have preferred that he keep that little nugget of information to himself.”
 
   “Even after the way I treated you earlier?”
 
   “You could have said much worse to me than you did. In fact, you exercised considerable self-discipline. It makes me feel a little awkward, that’s all.”
 
   “You would rather I never know the truth?” Jack asked.
 
   “I don’t want you to think I’m something I’m not.”
 
   “How many politicians would have made a call to the leader of the opposing party after badmouthing another candidate? Not many. Maybe none. You should give yourself more credit for doing what you thought was the right thing.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean I want to advertise it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I just don’t. I have a reputation for being nice that isn’t entirely deserved.”
 
   “I checked. You were voted nicest member of Congress in Washingtonian the last couple of years. You received many bipartisan votes, although that slipped a little this year. They think you’re rather entertaining, too.”
 
   “You researched me before coming to this party?”
 
   Jack shrugged. Caroline had already come to the conclusion that he did that when he was uncomfortable. It amused her that she might be throwing him off his game. 
 
   “I was trying to find an excuse to treat you badly the first time I ran into you,” he said. “My investigation didn’t exactly help me.”
 
   “I think what I said about you during the campaign was excuse enough.”
 
   “We’ve already moved past that, remember?”
 
   “I forgot,” Caroline said. “I’ve had a few.”
 
   “I noticed.” Jack topped off her drink. “It enhances your personality.”
 
   She was pretty sure that was another compliment but was too tipsy to acknowledge it. “I was afraid that if I didn’t loosen myself up a little I wouldn’t have the guts to talk to you if you showed up.”
 
   “I’m glad you did. I probably would have avoided you like the plague once I was sworn in. This isn’t fair to you, but I’ve been operating under the assumption that you have everyone snowed. Finding out how nice you actually are didn’t help my preconceptions. I didn’t expect to see you here. I was unaware of your relationship with Representative Sullivan.”
 
   “We keep it on the down low. It’s sort of an Odd Couple thing. I latched onto her as soon as I met her because every beautiful woman needs a funny sidekick.”
 
   “Are you the funny one or the beautiful one?”
 
   Christine was regarded as somewhat standoffish but she was sophisticated, blond, and very chic, and looked much younger than she was. She was unquestionably one of the most attractive female members of Congress. She tended to ignore the attention she received for her looks, or was mostly oblivious to it.  Caroline always wondered what it was like for Chrissy to go through life with men constantly fawning all over her but she never really asked her about it.
 
   “I’m the funny one.” She gave him her most charming smile. “Can’t you tell?”
 
   “I just thought I would ask.”
 
   “When I first met Christine I thought she was wound up a little tight,” Caroline said. “She still is, but she’s gotten better. Our relationship is actually pretty shallow. It’s largely based on our mutual addiction to expensive shoes. And we’re both good Catholic girls born and raised in the Midwest. And I’m secretly in love with her husband. But don’t tell her. She’ll kill me if she ever finds out.”
 
   Jack smiled. “I’ve only spoken with her twice but I have no reason to doubt your assessment of her response. And I doubt very much that your friendship with her is as vapid as you make it sound.”
 
   “For the most part, I’m kidding. The Sullivans are wonderful people with big hearts. I wouldn’t have made it through the last year without them, especially Chrissy. Tom is much more demonstrative than she is. Hardly anyone knows what she’s really like.”
 
   “Without revealing too much of what she said to me downstairs, she cares a lot about you. But I still wouldn’t want to get on her bad side. She looked like she was ready to claw my eyes out.”
 
   Caroline was familiar with that look but had fortunately only been on the receiving end of it once or twice. “Then definitely don’t get on her bad side. If you know what’s good for you.”
 
   Jack smiled at her again. “I’m very glad I came tonight. I’m sorry I treated you so poorly before. I’m quite skilled at behaving like an ass.”
 
   “Didn’t you say we were starting fresh?”
 
   “I guess we are.”
 
   “Then don’t worry about how you acted earlier. And I won’t either. But as to your original point, I don’t put much stock in those Capitol Hill polls.”
 
   “Ah, yes. I forgot. You don’t like compliments.”
 
   “It’s not that. When people think you’re nice and funny and trusting, they’re more likely to take advantage of you. I don’t like when that happens.”
 
   “You think people exploit you for being a decent person?”
 
   “Wait until you get to Washington.”
 
   “That’s quite cynical coming from an idealistic liberal. And I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’m an asshole. No one will even try to exploit me.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “We all have our dark sides. Anyway, we may as well get back to your original point about the Speaker. Sorry, I tend to go on tangents.”
 
   “It’s okay. Talking to you is like reading a Faulkner novel. If Faulkner didn’t suck.”
 
   “Someone must have hated high school English class.” 
 
   Jack chuckled, filling her wine cup again. “You’re quite amusing. Good to know that poll was accurate.”
 
   Her charming smile was getting a lot of use during their conversation. “I know.”
 
   “And so humble too,” Jack said.
 
   She laughed again. “I try.” 
 
   The conversation was far too focused on her, and she knew she had to change direction. Get them back to safe, non-intrusive topics. 
 
   “Bob is a decent human being and an effective leader,” she said. “I’m not a Republican but your party could do a whole hell of a lot worse. What’s the point of voting for a Democratic candidate who can’t win the post? It’s all gamesmanship and unnecessarily partisan bullshit. A symbolic gesture, pure political theater. I’ve never liked it.” Caroline hesitated and thought of the Minority Leader again. He was not an amicable man. “And I don’t exactly care for our leadership all that much.”
 
   “What if you were the leadership?”
 
   “Don’t be silly. I want no part of that. That stupid rah-rah speech I made at the convention was enough.”
 
   “I watched it. It was a splendid speech.” Jack sounded impressed. “I even agreed with some of it.”
 
   “I don’t even remember what I said. I’ve been told it was good.”
 
   “So you don’t harbor any secret ambitions of rising to power?”
 
   Caroline laughed saucily, and the buzz from the wine helped her inner Teamster come out. “Hell no. I’d rather keep my head down, do my damn job, and occasionally say something funny on Twitter.”
 
   “Well, your approach seems to be working so far.”
 
   They continued to chat about their careers and families, their hobbies and quirks. Caroline did her best to answer Jack’s questions about Capitol Hill, and he returned the favor by telling her about his years playing college and European pro basketball, a topic she found fascinating. She even managed to talk about Nicky without crying, because Jack seemed honestly concerned for her loss. Soon the bottle of Moscato was long gone. Caroline yawned and glanced at her watch. It was almost five in the morning.
 
   “My God,” she said. “We’ve been talking forever. You’re probably the last one here aside from me. I’m surprised no one sent a search party to find you.”
 
   Jack followed with a yawn of his own. “It’s way past my bedtime. I normally only stay up until four.”
 
   “You’d better go, then. Are you okay to drive?”
 
   Jack stood up and stretched, pulling his suit jacket back on. “I’m fine. It’s not that far and you drank almost the entire bottle yourself.”
 
   She hadn’t realized that. Kitty Dukakis had morphed into Betty Ford. Caroline silently vowed to give up drinking in the foreseeable future. 
 
   She rose to her feet, suddenly feeling awkward. “Well. Drive safe. I guess I’ll see you in a couple of days?”
 
   “Sure.” Jack stared at the ashes in the fireplace and Caroline got the feeling he was holding something back.
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “Would it be too forward of me to ask if I could see you again once we get to Washington? As friends,” he added hastily.
 
   Caroline knew that he wouldn’t want her to take his caveat as an insult, which was fine with her. She had no interest in getting involved with anyone anytime soon. But she’d had a good time with him, so what was the harm? 
 
   She smiled at him. “Why not?” 


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Dr. Savage crossed and uncrossed her legs. She was sitting in one of the more uncomfortable chairs in Dr. Livingston’s office. It had to be at least twenty years old. Government work wasn’t supposed to be glamorous and the VA had always gotten the shaft when budgets were drawn but she sure as hell didn’t have to be happy about it. 
 
   She’d been waiting for Bill for the past fifteen minutes. He was uncharacteristically late. She was never one to give in to paranoia but she’d been wondering lately if it was time for her to talk to someone. About her job. About her family. 
 
   About everything. 
 
   Maureen’s daughter Aimee was in her second semester at the University of Texas and she missed her terribly. After everything that had been happening recently, Maureen was starting to regret not encouraging her to attend a private college a little closer to home. 
 
   The Savage family spent generations in Texas before Maureen’s husband dared to venture toward the nation’s capital after receiving his honorable discharge from the Army. Maureen still thought his parents resented her for that cross-country relocation, since he only stuck around after he decided to marry her. She was a San Antonio native herself but fell in love with the Northeast when she was an undergrad at Boston College.
 
   Her husband had passed away almost ten years ago, but Maureen smiled as she thought of him, secure in the knowledge that she’d done him right: his little girl had grown up to be a Longhorn. She crossed and uncrossed her legs again and bemoaned the fact that her cell phone was tucked away in the desk in her own office. She really wanted to hear Aimee’s voice. It might have made her feel better. 
 
   Bill burst into his office in a huff. “CNN,” he gasped.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Turn on CNN.”
 
   Maureen looked at the TV in the corner, realizing that she could have been killing time by watching daytime television or ESPN News instead of waxing poetic about her only child. “Okay.” 
 
   The channel was playing a commercial.
 
   “Shit.” Bill started pacing in front of the TV.
 
   “What is going on?” Maureen asked. “And where have you been?”
 
   “Texas seceded. Earlier this morning.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. Tell me you’re kidding.”
 
   “Haven’t you been paying attention lately?”
 
   “Bill, I grew up in Texas, remember? All sorts of crazy people talk about secession down there. It happens every couple of years, depending on who’s in the Governor’s Mansion and who’s trying to be the most conservative Republican primary candidate. Are you sure you didn’t misinterpret something?”
 
   “I didn’t misinterpret anything. The legislature voted. The Governor concurs. There’s going to be a popular referendum in two weeks, but the polls indicate that Texans are willing to cut ties with the United States in overwhelming numbers. Regardless of political affiliation.”
 
   “Just like California,” Maureen murmured.
 
   “I know,” Ted said grimly. “I’ve heard rumors that President Santos is going to let them leave on the condition that they allow all American troops and government employees to leave peacefully.”
 
   Maureen wasn’t totally in tune with her roots, but her memory was long. The Texas Legislature only met every two years. “The Lege did this? They’re not even in session right now.”
 
   “Looks like they decided to make a special trip to Austin.”
 
   She froze as the pieces came together in her head, and sprang out of her chair. “I have to call Aimee.” 
 
   Bill grabbed her arm. “Have you checked on Ms. Gerard today?”
 
   “Not yet.” She hesitated. “Is there any cause for concern?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Make sure she’s comfortable. How often are the nurses popping into her room?”
 
   “Once every couple of hours, I guess.”
 
   “Make it every hour. And you do the same, if you have the time.”
 
   Maureen frowned. That request was overly cautious, even for him. “What’s going on, Bill? She’s only been here a few days.”
 
   Bill lowered his voice. “They’re breathing down my neck. That’s why I was late. I gave them some bullshit about needing to keep her here another week or so. But they’re going to get restless the longer this goes on.” 
 
   He glanced back at the TV screen, where two pundits were quarreling loudly about whether or not Texas leaving the United States would cause any real damage, economic or otherwise. They were both making the same tired, predictable partisan arguments, except there was a palpable cautiousness in their tone. And a noticeable lack of criticism of the Santos Administration.
 
   Maureen rubbed her eyes. “This is bad, isn’t it?”
 
   “Can’t see how it could get much worse.” Bill kept his voice low. “There have been rumblings about insurrection out in California. Who knows if there’s anything to it. I’d be shocked if Santos let them go just to have them rise up, though.”
 
   “Shit. I really need to call Aimee.”
 
   Bill cleared his throat. “Be careful what you say.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me.” He dropped his voice even further. “Don’t get too personal.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
 
   Bill leaned in closer toward Maureen. “I got the distinct impression after speaking with our nice friends over at INSCOM that our conversations may not be private.”
 
   “Any of them? I declined a government cell. I have my own phone.”
 
   “Lower your voice, Maureen. You think they can’t get a wiretap on your personal phone? Come on. How do you think they found out what Representative Gerard was doing?”
 
   The room suddenly seemed chilly. There were a lot of things Maureen hadn’t wanted to think about lately and Bill was doing his best to make sure they were in the front of her mind.
 
   “What was she doing?” she asked. 
 
   She hadn’t bothered asking too many questions when Gerard had been admitted to the hospital. Hadn’t even recognized her the first time she’d seen her. The sight of the woman’s beaten and bloodied face had almost made her sick. That hadn’t ever happened, not even in medical school.
 
   Bill pinched the bridge of his nose. “According to INSCOM, she’s wanted for questioning on federal charges related to seditious conspiracy.”
 
   She shook her head. Maureen wasn’t exactly fully engaged in the political process, but reality was still her good friend. “That’s ludicrous. And you take them seriously?”
 
   “You should take them seriously too, Maureen. We’re all potential targets. Especially if we appear to be aiding the enemy.”
 
   “But you told me to keep her safe.”
 
   “You should. Just be aware that as someone who has close contact with one of the government’s most wanted, there’s a good chance that they’ll be keeping an eye on you too. Looking for signs of weakness. Of collaboration.” He paused. “Our young Lieutenant Mitchell was noticeably absent from the meeting I just had with the folks at Fort Belvoir.”
 
   Maureen shivered, thinking of the babyfaced officer. He had seemed far too sympathetic and reflective during their previous meeting, even though his questions had been routine. Maybe all her paranoia hadn’t been for naught. “I really need to call Aimee,” she said. “She must be freaking out.”
 
   “Tell her to stay in Texas.”
 
   “Are you kidding? She’s coming home.”
 
   Bill’s voice had a hint of warning. “No. Have her stay there. It’s safer.”
 
   Maureen pressed her palm to her forehead. “I don’t want to think about this. How are we even having this discussion?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter how we got here. We’re having it. And you’re living it. Keep your child safe. Your parents are in Texas, right?”
 
   “Yeah. My in-laws are there too.”
 
   “You have some vacation time you need to use. Perhaps a family reunion is in order. I hear Galveston is beautiful this time of year.”
 
   “My job is here.”
 
   “Yes, it is. But you could really use some time to yourself. You’ve been under a lot of stress lately. A leave of absence isn’t unreasonable.”
 
   “I’m fine. I have an obligation to the patients in this facility. I’m not leaving them. Not right now.”
 
   “I’m telling you to think about it. Long and hard.” Bill flipped the TV off. “I’ve got to go talk to some other folks about this. A fractured nation is going to make our lives more complicated both in a personal and professional sense.”
 
   Maureen turned toward the door, then spun to face the older man. “Be careful, Bill,” she said softly.
 
   “You too. Keep an eye on our patient.”
 
   Maureen sighed. “I will.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Dr. Savage noticed none of the other members of the medical staff made eye contact with her as she walked down the hall. She tried to relax her expression. After the terrible phone call she’d had with her daughter, she knew she appeared cold and unapproachable. She couldn’t have that. Her staff needed to know she was there for them, especially since they had little guidance from anywhere else.
 
   Maureen walked up to the Nurse’s Station. “Hi, Sarah. How’s Ms. Gerard today?” she asked, grabbing her chart.
 
   “Fine,” the nurse responded. “I just checked on her a bit ago. Vitals are good. Meds are steady. I thought I heard her mumbling something but I couldn’t make out what it was.”
 
   “Has she woken up?”
 
   “No, ma’am. Some odd restlessness, but she has not regained consciousness.”
 
   “Good. I’m going to peek in on her if that’s okay.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   The room was sparse and poorly lit. Maureen would have liked to put the woman in a more comfortable space but they’d been instructed to put her in one of the less well apportioned rooms. They still had all the medical equipment they needed, for now. Who knew when that would change?
 
   The patient’s heartbeat and blood pressure were steady, according to the machines near the bed. Maureen sat down next to her and held her hand.
 
   “I’m sorry this is happening to you. I truly am.” She squeezed the hand and stood up.
 
   Maureen checked her watch. Her shift was almost over. She’d normally go back to her office and update her files but tonight she wanted to go straight home. Maybe have a drink. Or ten. She turned around and gave Representative Gerard a final glance before leaving the room. It was unfair. Terribly, awfully unfair. And she couldn’t think of any way to change what was inevitably going to happen. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   Caroline
 
   February
 
    
 
   Caroline had a meeting for the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues in ten minutes but she’d left something at her desk. She hadn’t assumed a leadership position and never planned to, but as one of the highest profile female Democrats in Congress she was expected to take a larger role at meetings anyway. Which was why she was running down the hallway in Rayburn instead of popping in somewhere near the Hill for a nice, relaxing lunch.
 
   She flung open the main door to her office. “Late,” she huffed, as her receptionist Laura gave her a look. “Forgot something for the meeting.”
 
   “Caroline, wait-” Laura called, but Caroline had already burst in. Jen and Kathleen were standing near her desk, near an enormous bouquet of flowers. Jen had a small card in her hand.
 
   “Sorry.” Caroline stopped short of them both. “Did Eric send you flowers?”
 
   Jen appeared guilty, and Kathleen wouldn’t look at her. 
 
   “Um, no,” Jen said softly. “They’re for you.”
 
   Caroline felt a surge of dread. “Are they-?” 
 
   “No.” Jen smiled uneasily. “Read the card.”
 
   Caroline took it out of Jen’s hand.
 
    
 
   A woman like you deserves flowers on Valentine’s Day. 
 
   Jack
 
    
 
   “Oh,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Jen looked extremely upset. “I know I shouldn’t have opened the envelope but-” 
 
   Caroline squeezed Jen’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Jenny.” She laughed. “I’d forgotten what day it was.”
 
   Kathleen walked over and put her arm around Caroline. “I told her not to do it.”
 
   “You would have done the exact same thing,” Caroline told her. “Don’t blame Jen.”
 
   “I probably would have,” Kathleen said. “A lot faster than she did, too. You give me more latitude than her so I wanted to be the fall guy.”
 
   “It’s fine, you two. Really.” Caroline scooped some papers up off her desk. “Shit, I’m going to be so late now.”
 
   Jen gave her a pained look. “I really am sorry.”
 
   “Stop apologizing. They’re flowers from a friend. You can pretend that some other man gave them to you, if you want to make Eric jealous.”
 
   Jen laughed uneasily. “Okay. I won’t do it again.”
 
   “I can’t make any promises, though,” Kathleen interjected.
 
   “It’s not a big deal, Jenny.” Caroline squeezed her chief of staff’s shoulder again then turned to Kathleen and puckered her brow. “I know better than to trust you.” 
 
   Kathleen shrugged. “As long as you know the score.”
 
   Caroline grinned. Katie really was impossible sometimes. “I’ll see you later. Gotta go.”
 
   She texted Jack on the way to the meeting.
 
    
 
   Thank you for the flowers. That was very sweet.
 
    
 
   He texted back a few seconds later.
 
    
 
   You’re very welcome. May I buy you lunch?
 
    
 
   Caroline smiled as she wrote.
 
    
 
   Sure, since you’re buying. I’ll call you when I get back from the Women’s Caucus.
 
    
 
   He again responded almost immediately.
 
    
 
   It’s a date.
 
    
 
   Caroline blushed and dropped her phone back into her purse.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   “You freaked the hell out of my staffers,” Caroline said, after they’d settled in for a quiet lunch at an Italian restaurant near Dupont Circle.
 
   “How’s that?” Jack asked. “They didn’t think those flowers were from a stalker, did they?”
 
   “No, but they did read the card.”
 
   “Why would they do that?”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s not like you put anything weird in the note. Flowers from a friend. It was a nice surprise.”
 
   “No, really. Why’d they freak out?”
 
   Caroline bit her lip. “I shouldn’t have said anything.  I was trying to be funny and I failed.”
 
   “Caroline, come on.” Jack’s tone was persistent.
 
   Her throat tightened. She really didn’t want him to feel bad. “Nicky died a few weeks before Valentine’s Day last year. He must have ordered me flowers before…you know.”
 
   Jack ran his fingers through his hair. “Jesus, Caroline. I didn’t even think-” 
 
   “It’s okay.” She tried to smile at him, but the unpleasant memory creeped into her thoughts anyway. “It was only a few days after I’d gone back to work and when I walked into my office the flowers were on my receptionist’s desk. I could tell that my staff didn’t know what to do with them. They were staring at them, then at me, and Jen tried to hide them. I grabbed the card out of her hand, read it, flipped out and…well, it was bad. Really bad. I was quite awful to all of them, even though they didn’t deserve it.”
 
   “I feel like an asshole,” he said quietly.
 
   “You had no way of knowing what happened, Jack. Please don’t feel that way. It was very thoughtful of you. I don’t want to discourage you from doing things like that. I’m sure most women appreciate those gestures.”
 
   “But you didn’t?”
 
   “I told you, I thought they were lovely.” Her forced smile faded. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”
 
   “Don’t be. I’m glad you told me. You can tell me anything you want.”
 
   He really was a nice guy. Caroline was starting to wonder why people were so reluctant to speak well of him. “Poor Jenny and Katie. They looked so guilty when I walked in. But if it helps, I think they know not to open cards addressed to me anymore.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Good to know. Should I apologize to them?”
 
   “That’s not necessary. You might want to send Jen some flowers, though. I get the feeling her boyfriend forgot what day it was.”
 
   “I’ll do that.”
 
   Caroline could tell that he was serious. “You don’t have to do that. I was kidding.”
 
   “I want to,” Jack said. “She’s a nice woman. Just like her boss.”
 
   “She might have a different opinion of my personality than you.”
 
   He picked up his menu. “I highly doubt that.” 
 
   “How’s your new townhome?” she asked.
 
   He looked up at her. “It’s not bad.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, you probably want to figure out what you’re having for lunch.”
 
   He put the menu down. “I’m in no hurry.” 
 
   “Are you settled in yet? I imagine living in a hotel the past few weeks couldn’t have been all that much fun.”
 
   “Sadly, I spent a lot of my early career traveling a lot, so I’m used to it. But I’m glad I got that house when I did. It was a steal.”
 
   Caroline choked back a laugh.
 
   “What?” Jack asked.
 
   “Nothing around here is a steal. I checked the listing after you gave me the address.”
 
   “I got a great deal on it,” he insisted.
 
   “I’m sure you did.”
 
   “You saw the selling price, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Now he looked a bit uncomfortable. “You think I paid too much?”
 
   “I know how much historic townhomes cost, Jack. Most government workers couldn’t even dream of living in DC proper. Why do you think I live in Rockville? I hope you know how lucky you are to live the way you do.”
 
   Jack sounded defensive. “I needed a place to stay.”
 
   “I know you did.” 
 
   “Does my wealth bother you?” he asked.
 
   Well, he was nothing if not direct. She stared down at her menu.
 
   “I don’t want you to feel that way,” he said.
 
   Caroline brought her head up. “I’m sorry. I brought it up. I shouldn’t have said anything. You have every right to spend your money as you see fit. I shouldn’t pry into your private affairs.”
 
   “I mean it. I really don’t want you to feel that way, Caroline. I-” Jack looked down at his hands.
 
   “What?”
 
   His discomfort was growing. “Remember when I did all that research on you before coming to that party?”
 
   “Did you find something bad? What kind of rumors are floating around out there? This is why I don’t Google myself.”
 
   “It wasn’t bad,” Jack said. 
 
   Caroline gave him a hard look. “Honestly, Jack. Just say it.”
 
   “Roll Call might have listed the net worth of members of Congress in an article I read about you.”
 
   She blew out a hard breath. “So you figured out I’m near the bottom, relatively speaking.”
 
   “For those who aren’t carrying around massive amounts of debt, yes.” Jack smiled. “You’re just a regular middle to upper middle class woman, I guess. Who happens to be in Congress.”
 
   Caroline had no desire to return his grin. “I’m not destitute, Jack. And my relative lack of affluence compared to many of my colleagues is not something I’m ashamed of.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be. A lot of politicians with much more money than you have been very irresponsible with it.”
 
   “I mean, I had a hard year with only one income but-”  
 
   “Do you need help?”
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Jack sounded upset. “I should not have said that.”
 
   Caroline rubbed her forehead. This was easily the most difficult conversation they’d ever had, even more so than the first time they’d met, and it was not getting easier. “I should not have brought this topic up. All you wanted to do was take me to a nice lunch and I’m wrecking it.”
 
   “You’re not wrecking it. Tell me what’s really bothering you.”
 
   She was more than happy to drop it all but he apparently wanted her to dig in her heels. “You bought a house in Georgetown at the drop of a hat for five million dollars. And I bet you don’t have a mortgage. Am I right?”
 
   “I don’t like debt.”
 
   She assumed that was a yes. After deciding it was safe to tell him the truth, Caroline now wanted nothing more than to change the subject. Immediately. “This isn’t fair to you. You shouldn’t be made to feel bad for what you have. A lot of people can make do with less. And I’m not in the poorhouse. Not even close.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to imply that.”
 
   “I was probably one of only a handful of members of Congress who got a raise when I was elected. For the first time, I made more than Nicky. And I’m still in the upper tier of income earners in this country, even without him. So I have no self-pity. And it’s not as if I don’t have friends who have much, much more than I do.”
 
   “I know. I was in Christine’s house, remember? Does her money bother you?”
 
   “Sometimes. She has a tendency to buy me extravagant presents.” 
 
   She did it much too often. Christine had to have plunked down close to four figures on all the random items she’d gotten for Caroline and her daughters that past Christmas. Fortunately Caroline picked out a far too expensive gift for Chrissy in return, but she still felt guilty about it. Maybe this year she’d ask Christine to exchange charitable contributions instead. 
 
   “She and Tom worked very hard to get to where they are,” Caroline said. “Neither one of them had a lot growing up. Tom has a huge family and Chrissy just didn’t have a lot.  I don’t know too many details but she had a very rough childhood. And I appreciate every thoughtful gift she’s ever given me, because I know why she behaves that way.”
 
   “That’s not envy. That’s gratitude.”
 
   “I’m not sure that’s how I’d describe it.”
 
   “Caroline, you are very down to earth. Very, dare I say, normal.”
 
   She tried not to snicker. “I don’t think anyone has used that adjective to describe me. Ever.”
 
   “You know what I mean. If extreme wealth didn’t make you a little uncomfortable, I would be shocked. I don’t want my extreme wealth to be an issue for you.”
 
   “It’s not. It’s just…you have a lot. At least from what I can tell.”
 
   “You haven’t researched my net worth?” Jack looked a little surprised. “I’m flattered that you might actually be spending time with me for the right reasons.”
 
   She assumed that was a reference to all the women he dated, including while he was running for office. Christine told her a few tales when she reamed Caroline out for her endorsements the past fall, probably to make her feel less guilty.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to guess how much money you have,” she said. “I assume you’re quite comfortable.”
 
   “Comfortable is the understatement of the year. But you at least know I’m a millionaire. A playboy, even.”
 
    Caroline stared down at the table. She knew from his tone that he didn’t mean to wound her, but she hated to be reminded of what she’d said about him. 
 
   “I read your biography on your campaign website but not much beyond that.” She felt her cheeks burning as she remembered some of her dreadful conduct during the previous election cycle. “As you might have figured out, I did not do proper fact checking before blasting most of my victims.”
 
   Jack’s eyes were suddenly dark. “I’m sorry I made that comment. That speech is so far removed from where we are now.”
 
   “Where are we now, Jack?”
 
   “We’re friends. Don’t you think so?”
 
   “Sure. Are you the type of friend who buys his colleagues flowers and lunch?”
 
   “For the ones I like, yes. And much more, if they’d let me.”
 
   “Must be nice.”
 
   “My money does bother you, then.”
 
   “No, I’m a little jealous of your security. That’s all.”
 
   “Money isn’t everything, Caroline.”
 
   “I know. But it sure as hell makes a lot of things easier.”
 
   “Would the past year have been easier for you if you’d been rich?”
 
   She sighed again. “I guess not.”
 
   “I probably indulge myself too much,” Jack said. “Yes, the house was an extravagant purchase. But it felt right. I wanted to do it.” 
 
   “You have every right to spend your money as you please.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s more trouble than it’s worth.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “I’ll bet.”
 
   “What would you do if you didn’t have to worry about money?”
 
   “Well, I don’t have to worry, at least right now. I put Nicky’s life insurance in a trust for the girls. But that still might not be enough to pay for college. I’d like to put that concern aside. I stress about my retirement since it’s all government pensions and investments. And whether or not I should pay off the mortgage or my student loans so I don’t have to think about them anymore.” Caroline studied Jack’s face. His expression was hard to read. “But I’m doing all right. I’m not living paycheck to paycheck. Nicky was very conservative with our shared finances. I simply had to adjust once everything got cut in half.”
 
   She stared down at her menu, seeing the words blending together. She didn’t want to think about this. At all. She regretted broaching the topic in the first place. It seemed as if their lunch so far had been a big, awkward mess.
 
   Jack squeezed Caroline’s hand lightly. His fingers were warm and she flinched, startled by the intimate gesture.
 
   “Don’t feel bad for talking about this with me.” He pulled his hand back quickly. “I appreciate your candor. And if you ever need any help-” 
 
   “Jack-” 
 
   “I don’t mean financial help. If you ever need anything, I’m here for you.” 
 
   Caroline smiled. “Thank you, Jack. You’re a good friend.”
 
   “You barely know me.”
 
   “I know enough.”
 
   Jack smiled back at Caroline and picked his menu back up. “Shall we order?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline and her daughters pulled up to the house at around four thirty. It had been an early day, and she had picked them up straight from school instead of having their babysitter do it. A freshly washed Lincoln sat in the driveway.
 
   “Good,” she said. “Chrissy’s home already.”
 
   “She didn’t have any romantic outing planned with Tom tonight?” Marguerite asked.
 
   “Apparently not.”
 
   “Are we going to make heart shaped cookies before bedtime?” Sophie asked.
 
   “Sure,” Caroline replied. “That sounds yummy.”
 
   “I’ll make the dough,” Marguerite said.
 
   “That sounds proactive,” said Caroline.
 
   “I’ll make the frosting,” Sophie said cheerily.
 
   “And that sounds destructive,” Caroline said. “But I shall let you do it anyway because I am in a stupendous mood.”
 
   The front door was unlocked, and they walked inside. The girls said their hellos to Christine, who was sitting in the living room.
 
   “Upstairs and try to finish your homework before dinner,” Caroline said.
 
   Marguerite and Sophie turned to pout at her.
 
   “Homework or no cookies.” Caroline could have sworn she heard Marguerite mumbling vague obscenities as she grumped her way upstairs but decided to let it go. Sophie was trudging along behind her talking about red food coloring.
 
   Christine was on the couch reading the material they’d received at the caucus meeting that morning. 
 
   “This is so incredibly dry.” She tossed the papers on the cushion beside her. “And self-defeating. They always focus on birth control and abortion. And nothing else.”
 
   Caroline scooped them up and stacked them on the side table, taking the seat next to Christine and nudging her shoulder playfully. “Oh, come on. They complained about equal pay too.”
 
   Christine rolled her eyes. “Thank you for reminding me. I’d spent most of the day blocking that out.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “It was nice how you tore them all a new one and went off on some Hyde Amendment nonsense for twenty minutes.” 
 
   “I cannot help it if I do not want to use government funds to kill babies, Caroline.”
 
   She waved her hand at Christine. “Let’s not start that. I was complimenting you. It was hilarious.”
 
   “Yes, it is quite hilarious when we Republicans are outnumbered all the time. Every meeting is a joy.”
 
   “You could just sit and seethe every meeting instead of bringing the thunder. Or you could start skipping meetings.”
 
   “No,” Christine said. “It would break your heart if I didn’t keep you company. I’ll stick it out.”
 
   “I do have Ellie.”
 
   “Ellen Goldman is even more of a bleeding heart than you. And she won’t write you furtive notes in the back of the room like I will.”
 
   She was glad the two of them had perfected their little routine. They didn’t sit on any committees together but they did both participate in the women’s caucus. It was a bipartisan caucus and all female Representatives and Senators were members, but Christine didn’t enjoy going to meetings. Caroline needed to bribe Christine the first few times to get her to participate. Christine didn’t like admitting that she was even the slightest bit interested in what she perceived as women’s issues, and distanced herself from them at every opportunity. 
 
   Caroline was too kind to point out that Christine actually knew more about gender theory than any other member of Congress, thanks to the four years she spent in Ann Arbor. Chrissy blamed it on supposedly being forced to take women’s studies classes during college, but Caroline knew better. Her best friend was totally in the feminist closet, just begging to come out.
 
   Which was probably why Christine still showed up to every caucus activity. They had gotten into the habit of scribbling surreptitious messages to each other while pretending to pay attention. To the casual observer it merely looked as if they were taking notes on whatever the speaker was saying. The biggest flaw in their plan was that Christine sometimes had to resist the urge to laugh out loud when reading Caroline’s awful handwriting. Caroline had the same problem when Christine started doodling. Christine had quite a gift when it came to drawing snarky looking animals, and was also progressing nicely when it came to not taking herself too seriously.
 
   As opposed to Ellen, who had taken on a leadership role in the caucus. Senator Goldman could be counted on for good fun when she was off the clock, but during the day she was all business. With just a hint of ambition.
 
   “That’s true,” Caroline said. “Ellie’s such a goody goody. She’s a nice kid, though. I know you can’t wait to spend more time with her in the upper chamber.”
 
   “My Senate campaign isn’t a done deal yet. And Ellen’s twenty years older than you.”
 
   “Whatever you say. Everyone’s a kid to me, including you.”
 
   “Why are you so chirpy today? You were all twinkly when you were in the caucus meeting too.”
 
   Caroline leaned back and crossed her legs. “I got flowers this morning. It was nice.”
 
   Christine frowned. “I don’t even want to know.”
 
   “Of course you want to know.”
 
   “Fine, I want to know.” 
 
   “They were from Jack. He shocked the hell out of Jen and Katie. They were in the process of opening the card when I walked in the door.”
 
   “Because they remembered what happened last year. My goodness.”
 
   The distress in Christine’s voice brought Caroline down a little, and she wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m still trying to forget that.”
 
   “I know you are,” Christine said. “It scared me. It really did.”
 
   “You weren’t even there.”
 
   “I know enough about what happened. We were all very concerned for you back then.”
 
   “And you’re not anymore?”
 
   “You know what I mean. It was part of the reason I-” Christine squeezed her hands together.
 
   “You what?”
 
   “Never mind.”
 
   Christine didn’t like to talk about their living arrangement. She’d sublet her apartment the previous February, taking a huge financial hit in the process. She refused to discuss it further after she’d done it, but had shown up in Caroline’s office one day and told her that she was moving in to help. And made it perfectly clear that it was not up for discussion. Other than getting to know each other’s interesting domestic quirks, Caroline and Christine didn’t really talk about it. 
 
   Caroline respected Christine’s limitations and knew better than to push certain topics. Chrissy really had no good reason to stay with them anymore but hadn’t made any move to rent another place on Capitol Hill. Caroline was sure that if she brought it up, Christine would do her best to dodge the question. So she kept her mouth shut. After a year of living together their friendship had gotten stronger and they were pretty much like college roommates, except there were two children in the house as well.
 
   Christine broke the silence. “So, McIntyre gave you flowers, eh?”
 
   “He did. They were lovely. And then he bought me lunch.”
 
   Christine crooked an eyebrow at her.
 
   “We’re just friends,” Caroline asserted.
 
   Christine crossed her arms. “You’ve been spending a large amount of time with him since the new session started.”
 
   “He makes me laugh. And he’s reasonably intellectual.”
 
   “I should have never let you talk me into inviting him to that party.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m glad he came. Otherwise he and I wouldn’t be friends.”
 
   “And you think that’s all he wants?”
 
   “What more would he want?”
 
   “Caroline, are you dense?”
 
   Caroline felt a twinge of anger. “Don’t insult me, Christine. He gave me flowers. He’s a friend. It was nothing.”
 
   “You are so naïve sometimes.”
 
   “You’re just pissed that Tom stopped doing stuff like that for you since you don’t appreciate it.”
 
   “For your information, Thomas is on his way here now to take me to dinner. And you just unintentionally proved my point.”
 
   “How nice for you. And I did not.”
 
   Christine’s tone changed. “I’m sure Tom is taking me out only because he feels obligated. So don’t get too excited.”
 
   Caroline metaphorically kicked herself. She knew better than to play games with Christine’s insecurities. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. That was a low blow.”
 
   Christine ignored her apology. “You think you’re the only female in Washington who’s caught Congressman McIntyre’s attention?”
 
   “I never thought about it. I told you, Chrissy. We’re friends. I wish you wouldn’t get so upset about it.”
 
   “I will get upset. You need to watch yourself.”
 
   “I’m a big girl,” Caroline said. “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “And you did such a great job of that last year.”
 
   Caroline stood up. “I said I was sorry for that remark about Tom. If you’re going to keep being a bitch I’m ending this conversation now.”
 
   Christine rose from the couch and clutched Caroline’s elbow. “Wait. I shouldn’t have said that. But I want you to be careful. That man is a philanderer. And you’re vulnerable.”
 
   “I’m not interested in him in that way.”
 
   “I’m not sure that matters. He has a reputation. I’ve heard stories like you wouldn’t believe. Worse than what I’ve already told you.” 
 
   “That doesn’t matter to me. He’s a friend. It’s not going further than that.”
 
   “Make sure that it doesn’t. You’re too good for him, Punky. Much too good.”
 
   Caroline took a deep breath. “He’s not my type. All right?” 
 
   The doorbell rang and Christine instantly moved toward the foyer. “That’ll be my hot date, I suppose. I’m sorry I was so harsh before. Just…be careful.”
 
   Caroline walked over to the front door with her. “I’m not even close to wanting a relationship right now. You have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “I’ll worry about you anyway. Because you matter to me.” Christine swung open the door. “Hello, Thomas.”
 
   Tom stepped inside with a bouquet of flowers.
 
   Caroline smiled at him. “Chrissy, stop being all mawkish with me and let your husband take you out for a romantic dinner. And he brought you such lovely calla lilies. Want to hear my Katharine Hepburn impression?” she asked in her best New England accent.
 
   Tom kissed Caroline on the cheek. “They’re actually for you. Nice reference.” 
 
   “I love Stage Door.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I thought of when I bought them. Could you act out that entire scene?”
 
   “Probably. I could do most of The Lion in Winter, too.”
 
   “Chrissy does a mean Queen Eleanor. Emphasis on mean.”
 
   Caroline took the flowers out of Tom’s hand. “No chocolates or teddy bears for your wife?” she asked.
 
   “She only gets a free meal. And probably not much beyond that.”
 
   Christine pulled her coat out of the hall closet. “I’m standing right here, you know.”
 
   Caroline gave Tom a hug. “Thanks, Thomas,” she said pointedly.
 
   Tom grimaced. “Cut that Thomas shit out, Punky. Only Chrissy pulls that.”
 
   “Watch your language,” Christine scolded, and turned to Caroline. “Will you and the girls be okay?”
 
   “We’re fine. I’m going to grill up some hamburgers and we’ll make cookies later. I assume I may not see you until tomorrow?”
 
   Christine rolled her eyes as Tom helped her put on her coat. “It’s probably safe for you to assume I’ll be back before you’ve even gone to bed, what with my husband’s generous offer of dinner and nothing else. Looks like you’re cleaning up in the flower department today.”
 
   “Don’t ask.” Caroline rolled her eyes as Tom gave her a puzzled look. “I’m sure Chrissy will complain to you all night.”
 
   “Great,” Tom said. “I can’t wait. See you later, kid.”
 
   “You two lovebirds have fun,” Caroline told them, laughing as Christine stuck her tongue out at her on the way out the door.
 
   She locked the door behind them and went into the kitchen to make dinner. Christine was a little frigid at times but Caroline knew much of it was manufactured. As was Tom’s ribbing. If he had booked a hotel room somewhere, Christine definitely wouldn’t be coming back that night. Whether or not Tom would get lucky was an open question. It probably depended on how much wine he could trick Chrissy into drinking.
 
   But some of what Christine had told her still stung. She was only being protective, but Caroline knew that Chrissy secretly believed that she was much too nice sometimes. Maybe most of the time. Caroline conceded the possibility that there was more to the flowers, but that was preposterous. And Christine was probably right. God only knew how many women Jack had on the sly. She hadn’t really heard anything but maybe she needed to pay more attention. 
 
   Not that it mattered; she still wasn’t interested in dating anyone. Not yet. But Caroline grasped one thing for sure. She definitely wasn’t going to talk about Jack McIntyre with Christine Sullivan anymore.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Livingston and Savage were sitting at the large conference table in the meeting room near their offices. Bill glanced at his watch. Lieutenant Mitchell was late for their scheduled appointment. 
 
   “Where is that kid?” he asked.
 
   “Not a clue. Maybe everything’s slipping, including military punctuality.”
 
   Bill hadn’t seen the man since that first encounter.  Mitchell had never been present for any conference calls, face to face meetings…it was as if he just vanished into the wind. He was sick of this shit and knew Maureen was, too. Although Representative Gerard wasn’t the first political prisoner to be housed within their facility, she was the highest profile. And definitely the one with the best public reputation. 
 
   Martial law. Political prisoners. The majority of Americans with the wool still pulled over their eyes. Bill never thought he’d live to see the way things had evolved over the past year. None of what the Army was doing made any sense. The constant pestering, the insistence upon discharging patients who weren’t fully recovered, the requests to violate every single ethical standard the hospital had in order to give them what they wanted…it was totally outside his realm of understanding.
 
   They heard loud footsteps coming down the hall and straightened up. A burly, angry looking man walked into the room. 
 
   “Drs. Livingston and Savage?” he asked.
 
   Bill nodded. “That’s us.” He scanned the insignia and identifiers on the man’s service uniform. “What can we do for you, Colonel…Slade?”
 
   “I’m here to speak to you about the prisoner you refuse to release,” Slade said brusquely.
 
   “Where is Lieutenant Mitchell?” Maureen asked.
 
   “That is none of your concern,” Slade snapped. 
 
   “He was our first contact,” Bill pointed out. “We had hoped to have a satisfactory working relationship. I’d like to know what happened.”
 
   “He has been reassigned,” Slade said. “That is all you need to know. This is my case now.”
 
   Bill glared at the man.  “My answers haven’t changed, if you’ve been privy to any of the conversations I’ve had with your fellow soldiers at INSCOM.”
 
   “They need to change. It’s been three days. We have an investigation to conduct.”
 
   “And you will do it when Ms. Gerard has had some time to recover,” Maureen said.
 
   “No,” Slade responded. “She needs to be discharged immediately.”
 
   “Under whose authority?” Bill asked.
 
   Slade sneered at him. “Mine.”
 
   “Where’s your warrant?” Bill asked.
 
   “I do not require a warrant. She is a terror suspect.”
 
   Maureen laughed sarcastically, apparently unmindful of the man’s reaction. “That’s the most outlandish thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “Ms. Gerard is a United States citizen,” Bill told Slade. “Last time I checked, the Constitution still applies to her and every other American.”
 
   “Not according to the latest Executive Order signed by the President.”
 
   Bill stared at the colonel. “Ah, yes. Interesting how there’s really no judiciary or Congress to keep him under control anymore, isn’t it?”
 
   Slade eyed him. “Your patient is wanted for questioning for violations of the United States Criminal Code pertaining to treasonous activities. She is to be discharged immediately into the custody of the National Security Agency.”
 
    “No.” Bill took a step toward the larger man. “She is still recovering from her injuries. The ones inflicted by your subordinates, in case you’ve forgotten. I cannot in good conscience release her from this facility.”
 
   “Your conscience doesn’t matter. Our national security does.”
 
   Bill frowned. “I served this country in Vietnam. I saw atrocities that would make you retch, treatment of soldiers and civilians that would curl your toes. I don’t give a shit about Santos’ Executive Orders. I know proper military and criminal justice protocol, Colonel. I also know my own obligations as a medical practitioner. And I’ll be damned if you’re going to waltz in here without a warrant, without any proof whatsoever, and send a good American toward an inevitable death sentence. It isn’t going to happen. Not on my watch.”
 
   Slade leered at him. “So it finally comes out. Are you harboring seditious thoughts yourself, Dr. Livingston?”
 
   Maureen broke in. “Are we really at the point where merely expressing a desire to abide by the law is a treasonous offense?”
 
   Bill brought his hand up. “Don’t get involved in this, Dr. Savage.”
 
   Slade chuckled. “Wouldn’t want the little lady getting herself in trouble too, now would we?”
 
   She stepped forward and opened her mouth, but Bill pushed her behind him. 
 
   “I mean it, Maureen. Don’t get involved in this.” He turned back to the colonel. “Ms. Gerard is in no condition to be released. I will not let her leave the confines of this hospital without a warrant signed by a judge. Is that understood?”
 
   Slade narrowed his eyes. “You don’t want this fight, old man.”
 
   “My obligations to my patients far outweigh any obligation I have to the United States Military,” Bill said. “This is my hospital, my rules, my profession’s ethical standards. And you know damn well that you’re breaking any number of laws by behaving in this manner. Unless those laws no longer apply to you. Is that what you’re trying to tell me?”
 
   The colonel straightened his uniform jacket. “Ms. Gerard will be transferred to our holding facility within the next week. Is that clear?”
 
   Bill folded his arms. “Not without papers. Am I clear?” 
 
   Slade tucked his dress hat under his arm and started marching toward the door. He spun around to face the doctors. “Yours is not the last word on this matter.” 
 
   “I’ve worked for the American people for almost fifty years,” Bill said. “As a grunt, as a Marine officer, and as a VA doctor. They would be appalled if they knew what was really going on with this Administration. I am ashamed of all of you who have tossed this country’s values and principles into the trash.” He could feel Maureen shudder behind him.
 
   “Your lack of cooperation will be recorded in my files,” Slade’s face was bright red. He turned and left the room.  Bill slammed the door behind him.
 
   Maureen turned to him, shaken. “Bill, what the hell? Do you want to get yourself arrested too?”
 
   He rubbed his chin. “We can’t let this happen, Maureen. We just can’t. It stops now.”
 
   “What are we supposed to do about it?”
 
   “We’ll figure something out. You and I both know that young man was not reassigned.”
 
   Maureen shuddered again. “I don’t want to think about that.”
 
   “Do me a favor,” Bill said. “Make sure at least one of your friends or family members knows where you are at all times. Got it?”
 
   Maureen nodded.
 
   “They are violating the Constitution,” he said. “They are violating any number of international treaties and conventions. They are violating the laws of human decency. And they are not going to get away with it.” He strode toward the door. “I’ll go check on Ms. Gerard. Go home and get some rest, Maureen. You look like shit.”
 
   Bill stood there, waiting for her to leave. Her hands were shaking.
 
   “Go home,” he repeated.
 
   Her eyes widened. Maybe he’d sounded harsher than he intended. She pulled her car keys out of her pocket and ran out the door.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Bill sat down next to the sedated woman and took her hand. He was so tired. So incredibly tired. He’d been playing this game for decades and perhaps it had finally beaten him.
 
   He didn’t know why he suddenly felt compelled to get involved. He’d kept his mouth shut for so long, even though he figured out what was happening fairly quickly. He glanced over at Ms. Gerard. She was a smart woman. She’d figured it out too, maybe before anyone else. And where had it gotten her? 
 
   In the past he would have thought it odd that no one had mentioned the raids on television. Now he knew better. And many people knew what had happened. They couldn’t hide the fact that the legislative branch was a shambles and a number of prominent current and former public officials had suddenly disappeared. Representative Gerard was the only one who had made an appearance at the VA hospital. So far.
 
   Bill didn’t know whether that was good or bad, but he assumed the worst.  Either it meant she had survived somehow when others had failed, or it meant that she was the one they wanted the most.  
 
   Many others had been killed, others who had said and done less than she.  Of course, those were just rumors, but Bill knew in his heart that they were borne from the truth. The lies spun by the Administration of disloyal Americans abandoning their country had done little to dissuade him from his belief that Santos and his men had been progressively picking off those who posed the greatest danger to them.
 
   He squeezed the woman’s hand and stood up.  It was a long drive back to Bethesda. Traffic was lighter than it had been in years, but it was still not an easy jaunt. He’d pick up some flowers for his wife on the way home. She’d like that.
 
   He gave Ms. Gerard one final glance before leaving the room. Her pulse was steady, her vitals strong. Her facial wounds were healing bit by bit, but her nose was still disfigured and her cheekbones swollen. He hoped she wasn’t able to feel any pain. 
 
   Bill wasn’t sure what he was going to do but he’d figure it out. They weren’t going to get her. He’d see to that.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Six
 
   Caroline
 
   March
 
    
 
   It was almost spring, but the mild winter wasn’t quite ready to completely disappear. Caroline stood at the window, watching the light snow falling outside. Her office faced the Capitol Building. She’d struck gold during the lottery for new offices, and had chosen this suite solely for the view.
 
   She had a lot of random sports memorabilia in her office. She’d always been able to bribe Jen and Kathleen to help her move it, mostly with her legendary homemade cookies, other baked goods, and a healthy amount of booze. She was very picky about who she trusted with her keepsakes. The three of them would spend an afternoon wrapping and unwrapping autographed baseballs and other tchotchkes, rearranging bobbleheads, and making sure her Marquette and Notre Dame diplomas were hung properly. She had a particular devotion to Joe Girardi and Ryne Sandberg and it was reflected in the objects she displayed. Including her favorite item stashed in the corner below two game used Cubs jerseys she had hanging on the wall.
 
   Jen and Kathleen hated having to move the old Wrigley Field turnstile Caroline insisted on putting in her office when the new term started. Before that, it had been in the basement of her home in Rockville with the rest of her collection. She picked it up from a prestigious online auction house right after she was elected to her first term. Nicky freaked when he found out how much she spent on it, but it was a little congratulatory present to herself that she knew he’d never buy for her.
 
   The turnstile wasn't cheap and cost a ton to ship from Chicago to Maryland. Caroline bribed Jen and Katie with a couple of six packs and homemade pies, promising them that it would be no big deal to relocate the bulky item to Capitol Hill. The two of them were still pissed Caroline hadn’t forced some male interns to help her move it instead. Her basement had more than a few stairs.
 
   Caroline liked being reminded why she was serving in Congress in the first place, and seeing the snow swirling around the Capitol dome certainly did that. She was an absolute sucker for random moments of patriotic majesty. And random moments of baseball fandom, as her eyes fell on the turnstile, the jerseys, and her collection of vintage Chicago baseball nodders. Spring Training was not going well for the Cubbies so far. She was preparing herself for another season of hassling from the members of Congress from Missouri, almost all of whom were rabid Cardinals fans. She felt bad for the one Royals fan in their delegation. Poor guy never got any love.
 
   But Caroline brought a lot of it on herself. She started a fantasy baseball league for House members the first season after she was sworn in. The mostly male Representatives in the league hadn’t taken too well to losing to a woman. She maintained it was a coincidence that she kept winning year after year. Caroline was really good at wonky baseball stats and analysis and made lucky guesses when she drafted her sleepers each spring. But she might have still indulged in a few too many trash talking moments at the end of each year, reminding all of them that they’d been beaten by a girl. Again.
 
   She heard a knock on her open door and turned around. 
 
   “Hi, Jack.”
 
   He was wearing his long winter coat, a cashmere scarf, and leather gloves. He looked ready to go outside. Her staff knew that it was okay for him to come in without checking with her first. After three months of friendship, Jack was now on a very short list of people who enjoyed that privilege. 
 
   Despite her friendly demeanor, Caroline did her best to keep her professional behavior in line with those of other House members. She’d meet with any constituent, any House or Senate member, any nonprofit entity, even lobbyists, no matter what they wanted to discuss. But Caroline was always careful not to be too casual with people she didn’t know. It had been one of the most challenging adjustments she’d had to make when she arrived on Capitol Hill.  She was used to being friendly and charming with everyone and being open from the start, even when she was a prosecutor dealing with attorneys and defendants. That didn’t always work in Congress.
 
   Jack stood next to her by the window. “How are we doing today? Enjoying the weather, I see.”
 
   It was still cold outside. Caroline eagerly anticipated the change in season but she also liked those last few days of March, before the green returned and the buds started to bloom. Sometimes she missed the harsh winters and lake effect snow of Chicago. But not much.
 
   “One final snow.” She unconsciously wrapped her arms around herself. “It’s beautiful, don’t you think?”
 
   “It is. You have a hell of a view.”
 
   Every day she wondered how she’d gotten so lucky, and not just with regard to her office location. She felt the same way when she put on the lapel pin that identified her as a member of Congress. “I sure do.”
 
   “So,” he said. “I know it’s a bit chilly, but would you like to go grab some lunch?”
 
   She had a couple of hours before she had to do anything important, and she knew he had a driver so she wouldn’t have to walk in the slush. 
 
   “Are you buying?” she asked.
 
   “You’re a proud feminist. Aren’t we supposed to go Dutch?”
 
   “You’re the one with all the cash. Friends with money are supposed to be kind and generous to those who have less.”
 
   He laughed. “It’s my treat, then.”
 
   Caroline glanced at the schedule on her phone, even though she had it memorized. “I need to be back for a Judiciary hearing at three.”
 
   “Not a problem.” Jack had already retrieved her coat, which was draped across the couch in her office. Formality wasn’t exactly her strong suit. He held it out for her and helped her put it on. 
 
   She grabbed her gold and blue striped Marquette scarf off her leather desk chair and tucked it under the collar of the tea length wool coat. Caroline always enjoyed a touch of whimsy with her outfits. Maybe that was why she liked winter so much; she got to wear that scarf every day.
 
   Jack laughed again as she buttoned her coat and put her gloves on. “Your loyalty to your alma mater knows no bounds.”
 
   “Ring out Ahoya!” Caroline declared proudly, and tweaked the cashmere around Jack’s neck. “You might do well with a bit of blue and white from Villanova, yourself.”
 
   He fingered the dress scarf. “Not a chance. I like to keep it classy.”
 
   “Are you implying that my winter ensemble lacks grace?”
 
   He put his hand on her back and guided her out the door. “No, I think it’s cute. The Dubliner okay with you?”
 
   Jack had known her long enough to know she preferred casual over prim and proper, especially when it came to lunch. 
 
   “Perfect,” she said.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The pub was busy, but they seemed to have avoided much of the crowd. Given the weather, it was mostly folks who worked on Capitol Hill as opposed to tourists or other Washingtonians. Jack talked her into splitting an appetizer. He seemed to appreciate that she ate real food.
 
   “A lot of women I know, particularly the women I’ve dated, order salads when they go out,” he said, when the artichoke and spinach dip arrived. “Most of their meals match their personalities.”
 
   Caroline was still hesitant to ask him about his past. She hadn’t yet heard any rumors about him continuing his womanizing ways once he arrived in Washington, but she only made a halfhearted attempt at seeking them out after the conversation she had with Christine.  It wasn’t as if there weren’t opportunities around every corner. He was handsome, he had money, and he was a Congressman. A pretty seductive package.
 
   “I make no secret of the fact that I really like food,” Caroline said. “Good food. And my New Year’s Resolution to get to the House gym on a more regular basis is failing miserably.”
 
   “You look great to me,” Jack said.
 
   She blushed and put some dip on her plate. “Thanks.”
 
   Jack spooned a huge amount of the dip on his own plate. Caroline was happy he was taking all the giant chunks of artichoke. She was more into the spinach and cheese. 
 
   “Do you know that you blush any time anyone says anything remotely nice about you?” he asked. “You sometimes do it when you’re on Sunday morning talk shows too.”
 
   “I do?” One more thing for her to worry about when she made public appearances.
 
   “I think it’s sweet, but I don’t understand it.”
 
   Caroline decided to subtly change the subject. “How’s Washington treating you so far?”
 
   “You ask me that every time we go to lunch.”
 
   “I never know if the answer has changed or not. The first few months are a bit of a whirlwind.”
 
   “I’m holding my own. There are a lot of secret rules to learn. And I’ve met some good people along the way.”
 
   “That helps.” 
 
   “Of course, the nicest one - and don’t blush - is definitely you.”
 
   Caroline, naturally, blushed on cue. “That’s not saying a whole lot. This town is full of assholes.”
 
   Jack scowled at her. “Caroline, seriously. I know you delight in being self-deprecating but you really need to give yourself more credit sometimes. That is not what I meant at all.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t apologize. I’m sure you must suspect that there are a great many people who both like and respect you around this place. Even those who may not be speaking to you right now.”
 
   The Minority Leader. Who was still pissed about her vote for Speaker Allen. And not even bothering to hide it.
 
   “Guess I shouldn’t have kept my promise to Bob, huh?”
 
   “I’m glad you did. I bet Langlade respects you more for it, even if he’s angry with you. That bought you a lot of praise from newly elected Republicans.”
 
   “And I’d been seeking their approval. Thank God.”
 
   Jack laughed. “I’m reminding you not to forget that maybe there’s a reason you are one of the most well liked people on the Hill, and it’s not because there are a lot of jerks here, too.”
 
   Caroline decided she’d had enough of this topic. Jack always seemed to bring their conversations back to her. 
 
   “Are you making any progress on the book I let you borrow?” she asked.
 
   “The Shulamith Firestone one? The Dialectic of Sex? The one you foisted upon me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Who names their daughter Shulamith?”
 
   Caroline decided to pull out some useless knowledge. “It’s the feminine form of the name Solomon. Her parents were Orthodox Jews.”
 
   “I’m impressed. You’re like a jaunty Wikipedia page, except with far more obscure material.”
 
   “Hush. Have you read any of it?”
 
   She and Jack regularly engaged in some particularly intense discussions about feminist theory and political philosophy. Caroline had a range of books on both topics and took to forcing them on him whenever she had the chance.
 
   “I’ve read some of it,” he said. “It’s hard to get through. Some of what she says is pretty off the wall.”
 
   “I know. I don’t agree with hardly any of her theories.”
 
   “You loaned me a book you don’t like?”
 
   “I didn’t say I don’t like it, but I don’t necessarily agree with it. It challenges me and that’s why I flip through it every once in a while. I have a ton of books by Friedrich Nietzsche and I don’t agree with much of what he says at all.”
 
   “You don’t strike me as much of a nihilist.”
 
   She returned his smile. “I guess not. The Prince, The Leviathan, anything by Marx and Engels, and just about everything by Nietzsche…they all have their issues. That doesn’t mean they’re useless.”
 
   “So if I loaned you The Fountainhead would you read it?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   “Atlas Shrugged?”
 
   Caroline made a face. “No way.”
 
   “I thought you had an open mind.”
 
   “I hope I do, but objectivism breaks my heart. It’s so contrary to anything loosely related to a spiritual life or a higher sense of purpose. I was put on this earth to help others, not look out for myself.”
 
   “That’s a somewhat simplified version of Rand’s theories but I’ll admit I have a hard time reading her works too. In fact, I can’t stand most of them.” Jack smiled again. “I wanted to see how you’d react if I suggested the two books that drive so much of the ultraconservative wing of the Republican Party.”
 
   “I do like Anthem. Have you read it?”
 
   “Indeed I have. I’m also a big fan of J.R.R. Tolkien and C.S. Lewis. I got into a lot of Catholic and Christian fiction authors when I was at Villanova. Philosophers too.”
 
   “The Order of St. Augustine schooled you well, then,” she said.
 
   “They sure did, on a great many subjects. As you know from my history, I’m a good Catholic boy through and through.”
 
   Caroline sniggered and helped herself to more dip. “I bet your salad girls would have a different take on that statement.” 
 
   Jack looked a little uncomfortable after she said that, and she flushed guiltily. “I’m sorry, Jack. Your personal life is none of my business.”
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “It’s not like I can make my past go away. It was a pretty easy way of attacking me during the campaign.”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten.”
 
   He looked her in the eyes. “I wasn’t referring to what you said.” 
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I’ve done things I’m not proud of. And I knew all my skeletons would come out once I ran for office. But what I didn’t count on was realizing that I actually regretted some of the decisions I’ve made. Maybe having other people scrutinize your behavior teaches you a little bit about whether or not it’s worthwhile.”
 
   “Or it teaches you that it’s really none of their damn business.”
 
   “That may be true as well. But it’s the way the game is played and we can’t do much about it, can we?”
 
   “We can still try to hold ourselves above the fray.  I hadn’t spent a single moment engaging in negative campaigning until last year. I deeply regret that misstep, too. I hated the way I felt and I don’t ever want to feel that way again. The game isn’t worth it for me.”
 
   “I’d agree with you but my conscience isn’t as fully formed as yours,” Jack said. “I had no problem attacking my opponent and feeling clean as the driven snow the next day. Clearly the Jesuits do a better job of instilling an appropriate amount of humility in their students than the priests at Villanova.”
 
   “Come on, Jack. Now you’re the one not giving yourself enough credit.”
 
   Their sandwiches arrived and they chatted while they ate.
 
   Caroline presented a somewhat disjointed diatribe on American hypocrisy regarding family values, parenthood, and public behavior. This was followed by a long-winded statement on feminism, non-revenue sports, and Title IX. She realized she’d been giving a monologue for a very long time without a response, and that Jack was focusing more on her words than on his food.
 
   “You’ve got the best burger in Capitol Hill half eaten on your plate,” she said. “Did the Title IX thing bore you?”
 
   “Not at all. I’d never thought about it that way before, having played a revenue sport myself in college.” Jack took a bite of his burger to mollify her. “And it’s the best burger according to this particular establishment,” he said. “Go down the street and see what they say about their food.”
 
   “Why would they lie?” Caroline asked with mock bewilderment. “What would they have to gain?”
 
   He took another bite. “You’re very easy to talk to. Sometimes I’d rather listen to what you have to say than eat another run of the mill burger.”
 
   “I don’t think my philosophies on public policy are that engaging,” she said. “I assumed you’d stopped talking because you were falling asleep with your eyes open. My theories on the evils of the designated hitter are far more compelling than anything I have to say about the merits and hypocrisies of the feminist movement.”
 
   Jack smiled. “You’re very genuine. I like that. It makes me quite comfortable with you. I’m sure that’s why other people respond to you the way they do. You really are nothing like I thought you would be. I might have made some assumptions about you during the last campaign that weren’t fair.”
 
   “I think we’ve both made up for it now, don’t you agree?”
 
   “Completely. Hey, how’d that slumber party go last week?”
 
   “Having six ten and eleven year olds in your house on a Friday night is quite possibly the worst thing that could ever happen to a single parent. I’m pretty sure some of their behavior violated the Geneva Conventions. Never again.”
 
   “Did Marguerite have fun?”
 
   “She had the time of her life. She had a sugar hangover the next morning. I didn’t know such a thing existed. And I’ve eaten my fair share of sugar. She did mention on Sunday that she and Sophie want to have you back over for dinner more often. They think you cook better than I do.”
 
   “Really? I thought my efforts were pretty lousy.”
 
   “Better than mine. Their daddy was the cook in the family.”
 
   Caroline felt less gloomy than she had anticipated, mentioning her husband in front of Jack. But he paused for a respectful moment anyway.
 
   She cleared her throat. “Do you ever wish that you had kids?”
 
   He got a faraway look in his eyes. “Sometimes. But I think that ship has sailed.” 
 
   “Anything is possible. You’re still pretty young.”
 
   “I doubt it. I think I’m too selfish to be a good parent, anyway.”
 
   “That’s not a very nice thing to say about yourself.”
 
   “You don’t think I’m selfish?”
 
   “You’re not selfish around me.” Caroline grinned guilelessly. “You are paying for my lunch, after all.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d forgotten about that.” 
 
   “Nope. I don’t forget the important things, like free meals.”
 
   “I think you’re doing quite an admirable job,” Jack said. “It’s clear that you’re devoted to your daughters, and they adore you. You’re a wonderful little family. I’m sorry you’re still having such a trying time.”
 
   “It’s been better lately. It certainly doesn’t hurt that I’ve got another person in my life to help me laugh a little more.”
 
   Jack feigned shock. “Surely you don’t mean me? Because I’ve noticed you mostly laugh at my expense.”
 
   “That’s why I’m glad you’re around.” Caroline laughed. “Nicky used to say the same thing you just did.” 
 
   Jack looked at his watch. “We’ve got about an hour. The snow has stopped. Shall we make our way back to the salt mines?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   After lunch they had his driver drop them off near the park in front of the Capitol. They took a short stroll to the reflecting pool even though Caroline was wearing stiletto heels, which were incredibly impractical in the snow. But the groundskeepers did a good job shoveling and the salt kept the sidewalks from turning into much more than wet pavement. 
 
   Caroline was captivated by the layer of white covering the grass, the benches, and the trees. It made everything pure and clean. She knew that it would soon turn gray and slushy but she didn’t care. There was no one else around, not even staffers or other members of Congress; most of them were quite happy to take the underground tunnels until spring reared its head.
 
   She and Jack meandered along the reflecting pool and pretended to say deep, profound things to one another about how they had been inspired by the dirty water to commit themselves to a better life, before deciding to walk through the park back to their offices.
 
   On a whim, Caroline grabbed a handful of snow off a park bench and made a tight snowball.  Jack hadn’t noticed her stop, and he was more than a few feet ahead of her. She whizzed the snowball at him, hitting him square in the back.
 
   “Hey!” He sounded angry, but when he turned around he was smiling. “What was that for?”
 
   “Just a reminder that feminists have good aim.”
 
   “Oh really?” He crouched down to grab two large handfuls of snow for himself. 
 
   “I bet you throw like a girl,” Caroline taunted. 
 
   “I’m going to tell the National Organization for Women you said that.” Jack packed the snow carefully. “They’re gonna revoke your membership.”
 
   “Not a chance,” Caroline said. “I’m too likeable. Charming feminists are a rare breed in Washington.”
 
   “Indeed they are,” Jack said. “But lest you forget, I did play Division I basketball.”
 
   “Basketball players almost never learn how to play baseball properly,” Caroline said. “Too caught up in running suicides and doing dribbling exercises.”
 
   He held up the snowball he’d made with his thumb and forefingers. It was significantly bigger than the one she had thrown at him. 
 
   “Wanna try those odds?” Jack asked.
 
   Caroline spread her arms wide. “Go right ahead.”
 
   Jack threw the snowball at her and it grazed her left arm. She was mildly impressed. “Nicely done, Mr. Point Guard.” Then she saw the bemused look on his face. “You weren’t aiming for my arm, were you?”
 
   “Of course I was,” he said.
 
   “You Republicans lie oh so well.”
 
   “Wanna try those odds again?” He grabbed another large pile of snow.
 
   Caroline ran into the snow covered grass despite the fact that she was wearing a skirt suit under her coat. The cold against her almost bare feet shocked her but she kept going. This was kind of fun.
 
   He marched after her with a fresh snowball in his hand and she darted back and forth. “It’s probably a lot harder for you to hit a moving target,” she said. 
 
   The act of weaving through the snow in heels caused her breath to speed up. It took much more effort than if she had been wearing boots. Her feet were wet and she knew she’d have to change before she went to the hearing she was scheduled to attend later. Luckily she had a few spare pairs of nylons, shoes, and other clothing items stashed in her office in case of emergencies. Caroline started breathing even faster, realizing she’d lost some of her stamina. She really had to get back to the gym. 
 
   “It’s actually a lot easier.” Jack threw the second snowball as hard as he could, clipping her in the shoulder. 
 
   The large snowball smashed all over the place. Some of the wetness caught Caroline in the eyes and she instinctively started to wipe it away.
 
   Jack dashed over to her. “Let me do that. Your mascara might run.” He quickly pulled a handkerchief out of his coat pocket and dabbed at the moisture on her cheek. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you quite so close to your face.”
 
   “I might have goaded you into it.” Caroline laughed nervously. “And it’s good to know that I was right. Your aim really isn’t that great after all.”
 
   She was surprised at how gentle his touch was, and resisted a very unexpected urge to seize onto his coat lapels. Jack tenderly wiped the last of the snow off her face, brushed her hair back behind her ear, and put the handkerchief in his pocket. 
 
   “Well, then,” he said. “We’d best get back to work, right?”
 
   It was strange, Caroline thought, as they walked in almost complete silence back to Rayburn. She was overanalyzing what happened. She and Jack were just friends. They’d become quite chummy since January and she enjoyed spending time with him. But the way he looked at her after he’d started wiping away the snow….
 
   It was almost as if he was going to kiss her.  But it had been her imagination. Jack didn’t view her in that way. Caroline wrapped her arms around herself and quickened her pace. She didn’t want to admit that there was a part of her, a very small part, that wished he did.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   Caroline
 
   April
 
    
 
   It was shortly before Easter. Jack had come over for dinner that night and cooked for all of them, including Christine. Chrissy didn’t say much during the meal and muttered something about work as soon as she was finished eating. She still passive-aggressively refused to call Jack anything other than John or Representative McIntyre, a sure sign that she was not pleased to have to spend time with him. 
 
   Marguerite and Sophie enjoyed dinner very much, taking several friendly pokes at their mother’s inability to provide them with healthy yet tasty meals. Sophie then insisted that Jack read her a story before bed. She was an incredibly shy child, and Caroline was shocked that she seemed so comfortable with Jack. Marguerite kissed them both goodnight and went upstairs shortly after Sophie went to sleep. 
 
   Caroline gave Jack a piece by piece tour of her memorabilia collection. He seemed fascinated by her knowledge of baseball history, although he thought her decorative scheme was a little unique. Nicky had felt the same way. He spent hours trying to figure out why she enjoyed buying jerseys, helmets, gloves, and shoes that had been worn by other men, many of whom happened to be easy on the eyes.
 
   After her tour, which Jack tolerated with surprisingly good humor, they settled onto the couch. Caroline pressed a DVD set into Jack’s hands. 
 
   “You have to watch this. Ken Burns’ Baseball. It’s incredible. And I bought it straight from PBS so it’s dripping with charitable goodness.”
 
   He held it up by the corner. “Ew. I suppose you expect me to watch this during the hours of free time I have?”
 
   “Make time,” she said firmly.
 
   “I’d much rather spend it with you.”
 
   “We could watch it together, then. I’ve seen it more than a few times.”
 
   “I’d like that.” Jack turned so that he was facing her on the couch. “I hear Murdock is trying to get you to date him.”
 
   “Who told you that?”
 
   “I have sources.”
 
   Jeffrey Murdock, a Democrat from Scranton and the surrounding area, had asked her out after a Homeland Security hearing earlier that week. It was the second time he asked, and the second time she said no. He’d also done it a couple of months after Nicky died, which Caroline found to be disrespectful and in very poor taste. Mostly because he wasn’t all that gentlemanly about it, propositioning her at a Democratic social gathering after more than a few drinks. For the most part, using lewd and inappropriate language to describe her anatomy was not the best way to convince her to go out with anyone. 
 
   Caroline thought he was slime and Christine confirmed her beliefs. Not that Representative Sullivan wasn’t biased; there weren’t all that many Democrats in the Pennsylvania delegation to begin with. But he was definitely a slug. Caroline hated the rumors floating around that he was hoping to move up to bigger and better things once he made a name for himself in the House. He certainly didn’t deserve to be rewarded for being such a horrible person. It drove her nuts that he was allowed to sit on one of the most sensitive committees in Congress. 
 
   She knew Murdock only asked her out because she was considered to be a rising star, and he’d do anything to get ahead. There was simply something about him she didn’t like. Caroline wasn’t one to speak ill of other members of Congress but if anyone asked her for her honest opinion of him, she had no trouble giving it.
 
   “Is there some sort of Congressional gossip mill I’m not a part of?” she asked Jack.
 
   “There is,” he said. “But that’s not where I heard it.” 
 
   “Who told you?”
 
   “There are more than a few staffers on Capitol Hill who shall remain nameless, but who are quite enamored of me.”
 
   “Evidently there are.” Caroline tried not to roll her eyes. “And?”
 
   “And they might be a little jealous of you.”
 
   What a nice little ego boost. “Of me? Really?”
 
   “You monopolize a lot of my time.”
 
   “I’m willing to share you if you need to have, you know, some sexy parties.”
 
   Jack guffawed. “Those women are vultures. And they have very sharp tongues.”
 
   “So you don’t want to have a little roll in the hay with them?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” he said. “But it seems to be what those young ladies want from me.”
 
   Caroline eyed him curiously, then decided it wasn’t worth it to pursue the topic further. “I hear Murdock is considering throwing his hat into the ring for the gubernatorial race next fall. Have you heard anything?”
 
   Jack cleared his throat. “Not a word.”
 
   “He’s a jerk.” Caroline tried not to shudder as she thought of Murdock. Such a creeper. She didn’t know why voters couldn’t see it. “I hope he runs and loses. I wonder who’ll run for the GOP nomination.”
 
   “I have no idea,” he said quietly.
 
   “Well, anyway, he asked me out and I cordially declined. I hope he got the hint. This is the second time I’ve turned him down.”
 
   “Not ready to date yet?”
 
   “No.” Caroline grimaced. “Never ready to date a jackass like that.”
 
   “I’m glad you have no problem seeing the flaws in many of the members of your own party.”
 
   “We’re all flawed, Jack. Some more than others. And Murdock is definitely not my cup of tea. Plus, I never liked dating,” Caroline said. 
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I don’t know. The infatuation phase was nice, but I like knowing the person I’m with. I don’t like the mystery. I prefer security.”
 
   “You make yourself sound very boring. And you’re not.”
 
   “In a lot of ways, I am. I prefer a simple life. Maybe that’s why I hate the superficial side of this job.”
 
   “So you’re not one for surprises?”
 
   “No, they’re all right. Even though, oddly enough, I don’t like being the center of attention.”
 
   “I noticed. But what if it was only one person paying attention to you?”
 
   “That would probably be okay.”
 
   “Then why not start dating again?”
 
   “It doesn’t feel right, not yet. Maybe with the right man.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I do miss sex.” Caroline laughed uneasily. Where had that come from? “I’m sorry, that was rather blunt.” 
 
   “I bet there are more than a few men in Washington who could help you address that issue. And none of them are named Jeffrey Murdock.” Jack tried not to smirk.
 
   This time, Caroline did roll her eyes. “Don’t be a douche.”
 
   “I’m serious,” he insisted. “You’re well liked for more than your personality.” 
 
   “I’d rather not think about it. Bunch of dirty old men.”
 
   “I wouldn’t necessarily say that,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline and Nicky had slept together the night before he died. She’d used her marginal seduction skills to coax him into it. It hadn’t lasted all that long, just run of the mill, routine marital sex.
 
   “People never really think about the last time they’re going to have sex with someone,” she said. “The last time they’re going to kiss them goodbye. The last time they’ll hear the other person’s voice. We take our relationships, our spouses, our partners for granted until one day, poof, it’s over. Maybe we’d all be a little better off if we lived each day as if it might be the last.”
 
   “That would be exhausting,” Jack said. “No one could do that without driving themselves insane.”
 
   “It might be fun to try.”
 
   “That’s because you’re crazy.” 
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “But in a good way.”
 
   Caroline grinned. “I guess the point of what I was saying is that yes, I really miss sex. Among the other joys of being in a committed relationship. But also the sex.”
 
   Jack eyed her again, but he no longer looked thoughtful. There was something else there, something she couldn’t put her finger on. 
 
   “Do you find other ways to…seek pleasure?” he asked.
 
   Caroline should have been mortified by such an intrusive question. She knew exactly what he was getting at, even though he was trying to be subtle. And she wasn’t embarrassed at all. Even though she was blushing. A little.
 
   “I, um, take care of myself,” she said.
 
   He gave her an obnoxious grin. “That’s all well and good, but it’s always more enjoyable when there’s someone else in the room.”
 
   Her discomfort faded. Jack could be pretty unintentionally cute sometimes. “That’s definitely true. Are you saying I should give those dirty old men a chance?”
 
   “Maybe.” He patted her leg affectionately. “When you’re ready.”
 
   Caroline twirled her engagement ring, her mood changing. She still did that sometimes – go from laughter one minute to pain the next. Especially when she thought about her husband or of the very strong likelihood that she would spend the rest of her life alone. 
 
   “I took advantage of my marriage,” she said. “I assumed it would always be there waiting for me. That Nicky would always be there. That everything would stay the same while it continued to change. But I took everything he gave me for granted.  His capability as a father, his constant love and affection, his support. I was with him for so long that I never thought that anything could ruin what we had. I finally arrived at that safe and secure place I always wanted and I forgot how lucky I was to have it. And then it was gone. All of it.”
 
   Jack was watching her solicitously, the grin long since vanished. He reached over and squeezed her hand, and she knew he didn’t know what to say.
 
   “I’m sorry.” Caroline rubbed her hands together. “I didn’t mean to go on like that.”
 
   “I sense you took it for granted less than you think,” he said. “And it’s not all gone. You have two beautiful children, and from what I can tell they are very much like both of their parents.”
 
   “Sometimes I think all I ever do is talk to you about how much I miss Nicholas. How much I miss my old life.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with that. You’ve had a lot to process over the past year. A friend of mine who’s a psychologist told me once that friendship, love, any sort of relationship is like a diamond. When you’re trying to consider or examine it, you can’t see the entire thing. You can’t view every single angle, every cut, every aspect of it at once. All you have to do is turn it to see a part of it you’d never noticed before. It’s impossible to deal with it all at the same time.”
 
   “You think that’s what I’ve been doing?”
 
   “You are a very giving, loving woman. There is no doubt in my mind that you were deeply in love with your husband. Unless he was a complete idiot he felt the same way about you.”
 
   Caroline cleared her throat. “I did love him, very much. I still do. Nicky was a wonderful man. I wish you could have known him.”
 
   “I do too,” Jack said. “I think I would have liked him, even if he didn’t like me.”
 
   “He would have liked you.”
 
   “I don’t know about that. I’m not sure I’m nearly as reliable and stable as he was.”
 
   “Doesn’t mean you wouldn’t have gotten along. Nicky loved everyone he met with very few exceptions. It was one of the best things about him.” She turned to Jack, tears welling up in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she sniffled. “I don’t mean to get emotional on you.”
 
   He put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “There’s no proper timeline for grief, Caroline. When my parents died, it took me a long time to work through it. I still have days where I remember what it was like to try to manage those feelings, and it brings it all back up again. But I still have my brother.” He grinned. “Even if we barely speak.”
 
   “Maybe you should reach out to him,” Caroline suggested. “I always wished I had a sibling. Once your family is gone you can’t get them back.  I handled Nicky’s death so much more poorly than I did when my parents passed away. What upsets me more than anything is how I felt right after it happened. I think back on that and I wish I’d done things differently. I totally abandoned my children while I retreated inside myself for the first couple of days. Thank God for Chrissy and Tom, Jenny and Katie. If my friends hadn’t been around me, I might have completely lost it.” 
 
   “You’re too strong to fall apart. I think you know that, even if you can’t admit it out loud.”
 
   Caroline patted Jack’s knee. “I feel like I’ve known you much longer than I have. You’ve done so much for me these last few months. You know that, don’t you?” She laughed. “Oh my God, you’re blushing.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “You are. I thought you were far too egotistical for that.”
 
   “Egotistical?” Jack asked, sounding insulted. “Not in the least. I’ve just been spending too much time with you.”
 
   “I see the chink in your armor. Deep down inside you’re a pushover, I know it. You’re not an asshole at all.”
 
   “Douchebag with a heart of gold?”
 
   “Pretty much. I know who you really are. You’re not fooling me.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve convinced a great many people that I’m an asshole. Do your research.”
 
   “I have,” Caroline said. “And I don’t believe a word of it.”
 
   Jack’s mood changed quickly. “Well, you should,” he snapped. “Because almost everything you’ll read about me, how I made my money, how I’ve used people, how I’ve done all the things that have been deemed successes…everything you’ll read is the truth. Every accomplishment I’ve ever had is because I’ve treated people like shit in order to achieve it.”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak, then saw the irritated look on his face and stopped.
 
   He waved his hand at her. “Don’t, Caroline. You know how I made my first million? I bought up a small struggling company, laid off all its workers, and sold it to a giant conglomerate that treated their existing employees like shit. No benefits, barely any vacation, long hours – the worst stereotype of the worst corporation you can imagine. And I did it over and over, scores of times, and never lost a minute of sleep over it. Once you do it the first time it’s very easy to do it again. Do you know how many people I’ve hurt so that I could live in the manner I desired? How much do you really know about me, about the kind of man I truly am? I’m not a good person and you know it.” 
 
   “That’s an inexcusable thing to say about yourself,” Caroline said. “And I know enough about the media to know that very little of what they say is accurate.”
 
   “In my case, it is.”
 
   She took his hand. “You are not a bad person.”
 
   “I am.” He pulled away from her. “Everything I’ve done in my life has been for my benefit alone. I am egotistical. I’m incredibly self-centered. I have no regard for anyone other than myself.”
 
   “What about what you’ve done for me the past few months?” Caroline asked him. “Do you know what last year was like for me? Ask Christine, Jenny, Katie, Ellen, anyone. They’ll tell you. My behavior was abysmal. I yelled all the time, tried to push everyone away, tried to do anything to forget what it was like to love people, to feel anything, to get attached to anyone. I said a number of regrettable things to my own children, things I can never take back. And you know from personal experience that I treated people I didn’t know, such as certain Republican candidates, with incredible disdain and disrespect.” 
 
   Her voice caught. “Then I met you. And the sun started shining again. My life had been so cloudy and bleak. I thought I’d never be able to feel happy.  I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be anything other than miserable. But you make me laugh. You let me burden you with my troubles. Every day you listen to me and never once complain about it. You’ve done so much for me, Jack.”
 
   “How do you know I’m not doing all of this for my own selfish wants and needs?”
 
   “Because you aren’t. I trust you. And your friendship. I don’t know where I’d be if I didn’t have you in my life.” Caroline squeezed Jack’s hand. “I can get up in the morning and not dread the day. I enjoy going to work. I crack silly jokes again. And I look forward to seeing you, wondering what kind of story you’re going to tell me or what new topic you want to discuss. You’re a good man. I refuse to think otherwise.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” he said. 
 
   “I’m not. Maybe you don’t believe it because you’ve internalized all the foul comments that people have made about you.” 
 
   “I can’t take back all the rotten things I’ve done.”
 
   “If you think they were that bad, you can remedy them. Anything is possible. You can always move forward.”
 
   “I don’t know how to be anything other than ruthless.”
 
   “Of course you do. You’re not that way with me.”
 
   “I might act that way, eventually. Do you want to take that chance?”
 
   “I do. I want to help you understand who you truly are. You can’t see the impact you’ve had on me, but it’s been profound. And I want to thank you. Thank you for giving me my life back. Thank you for your warmth and companionship. Thank you for being who I know you truly are.” She looked down at her lap. “Thank you,” she said softly.
 
   “You’re a remarkable woman. I’m grateful for every minute I spend with you.” Jack cupped her face in his hands. “And I’m flattered that you consider me worthy of your friendship.”   
 
   “I’m very glad you found me at that party,” Caroline whispered.
 
   “So am I,” Jack said. “Best decision I ever made.” 
 
   Caroline looked away from him. The way his eyes were exploring her…she couldn’t stand it. It was too soon for her to feel this way, for her to let anyone in. Maybe she shouldn’t have said those things to him.
 
   “Sweetheart, you’re trembling.” He stroked her cheek and she turned back to face him. “It’s all right. Don’t be afraid.” 
 
   He’d called her “sweetheart.” Why had he done that? 
 
   Jack held her gaze and started to bring his lips closer to hers. Caroline knew what was going to happen and turned her head to the side. She squeezed her eyes shut again as he withdrew from her.
 
   “It’s late.” She wrapped her arms around herself. “I think you should go.”
 
   “Caroline-”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said. “I’m just tired.” 
 
   She heard a small sigh and turned to look at him. He appeared to be incredibly disappointed.
 
   “I apologize.” He stood up. “I shouldn’t have done that. I’ll show myself out.”
 
   Caroline tried to compose herself as he started to walk away. “Wait.” She got up off the couch, meeting him at the foot of the stairs. She took his hand. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I-” 
 
   Jack pulled his hand away from hers. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me. I understand.”
 
   “You’re a good friend. I don’t-”
 
   “Caroline, stop. It’s fine.” He started walking up toward the first floor. 
 
   “Jack, please. Wait.”
 
   He turned around as she tried to catch up with him. “I mean it. You don’t have to say anything. I’m here for you, no matter what.” His eyes were distant. “As your friend and colleague. That’s it.”
 
   Caroline looked down at the unfinished wood on the stairs. One of the many projects she let fall through the cracks after Nicky died. She felt another pang of regret thinking about him. About what had almost happened with Jack. But she wasn’t going to let it trouble her. She misinterpreted Jack’s signals. That was all. 
 
   “Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Eight
 
   Caroline
 
   May
 
    
 
   Friday nights were reserved for family. Always. Caroline wanted to spend a quiet evening alone with her children but when they asked if Jack could come over, she wasn’t about to disappoint them. Things had been awkward between the two of them but they’d still seen each other almost every day, acting as if their almost kiss had never taken place. 
 
   Maybe that was for the best. Caroline enjoyed having Jack in her life. She didn’t want to lose him as a friend. And even though it had been uncomfortable asking him to stop by, he seemed more than happy to do it, especially since Caroline let it slip that Christine would already be back in Philadelphia for the weekend.
 
   Caroline loved her Fridays because she was able to leave work early and spend a little more quality time with the girls before she had to start making constituent events the next morning.  Mo and Feef were usually willing to come along with her but never acted all that thrilled to do it, so Caroline had arranged for their regular afterschool babysitter to hang out with them for most of the weekend while she schlepped herself across her district.
 
   But tonight belonged to them.  Jack cooked for them again, whipping up a chicken parmigiana dish. Marguerite, Sophie, and Caroline threw together the dessert.  The four of them then played a rather animated game of Monopoly before Mo and Feef went off to bed.  Sophie again insisted that Jack read her a story and gave him a big hug when he left the room.  Marguerite didn’t need any tucking in but still told Jack how nice it was to have him over.
 
   Caroline wasn’t quite sure how the two of them ended up in the basement again; she was afraid that the extra floor in between them and the children would mean that something else, something unpredictable, would happen. But she knew it was all in her head.
 
   “My girls really like you,” she told Jack.
 
   “I know,” he said. “I don’t get it.”
 
   “They’re good judges of character. They’ve never been wrong.”
 
   “I’m sure they’ve been wrong once or twice.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I like them too,” Jack said. “Very, very much. Mostly because they remind me of you.”
 
   “They’re also their own little people.”
 
   “Oh, definitely,” he agreed. “But your bond with them is more than obvious. And they don’t seem to think of me as an intruder, which I like.”
 
   “They like having normal people around.”
 
   Jack chuckled. “I’m far from that.”
 
   “You treat them like kids but you don’t condescend to them. They appreciate that.”
 
   He smiled at her. “Marguerite and I had a very spirited, advanced discussion on The Wealth of Nations before we started playing Monopoly. She’s quite intelligent. But I suspect you know that.”
 
   “What was your first clue?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Oh, I think the fact that she beat a woman with a law degree and a man with an MBA at a game of cunning and strategy was pretty telling. And a kid her age shouldn’t know nearly as much as she does about complicated economic concepts.”
 
   “Did you two really talk about Adam Smith?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I can’t even hold a conversation about that kind of crap without feeling like a troglodyte,” Caroline said. “She must have studied up online or at the library, because I don’t have any books like that in the house.”
 
   “That’s because you’re a bleeding heart.” Jack grinned. “Not a troglodyte.”
 
   “I just have other boring interests, like philosophy and sociology. Ask Mo about Carl Jung or Alexis de Tocqueville the next time you come over.”
 
   “I will.” He shook his head. “She’s only eleven.”
 
   “She is smart,” Caroline said. “Incredibly smart. She tests much better than I did at her age, and I did extremely well. Sometimes it’s hard to keep up with her when she gets on a tear but she’s careful only to do it with people she knows won’t be put off by it.”
 
   “Sophie can hold her own, too.”
 
   Caroline’s sensitive youngest child tried her best, but was often overshadowed by her big sister. “Indeed she can, but she’s less forward about it. It’s harder for her since Mo is so far ahead of where she is.”
 
   “They seem to get along pretty well.”
 
   She wondered how long that phase was going to last. “Their father’s influence.”
 
   Jack squeezed her hand. “I’ve seen the way they interact with you. It wasn’t all him.”
 
   “Mo has an IQ that’s off the charts. MENSA level. I still haven’t told her.”
 
   “Why not?” 
 
   “I don’t want it to go to her head.”
 
   “I don’t see what it would hurt.”
 
   “It’s not just that,” Caroline said. “She’s done so well with maintaining a solid group of friends and keeping up her grades and playing sports…I don’t want her to feel different. To start second guessing herself. She’ll have plenty of time to do that as she gets older. And she already tries to dumb herself down sometimes in ways that make me extremely unhappy.”
 
   “You don’t want her to hide her intelligence.”
 
   “No. I don’t.”
 
   “You do it sometimes,” Jack observed.
 
   She frowned. “I don’t play dumb or anything, do I?”
 
   “No,” he said hastily. “I guess you don’t really hide your intelligence. But you’re very adaptable. You do a good job of relating to people no matter their intellectual level or educational background. That’s a wonderful gift to have. And it’s probably easy for you because you’re so damn smart.”
 
   Aha. She knew a compliment was coming from him at some point. The frown relaxed into a smile. “Thanks.”
 
   They lapsed into silence again. It felt awkward but Caroline wasn’t sure how to address it.
 
   “I’ve missed you a little,” Jack said.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Seeing you is usually the highlight of my day.” He looked at her with concern. “How have you been doing lately?”
 
   “I’m all right.” Caroline was not eager to get into a deep discussion with him, because she didn’t want to admit that things had been pretty lousy. “How about you?”
 
   “I’m all right,” he echoed, but his tone didn’t match his words. “I’ve got a few things to do in Philadelphia this weekend but I definitely want to spend some more time here before I head home. I’ll probably drive up in the morning.”
 
   “Any dance contests?” she asked.
 
   Jack laughed. “No. Where did that come from?”
 
   “I might have done a little more checking up on you. I saw some footage of you swing dancing at a campaign stop.”
 
   “Ah, that was a good night.” He laughed again. “There was a little old lady who used to do the jitterbug who insisted we sashay across the floor. She didn’t tell me that her granddaughter was recording the entire thing. Or that she was still in such outstanding shape. She wore me out.”
 
   “You looked good,” Caroline said. “Where’d you learn how to dance like that?”
 
   “Cotillions for formal dancing, and I learned swing in college. The basketball groupies and sorority sisters loved that almost as much as my athletic ability.”
 
   She looked down at her hands. “Do you think you could teach me how to dance like that?”
 
   Jack sounded surprised. “Sure, if you want.”
 
   “I’ve always wanted to learn how to dance properly. Nicky and I learned a few basic moves before our wedding but he wasn’t all that good at it.”
 
   “You need a man who knows how to lead,” he said. “I don’t mean that as an anti-woman or an anti-Nick statement.”
 
   “No, it’s true. You have to be confident in what you’re doing. It helps when you can follow along and cheat from the other person.”
 
   “Do you have any good music?”
 
   “Some Glenn Miller, Benny Goodman, oldies, late ‘90s swing revival remakes and originals, that sort of thing. I also have some classic waltzes and American jazz standards.”
 
   Jack gave her a sly grin. “You’ve wanted to do this for a while, haven’t you?”
 
   Caroline shrugged sheepishly. “Yeah. I just never had anyone to ask. You’ll have to be patient, though. I’ll probably step on your feet a lot.”
 
   His grin widened. “Do me a favor and take off your shoes. You can dance in socks for now.”
 
   Caroline set up a playlist on her iPod speaker system and Jack started to teach her a few basic moves. After several songs, he even managed to get her to do a small lift.  She had the jitterbug, Lindy Hop, East Coast Swing, and foxtrot down in a couple of hours.
 
   “You catch on fast,” he said. “Incredibly fast.”
 
   “I don’t know how I’m doing it.”
 
   “Let’s try something with a little quicker pace,” he suggested. “See how you do with that.”
 
   Caroline put “Sing Sing Sing” on the stereo and they started to dance. A minute or two in, she realized that she’d forgotten it was an almost five minute song.  By the end of the dance she was winded. As the music stopped she doubled over, trying to catch her breath.
 
   “You’re killing me, McIntyre.” Caroline looked up at him. He had barely broken a sweat.
 
   “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Maybe you do need to get to the House gym more.”
 
   “Jackass,” she panted. “If I weren’t so tired I’d punch you.”
 
   “That would be quite improper behavior coming from the nicest person in Congress.” Jack pulled her to a standing position. “How about a classic waltz instead? It’s less jumping around.”
 
   “Okay,” Caroline said. “Just give me a second.”
 
   They cranked out a few more slow dances, and she was again amazed at how quickly she’d caught on. They were twirling across the basement floor to a waltz by Dvorak. Caroline felt as if she was floating on air. Jack’s hands were secure and confident, but gentle. He guided her from move to move, and she realized she didn’t want the dance to end. But soon it was over, right after she’d twirled out of his arms and started laughing.
 
   She clapped her hands, spun around, and turned to him, breathless. She tossed her head back and laughed again, amazed at how she’d managed not to trip over herself yet again. 
 
   “This is fun,” she said.
 
   Jack smiled at her. “You really are quite good for a beginner.”
 
   She tried not to blush. “I have a good teacher.”
 
   The next song came on. Caroline recognized it immediately. “The Way You Look Tonight.” She’d forgotten that she added it to the playlist. One of her favorites.
 
   She closed her eyes. “Oh, I love Tony Bennett’s version of this song.”
 
   “Well then, my lady, let’s take this one a little slower.” He reached for her hand and pulled her closer to him.  She put her arms around his neck and leaned in. His cologne smelled so good. They started to dance.
 
   “You’re lovely,” Jack murmured into her ear. 
 
   Was that directed at her, or was he mimicking the lyrics?
 
   He was holding her closer than she thought was necessary for a dance between friends, but she wasn’t about to complain. They moved slowly but they’d been practicing all night and were starting to fatigue. Caroline leaned into his shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world, not realizing that they had almost completely stopped dancing.
 
   “Caroline?” She heard Jack’s sweet voice again. “I’m not sure we’re dancing anymore.”
 
   “Does it matter?” She lifted her head up.
 
   Jack looked into her eyes. “Not unless it matters to you.” 
 
   He slowly brought his lips to hers. She didn’t turn away this time but closed her eyes and waited. It was sweet, kind, tender…and definitely not platonic. And it felt incredibly good, the pleasure wafting over her. She’d forgotten what it was like to be kissed, really kissed. She didn’t want him to stop. Jack cupped her cheek in his palm and pulled her closer to him with his other hand. Caroline brought her hands up to his hair and held them there, not wanting it to end. 
 
   She had been wondering what it would be like to run her hands through those gorgeous, perfect silver locks. His hair was soft, and she traced her fingers through it as Jack teased her tongue with his. She wanted to tug at it, bring him even closer to her, but then saw Nicky’s face in her mind and pulled away.
 
   Caroline covered her mouth with her hand. “What was that for?”
 
   Jack withdrew his hand from her waist. He seemed to be confused. “I-”  
 
   “It was the music,” she stammered. “We - it’s a romantic song. It’s hard not to get sucked into it. It’s fine.”
 
   She thought Jack looked a little unnerved, but he recovered quickly. “Sure. Just a little kiss between friends. It didn’t mean anything.”
 
   “Right.” Caroline kissed him on the cheek. “See? Nothing whatsoever.”
 
   “Yeah.” Jack looked at his watch. “It’s late. I’d better head home. I have to get up pretty early tomorrow.”
 
   “Not a problem.” She exhaled, grateful for the escape. “Thanks for the dance lessons.”
 
   “Anytime,” Jack said. “I mean that.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “See you on Tuesday?” he asked. “Lunch, maybe?”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   She turned off the music and escorted Jack up the stairs, watching him through the window as he started his Cadillac and drove away. It was nothing, that kiss.  That song, the entire night…they’d gotten too caught up in the entire thing. Dancing could be an extraordinarily sensuous experience between two people who knew what they were doing, and Jack was an excellent instructor. It was only natural that she felt such incredible physical chemistry with him. That was it. Nothing more. 
 
   But Caroline was still trying to avoid the thought running through her mind – her increasing desire for him to turn his car around, run through her front door, and take her in his arms again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   Caroline
 
   June
 
    
 
   Caroline looked out of the window in Jack’s office. His view wasn’t nearly as nice as hers, but freshmen usually got the shaft when it came to such things. They’d gone to dinner then headed back to Capitol Hill so that Jack could finish up a few things before heading home. She dreaded the drive back to her house in Rockville but the longer she waited, the quicker her commute would be. Thankfully school would be out in a few days. Then she wouldn’t have to deal with nearly as much traffic. Although that also meant Marguerite and Sophie would be leaving for camp soon, and she would miss them terribly.
 
   “I should probably get going.” Caroline rolled down the sleeves of her blouse and put her suit jacket back on. “Thanks for dinner.” 
 
   “My pleasure,” Jack said.
 
   She grabbed her purse and started to walk toward the door.
 
   “Do you ever think about that night we kissed?” he asked. “During that dance lesson?”
 
   Caroline turned around. “We talked about that, Jack. It didn’t mean anything. We got caught up in the moment. I’m surprised you’re still dwelling on it, to be honest.”
 
   “That’s not how I interpreted it,” he said. “I know you felt it, Caroline. Just admit it.”
 
   “It’s late. I really should leave.” She twirled back around and headed for the door.
 
   Jack came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “That day after it snowed. That night in the basement. That dance lesson. And any other number of times I’ve felt the heat coming from you. I know what you want, Caroline. It’s the same thing I want. And I know you’re fighting it. I wish you’d let yourself go,” he whispered. “We could be so good together. You must have figured out how I feel about you.” 
 
   “We’re friends, Jack. That’s all.” Caroline was trying to ignore the warmth of his body pressed up against hers, the strength of his arms, the smell of his cologne. She told herself to pull away from him but found herself riveted to the floor.
 
   “We’re not just friends, sweetheart.” His mouth was at her ear and his voice, dripping with desire and seductive promise, was driving her insane. “You know that. We have a connection. I want to be with you, as much more than friends.” He traced his fingers down her throat to her collarbone and she quivered, hearing a thudding noise as her purse dropped to the floor. “You want this,” Jack whispered. “You need this. You know you do. And you know I can give it to you. You deserve to be cherished, adored, taken care of.”
 
   Her inner feminist ignored that last line, because everything else he said caused her heart rate to rise. 
 
   Jack spun her around to face him, tracing the outline of her lips. 
 
   Caroline couldn’t meet his eyes. “We can’t-”
 
   “We can,” he said firmly. 
 
   Before she realized what he was doing, he kissed her again. She felt the rush she had before, more intense this time, as he pressed against her, hard, until she was backed up against the wall next to the door. His tongue teased her lips and she opened them for him, letting him taste her. Jack cupped her cheek in his hand as he stroked her hair with the other.
 
   Caroline involuntarily reached up to grab his suspenders to steady herself, then realized the move was completely intentional. Jack was right. She wanted this. She wanted this so badly and he was finally giving it to her. He was warm, and safe, and oh so good. She leaned into his kiss, tugging at his collar. She wanted more. She wanted to touch him, taste him, feel him on top of her, moving inside her. 
 
   She nipped at his lips, trying to tease him closer. Jack gripped her ass, starting to inch his fingers toward the bottom of her skirt. He slid a hand up her nylons. Caroline moaned softly against his mouth, imagining the many delicious places that hand could go. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, hoping to provide him with further encouragement, but he abruptly pulled away.
 
   “I’m sorry, Caroline,” he said. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   She brought a hand up to her mouth. One kiss and she was panting. Actually panting. “No one’s ever done that before.” 
 
   “No one’s ever kissed you?” Jack’s tone was amused. “I did it a couple of weeks ago.”
 
   “No, kissed me like that without asking. That was rather impolite.” Caroline tried to hide the fact that she was having trouble breathing. She didn’t bother adding that no one had ever made her react like that, either.
 
   “If the way you responded to me was any indication, you enjoyed it.”
 
   Caroline ran her hands through her hair and straightened her skirt, trying to bring herself back to reality. “Jack, we can’t do this.”
 
   “Of course we can.”
 
   “No, we can’t.”
 
   “We’re consenting adults. We’re unattached. We can do whatever we want.”
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   “So you want to ignore this? This attraction we have to each other?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You want this, sweetheart. You know you do.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what I want.”
 
   “Caroline, you’re an incredible person. A beautiful woman. I like you. I’ve liked you since the night I met you. I want more than friendship.”
 
   “I can’t give that to you,” she said softly.
 
   “I think we could have something. Surely you must feel it, too.”
 
   “How I feel is of little consequence. This can’t happen.”
 
   Jack reached over to cup her cheek. “Why not?”
 
   Her voice was getting shorter and she took a step back from him. “Because we can’t. It’s not right.”
 
   “It is right. You know it. You’ve known it for months.” He reached toward her again. “Caroline-”
 
   She swatted his hand down and took a step away from him. “I’m not ready,” she snapped. “We can’t do this because I’m not ready. I am not ready for this, for someone new, for something other than what I’ve been dealing with for the past year. I’m not ready to feel anything for anyone, least of all you.”
 
   Jack looked hurt. “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
   Caroline let out a hard breath. “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I’m sorry. I like you. I like you a lot.” 
 
   “Then what’s the problem?”
 
   “I like you a lot more than I should,” she whispered. “That’s the problem. We can’t do this. We’re so different.”
 
   “We aren’t all that different,” he said. “We have a good time together. We laugh. We can discuss serious topics as easily as the superficial ones. We’re both passionate about policy, the greater good, our shared values. And we’re attracted to each other. What more do we need?”
 
   “We want different things, Jack. We’re at different points in our lives. We live over a hundred miles apart when we’re not at work. For God’s sake, I endorsed your opponent in the last election. On top of that, I have two children to worry about. The decisions I make affect them too. I don’t have hookups. I don’t do temporary.”
 
   “And you’re saying I do?”
 
   Caroline stared at the floor.  
 
   “All right,” he said. “That’s a fair criticism.”
 
   “I’ve only had serious relationships. I never really even dated all that much before I got married. And I don’t think I’m ready to take that step. I can’t handle anything like that right now. I’m sorry. I wish I could.”
 
   Jack walked over to her and took her hands in his. “Caroline, I care about you. Very much. I want you to be happy. I want to be more than friends. But I’ll respect your decision if you don’t want to move forward with this, if you don’t want to explore this possibility. I’m simply asking you to consider it. Can you promise me that?”
 
   “I guess so,” she said.
 
   He tucked a loose hair behind her ear. “I’ll give you all the time you need. I won’t pressure you. And the next time I try to kiss you, I’ll ask first. Okay?”
 
   “I really need to go,” she whispered, her eyes shut.
 
   “Okay.” Jack sounded extremely dejected.
 
   If she stayed there any longer she was liable to change her mind. Caroline scooped up her purse and rushed out the door, the heat of his kiss still playing at her lips.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Maureen stumbled into work that Friday morning.  She hadn’t slept well at all and left a message for her daughter that had gone unreturned. Remembering that she was supposed to check in with Bill, she meandered over to his office after getting a cup of coffee.  There were a number of police officers milling around, one of whom was carrying a cardboard box.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” she demanded, attempting to go through the door.
 
   One of the men, who appeared to be in charge, pushed her back. “You can’t go in there, ma’am.”
 
   She scanned his name tag and badge number, noticing the patch on his arm. “The hell I can’t, Sergeant. Where’s Dr. Livingston?”
 
   “Unfortunately, he passed away last night.”
 
   Her heart sank. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Brakes went out on his car.  Tragic, really.” The sergeant was trying to look regretful. “He was only a couple of miles from home.”
 
   Bill’s Audi was only a few months old. She smelled bullshit. “He – what are you doing here, in his office?”
 
   The sergeant’s face was blank. “His widow asked us to bring her his things. Apparently she has no interest in coming here to retrieve them. “
 
   Maureen grabbed the cardboard box out of the other officer’s hands. “I can do that.” 
 
   The sergeant took the box from her. “Ma’am, please don’t interfere with this process.”
 
   “No,” she said. “Someone who cares about Bill should be doing this.  This isn’t part of your job description.” 
 
   “It’s already been taken care of.” He turned to the other officers in the room. “I think we have what we need here, gentlemen. Good day, Doctor.”
 
   Maureen frowned at him, not speaking as the sergeant and his men slinked out of the room. What he was saying couldn’t possibly be true.
 
   As she left Bill’s office and went into the main part of the hospital, she knew he was right.  Random staffers were weeping softly. Several nurses were hugging each other.  Word must have spread fast. 
 
   She shuddered. This was too coincidental. But who could she talk to about it?  Who in the VA would think she was anything other than crazy? She bit the inside of her cheek, trying not to think of Bill’s final moments, then marched down the hall to go comfort her staff.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Maureen sat at her desk, where she’d been silently pondering her options for the last several hours. To her knowledge, the government still wasn’t able to track what was going on in her mind. At least, not yet. She wanted to go home immediately that morning but instead had spent time talking to employees, taking care of administrative matters, and trying to figure out exactly who was going to replace Bill. She had the distinct impression that it would be someone from the outside. Someone who wouldn’t have the same ideals as Dr. Livingston, or any other sane person for that matter.
 
   She scribbled a few things on a piece of paper and looked at her watch. It was past dinnertime. Time to go home. She stared down at the car keys in her purse. Maybe today was a good day to take the train home instead.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   The church was crowded.  It was a beautiful February morning, though it was bitterly cold. Maureen stepped out of her car.  A couple of other hospital staffers asked her to ride along with them to the funeral but she politely declined. She wanted to be alone. She didn’t want to swap happy stories or express deeply held gratitude or any of the other things that people did while trying to make themselves feel better about the death of a friend. She didn’t care if they thought she was being aloof. She missed Bill and she wasn’t ready to share her grief with anyone yet.
 
   Maureen sank into a pew near the back of the church. The ceremony went by quickly. The pastor mentioned Bill’s dedication to his country, his love of family, and a bunch of flowery, trite anecdotes that made it obvious that he really didn’t know who he was talking about.  Bill’s son gave a heartfelt, emotional eulogy, and most of the attendees were in tears by the time he was finished. Maureen sat clenching her fists, her nails digging into her palms. She hadn’t cried yet. Didn’t want to. Stoicism was her chosen path. She and Bill had worked together for almost a decade and she wasn’t ready to let go.
 
   The recessional hymn began and Bill’s children filed out behind the casket.  Bill’s eldest son was holding on to his mother tightly.  She looked devastated. Maureen knew that look.  She felt the same way when her husband passed away a decade before.  It was the kind of thing that stayed with you forever even if you managed to make your peace with it.
 
   Maureen shuffled out of the service with the rest of the mourners. Bill’s widow, Barbara, was near the front of the church.  Shockingly, she was alone.  Maureen hesitated to bother her at first; it was probably one of the few moments Barbara had to stop putting on a brave face, and Maureen didn’t want to disturb that.  But she saw Barbara waving her over, so she figured it was safe.
 
   Bill’s wife pulled Maureen into a warm hug as soon as she came over. “Thank you for coming,” she whispered. “Bill just adored you.”
 
   Maureen swallowed hard, desperately close to crying. Barbara was probably being nice but it warmed her heart to hear it.  Maureen had perhaps been liked by her colleagues, but never beloved. “I know,” she said. “How are you holding up?”
 
   Barbara’s eyes were watery. “It’s been hard. I don’t understand it. That car was almost brand new. It doesn’t make any sense.”
 
   Maureen didn’t want to press anything but figured now was the best time to do it. “Did anyone look at the car to figure out what happened?”
 
   “No,” Barbara said. “The police told me the brakes went out. I mean, what else could it have been?” She shook her head. “Sometimes these things just happen, I guess.” 
 
   “Did the cops bring you everything you asked for?  I can clear out the rest of Bill’s stuff if you want.”
 
   Barbara gave her a puzzled look. “What are you talking about?”
 
   Maureen rubbed her eyes. “They were in Bill’s office a few days ago. They told me you’d asked them to bring you some of his personal effects.”
 
   The other woman frowned. “I never said any such thing to those men. They were fairly rude, to begin with. No compassion, very cold. Like it was an inconvenience to be there. I’m lucky that one of my golf partners was at the house with me or I’d have gotten no support at all.”
 
   Maureen inhaled sharply. “Maybe I misheard them, then. Do you want me to bring you anything?  I’m sure he has quite a few items in there that have some meaning for your family.”
 
   “I’ll have one of the boys do it,” Barbara said. “Can they give you a call to arrange things?”
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   Barbara patted Maureen’s hand. “Thank you again, Maureen. Will you be coming to the luncheon in the church basement?”
 
   Her mind was running overtime, and she glanced at her watch. “No, I need to get back. I want you to know…if you ever need anything, please call me.”
 
   Barbara gave her a final hug. “That means a lot. Maybe the two of us can lunch sometime.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful,” Maureen said. “Take care of yourself. Bill was a good man. I’ll miss him.”
 
   Barbara gave her a smile as she walked away.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    Maureen hustled down the hall, checking behind her.  Good, she was alone.  She fumbled in her pocket for her keys.  She could have sworn that Bill had given her the spare key to his office a few years back.  She hurried inside her own suite and checked inside the side drawer of her desk. The key was still there, buried under a pile of long forgotten paperwork.
 
   Breathless, she ran up the stairs to Bill’s office and unlocked the door.  She shut the door behind her, gulping for air.  Maureen looked around and almost kicked herself. How could she have failed to notice that almost everything in Bill’s office was untouched?  Had the shock of the news distracted her that much? Or had the cops just been that good at keeping her off her game?
 
   She moved over to his desk, shuffling some papers around, then glanced at a picture of him and his family on a ski vacation in Colorado. Maureen bit her lip. He really was a decent man.  A kind boss, a fair administrator…everything he learned in the military and throughout his career taught him that being reasonable but demanding produced positive results.
 
    She noticed one of the drawers in Bill’s file cabinet was ajar. She pulled it open. It was empty, save for one tabbed divider. “Notes on Patient Files,” it read. Bill had a habit of keeping detailed narratives on the more troublesome cases that came through the door, though he wasn’t required to do it. When she tried to shut it again, it wouldn’t close. The lock was broken. She tried to open the other drawers, but with one drawer open, they wouldn’t budge. 
 
   It didn’t matter.  The authorities had what they wanted.
 
   “Fuck,” Maureen whispered.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   Caroline
 
   June
 
    
 
   They made the long, scenic drive to upstate New York early that morning, stopping at the Baseball Hall of Fame. Marguerite and Sophie were very excited since it was the first year they were able to go to camp together. Caroline was happy for them. They were finally turning the corner with regard to their sorrow, but their mother felt pretty bummed at the prospect of not seeing them for the next two and a half months. 
 
   They were spending the night in Cooperstown, which was about two hundred miles from the camp Marguerite and Sophie were attending in the Adirondacks. Caroline could have sprung for airfare, but she appreciated having a few extra days of quality time with her daughters before dropping them off for the extended summer session. They had a few unbreakable rules when they were in the car: no electronics, very limited radio, all chat. It worked well for Caroline and Marguerite the first couple of years Mo went to camp; one year they stopped in New York City for a Broadway show, even though it was far out of the way. It was worth it for the quality time they got to spend together. Nick and Sophie always stayed behind; that was Mo and mommy bonding time.
 
   Caroline watched the girls bounding through the exhibits at the Hall of Fame. She took great interest in the All-American Girls Professional Baseball League exhibit, even though she felt it was a little small. The Ebbets Field façade, the other antique items - Caroline had forgotten how cool the Hall of Fame was. How cool Cooperstown was. Set on a lake, surrounded by trees…it was really in the middle of nowhere. Rural New York was such a beautiful place. Almost like the Midwest.
 
   They were strolling through the postseason exhibit when Marguerite doubled back and put her arm around Caroline’s waist.
 
   “So where’s all the Cubs stuff?” she asked.
 
   “Be nice to your mother.” Caroline tweaked Marguerite’s ear. “I don’t see a lot of Nationals stuff here.”
 
   “You can admit your secret Red Sox devotion,” Marguerite said. “I’ve seen all those jerseys you have hidden in the basement closet.”
 
   “I reveal nothing.” Caroline straightened up. “Although I’ve noticed that Orioles hat in your bedroom. You’re one to talk.”
 
   Marguerite laughed. “I like you, mom.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “Good to hear.”
 
   “Are you going to miss us?” Marguerite asked.
 
   “I will, sweetheart. Very, very much.” She stopped walking and gave Mo a big hug, knowing that since there weren’t many people around she wouldn’t mind. Mo was considerate enough to hug her back. Caroline saw Sophie a few feet ahead of them lingering near the end of the hall. “I think we’re almost done here. Want to go get something to eat?”
 
   “Sure. But I want to get a Senators cap before we leave. To appease you.”
 
   Caroline kissed the side of her eldest daughter’s head. She’d been able to instill a good sense of historical perspective in her eleven year old. “You might even be able to goad me into paying for it if you’re nice to me,” she said. “Let’s catch up with your sister and get some food.” 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   They settled into a booth at a quiet American style restaurant along the lake.  Caroline and Marguerite swapped gift shop purchases; while Caroline gleefully purchased a Senators hat for Marguerite, her daughter shelled out for a throwback navy blue Cubs hat with the Cubbie Bear holding a bat. It had always been one of Caroline’s favorite old sports logos.  Sophie decided on a Brooklyn Dodgers cap since she loved all the Jackie Robinson memorabilia they’d seen. Caroline promised the girls she’d keep all their items safe until after they returned from camp.
 
   After they ordered, Marguerite turned to her mother.
 
   “So, what are you going to do when we’re gone?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, you know,” Caroline said. “Throw some keggers, work on my meth lab, hang out with other kids to make you jealous, that sort of thing.”
 
   Sophie, who was seated next to Caroline, snuggled closer to her mother. “Really, mommy. We don’t want you to be lonely.”
 
   Caroline was touched by their concern. “I won’t be. I have a job, you know. There will be plenty for me to do before the summer recess comes and we can spend the rest of our vacation together.”
 
   “Planning on spending any time with anyone special in the meantime?” Marguerite asked.
 
   She stiffened. “Excuse me?”
 
   Marguerite glanced at Sophie, who was smiling. “We thought with all that free time, you might want to have someone maybe make you dinner once or twice a week. Since you can’t be counted on to properly feed yourself.”
 
   She relaxed. “You mean Jack?”
 
   Marguerite grinned. “Yeah.”
 
   “He’s a good friend,” Caroline said.
 
   “He’s good at reading stories,” Sophie observed.
 
   Caroline had listened in one night as Jack put Sophie to bed. He read her a book in such a theatrical tone that Caroline never would have known it was him if she hadn’t been standing outside the room. She wondered why he’d never settled down. He was much better with children than she would have thought.
 
   “I-” She wasn’t sure how to play this.
 
   Marguerite gave her mother a sympathetic look. “You’ve been a lot different this year. The last few months, I mean.”
 
   Caroline looked across the restaurant. It wasn’t that crowded. It would probably be a while before their food arrived. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to have this conversation with her children in public. Or at all, frankly. 
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   Now Marguerite looked uncomfortable. “You’re not as sad.”
 
   She rubbed her forehead, thinking of how much she’d forced her daughters to put up with during the past sixteen months. “I’m sorry I was so useless last year.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I just-” 
 
   Caroline blinked rapidly. “I still miss your father very much.”
 
   Marguerite sniffled. “I miss him too.”
 
   Shit. She didn’t want to bring her children to tears the day before they were all going to be separated. There were going to be plenty of emotions flowing freely the next afternoon. Caroline could feel Sophie burrowing in closer to her shoulder.
 
   “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this now,” she said.
 
   “Maybe you’re right.” Marguerite wiped her eyes. “I’m going to miss you, mom. Will you be okay without us for two months?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   Sophie poked her head up. “Are you sure?”
 
   Caroline kissed her forehead. “I’m more worried about you. Are you nervous about camp?”
 
   “Kinda,” she whispered. “I won’t know anyone.”
 
   “Your sister will show you around. Right, Mo?”
 
   Marguerite smiled at her younger sibling with genuine affection. “Sure thing, Feef.” She turned to her mother. “I’m getting paid for this, right?”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “No values whatsoever,” she said to Marguerite. “None.”
 
   Marguerite gave her a cheeky look. “Must be genetic.”
 
   Caroline saw the waiter coming over to their table with the food and was immensely grateful for the distraction. “Time to eat.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   It was a beautiful June afternoon. The sun was reflecting on the lake.  All around them, girls were saying their last goodbyes to their mothers and fathers for at least the next four weeks. Several sets of parents recognized Caroline and came over to give her their regards. Mo and Feef thought it was hysterical, and told Caroline after the adults had left that those grownups wouldn’t like Representative Gerard nearly as much if they knew her the way her children did. And then they laughed at their own old joke, which should have gotten tired a long time ago but had stayed funny.
 
   Feef had a couple of tears running down her cheeks but was being very, very brave. Probably because she’d been told that in just a few minutes, her sister would be allowed to escort her to her cabin.
 
   “Be good, Feef.” Caroline enveloped Sophie in a fierce hug, trying not to cry. “You’re my favorite munchkin. I’ll miss you so much. But you’re going to have fun. You’ll see.”
 
   Sophie sniffled. “What if no one likes me?”
 
   “Plenty of people will like you,” Marguerite interjected. “Bribery. That’s the key.”
 
   “Hush,” Caroline said. “She doesn’t need to learn about bribery until she’s at least nine.”
 
   Marguerite poked her little sister in the ribs. “My turn.” She reached in to hug Caroline. “I’ll miss you. Don’t read my diary while I’m gone.”
 
   “You have a diary?” Caroline asked.
 
   “I have said too much,” Marguerite said.
 
   Caroline laughed. “Don’t worry. I didn’t hear anything you just said. Does it have a lock?”
 
   Marguerite laughed too. “I’m not telling you anything.”
 
   “I wouldn’t expect you to.” She knew that Mo told her far more than most of her friends told their own mothers.  It made Caroline feel good, but also made her wary. She’d never been sure as to how well she maintained proper parent-child boundaries. Caroline had most typically played the role of good cop when it came to discipline. The girls seemed to be doing okay so she tried not to dwell on it too much.
 
   Marguerite leaned into her mother’s ear, breaking Caroline out of her daydream. “If you aren’t dating Jack by the time we get back from camp, I’m going to be hugely disappointed in you.”
 
   She lifted her head up. “What?”
 
   Marguerite pulled back, smiling. “Have a great summer, mom. I’ll write you every day. Mostly so you’ll send me cookies.”
 
   She regarded her eldest daughter warily. “Did you just say what I think you said?”
 
   Marguerite kissed her mother’s cheek, pretending she hadn’t heard her. “I’ll keep an eye on Soph. I promise.”
 
   Caroline gave each of her daughters one more huge hug, then walked back to her car, waving goodbye as she settled into the driver’s seat. Sophie was waving back at her, still looking a little overwhelmed. She got out of the vehicle and blew her youngest daughter a giant, almost vulgar kiss, which made her laugh.
 
   Marguerite was giving her a puckish look. Caroline was mystified by her self-confidence, but proud nonetheless. Her first born child was being much too understanding about this entire situation and Caroline hadn’t even told her all that much.
 
   She wondered whether Sophie felt the same way Marguerite did. Or if they knew something. But they couldn’t. There was nothing to know. Which was what she kept telling herself as she drove down the long, scenic back roads on her way back to the interstate that would take her back to Maryland. Caroline was suddenly dreading the lengthy journey home. She would have many, many hours in the car to spend far too long reflecting upon Mo’s parting words.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline sat at her dresser after she got home the next evening. She had tossed and turned most of the previous night in a stiff, uncomfortable Syracuse hotel bed, and the remaining drive back to Maryland left her restless.
 
   She picked up the picture next to her jewelry box. It was her favorite photo from the day she and Nicky were married. They were both grinning madly at the camera, thrilled that they were finally taking that next step in their lives. They had considered videotaping their ceremony and ultimately decided against it, but it didn’t matter…Caroline remembered every minute of it.
 
   She caressed the photo then set it back down, holding up her left hand. When Nicky was alive, she always took her rings off before going to bed. But after the accident she left them on, except when they needed a good cleaning. Her left ring finger always looked empty without them. 
 
   Caroline let out a ragged breath. She remembered their first date, the first time Nicky said he loved her, the proposal, the wedding, the nights they’d made Marguerite and Sophie, the laughter, the life they’d shared together. 
 
   She slid the rings off her finger. They would belong to Marguerite and Sophie someday. If they wanted them.
 
   “I love you, Nicky,” she whispered. “I always will. I know you understand.”
 
   Caroline put the rings in the box and shut it, caressing the design carved on the outside. She stood up, wiped her face, and went into the bathroom to remove her makeup. As she crawled into the cavernous king sized bed she gazed once more at the wedding photo on the dresser, then shut off the light and went to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   Caroline
 
   June
 
    
 
   Summer reared its hot and humid head during the first few days of June, and Caroline hurried back inside Rayburn to get out of the sticky air. She’d been avoiding Jack over the past few days, and he’d noticed. She went down to Jack’s office that evening with some reservations. Ever since he confessed his feelings and they shared that kiss, she’d become very confused. But she knew she had to face him eventually and face whatever decision she had to make. Although she was deeply afraid of making the wrong one. 
 
   Friendship was safe. Secure. Straightforward. High romance, especially with a man like Jack, was much more than she thought she was ready to handle, to say nothing of the struggles that would come with dating a member of the opposition party whom she saw almost every day. She hated that her life had become so complicated in such a short amount of time.
 
   It was late and it was already dark outside. The door to his office was open and she entered without fanfare. He was the only one still there. Jack was at his desk doing something on his computer. He smiled when he saw her.
 
   “Hey, stranger,” he said.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “How was camp drop-off?”
 
   “A lot of tears.”
 
   “How many were from Marguerite and Sophie?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Very few.”
 
   He strolled over to the couch and sat down. “Let’s catch up.” 
 
   She took the seat next to him. They sat silently for a few moments.
 
   “You’re not wearing your wedding rings anymore,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline gave him a self-conscious look. “One day I guess I forgot to put them on.”
 
   “So, pure coincidence?”
 
   She rubbed the small indentation where the rings had atrophied the muscles on her finger. “I don’t know.” She couldn’t look at him. “Maybe it’s time for me to move on.”
 
   He opened his mouth to say something then looked at his own hands, which were clenched in his lap.
 
   This was much too awkward, and Caroline didn’t care for it.
 
   “Doing anything interesting this weekend?” she asked.
 
   “Not really. A couple of constituent events, I think. Why?”
 
   “Christine is having a big kickoff fundraiser in downtown Philadelphia.”
 
   “I might have heard about that. I’d forgotten. Are you going?”
 
   “Yes. I might even give her money too. It seems rude to go and mooch off her.”
 
   “She’s going to let you in without the standard toll?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “I get away with a lot.”
 
   Jack laughed too. “After only knowing Christine for a few months, I’m still trying to figure that one out.”
 
   “I assume it’s my intimidating presence and tough exterior, which happens to counter her cheery disposition,” she said.
 
   He smiled. “I think you have that backwards.” 
 
   “Are you going to her fundraiser?” Caroline asked.
 
   “I wasn’t planning on it. I’m not entirely sure Representative Sullivan likes me that much.”
 
   She didn’t. Christine had made that perfectly clear on multiple occasions when Jack wasn’t around. Caroline had been careful not to tell Christine too much about what she was feeling for Jack, even though she felt guilty about it. She normally told her best friend almost everything and she knew that Christine had some pretty strong suspicions about the way she had been acting lately. But she wasn’t about to confirm Jack’s hunch.
 
   “She doesn’t know you,” Caroline said. “Chrissy has a hard time warming up to people. It took her a while before she even decided it was okay to like me.”
 
   “Well, maybe her judgment isn’t all that bad. She certainly has good taste in best friends.” Jack’s posture relaxed. “It’s nice that you’re going to a Republican fundraiser. Catching any flak for it?”
 
   “I still haven’t heard the end of it after voting for Bob. I’m trying to keep this appearance discreet, if you catch my meaning.”
 
   “So you wouldn’t want to do anything splashy?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Wouldn’t want to make a big speech renouncing all your liberal leanings and accepting the beauty of supply side economics?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said.
 
   “Wouldn’t want to get drunk and slosh around on one of the tables behaving inappropriately with a giant elephant?”
 
   She laughed. “No.”
 
   “What if it was an inflatable donkey?”
 
   Caroline laughed again. “Still no.”
 
   “What about dancing seductively with one of the busboys as the night came to a close?”
 
   She smacked his arm. “No,” she said firmly, but the laughter was still in her eyes.
 
   His next question was slow to come. “What about going to the fundraiser with me?” 
 
   She stared at him. “Really?”
 
   “It might cause a splash, though. A little one. But we can be unobtrusive about it.”
 
   “You’re serious.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You mean like…a date?”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be a date.”
 
   “Then what would it be?”
 
   “Two friends spending time together.”
 
   “And that’s it?”
 
   “Would you want more than that?” 
 
   She knew what he wanted. Despite her reservations, Caroline put her hand on his thigh. “I don’t know.”
 
   He gave her a reassuring smile. “It doesn’t have to be more than that. But I wouldn’t mind if you stayed at my place. In a guest room,” he added. 
 
   Caroline removed her hand and leaned back. “I don’t know if we should do this.”
 
   Jack turned to face her. “Caroline, nothing has to happen. You know how I feel about you. And if you don’t want more than friendship, that’s fine. We can spend some time together over the weekend with no expectations. I mean that.”
 
   She rubbed her eyes. “Christine is going to have a complete meltdown when I tell her I’m not staying with her.”
 
   “Think of a creative excuse.”
 
   Easier said than done, but she could try. “Okay,” she said. 
 
   This was not a good idea. She had no clue why she had agreed to it. Jack must have sensed something because he lifted up her hand and kissed the back of it, looking her straight in the eyes. 
 
   “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, sweetheart.”
 
   “I want to.” And she did, despite her common sense screaming out in opposition. “But you’d better give me good directions to your house because I get lost very easily.”
 
   Jack was already at his computer. “I’m on it.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline stood at the balcony overlooking the entryway, waiting for him. She smoothed her little black dress nervously, hoping all the wrinkles were gone. She knew she should have laid it on the backseat instead of putting it in the garment bag with the rest of her clothes. That would have been the logical thing to do, but in her haste to leave it slipped her mind. Now she was going to be self-conscious all night.
 
   She could hear Jack moving around in the formal living room and he soon came out into the foyer and smiled up at her. He was wearing a crisp black tuxedo, impeccably tailored. His silver hair was perfectly parted and his eyes shone with happiness at the sight of her. He was holding a jewelry box in his hand. Caroline walked down the stairs to greet him.
 
   He took her hands and kissed her on the cheek. “You look dazzling, Caroline.”
 
   Maybe the dress looked all right. “Thanks.”
 
   “Still working on that compliments thing, aren’t you?”
 
   “Fighting the good fight, as always.”
 
   “I’ll have to help you with that.” He handed her the velvet box. “I got you a little something.”
 
   She opened it up. Inside was a diamond solitaire necklace that complemented the set of small studs she was wearing. To the untrained eye the chain looked silver, but Caroline knew platinum when she saw it. The diamond hanging from the chain was significantly larger than the setting on the engagement ring Nicky had given her, and that had been over a carat in size. 
 
   Caroline stared down at the necklace, unable to speak. She snapped her mouth shut, aware that it was hanging open. Her hand trembled slightly. She had to stop gawking at it, but it was gorgeous. It was more than a little something. This was a wickedly expensive gift.
 
   “I took a chance that you wouldn’t bring too much jewelry,” Jack confessed. “You seem to stick to earrings most of the time.”
 
   She wondered what else he’d been noticing about her. “You’re right,” she said. “I guess I’m too lazy to properly accessorize in the mornings.”
 
   He took the box from her. “May I?”
 
   “Of course.” She turned around so that her back was to him. He lightly touched her neck, brushing his fingers at the few stray hairs below her chignon, making sure they wouldn’t get caught in the delicate chain. He fastened the solitaire around her neck, kissing her where the clasp lay against her skin. She looked down at the round cut diamond, then spun to face him.
 
   “It’s beautiful, Jack. Thank you.”
 
   He took her free hand in his. “I don’t want you to think I expect anything from you because of this. But I wanted to show you how much the past few months have meant to me. I truly, deeply appreciate your friendship. I never thought I’d meet a woman like you.”
 
   Caroline blushed. “There you go with those compliments again.”
 
   She didn’t know what made her do it. They’d shared a couple of relatively innocuous kisses, almost pecks. Okay, maybe one not very innocuous kiss and that other one, the one that made her weak at the knees. The one she dreamt about every night for the past couple of weeks. That one. But she wanted more than that. And he was such an incredibly sexy man. Without wasting too much time dwelling on it, she leaned in and kissed him. 
 
   He responded more quickly than she had anticipated, cupping her face in one hand and drawing her body closer with the other. His tongue teased seductively at her lips and she opened her mouth, letting him explore and taste her. Her black clutch slipped out of her hand onto the floor. Jack intertwined his hands with hers, pushing her up against the wall. He pressed his body against hers and she could feel him starting to get excited. 
 
   They stood exchanging long kisses for several minutes. Caroline desperately wanted to run her fingers through his hair but she didn’t want to take her hands away from his. His cologne was intoxicating. They teased each other with their hips, their hands clasped tightly together, kissing deeply until they were both out of breath.
 
   Finally Caroline came up for air. “I think we might have wrecked my lipstick. You’re wearing most of it now.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Is it a flattering color?”
 
   She picked up her clutch and took a Kleenex out, dabbing at his lips until she heard the doorbell ring. “Is that our ride?”
 
   “Probably.” He sounded a little disappointed, but leaned in and kissed her cheek before answering the door. “Go reapply your lipstick so we can kiss it off again.”
 
   “If we do that we’re never going to get to that fundraiser. I’ll fix it in the car. Let’s go.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline and Jack entered the ballroom. His hand was on the small of her back. That was nice. Not nearly as nice as the kissing, but comforting. 
 
   He turned to her. “I’ll get us some drinks. Moscato, I assume?”
 
   “Am I that predictable?”
 
   “Predictable, but delightful nonetheless.”
 
   She beamed at him. “Moscato sounds perfect.”
 
   Jack started walking toward the bar. Caroline barely had a chance to orient herself and start people watching when she felt a yank on her arm.
 
   “What are you doing?” Christine’s crisp voice was even more brittle than usual.
 
   “I’m supporting your Senate campaign. At least, that’s what I assume I’m doing. I’m not helping you launder money, am I?”
 
   “Don’t be coy,” Christine said, still gripping Caroline’s upper arm. “What are you doing here with him?”
 
   Caroline laughed uneasily. “Well, um, I suppose it’s a date. We didn’t really talk about that, but-” 
 
   “Are you nuts?”
 
   Any direct response to that question would be entirely too unladylike. Caroline wriggled free from Christine’s grasp. “I told him I was coming here tonight and he offered to escort me.”
 
   “This is why you said you wouldn’t need our guest room, isn’t it?” Christine covered her mouth with her hand. “You’re staying with him, aren’t you?”
 
   Caroline bit her tongue. She really didn’t want to get into anything with Christine. Not at her big fundraiser. “Yes, I am. In one of his guest bedrooms,” she added.
 
   Christine’s eyes drifted down to the large diamond around Caroline’s neck. “He gave you that, didn’t he?”
 
   “He might have.” Caroline decided to poke back a little. “You don’t like it? Is it too small for your taste?”
 
   Christine scowled at her, unaware of the looks she was getting from new arrivals. “What are you thinking?” she whispered harshly.
 
   “Chrissy, calm down. People are staring. Didn’t you plan this fundraiser to convince donors you’re warm and approachable?”
 
   “Don’t change the subject,” Christine snapped, but she made a concerted effort to relax her frown. “He’s bad news, Punky. Bad, bad news.” She took another moment to compose herself. “I don’t want him here.”
 
   “He just wrote you a giant check. I’d hate to tell him to rip it up.” Caroline found Christine’s behavior unsurprising but frustrating. “What’s the big deal, anyway?”
 
   “I know you’ve been spending a lot of time with him since January, and he’s met the girls, he’s had dinner with us, whatever. I can’t tell you whether it was a good idea to let this man get to know your children. Maybe I should have said something to you sooner. But he’s only got one thing on his mind.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “He’s trying to get in your pants.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Isn’t that what most men try to do with women?”
 
   “He’s a user, Caroline.”
 
   “I think you’re wrong. So what if he wants to sleep with me?” Caroline tried not to sound insulted. “It’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”
 
   Christine’s tone was disapproving. “Do you know how many women he’s had in greater Philadelphia?”
 
   “Really, Chrissy. You sound like a prude.”
 
   “I do not. You deserve better than being a notch on his bedpost.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s how he feels about me.”
 
   Christine looked over Caroline’s shoulder at Jack, who was still at the bar. “I don’t trust him,” she declared. “I don’t trust his intentions, his motivations, anything about him. He is up to no good.”
 
   Caroline shook her head. “You’re being overly dramatic.”
 
   “Do you know why I was so upset at you about the way you acted during the campaign? Because I didn’t want you to behave in a manner that was beneath you. It doesn’t mean that what you said about him was false. Everything I’ve ever heard about him proves that what you said during that speech was the truth.”
 
   “What a terrible thing to say. You don’t even know him. And neither did I when I said those things.”
 
   “You don’t know him now. At all.”
 
   “You need to stop being so cynical.”
 
   Christine sighed. “Caroline, I know enough about him to know what’s going on here. You need to stay far away from that man. He’s only going to hurt you.”
 
   Caroline turned and looked over at Jack, who was now walking toward them with drinks in his hands. She leaned toward Christine’s ear, not wanting to give her emotions away to anyone else. Especially not Jack. Not yet. 
 
   “Chrissy, I like him. Being with him makes me feel good. For the first time in a long time, I feel happy. Can’t you let me enjoy it?”
 
   Christine put her arm around Caroline’s neck in a half hug. It was a gesture she’d almost never extend to anyone while in public, not even Tom or her daughters. 
 
   “I don’t want you to get hurt,” she said softly.
 
   “I know.” Caroline returned the hug. “But you’re going to have to let me make my own choices.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can.”
 
   “Can you pretend to be nice to him tonight? For me?”
 
   Christine caught another glimpse of the necklace Caroline was wearing and inhaled sharply. “Only for you.” She looked over Caroline’s shoulder and flashed a smile that only her friends and family would know was fake. “Hello, John.”
 
   Caroline resisted the urge to smack her. What a fucking politician. But at least Christine was trying. For now.
 
   Jack handed Caroline a wine glass. “Your Moscato, my lady.” He leaned over to kiss Christine’s cheek and greeted her warmly. “Hi, Christine.”
 
   He wouldn’t have caught it, but Caroline saw the surprise in Christine’s eyes. 
 
   “Thank you for coming,” Christine told him. 
 
   “It was my pleasure,” Jack said. “I was lucky enough to have a very wonderful woman accompany me. And, please call me Jack.”
 
   The look on Christine’s face made it plain that he would still be John for the remainder of the evening, if not longer. Caroline knew she wouldn’t stay with them long and sure enough, Christine started reading the crowd for familiar faces. 
 
   “If you two will excuse me, I’ve got to go pimp myself out for more money.” She kissed Caroline on the cheek and whispered in her ear. “Just be careful, Punky.”
 
   She gave Christine a quick peck. “Go be charming to your guests, Congresswoman.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline leaned back in the limo and Jack put his arm around her. 
 
   “That went well,” he said. “Right?”
 
   She patted his knee. “Sure.”
 
   “I must say, I got a weird vibe from Christine tonight.”
 
   She couldn’t help but let out a bitter laugh. Christine’s efforts to be nicer to Jack faded as the fundraiser dragged on. “More so than usual?”
 
   “Yes. Have I done something to offend her?”
 
   Caroline had never been one to bullshit anyone, at least when it came to the important stuff. She was well capable of it but it was one of her least attractive traits. And she wasn’t going to behave that way with Jack. Not anymore. 
 
   “She doesn’t trust you,” she said.
 
   Jack coughed. “Why?”
 
   “She thinks you’re, well, a-”
 
   “Millionaire playboy?”
 
   Caroline reflexively moved away from him, resting her elbows on her knees. “That’s not the way I would phrase it.” 
 
   “I’m sorry, Caroline.” He closed the gap between them and put his hand on her back. “I shouldn’t have said that. I take it she thinks I’m using you.”
 
   “Basically.”
 
   “I do have a piss poor track record when it comes to relationships. As in never being able to maintain one. And yes, I’ve used a lot of women.”
 
   “She thinks you’re going to hurt me.”
 
   “I probably will.”
 
   Caroline stared at him.
 
   “I don’t mean intentionally,” Jack said. “But I’ll probably do something I’ll regret because I don’t know any better. I don’t know how to treat women properly.”
 
   “You seem to be doing okay so far.”
 
   “You’re different.”
 
   “You mean I’m not young, blond, and Republican?” Which seemed to be his type, from what Caroline could gather.
 
   He chuckled. “I’ve sometimes dated women who are age appropriate for me, Caroline. Even women with dark hair, on occasion.”
 
   “Pictures or it didn’t happen.”
 
   Jack rubbed her shoulder. “You’re an amazing person. Someone who deserves only the best, no matter the circumstances. And one of my biggest fears about all of this is that I am going to hurt you and break your heart.”
 
   “Did you invite me to stay with you this weekend to get me to sleep with you?”
 
   “No.” He hesitated. “Although I’m not going to turn you down if that’s what you want. You’re an incredibly attractive woman.”
 
   “If we go forward with this it’s going to change a lot of things. For both of us.” She shivered although it wasn’t cold and Jack took off his suit jacket and put it around her shoulders. His affectionate behavior wasn’t helping her rationalize her way out of what she felt was inevitably going to happen. 
 
   “I’m willing to take that risk,” he said. “Aren’t you?”
 
   “I didn’t think I’d be ready for this so soon. I don’t know if I’m making the right decision.”
 
   “Nothing has to happen tonight, sweetheart. If that’s what it takes for you to trust me, we can go as slow as you want.”
 
   She wasn’t sure if taking it slow was the best route, either. She found herself imagining all sorts of scandalous things when she was around him and every muscle in her body was ready to pounce. But it still felt wrong. 
 
   “I do trust you.” Maybe saying it would convince her subconscious that the statement was true.
 
   Jack smiled broadly. “Good.”
 
   “And I really enjoy spending time with you, talking to you, being around you,” Caroline said. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea for us to mess with that.”
 
   “So you didn’t like kissing me?”
 
   She scooted toward him. “I might have liked it a little.”
 
   “So did I.” He wrapped his arm around her again and she leaned back against him. 
 
   She didn’t want to hurt his feelings but needed to confess her fears. “I don’t have casual relationships, Jack. If that’s what you’re after, I don’t think we’ll be able to work this out. I don’t just fall into bed with people.”
 
   He turned to her and tipped her chin up until she was looking him in the eyes. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life, Caroline. Things I’m not proud of. I’ll probably continue to be an asshole who does terrible things to people. But I feel something for you I’ve never felt before. I want to see where it leads. You make me want to be a better human being. And I hope you’re willing to give me the chance to be the man I know you need me to be.”
 
   She sat there stunned, not knowing what to say. From his tone of voice, she had half expected him to say he was in love with her. But he barely knew her. Men like him didn’t fall in love with women like her. Maybe infatuation or lust, but not much more than that. 
 
   “Okay,” she whispered, as the limo made the turn down the long, winding drive that led to his residence. The rational part of her was rapidly losing out to the impetuous side. “Let’s try.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   Caroline
 
   June
 
    
 
   They were sitting on the couch in his living room. His very formal, very white living room. Based on what she’d seen so far, Caroline was willing to bet a significant amount of money that children had never set foot in his house.
 
   “It’s been a long time,” she said to Jack. She was very tense. “I’m afraid I might have forgotten my technique.” 
 
   Which, in her opinion, wasn’t all that advanced to begin with. Nick had never been all that picky and she’d generally just been happy to get laid.
 
   “It’s just like riding a bike,” Jack said.
 
   She wanted to make an inappropriate comment but decided against it. “I guess so.”
 
   “What were you going to say?”
 
   Caroline smiled nervously. “Well, you know that old joke about the town bicycle….”
 
   He chuckled. “Are you saying I’m the bike?”
 
   “Is there an answer to that question that won’t sound completely judgmental?”
 
   “You shouldn’t be worried,” Jack said. “The only thing that matters is that we’re together. Right here, right now. It’s just the two of us. We can be whoever or do whatever we want.”
 
   He kissed her cheek, letting his fingers drift along the nape of her neck. “What do you want?” he whispered.
 
   All her self-control flew out the window. Without thinking, Caroline said, “I want to see that bedroom of yours.”
 
   Jack took her hand and led her up the stairs. Neither one of them spoke. He brought her into his bedroom and turned to her with passion in his eyes. Could he sense her trepidation?
 
   He caressed her cheek. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured. She closed her eyes and leaned in closer, hoping he’d move his hands to other parts of her body. But she was terrified of the other feelings that might arouse in her.
 
   Jack began nipping at her neck as he slid his suit jacket off her shoulders, tossing it on a chair. “I want to make you feel good. Do all the things for you that you’ve been missing. Touch you the way you want to be touched. Make you shudder and tremble and moan. But I’m not going to do anything you don’t want me to do, understand?”
 
   The fiery promise in his voice caused her heartbeat to speed up. “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   Caroline stepped back and touched his face. Jack leaned in and started to kiss her neck again. He buried his face in her cleavage and she moaned. She was very glad that she was wearing a dress that showed a bit more skin than she normally preferred. She weaved her fingers through his hair and encouraged him to keep going. 
 
   Jack ran his hands down the length of her dress, nuzzling her through the smooth material as he worked his way down until he was on his knees. He gazed up at her with a boyish innocence in his eyes, and Caroline tilted her head back. He lifted up the hem of her dress and saw her garter belt. She’d put it on just in case. She was no femme fatale and the garters were not particularly easy to deal with, but they did make her feel sexy. 
 
   Jack grinned devilishly. “I love these.” 
 
   He tugged at one of the garters attached to her thigh highs, then released it. It snapped back into place and Caroline moaned again. He shifted his position and she could feel his breath on the most sensitive part of her body as he began nuzzling her through her satin panties. 
 
   “Oh, sweet Jesus,” she mumbled, and Jack let out a small laugh. 
 
   She ran her hand through his hair again, urging him on. He brought his hands up her legs and started teasing her, oblivious to the encumbrance of her underwear. It was driving her crazy. She was about to take them off herself until he leaned in to kiss her clit. The combination of his breath, his tongue, his mouth and his fingers over the material was almost unbearable. 
 
   “You’re already wet,” he said in a surprised tone. “And all for me.”
 
   Her knees grew weak. How could he do that, make her lose control simply by using his voice? Jack could sense that she was losing her balance and rose to his feet, gripping her hands firmly. 
 
   “Are you okay, sweetheart?”
 
   She swayed into him, unbelievably turned on. Her entire body was trembling. “I think so. You definitely know what you’re doing.”
 
   “I could do this to you all night,” he whispered. 
 
   Jack cradled her head in his hands and kissed her hard, his tongue expertly finding hers. He turned her around until she was up against the wall and kissed her until she could barely take it anymore. She was frantically grabbing at his shirt, his tie, his suspenders. Pawing at his back and neck, anything she could hold on to in order to bring him closer to her. He spread her legs apart with his knee and leaned into her, taking his cue. She grabbed his ass and pushed herself into him until he unexpectedly pulled back.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said breathlessly. “I promised you that I’d ask before I kissed you again.”
 
   Caroline was having a hard time concentrating. “I - what?”
 
   “I said I’d-” 
 
   “I heard you.” Her mind came back into focus. “We kissed right before we left for the fundraiser. Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I do. And you were the one who kissed me. Remember?”
 
   “Now you’re concerned about propriety? After everything you just did to me?”
 
   Jack eyed her up and down. “Yes.”
 
   Caroline grabbed his tie. “Oh, shut up and put your tongue back in my mouth.”
 
   Jack kissed her again as she began to loosen his tie. She was groping at his shirt; her hands were shaking and she was having tremendous difficulty keeping them still long enough to undo the small buttons. 
 
   She broke their kiss. “Damn it. Why the fuck is your shirt so complicated?”
 
   “Such coarse language from such a beautiful lady. You can rip it off if you want.” 
 
   Caroline fumbled with the buttons. “Like I’m going to ruin an expensive piece of clothing. Screw it.” She trailed her fingers up his neck and through his hair before pulling him closer to her. “I’ll figure it out later.”
 
   His suspenders were much easier to pull down. Caroline could feel his smooth muscles through his dress shirt as they exchanged long, delicious kisses. She moaned against Jack’s mouth and he stepped back from their embrace. He unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall to the floor, then pulled his white undershirt over his head with ease.
 
   Caroline gaped at his chest and arms. He worked out. A lot. She was trying to figure out when he found the time to do it. He was arguably the best looking man in his forties she’d ever seen. She trailed a finger down his abdomen.
 
   “You should have taken your shirt off months ago,” she said. “I would have slept with you so much sooner.”
 
   “That’s what I like to hear.” He pushed her against the wall again. She wrapped her leg around him, pulling him even closer.
 
   “Stop talking,” Caroline said, still distracted.
 
   “Someone’s pretty bossy.” Jack brought his mouth to hers. “And eager. I wonder what for.” 
 
   She could feel his cock, hard as a rock, against her hip. Even through his pants she could sense his size, and she gasped.
 
   He pulled back from her. “Do you want me to stop?”
 
   She giggled softly. “No. But I discovered that you aren’t compensating for anything with your giant house and fancy cars.”
 
   He looked down at the bulge in his groin, bringing her hand down to touch it. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   She wanted to find out as quickly as possible. Caroline dropped to her knees, eyeing his zipper. Jack tipped her chin up.
 
   “No,” he said. “Tonight is about you.”
 
   She wanted to argue with him. She really did. She wanted to rip off his pants and let him know exactly how she wanted the night to progress. But he yanked her to her feet and kissed her again, and somehow she lost her train of thought.
 
   “You,” he repeated.
 
   Jack caressed her breasts through her dress and smiled silkily as her nipples grew hard. He kissed her chest again, working his way back down. 
 
   “Your clothing is in my way,” he said in a muffled voice.
 
   “You should probably do something about that, then,” she whispered, kissing the top of his head.
 
   “Tell me to stop and I’ll stop.” Jack pulled her toward the bed. “But I really want us both naked, as soon as possible.”
 
   He turned her around and began kissing her shoulders. A shiver ran down her spine and she felt desire continuing to pool inside of her. It had been so long since she’d been touched like this. She missed it. Caroline realized she’d never quite been touched like this before, or at least had never reacted this way. 
 
   I’m in way over my head here, she thought.
 
   And as Jack began to unzip her dress and trail kisses down her back, she discovered that she didn’t really care.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   A soothing hand was stroking her hair, tucking it behind her ear. She opened her eyes.
 
   “Hello, sweetheart,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline yawned. “Did I fall asleep?”
 
   “Just for a little bit. Did I wear you out?”
 
   She looked at the clock on the nightstand. “It is pretty late.” 
 
   “So I didn’t wear you out?”
 
   She smiled. “Maybe a little.”
 
   He pulled her into his arms. “I know you think you were out of practice but if that was you knocking the rust off, I think we’re going to be just fine.” 
 
   “That was C-plus work, tops,” she said.
 
   “Then I’d love to see your A game.” Jack kissed her nose. “Did you enjoy yourself?”
 
   Caroline snuggled into his neck. “Absolutely.”
 
   He started nuzzling her cheek. “You talk in your sleep. Did you know that?”
 
   She toyed with his hair. “Unfortunately, I am very aware of that habit. What did I say?”
 
   “I’m not telling.”
 
   “It wasn’t bad, was it?” She didn’t talk in her sleep that often, but her sleepytime ramblings almost always involved saying something that wasn’t meant to come out. Or so she had been told.
 
   “No. It was very, very good.” He kissed her. “I think you should know something. When you were asleep, I texted my chief of staff. Told him I wasn’t feeling well.”
 
   “You aren’t?”
 
   “Let me finish. I told him it was a shame that I’d have to cancel my constituent meetings, but that I simply had to spend the rest of the weekend at home. For my health, you see.”
 
   “I do see.” Caroline smiled. “Do you need someone to take care of you?”
 
   Jack pulled her on top of him. “I’m sure we can think of something therapeutic to do.”
 
   “I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make sure you’re fully recovered by Monday.” She started to kiss his chest, smiling as she rubbed up against him. “Although you seem to be doing pretty well without my assistance.”
 
   “Every little bit helps,” Jack said.
 
   “I’ll do what I can.” Caroline laughed at his physical response as she began to stroke him. “I like this.”
 
   Jack groaned as she ducked under the sheet. “I can tell.” He sank back into his pillow. “I think I’m feeling better already.”
 
   She peeked out from under the sheet. “Really?”
 
   “Yes,” Jack said. “Don’t stop, though. We don’t want a relapse.”
 
   “I think we should stay in bed just to be safe.” Caroline teased him with the tips of her fingers, kissing her way down his abdomen.
 
   “Only if you go back to what you were doing.”
 
   She licked her lips. “That can be arranged.” She dove back under the covers again. Maybe now he’d finally let her focus on him. “But I think you’ll like this next trick better.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack flopped back against the pillow, a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead.
 
   “Holy fuck,” he panted. “Wow.”
 
   “That good?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She smirked at him. “I try.”
 
   Jack rubbed his face.  “That was incredible. I never would have guessed that you could behave that way.”
 
   Caroline’s smile faded somewhat. “Huh?”
 
   Jack blanched. “I mean, I-”
 
   She tried not to laugh at his expression. “Be very, very careful what you say next.” 
 
   “You’re a talented woman,” he said. “I suppose I should have figured that it would translate to the bedroom.”
 
   “I think it’s important to maintain a proper skill set. If you like something, you should try to be good at it.”
 
   “You are. Believe me.” He traced his finger down her arm. “Do you like sex in general, or sex with me?”
 
   “Can’t it be both?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “I’ve missed this,” Caroline said quietly. “Not only the closeness of it, but I love sex. Like, really, really love sex.”
 
   “I suspected as much.”
 
   “Are you accusing me of being a horndog?”
 
   “Maybe. We’re going on, what, eighteen consecutive hours in bed?”
 
   “We had breakfast.”
 
   “More like brunch, but I still had to go downstairs and get it for you.”
 
   “I’ve been forcing this all on you?”
 
   Jack tugged the sheet down below her breasts. “Absolutely not,” he murmured. “But it’s good to know that you’re okay with spending days at a time in here alone with me.”
 
   “I do have to leave on Monday. We have this employment thing going on in Washington, you know.”
 
   “I know.” Jack looked at her thoughtfully. “You missed sex. You liked sex. Why weren’t you having sex?”
 
   Caroline blushed. “I told you. I was having it. With myself.”
 
   “Men would have been lining up to help you out with your…addiction.”
 
   “It’s not an addiction. It’s just one of my favorite hobbies.”
 
   “So why not?”
 
   “I can’t have meaningless sex. I don’t think it’s in my DNA.”
 
   “Are you really telling me that during every relationship gap, you just masturbated?”
 
   “Like a crazy woman.” Caroline grinned. “I have a very active imagination. It wasn’t that bad. Except for the lack of emotional connection. I like myself and all, but I much prefer being with someone.”
 
   “Would you consider yourself a sex fiend with a sentimental streak?”
 
   Caroline brushed the hair out of his face. “Sure.”
 
   “That’s adorable.” Jack kissed her neck. “How often did you get yourself off?”
 
   She closed her eyes. He could do magical things with his tongue. “When I was young and single? Just about every night.”
 
   “What about lately?”
 
   “Definitely every night. Sometimes more than once.”
 
   “Did you ever think about me?” he asked, teasing her breasts.
 
   “Yes,” Caroline admitted. Nearly all the damn time, if she was honest with herself. 
 
   “Good.” Jack started to kiss her stomach, then brought his head back up. “Can you show me?” he asked.
 
   She pulled the sheet back up around her. “What?”
 
   “I want to watch.”
 
   “You want to watch me jill off?” she asked, somewhat wary.
 
   He snorted. “Nice phrase. Yes.”
 
   “Right now?”
 
   Jack brought his lips to her ear. “Yes.” He yanked the sheet off of her. “Although I can’t guarantee that I’ll let you finish by yourself.”
 
   Caroline pulled back from him. “You don’t think I’ll actually do it, do you?”
 
   “Not a chance,” he said. “But I figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”
 
   She let her hands drift down her body, fully aware that his eyes were trained on her every move. “You underestimate me, Mr. McIntyre.”
 
   His eyes grew wider as she reached her pelvis. “Apparently so, Ms. Gerard. But I’m quite pleased to be wrong.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    Jack shook the box of condoms. “This is more than half empty.”
 
   “Was it unopened when we started this little adventure?”
 
   “Charming woman. Yes.”
 
   Caroline glanced at the alarm clock and discovered they were now in the wee hours of the morning. “Are we going to run out?”
 
   “We might. We have more than twenty-four hours to go.”
 
   She yawned. “If it’s all the same to you, I’m okay with a little break.”
 
   “You aren’t going to sleep, are you?”
 
   “I’m not sure I’ve slept more than fifteen minutes since I got here. Nor have you. My body needs to rest a little.”
 
   “Not used to such a vigorous workout?”
 
   “I can’t remember the last time I had this much sex.  Probably not even on my honeymoon.”
 
   “Is that okay?”
 
   “It is, but my poor cha cha has to get used to being violated on a regular basis.”
 
   Jack’s lips turned up. “Violated?”
 
   “Thoroughly ravished and fulfilled?”
 
   “Much better.”
 
   Caroline rested her head on Jack’s chest. “Are you enjoying yourself?”
 
   “I am having an exhaustively good time.” He kissed the top of her head. “I can run a bubble bath for you if you want. And give you a nice long massage.”
 
   “Full service weekend, huh?”
 
   “I’m always prepared.”
 
   Caroline stiffened, and Jack stroked her hair gently. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   She straightened up and gathered the sheet around herself, resting back against the bedframe. “Did you treat your other women this way?”
 
   Jack pulled himself up until he was sitting beside her. He looked tremendously uncomfortable. “I’m not sure I want to talk about that.”
 
   “I think we maybe need to. Don’t you?”
 
   He looked down at his hands. “I don’t want your opinion of me to change.”
 
   “Why would it?”
 
   “I don’t want you to lose respect for me.”
 
   “Jack, I would never - is it that many?”
 
   “It’s a lot.”
 
   Caroline tightened her grip on the sheet. “How many of them got bubble baths?”
 
   “I never kept any of them in here very long. When we were done, generally they left. Or I kicked them out. It wasn’t…that sort of thing.” 
 
   Which didn’t completely answer the question, but…. “Oh.”
 
   “I’m not sure I feel comfortable talking about this,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline rubbed his upper arm. “It’s okay. It’s part of who you are.”
 
   “Not a very good part, I’m afraid.”
 
   “I know you can’t change it,” she said. “But you can be honest with me about it. If you promise not to kick me out after my bubble bath.”
 
   “I would never do that.”
 
   “How many?”
 
   “I don’t really have a firm number,” Jack said.
 
   “Then guess.”
 
   “I don’t-”  
 
   Caroline put her head on his shoulder. “I won’t judge you,” she whispered. “I promise. I shouldn’t have made that joke last night.”
 
   “It wasn’t that far off the mark.” Jack not so subtly shifted his eyes away from her. “If I truly had to guess, I’d say several hundred.”
 
   She couldn’t hide her surprise. “Several hundred different women?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Any of them at the same time?”
 
   Jack smiled sardonically. “No. And I’ve never dated more than one woman at once. Although most of my flings were incredibly short. Almost all one night stands, with a number of regrettable exceptions.”
 
   “Longest relationship?”
 
   “Two or three months.”
 
   “How long ago?”
 
   “Maybe ten years.”
 
   Caroline gulped. “So it’s been a while.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Ever pay for it?”
 
   “Aside from several very poorly timed gift purchases, no.”
 
   “Full sex?”
 
   “For the most part.” Jack pulled away from her. “Or, uh, I was the recipient of certain acts.”
 
   “Well.” That explained why he was so reluctant to let her go down on him, which was odd because he seemed to enjoy it, even if he didn’t let her do it for very long. He was practically broadcasting his disgust at himself and his past behavior. “Wow.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have told you.”
 
   “No,” she said. “I’m glad you did. You didn’t always reciprocate?”
 
   He clenched his fists. “Sometimes they didn’t want me to.”
 
   She tried not to laugh. “I find that very hard to believe.”
 
   “Okay. Most of the time, I was being a selfish asshole.” He turned to her. “I never took advantage of them if they were in a compromised state. Not if they’d had too much to drink, or were vulnerable emotionally, or anything else. I want you to know that.”
 
   “I believe you.”
 
   “On many occasions it was two shallow people sharing a shallow experience. That was it.”
 
   “I told you I believe you.” She wasn’t lying, but she had a very strong desire to sink into the sheet and forget their entire exchange.
 
   “Say something,” Jack said.
 
   Maybe she wasn’t trying all that hard to forget. “I was doing the math.”
 
   Jack made a rude noise. “Don’t do the math.”
 
   “No, I’m trying to account for our age gap, lifestyle differences, other factors-”  
 
   “Caroline, my sex life is not a story problem.”
 
   “I know.” 
 
   Jack’s voice rose. “I’ve fucked a lot of women,” he said. “Fucked them over, more likely, if I’m truly honest with myself. Brought them into this house so they could blow me, so I could get laid, so I could feel good. And almost every single time it didn’t mean a damn thing. I never felt anything.”
 
   “Jack, it’s okay to have had feelings for those women. Any of them.”
 
   “But I didn’t.”
 
   She tried not to think about what that said about her. “Okay.”
 
   “I should have told you this before now,” Jack said. “Just saying it out loud makes me realize that what I’ve done is horrible.”
 
   He looked and sounded so upset that Caroline knew she had to do something. She pulled her hand out from under the sheet and ran it through his hair. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” She smiled ruefully when Jack glared at her. “Okay, you’ve broken some of the rules for being a nice guy.”
 
   “All of the rules.”
 
   She ignored that. “You’ve made it clear that you weren’t always the most considerate man. But you haven’t treated me that way, at all. If I needed to know any of this before now, I would have asked. You were honest and I appreciate it.”
 
   “The number is higher than you thought,” Jack said.
 
   It was very hard not to laugh. “Um, yeah.”
 
   “How many did you think it would be?”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe around a hundred or so.”
 
   “It’s probably closer to five.”
 
   Caroline chewed her lip and withdrew her hand. The number of women he’d slept with was almost unfathomable to her. Maybe she had walked into more than she could handle.
 
   “Is this a deal breaker?” Jack asked.
 
   “No,” she said. Instantly. 
 
   “May I ask how many partners you’ve had?”
 
   “Hell no.” She laughed when she saw the look on his face. “Of course you can, you goof.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It’s a much, much lower number than yours.”
 
   “That’s what I figured. How many?”
 
   “Just take the figure you gave me and drop the zeroes off.”
 
   “Five?” Jack asked. “That’s it?”
 
   She frowned at him. “Don’t act like that’s a bad thing. I’m not exactly a virgin.”
 
   “It’s not a bad thing,” he said hastily. “I just would have thought more. Full sex?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Does that include me?”
 
   Caroline averted her eyes. “Yeah. Although maybe you should count as two.”
 
   “Is that a polite way of telling me I’m a sex machine?”
 
   As if he didn’t know that already. “Absolutely.” 
 
   “How many guys total?”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “Well, not dates, but maybe fooling around, heavy petting, making out.”
 
   “Is this my freshman year sex ed class? Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe ten. I told you, I didn’t date that much.”
 
   Jack squeezed her exposed hand. “You weren’t kidding. Since you didn’t date that much, how did you…pick up all these skills?” 
 
   “We talked about this already. I have an active imagination and am very comfortable with self-exploration. And in all of my committed relationships, I put out a lot.”
 
   “You are good with your hands. I’ve seen it for myself. I’ll remain silent on the putting out part.”
 
   “I have a lot of toys, too.”
 
   “Maybe I can help add to your collection. As long as you agree to keep them here.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Being with you makes me realize that I made a mistake, fucking around with all those women,” Jack said. “I should have never behaved that way. I should have waited for something meaningful like you did.”
 
   “I had kind of a soft fling once. Don’t make it sound like I’m some paragon of virtue.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what made me realize I wasn’t much for the lack of emotional commitment. And maybe being with all those women taught you something. Even if it took you decades to figure it out.”
 
   “Maybe it has.” Jack gave her an affectionate look. “I would never treat you that way, Caroline. I want you to know that.”
 
   She lowered her eyes. “I know.”
 
   “I care about you very, very much,” he said, rubbing her hand. “I-”
 
   “You don’t have to say anything else,” she whispered. “Let’s just enjoy what we have right now.”
 
   “I want to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m fine.” She rested her head against his chest. It was fast becoming her favorite place to be. “So tell me, Mr. McIntyre. If you never reciprocated how did you pick up all of your mad skills?”
 
   “I didn’t say I never reciprocated,” Jack said. “And practice makes perfect. Plus some of us were just born to be good at certain things.”
 
   Caroline shuddered as he trailed his fingers down her breasts. “Lucky me, finding a guy who doesn’t need much instruction.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay with all of this?” He still sounded concerned. 
 
   She caressed Jack’s cheek until she felt him relax. “I told you I was. It’s not like I didn’t suspect this when I made the decision to spend the weekend with you. Don’t worry about it. Neither one of us can change the past.”
 
   Jack kissed the top of her head. “You make me want to enjoy the present, though.”
 
   Caroline leaned over and nipped at his lips. “Then start a damn bubble bath for me,” she said, laughing as he yanked her off the bed and into the bathroom.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack had his arm around her as he walked her to her car. “I had a wonderful weekend.”
 
   “We spent most of it in bed,” Caroline said.
 
   “That was the best part. We spent a lot of other quality time together, don’t you think?”
 
   “I enjoyed myself. Might be a little sore on the drive back, though.”
 
   Jack returned her smile. “We should do this more often.”
 
   “I completely agree. But next weekend we should probably do the jobs we were elected to do.”
 
   “Maybe dinner a few nights this week?”
 
   “Works for me.”
 
   Jack cupped Caroline’s face in his hands. “Thank you,” he said softly.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being you.”
 
   She shrugged. “Can’t very well be anyone else.”
 
   He leaned in closer, pressing her up against the side of the car, kissing her deeply. She brought her hands around his shoulders, pulling him to her. It was a long time before he broke away.
 
   He kissed her forehead. “Drive safe.”
 
   She closed her eyes. Leaving was hard. “I will.”
 
   Jack opened her car door and she climbed in, starting the engine. Caroline rolled the window down after he shut the door behind her.
 
   “I’ll call you when I get home,” she said.
 
   He stroked her cheek, started to say something, then stopped.
 
   “What?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Nothing. I’ll miss you.”
 
   “You’re going to see me tomorrow.”
 
   “That seems like a very long time from now.” He kissed her. “My sweet Caroline.”
 
   Jack was looking at her very intently, and she knew she had to lighten the mood. “That song is about Caroline Kennedy, you know. She was only a kid when Neil Diamond wrote it.”
 
   His expression was stern but his voice was amused. “You can suck the fun out of anything, you know that?”
 
   “I didn’t say I didn’t like it. I just wanted to point out some history. Some mildly perverted social history.”
 
   He kissed her again. “Leave now before I drag you back upstairs.”
 
   She reached out to trace his lips with her fingers. “I had a very, very good time.”
 
   He fingered the solitaire around her neck. “I know. Be safe. I’ll see you tomorrow, sweetheart.”
 
   She kissed him again before rolling up the window, slowly pulling away. Jack stood in the driveway, watching her leave. She kept her eye on him in her rearview mirror until she was too far away to see him, and smiled the entire drive home.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   Caroline
 
   June
 
    
 
   Caroline had been delayed after a committee hearing and was late for a meeting with her staffers. She hated tardiness. Her employees understood it, given the random nature of her position, but she still found it unprofessional. She now deeply regretted her decision to wear three inch heels that morning. She should have gone with the kitten heels. She knew she’d be running around all day. Why hadn’t she gone with the kitten heels?
 
   She huffed her way into her office, giving a regretful glance to her receptionist. “I’m sorry, Laura. Running late, again. Please tell me Jen isn’t ready to strangle me.”
 
   Laura smiled at her. “Jen rescheduled your meeting for later this afternoon. But I think she still wants to chat with you about something.”
 
   Her expression was a little unreadable but Caroline wasn’t going to pursue it. “Okay.” She marched into her office. Jen and Kathleen were sitting on the couch whispering to each other, and straightened up when she walked in.
 
   “Hi,” Caroline said.
 
   Jen grinned. “Hello, Congressperson.”
 
   Caroline gave her a quizzical look. She was a big fan of gender neutral language but hated that term with the burning passion of a thousand suns. “Is there a reporter hiding in the room?”
 
   Kathleen laughed. “Not hardly.”
 
   Jen walked over to the door and shut it. She spun around. “Spill it.”
 
   Now Caroline was thoroughly confused. “Spill what?”
 
   Kathleen gestured toward the corner, flouncing down in one of the chairs facing Caroline’s desk. “This should be so good.” She settled in as Jen took the seat next to her.
 
   There was a tasteful arrangement of at least three dozen roses of various colors and sizes on Caroline’s desk. A huge teddy bear now occupied her leather chair.
 
   “Shit.” She grabbed the card from the bouquet. It was still sealed. Good.
 
   “Nice for them to come addressed to Congressperson Gerard,” Jen observed. “I can’t remember the last time anyone’s called you that.”
 
   “It is technically a proper title for me,” Caroline said indignantly. “Even if I find it annoying.”
 
   “Did a lobbyist send you flowers and a giant stuffed animal?” Kathleen was still trying not to laugh, as she joined Caroline behind the desk. “I would have thought you’d hold out for more, what with your high ethical standards and all.”
 
   Caroline frowned at her and held the card out of her reach. “I don’t like you.”
 
   Jen forced herself to keep a neutral expression, which would have impressed Caroline at any other time. “What’s the card say?” she asked.
 
   Caroline opened it, batting Kathleen’s hand away. “You’re being obnoxious,” she said, trying not to laugh.
 
   Kathleen laughed at her. “I want to see it.”
 
   “No way,” Caroline said, pulling out the card and keeping it away from Kathleen’s prying eyes.
 
    
 
   Thank you for a wonderful weekend, my sweet Caroline. I thought your staff would get a kick out of the envelope. This bear would look spectacular in your office. Dinner tonight? And perhaps some close, personal, clothing optional time at my place?
 
   Jack
 
   PS: Jen and Kathleen, if you’re reading this, don’t tell your boss.
 
    
 
   “Come on. What’s it say?” Kathleen said.
 
   Caroline quickly stuffed the card back in its envelope, putting it in the lockable center drawer in her desk, hoping Jack had a discreet florist. “None of your business.”
 
   “I have a key to that drawer,” Kathleen said casually. “You might want to pick another one.”
 
   Caroline took the card out and put it in her purse.
 
   “Better take that with you if you go anywhere this afternoon,” Kathleen said, sitting back down.
 
   “You are mean and I still do not like you,” Caroline retorted.
 
   Jen smiled. “Maybe we should lay off her, Katie. She’s bright red already.”
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “Be nice.”
 
   “So, who are the flowers from?” Jen pressed.
 
   “I thought you were going to lay off.”
 
   “On the teasing about the card. Not on the pursuit of the facts.”
 
   Caroline put the teddy bear on the floor and sat down. “Who do you think they’re from?”
 
   Kathleen raised her hand. “Ooh, ooh, let me guess!”
 
   Caroline leaned back in her chair. “How much caffeine have you had today?”
 
   “Oh, far too much,” she said. “You want to do it pseudo-Twenty Questions, or maybe play some charades? I’m bored and you need to entertain me.”
 
   “Hold up, Katie. You might not want to guess right away,” Jen said. “She did go to Christine’s fundraiser this weekend. Although giant teddy bears don’t really seem her style.”
 
   Caroline crossed her arms and glared at them both. “You’re going to force me to say it, aren’t you?”
 
   Kathleen laughed. She never got sick of giving Caroline a hard time. “You’re so funny when you’re defensive. Give it up, Caroline. We know.”
 
   Jen smiled. “Doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. He’s been doting on you for months. I’m surprised it took this long.”
 
   “Was it that obvious? Does the entire office know?”
 
   “I wouldn’t go that far,” Jen assured her. “They might suspect something now, though.”
 
   “He’s totally rich,” Kathleen said. “Was there money in the envelope?”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “You are so uncouth, Katie.”
 
   Jen gave Kathleen a knowing glance. “The big gift’s around her neck.”
 
   Caroline brought her hand up to the diamond necklace. She’d forgotten she’d put it on that morning. “I’m starting to figure out why no one takes us seriously.” 
 
   “They take me seriously,” Jen said. Which, thankfully, was true. “Not my fault you and Katie are so jolly all the damn time. Spill it, sister.”
 
   “Jack escorted me to Christine’s fundraiser,” Caroline said. “It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “Of course it’s a big deal,” Jen countered. “You cleared your calendar for a reason. You spent the entire weekend with him.” 
 
   It was a statement not a question, and Caroline sighed. This was her punishment for being close friends with her two most important staffers. 
 
   “I did,” she acknowledged.
 
   “And he gave you that rock?” Kathleen was practically jumping out of her chair. 
 
   “He did.”
 
   “So, how was it?” Jen asked.
 
   “Are you asking me what I think you’re asking me?”
 
   “I meant the fundraiser,” she said innocently.
 
   “Like hell you did.”
 
   “We’re glad you’re happy.” Jen smiled. “And I was kidding, we really don’t need details.” 
 
   “He looks really good with his shirt off,” Caroline said distractedly, gazing down at the teddy bear.
 
   Kathleen glanced over at Jen. “She wants to tell us so much more than that.”
 
   Jen grinned. “I don’t know if I really want to hear it.” 
 
   “You think I do?” Kathleen asked. “Unless she’s referring to that cute stuffed animal and not her new boyfriend. In which case I think we have bigger issues to worry about. I really don’t want to have to quash rumors that my boss is a Furry.”
 
   Caroline snapped her head back toward them. “I’m sorry. Were you two talking? I was concentrating on something else.”
 
   Jen chuckled. “Or someone else. Stop daydreaming, Caroline. You were totally aglow when you walked in this morning. I suspected something was up.”
 
   “Oh, you did not,” Kathleen broke in. “I was the one who figured it out first.” 
 
   “Because of our special mind meld?” Caroline asked.
 
   “No,” she said. “Although that is the most disturbing part of our employment relationship. McIntyre is just…into you. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “I figured it out last. Is that what you’re telling me?”
 
   “You knew but you weren’t ready.” Jen gave Caroline a concerned look. “Are you ready now?”
 
   Caroline rocked back and forth in her chair. “I wasn’t expecting it. It happened faster than I’d anticipated.”
 
   “Think it’s going anywhere?” Jen asked.
 
   “I hope so. I don’t do casual. You know that.”
 
   Kathleen gave her the same look of concern that Jen had. “What about him?”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s so much different than I thought he would be. We had such a good weekend. But I worry that we’re not that compatible. Am I crazy? I must be crazy, right?”
 
   Jen frowned. “You’re not crazy. I didn’t think you’d ever date another member of Congress, much less a Republican, but you’re not one to make stupid decisions. Clearly there’s something that makes you trust him.” 
 
   “I do trust him,” Caroline said. “But objectively this looks odd. Or is that my imagination? Are we going to get bad press over this? Should I be worried?”
 
   Jen laughed. “You have never, ever been concerned about bad press except for the gratuitously nitpicky junk. Why would you change now?”
 
   Her chief of staff had a much different impression of her ability to handle unfavorable opinions than Caroline did.  Maybe because she was always giving her boss the benefit of the doubt. Caroline generally accepted the legitimate criticism she received for her policy positions but hated when people crossed the line and made particularly odious, unfairly personal attacks. 
 
   She had always declined to use her daughters as props during her campaigns and made limited appearances with her entire family. In part because Nicky didn’t like the glad-handing game, but mostly because she wanted to keep her husband and children away from judgmental eyes. She recognized that any image of her as a loving wife and mother would score her points in the long run, but she didn’t think it had any bearing on whether she was qualified for office. 
 
   “It’s my private life,” Caroline grumped. “And you know how I feel about that. Close to the vest. My business.”
 
   Kathleen pursed her lips. She enjoyed giving Caroline a hard time, but she adjusted once she realized it was time to be serious. “It may not be private for long. I’m sorry, boss. We can try to minimize but the gossip rags will be all over you once they figure it out. The backstory is too compelling.”
 
   Caroline glanced at the bear in the corner. “Ostentatious gifts probably don’t help.”
 
   Kathleen relaxed. Just a little. “That thing is ginormous. Are you going to take it home?”
 
   “No, Katie. I’m going to leave it here so that every other legislator can comment on it and constituents can ask me where it came from.”
 
   “You’d better put it someplace where he can see it,” Jen said. “Perhaps in your dining room.”
 
   “Or facing your bed.” Kathleen chuckled. “That wouldn’t be disturbing at all.”
 
   “Does Rockville have a burn ordinance?” Caroline asked.
 
   Jen and Kathleen laughed.
 
   “I was just curious,” Caroline said. “Totally unrelated question.”
 
   “Were you going to build a bonfire in the backyard?” Kathleen asked. 
 
   “I think it’s too big to accidentally toss into a lit fireplace.” She looked over at the bear again. It was tacky and tasteless and if she really admitted it, downright hilarious. “He got the most obnoxious thing on purpose.”
 
   Jen grinned again. “That might be why he’s a good fit for you. Did you tell him how you feel about clowns?”
 
   Kathleen giggled. “You’d better, or you’re gonna end up with some creepy nightmares once a humongous Bozo doll ends up in your house.”
 
   Caroline shuddered. “We do not speak of clowns in this office. You know that.”
 
   “What do Marguerite and Sophie think of all of this?” Jen asked.
 
   “Mo told me to go out with him when I dropped her off at camp. I guess she sensed something too. Christ, was I the last one to figure it out?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Kathleen said. “As long as you’ve gotten around to it now.”
 
   Caroline rubbed her forehead. “Chrissy doesn’t like him.” 
 
   Kathleen shook her head. “That figures. She needs to pull that stick out of her-” 
 
   Jen cut her off. “I’m sure she’ll take a liking to him eventually. How are you feeling about it? Seriously?”
 
   Sometimes making eye contact with her chief of staff was hard. “I didn’t think I’d be ready for this so soon. I still don’t know if I am. And I might not know what I’m getting myself into.”
 
   “Give yourself more credit,” Jen said. “And give him a little bit too.” 
 
   “Nick would want you to move on,” Kathleen said quietly, and Jen threw her a nasty look.
 
   Caroline waved her off. “It’s okay, Jenny. She’s right. He’s indulging me even though he’s no longer here.”
 
   Jen’s smile was slow to develop, but stayed. “Indeed he is.”
 
   “I still feel torn,” Caroline whispered. “Like I’m cheating on him or something.”
 
   “Don’t dwell on that,” Jen said. “He’d want you to be happy. You can’t stay in a rut forever.”
 
   “You’re only saying that because I haven’t yelled at you in months.”
 
   “I’m saying it because I care about you and it’s nice to see you this way. Last year was hard.”
 
   Although both staffers had always been attached to her family, Jen was much more measured and reflective than Kathleen when it came to relationships. She still struggled with Nicky’s death. Jen liked him a lot and knew from the beginning that he was the foundation of Caroline’s stability and poise. 
 
   “I know,” Caroline said. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I didn’t mean for us,” Jen said. “I meant for you. We dealt with it.”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” Kathleen said. “Caroline was a straight up bitch for a while. Drove me fucking crazy.”
 
   “Thank you, Katie.” Caroline stood up and crossed her arms. “You’re really building up my self-esteem.”
 
   Kathleen looked chagrined. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. But it’s so much better when you’re the way you’re supposed to be. It was quite depressing when I was the only joker around here.”
 
   “I was able to get a lot more work done when you were the only joker around here,” Jen said.
 
   “Now, girls. There’s plenty of work for all of us. And there are always pranks to be had.” Caroline felt her stomach growl. “Want to grab some lunch?”
 
   “Isn’t that Jack’s job now?” Kathleen asked. “To feed you, I mean.”
 
   “He’s got some caucus thing over the noon hour. And he’s taking me to dinner. I’m yours for the rest of the afternoon.”
 
   “Great,” Kathleen said. “Let’s order a pitcher of margaritas and pester Jen about Eric and his inability to make a permanent commitment. And I guess we can listen to you talk more about that Republican’s sexy body.”
 
   “Sounds fantastic.” Jen headed toward the door. “Maybe you can give me some ideas so that I end up with three dozen roses, a giant teddy bear, and a marriage proposal after four years.”
 
   Caroline grabbed her purse, making sure the card from Jack was still tucked safely inside an inner compartment. “Let’s roll.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Maureen sat in her car, her hands shaking. The young man at the corner store had eyed her a little strangely, but since she paid cash for the phone and the money was good he didn’t really care about any reasons she might have for buying it. He simply activated it and sent her on her way.
 
   She had driven to a park in Alexandria far away from her house in Silver Spring, and was sitting in the deserted parking lot.  She frowned at herself, still somewhat upset that she was turning into an extremely anxious woman. She knew it was unflattering. But she also knew she had good cause to be worried. With a trembling hand, Maureen dialed the number at her parents’ home in Brownsville. Her father picked up on the first ring.
 
   “Hi, Dad,” Maureen said.
 
   “Reenie!” he exclaimed. “How are you?”
 
   “Eh, I’m okay.”  She knew his phone routine, and asked the question before he had a chance to speak again. “Are you going to tell me what the temperature is down there?”
 
   “It’s a balmy 88 degrees here in south Texas today,” her father said. “What’s it like in Washington?”
 
   Maureen scowled at the giant piles of snow at the edge of the parking lot. “Don’t ask.”
 
   “To what do I owe the pleasure?” her father asked.
 
   “Don’t sound so surprised that I called.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Of course, it wouldn’t hurt for my only daughter to call a bit more often, but I understand how busy you are.” He laughed. “I can put your mother on the phone if you’d like her to spell it out a little more colorfully.”
 
   Maureen chuckled. “No, that’s fine. Hey, you’ve got that referendum next week.  How’s that working out for you?”
 
   Her father made a rude noise. “I’m voting for secession. Fuck Santos.”
 
   “Dad-” 
 
   “Don’t start, Reenie. I never thought I’d say this, but I’m just fine with us leaving. We’ll be all right on our own.” 
 
   “But-”  
 
   “Bastard wants everything a working man has,” her father spat. “He wants my guns? My land? My money? Come and take it!”
 
   Maureen grimaced. “Daddy, really. Don’t talk that way. You’re not at the Alamo, for God’s sake.”
 
   “Ah, I don’t want to talk about this. Makes me upset. Why don’t you do us both a favor and change the subject.”
 
   She was more than willing to do that. “I was thinking about taking some vacation time to visit you and Mom.  Hang out by the pool, buy some cheap stuff in Mexico, the whole relaxing works.  Maybe head over to South Padre, swing up to Galveston.  Make a grand trip of it, you know?”
 
   Her father’s voice brightened considerably. “We’d love that, darlin’. When are you coming?”
 
   “I thought maybe some time next week, if that’s okay.”
 
   “You’re always welcome here.”
 
   “Is it okay if I bring someone?”
 
   He would make assumptions about who that might be, but she wasn’t going to say too much to him.  Not on the phone. 
 
   “That’s fine,” he said. “We have plenty of room. Want to talk to your mother?”
 
   “Tell her I’ll call her tomorrow to catch up.  I’ve gotta chat with Aimee too, see if she’ll be able to spend any time with me while I’m down there.” She bit back the apprehension climbing up her throat. “I miss you.”
 
   “We miss you too, Reenie. Stay safe. We love you.”
 
   “I will.  I’ll talk to you soon.”
 
   Maureen heard her father hang up and steeled herself. This next call was definitely going to be harder than the one she had just made. She dialed her daughter’s cell number. The phone rang a few times and Maureen thought she would have to figure out a message to leave, but Aimee finally picked up on the fourth ring, answering with a tentative hello.
 
   Maureen tried to keep her voice steady. “Hey, kiddo.”
 
   Aimee’s voice relaxed. “Sorry. I didn’t recognize the number.”
 
   “I’ve been having some trouble with my phone,” Maureen said. “Picked up a backup just in case. To be safe.”
 
   “You’re so paranoid, mom.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “You are. What’s up?”
 
   “I just wanted to hear your voice. How’d your test go this week?”
 
   “It was fine. You were right. Astronomy is not an easy A. But I think I passed.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “That can’t be the only reason you called.”
 
   Maureen twirled her hair in her fingers. She was turning into a nervous wreck. “I’ve got some personal time I need to use. I was thinking of visiting grandma and grandpa in Brownsville, spending a few days there before heading to Galveston for a little break.  Want to join me?”
 
   “Over Spring Break?”
 
   “No, sooner than that. Maybe in a week or so.”
 
   “That’s quick. Work must be busting your balls.”
 
   “None of that,” Maureen clucked. “Just because you’re a thousand miles away doesn’t mean you get to speak like that. Especially to me.”
 
   “Okay. But that’s such odd timing. Why now?”
 
   “Use or lose, kiddo. I’ve already been hassled about never taking any time off.”
 
   “Are you going to fly down? If you fly into Bergstrom I could pick you up and we could spend a couple of days together.”
 
   “No, I’m probably going to drive. I might bring a friend.”
 
   Aimee’s tone changed. “A man?”
 
   “No, sweetheart. A friend of mine. Female.”
 
   “It’s okay for you to date.”
 
   “I know.” Maureen hadn’t exactly been celibate. She’d dated in the past few years, off and on. But she’d never gotten serious. 
 
   “Who’s the friend?”
 
   “Just a coworker. She’s very nice. You’d like her a lot. She’s fallen on some hard times lately and I figured a trip might cheer her up.”
 
   “That’s nice of you.”
 
   “I do occasionally do nice things.”
 
   “I know,” Aimee said. “So should I like, save this number?”
 
   “That’s probably a good idea. I might be using this for a while until I get the other one fixed.”
 
   “Okay.” Aimee paused. “I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you, too. It’s hard having you so far away. How are things?”
 
   “It’s weird. All the in-state kids are looking at those of us from outside Texas kind of oddly, you know?  And when people find out I’m from DC, forget about it.”
 
   "Remind them your family is full of native Texans. You have some street cred there.”
 
   “I know. But it’s a weird dynamic. I don’t know what’s going to happen. The school says there are no issues with any of us staying here, which is nice.”
 
   “Good. Remember, if there are any problems at all, go see Nana and Papa Savage in Waco. It’s not that close but they’re always there for you. “
 
    “Yeah. The referendum is next week. I think they’re going to vote to secede.” Her daughter’s anxiety broke through. “What’s going on right now? Will you even be able to get here?”
 
   “Don’t worry about any of that now, sweetie. You’re safe, you’re near family, and you are going to be fine. We’re all going to be fine. Look, I’ll call you in a few days once I hit the road. Okay?”
 
   “Okay.” Aimee sighed into the phone. “I love you, mom.”
 
   “I love you too, kiddo.”
 
   Maureen hung up the phone and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She was crazy for even planning this. For thinking it would work. And even though she wanted to spill her guts to her daughter she knew better.  No, she had to act without thinking too much about it.
 
   “God grant me the courage to do this,” she whispered, as she put the car into drive and left the parking lot.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   Caroline
 
   July
 
    
 
   “I’m honored that you decided to sit next to me,” Ellen said.
 
   Caroline fiddled with her seat buckle. She hated flying, but sucked it up and managed anyway. “This was my assigned seat. I didn’t think they did that on chartered flights.”
 
   “You didn’t have to stay here. But I’m glad you did.” Ellen smiled. “There’s a very handsome man across the aisle who can’t take his eyes off of you.”
 
   Ellen liked to play games sometimes, and apparently she had every intention of hassling her seat mate the entire journey. 
 
   “Spit it out,” Caroline said.
 
   Ellen glanced across the aisle at Jack, who appeared to be trapped in conversation with a Republican he barely knew. “I hear McIntyre took you to Christine Sullivan’s fundraiser a couple of weeks ago.”
 
   Caroline blushed. “It’s not all that big a deal.”
 
   “Because you’re such a casual dater.”
 
   “Jen told Eric, didn’t she?”
 
   Ellen laughed. “Probably.” 
 
   Caroline turned and looked behind them.  Jen and Eric were holding hands and talking. 
 
   “Do you think it looks weird that we’re the only ones who brought our most important staffers on this trip?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Ellen said. “Bob brought his chief of staff too. Unless people start to think we were trying to give Jen and Eric their own little getaway.”
 
   “In romantic Jerusalem,” Caroline said dryly.
 
   “Do not mock the Holy Land,” Ellen scoffed. “You know not what you say.”
 
   “Most people would bring a legislative aide or other staffer along,” Caroline pointed out.
 
   “We’re not most people. I can’t speak for why you chose Jen, but Eric never gets out of the office. He deserves a little fun.”
 
    “That must be why the two of them make such a good couple. I’ve always wondered what they have in common besides politics. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that guy make a joke.”
 
   “Jen’s been laughing. She must have found something he said funny.”
 
   “Jenny’s easy to entertain,” Caroline said. “She puts up with me.”
 
   She turned back around and smiled at her chief of staff. Jen glanced across the plane at Jack, then back to Caroline, and winked. 
 
   Caroline scrunched down in her seat. “I think my ears are burning.”
 
   “I’m sure they’re lost in their own little world,” Ellen assured her. “They’re just enjoying the perks that come with being our very trusted and entirely too uptight chiefs of staff.”
 
   “Who told you about me and Jack?”
 
   “I put it together. Word gets around.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Don’t worry. It hasn’t gotten too far.  Representative Capwell told me. He was at the fundraiser, too. And he knows we’re friends.”
 
   Caroline racked her brain. Brian Capwell was an extremely conservative Republican Congressman from the outskirts of Pittsburgh. She hadn’t remembered seeing him in the ballroom. “He was?”
 
   “I guess you were too busy paying attention to your date to mingle with your colleagues.” 
 
   “I feel bad for not noticing him. I like Brian.” He was cordial and kind, which was more than she could say for some of his ideological compatriots.
 
   “I don’t think he was offended, so don’t worry. You know, you and Jack could have volunteered to share a hotel room.”
 
   Caroline gave her an annoyed look. “Ellie, really.”
 
   “I’m kidding. I know what a consummate professional you are.” Ellen looked across the aisle again. “He is cute. In a Republican bad boy kind of way.”
 
   “Oh, he’s no boy,” she blurted out.
 
   “Oh my. You’ve got it bad, don’t you?”
 
   “Is it that obvious?”
 
   “Probably not to the general public.”
 
   “What about the rest of the delegation?”
 
   Ellen laughed again. “Those old men? They’re caught up in their own delusions of grandeur. I’m assuming it’s obvious to Representative McIntyre, though.”
 
   “Lower your voice.”
 
   Ellen squeezed her hand reassuringly. “The plane is loud. He can’t hear us.” Her tone turned serious. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   She sounded a little hurt, and Caroline was flooded with guilt. “I’m sorry. I haven’t seen you that much lately. It’s still pretty new.”
 
   “Well, now we’ve got an entire flight in which to catch up.”
 
   Caroline squeezed her hand back. “Do you forgive me for being such a horrible friend?”
 
   “I do. Mostly because none of my family members were able to come along on this trip and you’re the only one of these nutjobs I care to hang around with.”
 
   “Why’d you invite them?”
 
   “Sometimes we have to put policy above personality. I’m glad you agreed to come, though.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “So how is it?  The glow of a new relationship, I mean. When are you going to grant your first joint interview?”
 
   Caroline made a very unladylike face. “Don’t even joke about that shit. I hate the spotlight.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “It hasn’t been that long. I didn’t want to make it obvious, you know?  The media rakes us over the coals enough anyway. We’re trying to keep it low key for the time being.”
 
   “I understand. I won’t go blabbing. Are you happy?”
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “Whoda thunk it?”
 
   “I would,” Ellen said. “You thrive on human companionship, whether platonic or not. I think he’s a good fit for you.”
 
   “You don’t even know him.”
 
   “There’s something about him. I can’t put my finger on it. I’ve heard all that nonsense people say about him but I haven’t seen anything to back it up.” She tapped her armrest. “What’s Christine think of all of this?”
 
   Ellen and Christine were friendly, but probably wouldn’t call themselves friends. Mostly because they were much further apart on the political spectrum than Caroline was in relation to them. Ellen was also more idealistic and trusting than Caroline and Christine, which Caroline always found endearing since it broke every stereotype she had about Southern California. Caroline didn’t want to feed her own ego, but it was entirely plausible that Ellen and Christine only pretended to get along because of their individual relationships with her.
 
   “Chrissy doesn’t like to think much about it, if you catch my drift,” Caroline said.
 
   “She’ll get over it.”
 
   “That’s what Jenny said.”
 
   They heard laughter coming from a couple of rows behind them. Caroline recognized the female trill. It was definitely Jen.
 
   “They do seem to be enjoying themselves,” she said.
 
   “They’re allowed to share a room,” Ellen announced. “I said so.”
 
   Caroline pretended to undo her seat belt. “I’m regretting not switching seats. Maybe there’s still time.”
 
   “It’s a long trip across the Atlantic, and I haven’t really seen you in weeks. Unless you want to sit with that randy young aide in the back of the plane, you’re stuck with me.”
 
   “I think he was either playing video games or downloading porn right before we boarded. Not sure which one out of the two is preferable.”
 
   “I bet it was porn. Did you see what genre it was?” Ellen asked. “Maybe he’s into older women who have totally opposite political views from him. MILF or cougar porn.”
 
    “I don’t know whether to be shocked or impressed, Senator. I had no idea you even knew what MILF meant.”
 
   “I don’t live under a rock, Caroline. My home state is the capital of the adult film industry. I know all the acronyms.”
 
   “If you have a private collection of higher end flicks, I don’t want to know.”
 
   “Fine. I’m rescinding your invite to our next key party. A shame. I bet McIntyre’s got quite a bit going on under that suit.”
 
   Caroline raised her chin. “He suits me just fine.”
 
   Ellen grinned triumphantly. She loved being right. “What an adorable play on words. He must do okay for an older man, then.”
 
   “That’s none of your business.”
 
   “I’m betting you open up about that shit in about hour eight of the flight.”
 
   Caroline knew she’d be spilling her guts to Ellen by the time the sun went down and the rest of the travelers nodded off. The woman was quite skilled at coaxing highly sensitive and unnecessary details out of people, and she loved the salacious stuff. It was part of the reason they got along so well. They were both huge perverts. 
 
   “Maybe,” she said. “Is there booze on this thing?”
 
   “Maybe,” Ellen echoed cryptically. “Are you sure you don’t want to go after the boys straight out of college? This may be your last chance, if that man across the aisle has anything to say about it.”
 
   “I prefer mature men,” Caroline said.
 
   “I can see that. But you should never rule out the baby veal.”
 
   “Not when there’s man meat around.”
 
   Ellen laughed again, louder this time. “You keep this up and people will think we’ve been drinking. Stop making me laugh.”
 
   “You can fake professionalism while we’re talking. I’m not that much older than most Congressional aides. Maybe that kid in the back prefers the elderly. Like you. You two could talk social security for hours, I bet.”
 
   “I am in my prime,” Ellen said huffily. “And there’s no harm in him enjoying a well-produced movie. Gotta find some way to get through a fifteen hour flight. Looks like you’re stuck with me. Ha.”
 
   “No hope for sleep?”
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   “I guess I can live with that.”
 
   “Eric showed me pictures of a few rings the other day,” Ellen said. “Asking for my expert opinion. I think he’s going to propose soon.”
 
   “Really?” Caroline was pleased. “About damn time. Jesus, if I have to hear Jen complain on one more romantic holiday-” 
 
   “You’ll have to wait until September for her to calm down. I get the feeling he’s going to do it when we’ve recessed for the summer.”
 
   “Great, two more months of kvetching.”
 
   “It can’t be that bad. Are you going to break the Yiddish out for this trip? Going full on?”
 
   “I always break out the Yiddish, even when you’re not around. You know that.”
 
   “I’ll teach you some of the more obscure stuff. You can work it into your vernacular while we’re here.”
 
   “Thanks,” Caroline said. “And can you tell Eric to try not to forget important dates?  Jen almost cried when I got flowers on Valentine’s Day and she didn’t.”
 
   Ellen arched an eyebrow. “And who gave you flowers?”
 
   “Take a wild guess.”
 
   Ellen glanced across the aisle again. “Oh, he’s good, isn’t he?”
 
   “Smooth operator,” Caroline agreed.
 
   “You will have to make some time for me this trip,” Ellen said. “And your other responsibilities. I didn’t invite you just so you could hole away in a hotel suite with some horny Republican man, no matter how attractive he is.”
 
   “Sure. Why did you invite Jack?”
 
   “He’s got some really solid business contacts in the Middle East. And I’ve been very impressed with what I’ve heard about his performance on the House Committee on Foreign Affairs. I thought he’d earned it.”
 
   “You didn’t invite him just for me?”
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m a pragmatist first and a romantic second. You two can plan your own secret getaways without my help and without the financial assistance of my favorite foundations.” She grinned again. “I invited the Speaker for you. And for the rest of us. He’s got a large personal budget for revelry. Which will probably start as soon as we get to the hotel.”
 
   Caroline decided to be a little obnoxious. “Why’d you invite me?”
 
   “You’re an Honorary Jew. Have you forgotten?”
 
   One of their inside jokes. Caroline had gone ahead and made Ellen an Honorary Catholic since she was so good at holding onto unnecessary guilt. And doling it out.
 
   She nudged Ellen’s shoulder. “No. Although I think there are very few people who would find that concept as amusing as we do.”
 
   “I thought it was time you learned about your honorary heritage,” Ellen said innocuously.
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   “I told you on the phone. You’re on Homeland Security. It’s important for you to know how our allies are responding to threats in this part of the world, because it impacts the decisions that we make when it comes to defending ourselves. I also knew you’d want to know the current status of Palestinian-Israeli relations.”
 
   “Those are pretty lines, Ellen, but be honest.”
 
   Ellen smiled again. “I might have also done it because I missed you. I’ve been busy this summer. And your committee participation is a plausible cover story.”
 
   “So it is. Are you going to show me the land of your people?”
 
   “As much as I can. The delegation will be going a few places but I know how you like the non-traditional stuff. I told them to cover as much ancient history as possible.”
 
   “You know me. Someday I’m gonna quit this lousy job and work at the Smithsonian.”
 
   “No, you’ll end up as a Capitol tour guide. You’re good at walking backwards.”
 
   Caroline had a reputation for giving personalized tours for her constituents. Whenever Ellen saw her leading visitors around, she always cracked a joke. Especially if Caroline was wearing heels. 
 
   “It takes talent to lead a group while sporting a wicked pair of slingbacks,” Caroline said.
 
   Ellen reflexively looked down at Caroline’s shoes, giving her an approving glance. “You’ve got a good receptionist’s voice too. Very soothing.”
 
   “I’m not giving tours for your office. So don’t ask.”
 
   “See if I ask you on another chartered trip to Israel.” 
 
   “So, do they sell kugel at every restaurant in Jerusalem?” Caroline asked. “I was planning on eating nothing but noodles and raisins the entire time I was here. And challah. I want lots and lots of challah.”
 
   Ellen shook her head. “Oh, Caroline. Even though your stereotypes are positive and yummy, we must still try to break you of them.” 
 
   “No gefilte fish. I draw the line. Only desserts and non-pickled food.”
 
   Ellen sighed loudly. “You’ve got a lot to learn.”
 
   Caroline folded her arms. “Then tell me what you know, Senator.”
 
   “We’ve got a good ten hours or so before we get there. You sure you can handle all that knowledge?”
 
   She had been well prepared to talk about porn the entire flight but was willing to switch gears. “Try me.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline yawned as she hung up the last of her suits, lugging her suitcase over to the closet. She hated how she felt after transatlantic flights. She also hated unpacking. She wasn’t a big fan of Congressional jaunts either, even though they were almost all privately funded. 
 
   The six members of Congress and their staffers deplaned and settled into their hotel in the early afternoon, leaving the rest of the day for sleep and relaxation. They were staying at the Mamilla Hotel.  Caroline had underestimated the deep pockets of the foundation paying for the trip; they were really shelling out for their little group. She’d stayed in many nice hotels as a member of Congress but was very impressed with what she’d seen so far. 
 
   She was ready to fall onto the bed for a well-deserved nap when she heard a soft knock at the door. Caroline practiced her politician smile, which turned into a genuine grin once she peeked through the peephole and saw who was standing in the hallway. She threw the door open.
 
   “Hi,” she said.
 
   Jack stepped into the room and grabbed Caroline around the waist and pressed his lips to hers. He laughed at her expression as he pulled away. “Hi, yourself.”
 
   She straightened her hair, not wanting to admit he’d thrown her off. “That was one hell of a greeting,” she stammered.
 
   “You’re the one who ignored me on the plane. I was making up for it.”
 
   “We talked about that. I think I waved at you once or twice while we were in the air. And I don’t recall ignoring you before we left for the airport.”
 
   “Oh, yes. I remember that. The early morning sex was nice.”
 
   They had spent the night at his townhouse in Georgetown since their chartered flight was departing from Dulles the next morning.  Caroline had little desire to drive the long distance from Maryland to northern Virginia, and she figured out pretty quickly that Jack’s desire was to spend as much time with her as possible. She did her best to wake him up in a very pleasant manner before their car arrived. 
 
   They had discussed protocol for the trip while they were stuck in traffic. Don’t make things too obvious. Try to stay platonic. Be discreet. 
 
   “I could have had someone in here,” she accused. “We’re trying to be careful, you know.”
 
   “I know.” Jack led her to the couch in the middle of the suite, falling back into the cushions. “But I figured you were settling in. Plus it’s not like everyone doesn’t already know.”
 
   “Everyone? Meaning all the people here?”
 
   “Senator Wagner had his suspicions.” 
 
   “Only because you kept trying to make googly eyes at me on the plane.”
 
   Jack rubbed her shoulder. “You noticed, huh?”
 
   “What about the staffers?”
 
   “They’re too busy brown nosing to pay attention.”
 
   “Ellen and I brought our chiefs of staff, as did Bob. There’s not much brown nosing for them to do.”
 
   “They aren’t the ones I’m thinking of.”
 
   “Fair enough. Anybody else?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Jack said. “Don’t worry about it.  We can trust these people. I think.”
 
   “Speak for yourself. I trust you and Ellen and Bob.  I don’t know Wagner at all.”
 
   “He was nice enough on the plane.”
 
   “What did you two talk about?”
 
   “I now know much more than any one man needs to know about fly fishing.”
 
   Caroline laughed. Senator Wagner was from Wyoming and was completely in touch with nature. That was about the only thing she knew about him. “Good to know he’s a one trick pony. Ellen strove for diversity on this trip. I’m pretty sure his aide was watching porn in the back of the plane the entire flight.”
 
   “Wagner has good taste when it comes to his hiring practices, then,” Jack said.
 
   “He might have been watching midget porn. You don’t know.”
 
   “Is there anything wrong with that?”
 
   “No. Ellen was wondering if it was something just as naughty.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Cougars and MILFs.”
 
   “Ellen knows what a MILF is?”
 
   Caroline laughed again. “I was just as amazed as you.” 
 
   “I think I’m going to have to spend more time with Senator Goldman on this trip,” Jack said.
 
   “She’s a sweetheart. I hope you can.”
 
   “I’ll certainly try.” 
 
   “Who’d you bring?” Caroline asked. “I didn’t recognize him.”
 
   “One of my legislative aides. He just graduated from Villanova. His name’s Joshua.”
 
   “A little bit of alma mater nepotism, I see.”
 
   “How many Marquette and Notre Dame students roll through your office?”
 
   “No comment.”
 
   “He seemed really eager to go, so I invited him and left my chief of staff at home. Joshua is very, very religious.”
 
   She tried to imagine how a kid like that ended up on Jack’s payroll. “Much like his oh so reverent boss. So Joshua wasn’t watching porn during the flight?”
 
   “He was probably memorizing fun facts about the Dead Sea Scrolls or something equally dull.”
 
   Caroline thought of Jack’s eclectic reading tastes. “You’re one to talk. He was likely grinding through a book you lent him.”
 
   “What was it you said a minute ago? Ah, yes. No comment.”
 
   “Was your chief of staff upset you didn’t bring him along?”
 
   “A little. He wanted to pop his Middle East cherry.”
 
   “What a delightful way to put it.”
 
   “I never said I couldn’t be crude.” Jack paused. “What do you know about the Senate Democratic Leader?” he asked. “Is he trustworthy?”
 
   “Grimes? He’s a carbon copy of Langlade. Ellen only invited him along because he was powerful enough that she’d suffer if she didn’t.”
 
   “I’ll keep my mouth shut around him, then.”
 
   “Ellie figured it out,” Caroline said. “And obviously Jen and Eric know.”
 
   “Bob knows too.”
 
   “He does? I didn’t tell him anything.”
 
   “He most definitely knows.” Jack looked a bit uncomfortable. “Didn’t you notice me switch seats halfway through the flight? I was summoned to the Speaker’s side.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I believe he wanted to take the opportunity to counsel me in The Way Things Are.”
 
   “And how’s that?”
 
   “Veiled threats. Angry looks. Pseudo-fatherly advice. You know.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “Jack, come on.”
 
   “I’m not kidding. You have quite a few friends who are very, very protective of you.”
 
   She leaned into his side as he wrapped his arm around her. “Contrast that with Ellen, who thinks you’re just gorgeous.”
 
   “Good,” Jack said. “I’m definitely spending more time with her.”
 
   “Did the Speaker of the House really threaten you?”
 
   “No. But Bob made it clear that I am not to behave like a cad.”
 
   Caroline tugged at his tie. “Then don’t tell him about our sex life.”
 
   Jack kissed her. “Wouldn’t think of divulging those secrets.”
 
   “Are you upset I didn’t sit next to you on the plane?”
 
   “I understand why. This isn’t our trip. It’s Ellen’s show. I’m glad she asked me to come but I could tell she wanted to spend some time with you. I wasn’t going to interfere with that.”
 
   Caroline kissed him back. “You’re so thoughtful.”
 
   “Not a cad, then?”
 
   “Not in the slightest.” She smiled at him again. “Are you one of those people trying to protect me?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Jack said. “Robert Allen has nothing to worry about.”
 
   “Nor do I.” Caroline stood up and crossed the room to the desk, picking up her spare room key. She handed it to Jack. “Before I forget, I want to give you this.” 
 
   “You sure about this?”
 
   “Absolutely. How else can I get you to visit me in the dead of night?”
 
   Jack pulled her onto his lap. “There are other ways.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to come crawling in through the window.”
 
   “Seems more romantic, if you ask me.”
 
   “Or more dangerous. Do I get your extra room key?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Only got one. I wasn’t sure you’d accept it if I gave it to you. Looks like someone planned ahead.”
 
   She traced the shell of his ear. “It seems silly for us to be here together and not spend time…together.”
 
   “What about our discretion?”
 
   “I trust your judgment. Just don’t go wandering into my room in the middle of the day when there are a ton of people around. And don’t play grab ass in public.”
 
   “I like grabbing your ass. It’s just the right size.”
 
   “My ass appreciates your well wishes but you know what I mean.”
 
   “Message received. No goosing except when we’re alone.” Jack held up the key card before placing it on the side table. “So this is for late night trysts?”
 
   She loosened his tie. “Anytime trysts. Our schedule is fluid.”
 
   “I’ll probably have to spend some time in my own room, for appearance’s sake.” Jack started unbuttoning her blouse.
 
   “That’s fine,” Caroline said absently, kissing his neck.
 
   “I can keep a spare suit in here, if you’d like.”
 
   “I would definitely like. I enjoy spending the night with you.”
 
   He started to let down her hair. “Me too. How was last night?”
 
   “Wonderful, as always.”
 
   “‘Always’ meaning the one or two nights we’ve been able to spend time together lately?”
 
   Caroline pressed her forehead to his shoulder. “I’m sorry we haven’t been able to be with each other all that much since the fundraiser.” 
 
   “We live busy lives.” Jack put both arms around her. “I understand. As long as your phone is fully charged and you accept my text messages and late night calls, I don’t care.”
 
   “You do care. I can see it in your eyes.”
 
   “Then let’s try to prioritize each other as much as we can.”
 
   “Deal.” Caroline stifled a yawn. Leaning against him had been a bad idea. “Now, what was I doing? Oh yeah.” She kissed his neck again, drawing a low moan from Jack.
 
   “Sweetheart, not that I don’t enjoy this, but I was hoping to take you to dinner. Aren’t you hungry?”
 
   “That can wait.” Caroline tried to disguise another yawn and failed.
 
   Jack chuckled. “Do you need to get some sleep first?”
 
   “I’m fine.” She began to unbutton his shirt. “Why are you so perky?”
 
   “Unlike you, I napped on the plane. But you spent all your time chatting with our trip organizer.”
 
   “I did not.” Her voice was flagging.
 
   He tipped her chin up. “You’re exhausted. I’d much rather you be fully engaged for this.”
 
   “I’d much rather you try and wake me up.”
 
   Jack gave her a fond look, pulling her off the couch and guiding her to the bedroom. “Come on, Caroline. A quick nap before dinner and then I promise you I’ll have my way with you after we eat. Multiple times, most likely.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   Jack pulled the bedspread off the bed and fluffed the pillows, taking off his shirt and tie. “Come here.” 
 
   Caroline took off her skirt and blouse and curled up against him. He was warm. “This is nice,” she whispered.
 
   “It certainly is,” Jack said. “If you weren’t so damn tired I’d be admiring that garter belt for the next hour or so.”
 
   “Just admiring it?”
 
   “I’m very physically demonstrative when it comes to my admiration. And I’m impressed that you wore it on that long flight.”
 
   “It’s force of habit now. A natural impulse when I know you’re going to be around.”
 
   Jack caressed her leg. “Well, I appreciate it. Gives me an incentive to keep you in a constant state of partial undress.”
 
   Caroline laughed softly, her fatigue stripping away her ability to keep herself from revealing too much of herself to him. “You always make me feel good. I like when you hold me.”
 
   “I want to keep you as safe and satisfied as possible.” He unsnapped her bra and pulled it off. “And as naked as you’ll allow.”
 
   Her mind began to drift as she sank into his chest. “I want to spend as much time with you as I can, clothed or not. I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   Jack started stroking her hair. “I wish it could be this way all the time.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Maybe someday.” He kissed her forehead.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes as her jet lag finally overtook her. “Maybe.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   “Caroline,” Jack gasped. “Fuck. You feel so-” 
 
   He was on top of her, and she was tugging at his hair. “Harder,” she said.
 
   “No,” he growled. “Slow, not fast. Too good this way.”
 
   “You’re driving me crazy.”
 
   Jack groaned. “That’s the point, sweetheart.”
 
   He rocked against her and she moaned. “Please,” she begged.
 
   “No.” His voice was firm. “Wait. Enjoy this. We did it too fast before.”
 
   “Third time’s the charm?”
 
   “For tonight,” he grunted.
 
   He thought she was too impatient. That she wanted things over quickly. Mostly because the longer it lasted the more she lost control. The more she realized that he really could make her crazy. It frightened the shit out of her. He’d do it for as long as he could stand, bringing her closer and closer, until he’d finally give her what they both wanted.
 
   After they napped a bit, they cleaned up and went to a small restaurant within walking distance of the hotel. It was quiet. Private. And maybe even a little romantic. After dinner, she desperately wanted to hold Jack’s hand but there were too many people around. Maybe she was getting too hung up on the little things.
 
   They went back to her room after dinner and barely got through the door before they started ripping each other’s clothes off. Caroline was fairly certain at least one or two shirts or zippers had been destroyed in the process. They didn’t even make it to the bedroom, ending up tangled together on the floor next to the couch before relocating to the bed after they calmed down.
 
   Jack yanked at her hair, hard enough so that she cried out. He was starting to lose his carefully crafted sense of restraint, the control he tried so hard to maintain and always seemed to abandon after a certain point. Caroline clawed at his back, pulling him toward her. 
 
   “Now,” she whispered.
 
   “Now,” he growled back at her, and started moving faster. She pressed her fingernails into his shoulders. His name was the only word she managed to choke out. He would make this part last too, up until the point where she was begging him to stop. She thrust herself against him, tightening her muscles as he moved within her. That was the one physical trick she had in her repertoire that seemed to drive him over the edge whether he liked it or not.
 
   “You really aren’t playing fair tonight.” Jack buried his face in her hair as he came inside her, shuddering a few times before withdrawing. It took him a minute before he was able to speak again.
 
   “You are…wow,” he said.
 
   Caroline rolled over on her side, admiring his physique as he got up from the bed, trying to ignore the red streaks on his shoulders. Streaks she’d just made with her nails. “I’m what?”
 
   “Hold on a minute.” Jack tossed the condom in the wastebasket before laying back down and pulling her into his arms. “Need a second to clear my head.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Caroline said. “I left marks on your back.”
 
   “Fine with me. That’s a huge turn on.”
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “That’s not possible.” He smiled lazily at her. “You must have really been into it if you scratched me up.” 
 
   She wiped the sweat from his brow. “It was good.” 
 
   “We’re good,” Jack corrected.
 
   Caroline idly ran her fingers along his abdominal muscles. His six pack was damn close to being an eight pack. How sexy. He was tight, with a strong core. Which was handy for many, many things. “I’m not kidding,” she said. “You’re good at what you do.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “You must know that you are.” She kissed his neck. “And you have such a perfect body. Makes me feel guilty sometimes. Especially when I’m marking it up.”
 
   “Why would you feel guilty? For objectifying me?” Jack grinned. “You can do that any time you want. You should probably know that I do it with you all the time.”
 
   “No,” Caroline said. “But look at me. I’ve got all these stretch marks, a few pounds here and there I don’t need, saggy boobs-”  
 
   “Stop,” Jack said. “You’re beautiful. Your body is incredible.”
 
   “I’m far from that. Need to spend more time at the gym.” She flexed. “My arms aren’t bad, though.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Those are really damn sexy. I like a woman with guns.”
 
   “I could probably beat you at arm wrestling. I beat Tom once.”
 
   He squeezed her bicep. “That’s impressive.”
 
   “He was heavily intoxicated at the time. But it still counts.”
 
   Jack pulled her closer to him. “Have you always felt self-conscious about the way you look?”
 
   “I think it’s impossible for any woman not to feel a little insecure sometimes. We’re programmed to judge ourselves from birth.”
 
   He kissed her forehead. “Sweetheart, you’re a real woman. You’ve had two kids. You’re not fake or manufactured or fixed or any of those other things that women do to themselves that they think make them appealing to men.”
 
   “Then why did you date women like that?”
 
   “Because I’m an idiot.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “I wouldn’t say that.”
 
   “You are gorgeous. Body and soul, inside and out.” Jack let his hands drift across her breasts and down her torso. “And I adore your boobs. And your hips. And your curves. And everything else about you.”
 
   “We are good together, aren’t we?” 
 
   “I’d like to think so. I’ve certainly never felt this kind of connection with anyone before.”
 
   “It’s a little overwhelming at times. I don’t know what to do with it.”
 
   “Enjoy it,” Jack said. “It’s that easy.”
 
   “Not for me.”
 
   “You need to get over some of your unnecessary fears, Caroline. Just because you allow yourself to enjoy things doesn’t mean you’re taking them for granted.”
 
   She sighed. He’d given her this speech before and she suspected he’d do it again. “I know. Do you think we’ll get sick of this? It’s all so new. What if we get bored?”
 
   “You make me feel good. It’s not just about the sex. It’s more than that. Why would I get bored?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Were you planning on getting bored?”
 
   With the way she felt when he touched her? “No.”
 
   Jack brushed her hair out of her face. “You don’t have to worry about that ever happening. Did you enjoy yourself tonight?”
 
   “Yes,” Caroline said. “But I always have a good time with you. Can we do it again tomorrow?”
 
   “Schedule permitting.” Jack looked over at the clock on the nightstand. “We’d better get some sleep. I’ll have to make the walk of shame back to my room before anyone else gets up.”
 
   She pulled him closer to her. My, wasn’t she getting possessive. “I wish you didn’t have to.”
 
   “I think it’s what’s best for now.”
 
   “Maybe I spoke too soon about us being discreet.”
 
   “No, you were right,” Jack said. “We are here as representatives of the American government. We’re not on vacation. We don’t want anyone to make assumptions. And I certainly don’t want you to be judged by any members of our traveling party for being involved with me.”
 
   “What about what they would think of you?”
 
   “That doesn’t bother me.”
 
   “I’m not sure I care anymore,” she said. “They’re going to find out eventually. I just wish you didn’t have to go.”
 
   “I know,” Jack whispered, bringing his arm around her. “We’ll figure it out soon enough, okay? Don’t waste your energy on it.”
 
   “I like falling asleep like this,” Caroline murmured, stroking his chest hair.
 
   He pulled a sheet over them. “Me too.” 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack was pressed up against her back, his arm wrapped possessively around her waist, just below her ribcage. Caroline stirred and he kissed the back of her neck.
 
   “It’s late,” he whispered. “I need to go back to my room.”
 
   “Don’t leave,” she said softly.
 
   “I have to,” he said. “We have a big day ahead of us.”
 
   “Stay here with me. All night.”
 
   “I will, sweetheart. One night when we’re here, I promise. But we have to be careful. Right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “I had a wonderful time with you.” He smoothed her hair back. “It’s not easy for me to leave. You have no idea how badly I want to stay.”
 
   “Then stay.”
 
   “I have to go. Boundaries, sweetheart. Your reputation is worth more to me than a few hours of cuddle time. May I take you to breakfast in a few hours?”
 
   Caroline shifted in the sheets. “Huh?”
 
   Jack smoothly slipped out of the bed. “It’s three in the morning.” He slid his hand down her exposed leg. “Don’t get up. I’ll show myself out.”
 
   She rolled over, rubbing her eyes. He was sitting in the chair in the corner putting his clothes back on. “Are you sure you can’t stay?”
 
   He smiled at her. “Go back to sleep, Caroline.”
 
   “I don’t like this. I think my rules were a bad idea.”
 
   “It won’t always be this way. You’ll get through it.” He picked up his jacket and tie and crossed the room, sitting on the bed again. “Please get some rest.”
 
   “I won’t be able to sleep if you’re not here.”
 
   Jack kissed her forehead. “That’s a lovely sentiment, but you’ll be fine. Meet me in the lobby at eight?”
 
   “I will,” she whispered.              
 
   “I want to stay,” he said. “But we’re being discreet, like we agreed. Okay?”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes, wondering why she’d even demanded that requirement for their relationship. Maybe things needed to change. And maybe they needed to have that discussion when they were both awake.
 
   “Okay,” she said.
 
   Jack pulled the sheet over her torso, kissing her cheek. “Sleep well, sweet Caroline. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
 
   She heard the click of the lock and knew that he was gone. She rolled over onto his pillow, inhaling his cologne, damning herself for being so flipping paranoid, wishing that he was still there.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline slammed the shot glass down on the table and leaned her head on her hand. “How many was that?”
 
   Bob laughed. “One too many for you, I think.”
 
   “I’m fine.” She wasn’t about to admit that she was far beyond her limit. “Let’s keep going.”
 
   “No,” he said. “I think you’re done.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Probably time for someone to take you upstairs.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Caroline repeated. She and Bob were the only ones at their table. She’d imprudently chosen to engage in a drinking contest with the Speaker along with Senators Grimes and Wagner, before the two other men begged off and returned to their rooms. She lost track of how many drinks she consumed but was aware enough of her surroundings to see Jen grinning at her from across the bar.
 
   “Jenny and Eric are still here,” she mumbled.
 
   “Not for long,” Bob said. “They’re holding hands and giving each other goofy looks. I assume that’s about as romantic as they get.”
 
   “Where’s Jack?” Caroline asked.
 
   Every time Caroline tried to discuss Jack with him, he changed the subject. She hoped to get him to be straight with her once he wasn’t sober but her plan hadn’t worked. 
 
   “Over there with Ellen,” he said gruffly.
 
   She gazed at another booth further away. There was an empty bottle of wine on the table between Jack and Ellen, who tipped a glass full of yellowish liquid in her direction before nudging Jack and pointing at Caroline.
 
   “Shit,” she said. “They’re drinking Moscato. I missed out.”
 
   “You didn’t enjoy all the hard liquor?” Bob asked.
 
   “I prefer wine.”
 
   “You’ll be fine. I think.” Bob threw back another shot and winced. “I may stop now, too.”
 
   Caroline leaned down even further on her elbow. “Yeah, perfectly fine.” She felt a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “Are you okay, Caroline?” Jack asked.
 
   “I’m really good.” She lifted her head up and tried not to giggle.
 
   Jack glared at Bob. “How much did you give her to drink?”
 
   “I didn’t force it down her throat,” Bob said sharply.
 
   Jack tipped Caroline’s chin up. “How much did you have, sweetheart?”
 
   Caroline racked her brain, which didn’t do much except make her head hurt. “I don’t remember.”
 
   “I’m going to get you back to your bed before you pass out.” Jack turned to Bob. “Nice leadership, Mr. Speaker.”
 
   Bob put the top back on one of the bottles. “Fuck you, McIntyre.”
 
   Jack started to take Caroline’s hand. “Come on. Your night is over.” 
 
   Bob stood up and pushed Jack away from the table. “I’ll take her back to her room. Your services aren’t necessary.”
 
   “Robert, lay off.” Ellen’s voice, although lazy and relaxed, was laced with warning. Caroline hadn’t even realized she was there. She put both hands on the table, the conversation of the others starting to fade in her growing haze.
 
   “I’ll take her upstairs,” Bob repeated. 
 
   “Normally I’d agree, seeing as you made her this way,” Jack retorted. “But she’s my responsibility tonight.”
 
   “I’m not anyone’s property,” Caroline said to them. They both looked at her in surprise. “Well, I’m not.”
 
   “They know that.” Ellen put her hand on Caroline’s back. “You can ream them out for their paternalism tomorrow. But you’re definitely not going up to your room alone.”
 
   “I’m taking Caroline upstairs,” Jack said to Bob.
 
   “This isn’t your problem, John.” Bob pushed Jack back from the table, practically spitting out his name. They moved further away from Caroline and Ellen, and appeared to be exchanging words. Caroline couldn’t tell.
 
   Ellen put her half empty glass of wine on the table next to Caroline. “How much did you have to drink?” she asked.
 
   “I lost count after ten. Ooh, can I have some Moscato?”
 
   Ellen moved the glass out of her reach. “No more for you.”
 
   “You’re being paternalistic too.”
 
   “Maternalistic,” Ellen corrected. “Damn it, you really are drunk if you can’t even keep your feminist lingo straight.”
 
   “Am not.” Caroline slowly stood up. She swayed into the table, resting her hands on the wood as her elbows buckled.
 
   Ellen steadied her. “Shit. Can you even walk?” she asked.
 
   Caroline turned around, leaning back against her chair. “Sure.” She glanced over Ellen’s shoulder. Bob and Jack were having a heated conversation in the corner of the bar. “Go make Bob stop yelling at Jack.”
 
   Ellen didn’t look very happy about the task Caroline had assigned her. “I’ll do my best. I had the pleasure of splitting a couple of bottles of wine with Jack, in case you hadn’t noticed. He’s completely smitten with you.”
 
   “I don’t think Bob likes him very much.”
 
   “Bob needs to stop acting like an ass. He gets ornery when he’s been drinking.”
 
   “No shit.” Caroline was tempted to sit down again but if she did that she probably wouldn’t be able to get back up. “So you’ll allow Jack to take me back to my room?”
 
   Ellen laughed. “I don’t see why not. Do you need me to hold you up, or can you hang tight while I go get your suitor?”
 
   Caroline flattened her palms onto the table and reoriented herself. “I’m okay.”
 
   It seemed like an eternity before she felt Jack’s hand on her shoulder. “Time to get you to bed,” he said. 
 
   Caroline put her arm around him and patted his cheek. “You’re a good boy,” she slurred, planting a wet kiss on his lips before lowering her hand to squeeze his ass.
 
   Jack chuckled. “Oh, Caroline. Graduating to full on PDA, are we?”
 
   “You’re cute. You can return the favor if you’d like.”
 
   He wiped his lips. “You taste like a whiskey still. And you’re completely wasted.”
 
   “Am not.” Caroline swayed into him.
 
   He grabbed her purse and slung it over his shoulder. She was going to have to remember to make fun of him for that in the morning. 
 
   “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s get you upstairs before you pass out.”
 
   “I missed you tonight. Did you tell Ellen all our secrets?”
 
   “No.” Jack guided her toward the elevator. “She told me a few of yours.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “Only the flattering stuff. She’s a fine woman.”
 
   Caroline leaned into his neck. “Your cologne smells nice.”
 
   “I’d compliment your perfume but it’s been destroyed by the booze.”
 
   “I’m tired. I think I drank too much.”
 
   Jack chuckled again. “What was that about not being completely wasted?”
 
   “I don’t…what were we talking about?”
 
   He kept an arm wrapped securely around her hips and pressed the button for the elevator. “Stop worrying about it. Give it a few minutes and we’ll be upstairs.”
 
   “Okay.” She stumbled into the car, her head starting to spin. “But I’ll let you do most of the walking. I don’t remember where I’m supposed to go.”
 
   “Just hold on to me,” Jack said.
 
   “Always,” Caroline whispered, and the elevator started to move. She hoped she could stay upright until they made it to her room.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack helped Caroline shuffle into her suite and toward the bedroom. She wasn’t sure how they’d gotten there or how long it had taken but at least her head wasn’t spinning anymore.
 
   He shook his head as she caught herself on the doorframe and almost fell back into his arms. “Oh, sweetheart. Don’t ever try to drink Robert Allen under the table. I assumed you would have figured that out years ago.”
 
   “I could have handled more,” Caroline said.
 
   Jack turned her around and rubbed her shoulders as she leaned back into him. “We’re lucky we don’t have to take you to the hospital.”
 
   “They have really good socialized medicine here.”
 
   He laughed. “Caroline, save your speeches on the advantages of single payer for another time.”
 
   “Fine. And then I’ll win the argument.” He started to unzip her dress and she smiled. “About time you got around to that, big guy.”
 
   “This doesn’t appear to be comfortable sleepwear,” he said. “Although it did look fantastic on you.”
 
   “You could have spent more time with me tonight and gotten more closely acquainted with it.”
 
   “I know. But you needed to catch up with the rest of the delegation. And I wanted to get to know Ellen better.”
 
   “I don’t like being away from you. Maybe we need to stop sneaking around.”
 
   “Sweetheart, be careful. You don’t want to confess all your drunken feelings.”
 
   She tipped her head back and rubbed her cheek against his. “I’m not afraid to tell you anything.”
 
   “I realize that,” Jack slid the dress off her shoulders. “But I’d much rather you tell me all those important things when you’re sober. And awake,” he added.
 
   The dress fell to the floor and Caroline spun around inelegantly, grabbing his shirt. “I am going to fuck your brains out.”
 
   “You’ll be lucky to make it to the bed before you collapse.”
 
   “I want to give you everything,” she whispered. “Everything you want.”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “You already have. But you’re drunk. Lay down.”
 
   “Oh, good,” Caroline said. “You can fuck my brains out instead.”
 
   “Nope,” he said. “I’ll keep you company but there will be no sex tonight.”
 
   She made a face. “But I’m your girlfriend.”
 
   “Yes, you are. But there are some things I don’t do. Sleeping with a woman who’s barely able to stand up is one of them.”
 
   “I give you all my consent. Double consent, even.”
 
   He shook his head, amused. “Now you’re just making legal concepts up.”
 
   “I want to be with you,” Caroline said. “I want to show you how I feel about you.”
 
   “I appreciate that,” Jack said. “But despite my reputation, I am a gentleman. And a man who wants his conquests to remember what he did to them the next morning. We aren’t going to sleep together even if you say you want it to happen. Plus I’m not entirely sure you’ll be awake for very long once you lay down, and I am definitely not into having sex with someone who’s unconscious.”
 
   “You’re a jerk,” she mumbled.
 
   “Probably.” He steered her into bed. “But I’m still going to stay here and keep an eye on you.”
 
   “You just wait.” She started to sink into the sheets as he pulled off her heels. “You get in this bed and you won’t be able to stop me from ripping your clothes off.”
 
   Jack laughed. “I’d like to see that.”
 
   “I’ll do it,” Caroline garbled, suddenly realizing how drunk she was. She leaned into her pillow and let the alcohol take her into slumber.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   When Caroline woke up her head was pounding. She heard the shower running and it took her a minute to remember who else could be in her room. She tried to sit up but her stomach lurched and she quickly laid back down again. A few moments later Jack came out of the bathroom, a towel around his waist.
 
   “Well, well,” he said. “How’s our drunken princess feeling today?”
 
   Keeping her face buried in the pillow seemed like a phenomenal idea. “Like hell.”
 
   He starting rubbing her back. “Can I get you anything?” 
 
   “Some Advil would be nice. Is it really bright in here?”
 
   Jack retrieved a bottle of water from the mini fridge and put it on the nightstand. “Nope, it’s just you. The lights are off.”
 
   “What time is it?” she asked.
 
   “You’ve got a couple of hours before you need to do anything important, if that’s what you were wondering.”
 
   “What happened last night?”
 
   “You want the highlights or the lowlights?”
 
   “Aren’t they pretty much the same?”
 
   “Pretty much. You tried to go drink for drink with the Speaker. Do you remember?”
 
   Caroline winced. “Yes.”
 
   “You tried rather halfheartedly to seduce me.”
 
   “I vaguely remember that. Did it work?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “What did I do?”              
 
   “You said you were going to fuck my brains out and then promptly lost consciousness. I was worried for a minute until I realized it was because you were so tired.”
 
   Caroline lifted herself up until she was resting against the headboard. She grabbed the bottle of water, unscrewing the top and placing it back on the nightstand as her stomach twisted again. She wasn’t quite ready for liquids yet. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. It was cute.” Jack tugged at a random string on his towel. “You called yourself my girlfriend while you were trying to work your magic on me.”
 
   Caroline couldn’t look at him. “Aren’t I?”
 
   “I certainly hope so. Am I your boyfriend?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Did you think we were something else?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Caroline, we’re in a relationship. We’re exclusive. Even if we’re not advertising it.”
 
   “We seem too old to be using that terminology.”
 
   “What other words would you like to use?”
 
   “None of the other words seem to fit.”
 
   “Then just go with the words you used.” Jack kissed her forehead. “You are my girlfriend. And a wonderful one at that.”
 
   “Even though I practically passed out in your lap?”
 
   “That was cute too, in an ‘I’m glad you don’t have alcohol poisoning’ kind of way.”
 
   Caroline rubbed her eyes. “Please tell me I didn’t do anything stupid in public. Aside from grabbing your ass in the bar.”
 
   “You did try to feel me up while you were clinging to me in the elevator.” 
 
   She flopped face first onto the bed. “Hopefully we were in there alone?”
 
   “There’s a charming little elderly couple from Austria you may want to avoid if you see them in the lobby.”
 
   She buried her nose in her pillow again. “Fuck.”
 
   “You lose your inhibitions when you’ve been drinking, don’t you?”
 
   “Sometimes. In this case, obviously yes.”
 
   Jack started rubbing her back again. “It’s fine, sweetheart.”
 
   “I guess I should be grateful I didn’t cause some sort of international incident,” Caroline mumbled. “Is Bob mad at me?”
 
   “He was concerned for your welfare.” Jack hesitated. “I think he was afraid I’d take advantage of you when I brought you back upstairs. He almost stopped me.”
 
   She remembered them arguing in the bar. “All this protectiveness is getting to be a tad smothering. I’ll talk to him.”
 
   “No,” Jack said. “Ellen set him straight. Just pretend it didn’t happen.”
 
   “I can’t do that. I’m getting sick of all this bullshit.” She gave him a closer look. “We really didn’t do anything last night?”
 
   “We did not.” He winked at her. “Your rather adventurous virtue remained intact. For at least a few hours.” 
 
   If she had the energy, she would have smacked him. “So we’ve been sneaking around the last few days and the one night you stay here the entire time, I get nothing?”
 
   “I cuddled you all night. Mostly to make sure you were still breathing.”
 
   “But no sex.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s disappointing.”
 
   “Not for me. I may be a selfish asshole but I’m not going to sleep with a woman who won’t remember it the next day. You were barely coherent.” He stared down at the towel again. “And I like holding you.”
 
   “You could have had sex with me. I wouldn’t have minded.”
 
   “That doesn’t make it right. We can make up for it tonight if you manage to recover by then.”
 
   Caroline pulled herself out of bed, groaning with every step toward the bathroom. “Unless you have a good remedy for a killer hangover, I wouldn’t hold your breath.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Bob handed Caroline a cup of coffee as he sat down next to her on one of the benches in the lobby. “How are you feeling today?”
 
   Caroline blinked. The lobby was very bright. Luckily she hadn’t run into any adorable Austrian grandparents. Yet. The Speaker of the House looked as refreshed as if he’d just gotten back from a three week vacation. The man could hold his liquor and had demonstrated as much on many different occasions. She tried not to curse at him. 
 
   “Do you have to talk so loud?” she asked.
 
   Bob put his arm around her. “That bad?”
 
   “Not good. What did we drink last night?
 
   “Mostly Laphroaig,” he said. “I think it was the last shot of Macallan that pushed you over the edge, though. Probably shouldn’t have let you mix different kinds of whiskey like that.”
 
   “You look like you did okay with it.”
 
   He patted his waist. “I’ve got an iron stomach. We Scotsmen have strange gifts when it comes to our native spirits.”
 
   Caroline grimaced. “How many shots did I do?”
 
   “You went shot for shot with me until about fifteen, I think.” Bob squeezed her shoulder. “Everyone else bowed out long before that. Be proud of that accomplishment.”
 
   Clearly all the drinking she’d done in the past year had improved her tolerance. She wasn’t sure that was something to be pleased about. “How far did Grimes get?” 
 
   He chuckled. “That asshole? Maybe five. He’s a pussy.”
 
   She tried not to laugh. “You know how I feel about men using words like that but in his case it’s completely appropriate.”
 
   “Grizzly Wagner made it to eight, I think.” 
 
   “Anyone else? I feel like there were some staffers there too.”
 
   “They did one of each and went out clubbing or something. Kids these days. They don’t appreciate the good stuff.”
 
   She closed her eyes. “I vaguely remember all of this.”
 
   “You were in rare form last night. Even at your most intoxicated you were still spouting off baseball stats and shooting the shit about Chicago.”
 
   “Not sure if I’m all that proud of my behavior. Unless I get a trophy or something.”
 
   “You don’t get a trophy,” Bob said smugly. “Because I won.”
 
   “Participation ribbon?”
 
   He patted her back affectionately. “You’re a lot of fun, Caroline. I’m glad you came along. Even if you’re not quite at your best this morning.”
 
   She frowned at the cup in front of her, which had cooled off a little. “I don’t drink coffee.” 
 
   “I know you don’t. Trust me, you’ll want this. I had the baristas put a couple of secret ingredients in there for you.”
 
   “There’s no heavy duty tea over there?”
 
   “That won’t help. Just drink it. It’ll absorb most of the alcohol.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s how coffee works.”
 
   “You’re going to get all scientific on me? This isn’t a debate. Drink it,” he ordered.
 
   Caroline sniffed the contents of the cup. It did smell good. “Is this how you cure your own hangovers?”
 
   Bob sat up a little straighter. “You don’t see me hiding from the sun and cringing at loud voices, do you?”
 
   “Point taken.” She took a small sip. It tasted better than she thought it would, with just the right amount of sugar. “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   She set the cup down beside her. “I hear you were defending my female integrity last night.”
 
   Bob clenched his fists. “I was just looking out for you. The rest of the group had been drinking wine most of the night. McIntyre didn’t come prowling over to our table until you were half conscious.”
 
   “Because he was worried about me.”
 
   “That defies reasonable belief.”
 
   “He wasn’t prowling, Bob. He was concerned.”
 
   “Bullshit. He saw an easy target and he went after it.”
 
   “He’s my boyfriend.” Caroline almost stumbled over the phrase. The statement sounded a little odd. They really had to think of a better way to refer to each other.
 
   Bob did not share her good humor. “For now.”
 
   “Nothing happened,” Caroline said. 
 
   He waved his hand at her. “I don’t want to know the details.”
 
   “I mean it. I tried to coax him into it and he said no. He turned me down because of the condition I was in.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “I trust Jack,” Caroline said. “Completely.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He doesn’t appear to be well suited to you.”
 
   “My opinion is the only one that counts.”
 
   “You need to tread lightly with him, sunshine. He’s not-” 
 
   “He’s not what?”
 
   “Just be careful,” he said. “Don’t rush into anything.”
 
   “What did you say to him on the plane?” Caroline asked.
 
   Bob gave her a hard look. “That was a private conversation.”
 
   “You had to know that he would tell me he talked to you. Fess up.”
 
   “I told him that if he hurt you, I would kill him.”
 
   Caroline gritted her teeth. His protectiveness was flattering, but over the top. “Please tell me that wasn’t what you actually said.”
 
   “I didn’t threaten actual homicide. Maybe more of a career-oriented demise.”
 
   She couldn’t keep the irritation out of her voice. “Robert-”
 
   “Don’t start in with that.” He cut her off before she could speak again. “You call me Mr. Speaker and this conversation is going to go downhill very quickly.”
 
   “You’re the one throwing your political weight around, not me,” she snapped. “Perhaps some emotional distance would be appropriate right now.”
 
   “Caroline, he is not someone you want to be heavily involved with. Not at this point in your life.”
 
   She stared at him. “Have you been plotting with Christine?” 
 
   Bob folded his arms. He was close to losing his temper. While he did a good job of keeping the majority party in check, he and Christine had a tenuous if not outright adversarial relationship. Caroline was still trying to figure out why he’d agreed to endorse her in her Senate race. Bringing Christine into the conversation was a sure way to set him off, and Caroline had done it on purpose. 
 
   “No.” he said. “Representative Sullivan and I do not have anything other than a professional association, and even that’s a stretch. But you and I…” 
 
   “Yeah, I know,” she said. “We’re different.”
 
   His expression softened. “We are. You have a generous heart and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
 
   Caroline was getting damn tired of Christine’s machinations and Bob’s bellicose approach. “Why are the two of you trying so hard to discourage this?” 
 
   “Because we love you,” Bob said. “And because we know what you’ve been through.”
 
   “I’m not a child.”
 
   “I am well aware of that. But you trust too easily. Too quickly.”
 
   “You make me sound like an idiot.”
 
   Bob put his arm around her. “That is not what I think of you. You know why I want to keep you safe.”
 
   Caroline took a huge gulp of coffee. Sometimes she hated feeling like she was an idealistic, naïve pet, even though she knew Bob and Christine meant well.
 
   “I appreciate your concern,” she said. “But I don’t think Jack is going to hurt me.”
 
   “I hope not. John McIntyre is not the kind of man to get too attached to.”
 
   “I am aware of his history. And I respect your opinion, Bob. But you have to let me make my own choices. I wouldn’t be with him if I didn’t think there could be more.”
 
   “I know that. He may not. I can’t help it if I’m a little protective of you.” Bob cleared his throat, and when he spoke his voice was unsteady. “You’re like a daughter to me, Caroline.”
 
   She swallowed hard. He’d never said it to her face before, though she’d long suspected it. She was one of the very few who could appreciate the significance of those words, and it was enough to render her speechless. 
 
   Bob squeezed her shoulder harder, after taking a deep breath. “I recognize and respect that I don’t have much say in how you live your life.” He gave her a smile. “If that were the case we’d be having some serious conversations about your disappointing party affiliation.”
 
   Caroline kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll be fine. No matter what happens.”
 
   “And I’m here for you regardless of the outcome,” Bob said. “You read me?”
 
   “Yeah, I read you.” She finished her cup of coffee and tossed it in a nearby garbage can. “Let’s go to that bakery down the street and get some challah. Maybe it will absorb all the booze I’ve got in my system.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline looked out the window of the plane. Not that there was much to see. It was dark out and they were in the middle of the Atlantic.
 
   “Are you still tired?” Jack asked.
 
   “A little.”
 
   “I’m glad you decided to sit next to me on the way home.”
 
   “Me too. I had a lot of firsts this trip.”
 
   “And what were those?”
 
   “First time getting drunk in a foreign country.”
 
   “Might not need to try to repeat that,” Jack said.
 
   “First trip to a kibbutz.”
 
   “Not many of those in the States.”
 
   Caroline smiled shyly at him. “First time alone with you in a hotel room.”
 
   Jack tucked her hair behind her ear. “That was a highlight for me too.” He paused. “You meant all the sex, right?”
 
   Caroline cuffed him on the arm, even though that was exactly what she’d meant. “Pervert.”
 
   “It’s not like this trip was the first time we slept together.”
 
   “There’s something illicit about doing it in a hotel.” 
 
   “And in a hotel shower,” Jack pointed out. “And on a hotel floor.”
 
   And several other places, if memory served. “I liked all of that.”
 
   “You insatiable woman.” Jack weaved his fingers through hers. “May I hold your hand?”
 
   “Since you’ve already made your move, sure.”
 
   “Nothing gets by you.” He laughed. “Awfully quiet in here.”
 
   “I think everyone else is sleeping.”
 
   “Maybe we should too.”
 
   “I’d like to talk,” Caroline said. “I wish we could have spent more time together this week.”
 
   “Me too. Any pressing issues when you get back to D.C.?” Jack asked.
 
   “Not really,” Caroline said. “Jenny and I agreed it was best to take the weekend to recover from our jet lag. I always seem to do worse coming back than going.” She pulled her armrest up and scooted closer to him, resting her head on his shoulder. “Is this okay?”
 
   Jack put his arm around her. “Fine with me. Do you want to come to Philadelphia for the weekend?”
 
   “You don’t have any commitments?”
 
   “I told my chief of staff to keep this weekend free.  For the same reason as you.”
 
   “You wanted to ask me earlier, didn’t you?”
 
   “Maybe. I didn’t want you to feel like you had to change your plans for me.”
 
   Caroline didn’t want to admit that she probably would have. “I’d need to stop at home first, but it’s doable.”
 
   “Good. I’ll drive us up so you can’t escape early.”
 
   “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “I want you all to myself,” he whispered. “I may even lock up your phone once we get there so you aren’t tempted to do any work.”
 
   Caroline eyed him warily. “You don’t have anything big planned, do you?  I’d prefer to relax.”
 
   “I just want to spend time with you,” he said quietly. “We can do whatever you want.”
 
   She brought her arm around his waist and leaned in closer. “I like that idea.”
 
   “Sweetheart, aren’t you concerned about what the other members of the delegation will think with you curled up against me?”
 
   “They can think what they want,” she murmured. “It’s not like they haven’t figured it out already. And if they want to make a big deal about it, screw ‘em.”
 
   “I like your new attitude. Get some sleep. We can talk in the car. All right?”
 
   She closed her eyes. “Sounds like a plan.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Caroline
 
   July
 
    
 
   They held hands as they walked through the grounds. Indoor and outdoor pools, a tennis court, a regulation size indoor basketball court with a wooden floor…Jack’s home was over the top. Caroline had gotten a kick out of the giant old school Villanova logo in the center of the basketball court. Jack’s loyalty to his undergraduate alma mater was stronger than he liked to let on.
 
   She hadn’t thought about it the first time she was there.  Since they spent most of the time in his bedroom she didn’t think to ask to see the rest of the house. She missed the intimacy and closeness of having a physical relationship and looked forward to spending another weekend in bed with Jack. She hadn’t spent nearly enough time with him in Jerusalem, and now she had him to herself for three whole days.
 
   Jack was hesitant to give her a full tour that first weekend in June and she thought she had understood why, but this weekend he seemed almost proud to show her around. Or he had for a while. She couldn’t really hide the fact that his vast estate was a bit too much for her at times.
 
   They walked along a short paved path leading from the outdoor pool to the tennis court. Or rather, Jack was on the path and she was on the grass.  She’d taken off her shoes and thigh highs. Caroline enjoyed feeling the soft green blades tickle her bare feet. 
 
   It was early July but the evening air was still unseasonably cool. There was some residual light reflecting on the pool from the back of the house but it didn’t reach much beyond where they were walking. Caroline grinned as they approached a cast iron bench. Because Jack had a normal backyard. With a park sized bench. On the way to a fully lit tennis court.
 
   “Want to sit down for a minute?” he asked. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   They sat silently for a moment as Jack held Caroline’s hand in his lap, caressing it. She was wearing his suit jacket. The sleeves were far too long for her and they slid down past her hands. He didn’t seem to care.
 
   He turned to her. “So, what do you think?” 
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About this.” He extended his right arm, indicating the grounds.
 
   “The tour is over?” 
 
   “Were you expecting more?”
 
   “I think this is enough, don’t you?”
 
   Jack clasped her hand in both of his. “I get the feeling all of this makes you uncomfortable.”
 
   She looked down. He was getting a little too good at reading her. “Kind of.”
 
   “That’s why I didn’t give you the full tour the first time you were here.”
 
   “We were also otherwise occupied,” Caroline said.
 
   He kissed the top of her hand. “Indeed we were. But you seem a little overwhelmed.”
 
   There was no point in lying. “I am.”
 
   “Does my wealth still bother you?”
 
   She rubbed her forehead with her free hand. “Jack, I don’t want to say anything that you might take the wrong way.”
 
   “You want me to renounce my worldly possessions and give them all to the proletariat?”
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “You want me to join the Catholic Worker movement?”
 
   “That would be hard,” Caroline said. “A life of poverty, even if voluntary, is very difficult.”
 
   “I promise I won’t be offended by anything you say, Caroline.” He kissed her hand again. “I want to know what you think.”
 
   “It’s a lot,” she said. “Especially for one person. Don’t get me wrong. I lived a decent life growing up and I live a very comfortable life now, but this seems excessive.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “I know you have a lot of money. More than I can comprehend outside of a budget debate. And you have every right to spend it in any manner you desire. You earned it, after all. But all of this doesn’t match up with the man I thought I was getting to know. It doesn’t seem to fit with your personality.”
 
   “It doesn’t?” Jack asked. “You haven’t discovered how attached I am to my toys?”
 
   They’d gone to dinner that night in an Aston Martin Vanquish, and he’d caught her eyeing his Porsche 911 Turbo. Jack seemed to derive great pleasure from the expensive cars in his garage and she couldn’t blame him. She appreciated a luxury vehicle as much as anyone. 
 
   “I’m very much attached to my toys, too,” she said. “We all have our quirks. You’ve seen my shoe collection. My many pieces of baseball memorabilia. But all of this appears to be inconsistent with who you really are. Does this make you happy?” she asked. “The house, the cars, the pools, the basketball and tennis courts. How big is this place anyway?”
 
   “About twelve thousand square feet for the residence, six acres of land. Give or take. I can’t remember how many rooms are in the house.”
 
   The man owned a multimillion dollar home and didn’t even know the specifics. “That’s enormous,” Caroline said. “And in case I didn’t mention it before, you have a ballroom, Jack. A ballroom.”
 
   “I have a library, too,” he reminded her. “Don’t forget that.”
 
   “Oh, I haven’t,” she assured him. “I adore that room. I wish you’d offered it up as a guest room the first time I came here. I’m thinking of having an affair with that magnificent piece of architecture behind your back.”
 
   “Would it mean anything?” Jack asked.
 
   “No,” she said. “It would be purely intellectual. Deeply, passionately, outrageously intellectual.”
 
   He laughed. “Okay, then.” Caroline fell silent and Jack looked down at his hands. “This is too much for you, isn’t it?”
 
   “You’re trying to prove yourself to people,” she said. “Trying to impress them when you really don’t need to. I don’t want to accuse you of being Jay Gatsby or something, but-” 
 
   “It is a lot. It’s probably too much. But deep down inside, I am a very superficial man.”
 
   “That statement is a paradox,” Caroline said. “It makes no sense.”
 
   “You don’t think I’m shallow?”
 
   “Maybe a little. Everyone is, in some regard. Anyone who can’t admit that is either a hypocrite or a complete saint.”
 
   “My salad girls were usually quite taken with this place.”
 
   Jack’s little black book could fill a large section of the Kennedy Center and hers would be easily contained in a small conference room at a Holiday Inn. Caroline didn’t like to think about all those other women. 
 
   “That says more about them than it does about you,” she said.
 
   “It says something about the type of woman I used to date.” Jack kept stroking her hand, and looked her in the eyes. “You’re nothing like them, Caroline. You’ve changed my life in a very short amount of time.” He cupped her face in his hands. “Don’t. Blush. I mean it,” he said.
 
   She felt the heat rushing into her face. “It’s involuntary, Jack.” 
 
   “You’re such a strong, confident woman. Surely you must know how special you are. How rare. How wonderful. You’re funny, smart as all hell, gorgeous, loving, giving. You have a tremendous spirit.”
 
   If it was even possible, Caroline turned an even brighter shade of red. “Jack,” she chided.
 
   “Do you know why I have all of this?” he asked her. “I’m not even sure. I was always searching for meaning, trying to fill that void, trying to justify my hedonism and selfishness. And I was surrounded by people who never called me out on it because they got to enjoy all the fruits of my labor. When I was playing basketball I knew they only loved me because I’d had a good game. After Wharton I knew they were only with me because I spent money on them, bought them expensive gifts, whatever. But I don’t think any of this makes me happy. Not really.”
 
   “Do you mean people in general or the women you’ve dated?”
 
   “Both, I guess. Mostly women.”
 
   “You don’t think anyone in your life has appreciated you for who you are?”
 
   “Aside from my family and my closest friends? Not really. Most of them never stuck around long enough. And much of that is my fault.”
 
   “That makes me very sad. Why did you keep letting them in when they were using you?”
 
   “I suppose it was easier than making an effort. And I was using them too, in a different way.”
 
   The look on his face made Caroline want to cry. “Oh, Jack. I wish you didn’t feel that way. Twenty years is an awfully long time to keep up that lifestyle.”
 
   “I know. But once you start living it, it’s hard to escape. It’s very easy to be shallow when you’re surrounded by insipid people and completely detached from reality.”
 
   Caroline didn’t say anything. She just squeezed his hand.
 
    Jack tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. He seemed to always be doing that. “You make me happy, Caroline. I never knew that my life was so empty before I met you. I get to look forward to seeing you every day. Touching you, kissing you, making you smile, hearing you laugh. And nothing would please me more than to share all of this with you.”
 
   He lifted her chin up so that she was looking at him again. Her eyes were wet. “I know you might not be there yet, sweetheart,” he said. “I know you’re still healing. I can see the sadness in your eyes, when you think no one is looking. And I wish I could take all your pain away. But you’re still bursting with life, with energy and passion, even though you think you’ve been permanently damaged. You have so much to give and you deserve so much in return. I just hope that eventually there might be some room left in your heart for me.” He wiped away the tear that had slipped down her cheek. “I love you, Caroline.”
 
   Jack brought his hands back into his lap and stared off toward the house. “I’ve never said that to anyone before. At least, said it and really meant it.” 
 
   She brushed a stray tear off her face and crossed her arms around herself, not speaking.
 
    “You don’t have to say it back. I just wanted you to know.” He stood up and extended his hand to hers, still not making eye contact. “It’s getting a little cool. We should go back inside.”
 
   Caroline took his hand. “You are a very, very good man. I hope you know that.”
 
   Jack squeezed her fingers. “Now you’re going to make me blush.”
 
   “Fine with me. We can bask in our shared inability to accept how others may see us.”
 
   The walk back to the house seemed longer than it should have been. Jack was silent, unnervingly so. The two of them had often gone without speaking and it felt easy, comfortable, uncomplicated. But now Caroline could sense the apprehension rolling off of him. She turned him to face her right before they reached the back door. 
 
   “You have such a kind soul. You have so much to offer people, so much more than your money or your influence. Why do you have such a hard time showing it?”
 
   “It takes less energy to be that way,” Jack said. “If you don’t get attached, no one can betray you.”
 
   “Why aren’t you that way with me? What do I have that no one else does?”
 
   “You see my humanity. And you accept me anyway. I feel like when you look at me you can see straight into my heart, bypassing all the messy details. You like me. I trust you. None of what I have matters to you nearly as much as who I truly am. I learned that on the night we met.”
 
   “Anyone who can’t appreciate you for who you are doesn’t deserve to be in your life.”
 
   “Do you think you can move beyond all this largesse, this façade?” Jack asked. “I know it’s too much for you and I don’t know how to remedy that.”
 
   “I don’t expect any of that from you. You don’t have to impress me with your many things.” She fingered the diamond necklace he had given her. “Although gifts are sometimes nice.”
 
   “I’ll try to restrain myself, then.”
 
   “I didn’t say that. But don’t feel like you need to prove how you feel about me by buying me things all the time. Your presence is enough. And by the way, when you were describing yourself, you left out ‘smashing good looks.’” Caroline smiled at him. 
 
   “Did I really?”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I don’t want to wreck your idealized vision of me, but you are an unbelievably handsome, sexy man. Is that a shallow thing to say?”
 
   Jack laughed. “Hell no.”
 
   She kissed him. “And you’re great in bed, too.”
 
   “Is that a hint?”
 
   “Maybe.” She kissed him again, pressing closer to him.
 
   “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were after something.” Jack kissed a trail across her jawline. “What would that be?”
 
   “You,” Caroline whispered. “Not your money, your cars, or even your library.” She nuzzled his neck until she reached his ear.  “Only you. Your hands, your mouth, your body, your mind, your soul. I want to show you what an incredible man you are. I want to savor every inch of you. I want to feel you move inside me until I can’t think about anything other than what you’re doing to me. Please, Jack.” She’d never spoken this way to anyone before. Caroline stroked the zipper of his pants and heard him groan. “This,” she said. “You. Now.”
 
   Jack grabbed Caroline’s hand and dragged her toward the back door. “Don’t have to tell me twice.”
 
   He continued pulling her into the kitchen, jogging quickly through the house as they headed upstairs. Caroline was soon out of breath. 
 
   “You’re lucky I took my shoes off before we took that walk,” she panted. “This moment would have been thoroughly ruined if I’d twisted my ankle.”
 
   Jack led her into the bedroom and yanked his suit jacket off her shoulders.  “You talk too much sometimes.” He crushed his lips to hers.
 
   “You like it,” she gasped, once he moved his mouth to her neck.
 
   “I do.” He bit her earlobe. “Especially when you call out my name while I’m getting you off.”
 
   Caroline moaned and wrapped her arms around his shoulders, wanting nothing in between them. Jack was kissing her lips, her jawline, her neck, then working his way back up again. He pulled back for a moment, tracing her lips with his fingers. 
 
   “Sometimes I just want to look at you,” he said. “Do you have any idea how grateful I am that you’re here with me right now?”
 
   Caroline didn’t think anyone had ever looked at her that way before, not even Nicky. She felt a surge of guilt and tried to clear her mind. She really had to stop making those comparisons.
 
   Jack’s eyes were trained on her, gazing at her with nothing but pure, unadulterated love. He was practically worshiping her from afar, except he was right in front of her. And she didn’t know what she’d done to deserve it.
 
   She stroked his cheek. “Oh, Jack. I didn’t think I’d feel this way about anyone ever again.” 
 
   He leaned into her hand and kissed her palm. “I mean it, sweetheart. If you’re not there yet, you don’t have to say anything.”
 
   “Saying it makes it real.” Caroline was suddenly feeling very panicky after being ready to rip his clothes off only a moment before. “I can’t fall in love with you. I can’t.”
 
   “You have nothing to be afraid of with me.”
 
   Her throat constricted and to her horror, she began crying. “I can’t go through that again. I can’t need you. I can’t start thinking like I can’t live without you then start taking it for granted. I can’t feel that way about someone and then lose them. I couldn’t take it. Especially with you.”
 
   He wrapped her in his arms. “Baby, don’t cry.”
 
   She buried her face in his shoulder. “I don’t want to be lonely anymore. I don’t want to be miserable. I want to feel good again. But I don’t know what I’d do if this fell apart.”
 
   “It won’t, Caroline. I promise it won’t. Trust me. Please.” Jack lifted her chin up. “Look at me, sweetheart.”
 
   Caroline caressed his lips with her fingers and closed her eyes. She knew what she felt, had known it for weeks. But she couldn’t admit it, maybe out of guilt, or fear, or denial. She couldn’t lie to herself anymore, or to him. It didn’t matter how terrifying the confession would be. She wanted to be happy. And he made her feel as if she was the most important thing in the world, the only person who mattered. It petrified her to tell him how she felt but she had to. He’d figure it out soon enough if he hadn’t already.
 
   “I love you, Jack,” she whispered.
 
   “Open your eyes.”
 
   Caroline blinked. 
 
   “Say it again.” Jack’s voice was ragged, pleading. “Please.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   He wiped his eyes. “Again.”
 
   She laughed through her tears. “I love you.”
 
   He lifted her up and whirled her around in a circle as she giggled. 
 
   “Again,” he said breathlessly.
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”
 
   He beamed. “That’s all I need to know.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack was tracing a lazy trail down Caroline’s back. She was on her side, her back to him, recovering from their latest escapade. 
 
   “You called me Monty before.” He kissed her shoulder. “Did you notice that?”
 
   She hadn’t meant to do it. It slipped out when he was peeling off her dress. “Is that okay?” she murmured.
 
   He laughed. “It is. I like when you say that. When we’re alone or in bed, that is. Might sound goofy under any other circumstance.”
 
   Caroline rolled over to face him. “I can live with that compromise.” 
 
   “So can I.”
 
   “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “You can ask me anything you want.”
 
   “How long have you wanted to tell me you love me?”
 
   Jack let his fingers drift over her shoulders. “For a long, long time. Long enough that I knew that if I said it too soon it would scare you away.”
 
   “That’s a legitimate concern,” Caroline said. “I get a little shy sometimes.”
 
   “I noticed.”
 
   “So what changed your mind?”
 
   “You did.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He pulled her into his arms. “You talk in your sleep a lot.”
 
   “I didn’t,” she said. “Did I?”
 
   “You did. That first night in Jerusalem after we went out to dinner.”
 
   “We did more than go out to dinner.”
 
   “Okay, after we had sex three times and collapsed in exhaustion.”
 
   “Points for accuracy. Is that why you didn’t freak out when I got upset earlier?”
 
   “Partly. That did concern me a little. I don’t like seeing you cry.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry. I hope I was able to comfort you.”
 
   Caroline smiled at him. “You did.”
 
   “It was hard leaving you that night,” Jack said. “After you said it I held on to you, trying not to go back to sleep, hoping you’d say it again. Only maybe you’d be awake the next time so I could say it back.”
 
   Caroline caressed his cheek. He really was quite a sweet man. “I wish you would have stayed.”
 
   “Me too. But we’re home now. No more sneaking around.”
 
   “I agree. We can be mature adults but we don’t need to hide our feelings anymore.”
 
   “You do a lousy job of hiding your feelings when we’re alone. Can you contain them in public?”
 
   She smiled wryly. “I’ll try to control myself.”
 
   “Try not to fall asleep in front of other people,” he teased. “You never know what the hell you’re going to say.”
 
   “You just said you liked what I had to say in my sleep.”
 
   “I do. It gave me the confidence to know what you were trying to say tonight.”
 
   “It takes a lot of courage to say it first,” Caroline said. “I never have.”
 
   “Technically you did say it first this time around.”
 
   She ruffled his hair. “And I’ll say it again. I love you, John Montgomery McIntyre.”
 
   “I’ve waited my entire life for a woman like you to tell me that.”
 
   She blinked rapidly. “You’re getting awfully good at this.”
 
   “I’m trying.” 
 
   “Is there anything else that I’ve said that I should know about?”
 
   He kissed her. “No. Those memories belong only to me.”
 
   “That hardly seems fair. I am the one who said those things.”
 
   “Then it wouldn’t surprise you if I told you, right?  So I don’t need to.”
 
   “You and your circular logic.” 
 
   Jack kissed one of her exposed breasts then teased her nipple with his tongue. Caroline let out a small sigh.
 
   “You like that, huh?”
 
   “I like everything you do to me, Jack.”
 
   He grinned. “I noticed. You’re very expressive.”
 
   He had vacillated on the last word. “Was that really how you meant to describe it?”
 
   “Sometimes you’re a bit of a screamer,” Jack said. “You’re lucky this is a gigantic house with thick walls and no neighbors for acres. Otherwise law enforcement might show up.”
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “I love it.” He pulled himself on top of her. 
 
   Caroline could feel his arousal building again and squirmed. How did that happen so quickly? He was closer to fifty than forty. How did he have the stamina?
 
   Jack noticed her reaction and bit her neck. “I love the way you respond to what I do to you. But sometimes I wish you’d stop trying to distract me while I’m getting you off,” he murmured.
 
   She started tickling him. “I like making you lose your focus.”
 
   Jack grabbed her arms and forced them over her head. “I don’t,” he said fiercely. “I would prefer it if you let me do whatever I want to you.”
 
   Caroline could see the heat in his eyes and heard his breath quicken. Jack bent down to kiss her again, hard. 
 
   “Want to play a little game?” he asked.
 
   This man was going to make her crazy. 
 
   “Is it a sexy game?” she asked. “Because if it’s Trivial Pursuit I’ll have to pass. Plus, I’ll beat you anyway.” Jack lowered one of his hands to caress her clit, the other still wrapped tightly around her wrists. “Unless you keep doing that. Then I might get distracted and lose.” He slid a finger inside of her. “And I hate losing,” she gasped.
 
   “I’m going to have to think of creative ways to keep you quiet,” he said. “Although I really do enjoy doing this.” Jack slipped another finger inside her as she moved against his hand. He removed his fingers and reached into the drawer of his nightstand, pulling out a long silky scarf and a blindfold. 
 
   “I think maybe you need to learn to keep your hands to yourself,” he said.
 
   Her stomach tightened in anticipation. “I’m all for education.”
 
   Jack started tying her wrists to the iron rods of the bed frame.
 
   “Wait.” Caroline’s voice startled him and he stopped what he was doing instantly. “Is this the part where you tell me you’re actually a billionaire with a kinky side? I’m not sure I’m ready to give up that amount of control.” 
 
   Jack leaned back so he was looking at her. “Excuse me?”
 
   Caroline tried to shrug but couldn’t really move her arms. “I read a lot.”
 
   “I see. I guess I saw you as more of a classic literature sort of gal. Or the kind of woman who was thoroughly into the works of people who attended the Iowa Writers’ Workshop.”
 
   Oh, he was ripping on romance novels. Or creative writing programs. One of the two. Maybe both. Nope, she couldn’t allow that to happen. “What exactly are you implying? That romance novels don’t have value?”
 
   “No,” he said hastily. “I just – there’s no good way for me to get out of this, is there?”
 
   “Not if you want to keep tying me to the bed. Don’t judge my reading preferences. My Kindle is full of highly enjoyable, unequivocally filthy smut. And don’t hate on the Hawkeyes either,” Caroline said. “That’s the best graduate program in the United States.”
 
   “I know,” Jack replied. “That’s why I said it.”
 
   She smiled. “Your knowledge of U.S. News and World Report’s Best Colleges is kind of a turn on.”
 
   He resumed tying her wrists. “Wanna hear about the highest ranked business schools in the country?”
 
   “I love it when you talk academic standings to me, Jack.”
 
   “Wait until I rattle off a list of the nation’s premiere regional colleges,” he said. “You won’t be able to resist me.”
 
   “Don’t forget liberal arts schools.”
 
   “I’m sure a Democrat loves hearing about those.” He kissed her forehead, tightening the scarf. “What about the best public universities?”
 
   “Oh, baby. Don’t stop. If you start talking about history departments I’m yours forever.”
 
   Jack finished binding her wrists. “You make me laugh, sweetheart. I like that you don’t take any of this too seriously.”
 
   Caroline tested the restraints. They were very, very snug. Not too taut, but they didn’t exactly have a lot of give.
 
   “I might take it more seriously if you do something like pass out or hit your head and leave me here tied to the bed all night.” She started to fidget as he teased her with his fingers. “Then I’ll get pissed and take back every nice thing I’ve ever said about you.”
 
   He gazed down at her adoringly. “You have my heart, Caroline.” 
 
   She was going to have to get used to that look. He made her feel as if he was either going to have his way with her or hold her close to him and keep her safe forever, both of which were fine with her. Jack’s bedroom eyes made her body turn to goo. 
 
   “Do you really have an issue with men who prefer to be in control?” he asked, trailing his finger from her ear to her collarbone.
 
   “I – maybe I should rethink that statement,” she gasped.
 
   “Good.” He grinned at her. “Because I have plans for you tonight.”
 
   Caroline had a feeling that sleep wasn’t on his list. She squirmed as his hands drifted lower and lower. “I guess any control issues you have are okay within the confines of the bedroom. But I don’t want you telling me what kind of toothpaste to use or what I’m allowed to wear or anything like that. I need my autonomy.”
 
   He drew random circles on her thighs. “Your toothpaste preferences are none of my business.” 
 
   “And if I want to shop at Old Navy, I’m damn well going to shop at Old Navy. So stop trying to talk me out of it.” 
 
   Jack laughed. He’d given her a hard time about her shopping habits when he helped her pack her suitcase for the weekend, and the razzing continued during the entire drive up to Philadelphia. “You’re awfully cheeky considering your current situation.”
 
   “Are you speaking of the fact that I’m tied to your bed?”
 
   “Among other things. Aside from the light bondage, you’re also completely naked.”
 
   “So are you. And I trust you not to hurt me.”
 
   He kissed her. “I know. That’s huge.”
 
   “I don’t just mean with regard to sex.”
 
   “I know that too.”
 
   “And you can practice your knot making skills on me any time you want.”
 
   Jack bit her neck. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear you say that.”
 
   Caroline was willing to test his cryptic warnings. “Show me how much you love me,” she whispered.
 
   “I will, sweetheart.” He grinned at her devilishly. “But there’s something you should know. I can hold out a lot longer than you. I could tease you for hours and not get bored.”
 
   He slid down to kiss her on the lips again but only gave her a light peck. Which was the complete opposite of what she actually wanted.
 
   “You’re driving me mad, McIntyre. Just take me now and do your worst.”
 
   “I love fulfilling requests.” He picked up the blindfold. “Okay, my little tiger. Let’s have some fun.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Nineteen
 
   Caroline
 
   July
 
    
 
   It was a little over two weeks before the summer recess. Caroline only made it back to Philadelphia late one Saturday, but she and Jack spent as much time as they could together during the week when they were in Washington. Dinner almost every night, lunch when they could, stolen glances in the hallways. She knew he wanted more. But they’d barely been dating for a month, even if they’d been friends since January. She was hesitant to move any quicker.
 
   Both of them had the afternoon free; they spent several hours lounging on the couch in his capacious house in Georgetown talking about nothing, before deciding they were bored and getting up to dance. 
 
   Jack had a vast collection of jazz standards and assorted oldies. He assured Caroline that she was proving to be a very talented partner but she didn’t quite believe him. She practiced by herself while Jack occasionally got up to check on the roast he was making, even though she knew she must have looked silly. She tried to time it so that he wouldn’t see her, but Jack caught her performing a waltz solo right before dinner was ready. He laughed for about five minutes before twirling her around the living room again.
 
   Caroline was now sitting on his lap at the table in the formal dining room, feeding him bites of lemon meringue pie. 
 
   “What do you think?” she asked.
 
   “It’s good. Did you really make it from scratch?”
 
   “I did,” Caroline said. “It took me a good chunk of yesterday but since you were making me dinner I thought I owed you something.”
 
   Jack’s eyes flashed. “All I’m getting is pie tonight?”
 
   “You might get lucky. I’m glad it made it over here in one piece. From the house to my office to your place, I thought the meringue might fall.”
 
   “Where’d you learn to bake like this?”
 
   “Practice, I guess. I like using good ingredients and knowing what I’m eating, even if it’s not all that good for me. You might have to try my cookies, too.”
 
   “I would love to try your cookies,” Jack said.
 
   “Must everything you say sound like an innuendo?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I could teach you how to bake.” Caroline slid another fork of mostly meringue into Jack’s mouth. “If you ask nicely. Maybe you could teach me how to cook.”
 
   “Maybe. If you ask nicely. Or let me try your cookies.”
 
   Caroline tweaked his nose. “Where did you learn to cook, Congressman?”
 
   “I taught myself, mostly,” Jack said. “Once I got a few years out of college I realized meals weren’t going to make themselves. I hunkered down and did most of my experimenting while I was in business school. I wanted to eat healthy, especially after all that time living in hotel rooms in Europe and going to restaurants almost every night.”
 
   “Huh, Nicky felt the same way. About eating well, I mean.” Caroline frowned. “Does it bother you that I talk about him?”
 
   He took the fork out of her hand and put it on the table. “No. It’s comforting.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Jack cupped her chin in his palm. “You were married to him for over ten years, Caroline. He was a huge part of your life. He’s the father of your children. You can’t forget about all of that. And I like how devoted you are to his memory. It makes me know that you’re with me for the right reasons.”
 
   “What reasons would those be?”
 
   He shifted his gaze away from her. “That maybe I can give you the same thing he did.”
 
   Caroline kissed his cheek. “That’s such a nice thing for you to say, darling.”
 
   “‘Darling’?”
 
   She laughed. “I call my children that. I don’t know why that slipped out.”
 
   “No, it’s nice. Although I am partial to Monty.”
 
   “I like that one too.”
 
   Jack kissed her. “I don’t want you to ever feel awkward mentioning Nick in front of me. I like hearing about him. About your relationship with him. I like trying to figure out what parts of your children come from you and the parts that come from him. Even though he and I are very different.”
 
   “You are,” Caroline said. “But you have a lot of the same qualities. You’re both funny, affectionate, and protective. And supportive. I appreciate that. I just don’t want you to think that I’m dwelling on the past.”
 
   “Your past is part of who you are now. I wouldn’t want it any other way, because you’re such a wonderful person.”
 
   “First you rave about the pie and now this. Flattery will get you everywhere.”
 
   Jack laughed and grabbed the fork off the table. “I know. And you just reminded me that I’m still hungry. Feed me, woman.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “Caveman.” 
 
   “How was parents’ weekend up at camp?” he asked.
 
   “It was magnificent,” she said, scooping up some pie. “Sophie was much less homesick than I thought.”
 
   “Did you mention me?”
 
   She brought the fork to his lips, then pulled it back. Just to tease him a little. “Such an arrogant man.”
 
   “I was just curious as to how they reacted to the news that you’re dating someone.”
 
   “I might have mentioned we were spending more time together. Mo figured it out right away. Something about me not being so moody.”
 
   “You miss them, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “It was hard not to pack them up and come home. But they’re having such a great time. And they deserve it. Last year they both stayed home since Mo was still having a hard time with Nicky being gone and Feef wasn’t old enough yet. I’m glad it’s working out so well.”
 
   “I love that you’re so attached to them.”
 
   “Some might call me a helicopter parent. Much more so than I used to be.”
 
   “How did you behave before?”
 
   Caroline put the fork down. This was hard to admit. “I made some very poor choices when I was first elected. I missed a few moderately important life events because of votes or town halls or other activities. It was a selfish way to act.”
 
   “That seems surprising coming from you. I wouldn’t have expected it.”
 
   “Nicky and I fought a lot back then. He didn’t like that I got into politics.” Caroline gave Jack a pensive look. “Despite all my talk, my marriage was far from perfect.”
 
   “Although I’ve never been married, I would assume that no relationship fits into that category.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ever tie the knot?” Caroline asked him. “You must have had opportunities.”
 
   “You know why. I wasn’t in love.”
 
   “That doesn’t stop a lot of people from going down that road. Especially high profile people.”
 
   “It was a risky venture. I didn’t want to take it. It didn’t feel right. I dated a lot of vacuous women. I wasn’t going to make that kind of commitment to any of them. I didn’t think I’d ever want that kind of perpetual mutual obligation, especially if there was a chance they’d use me because of my wealth.” 
 
   “But you must have felt differently before you made your money. In college or in business school.”
 
   Jack looked chagrined. “I thought about getting laid in college. And I stayed the same in graduate school and as I advanced in the business world. I never thought about settling down. Never realized how artificial I was before I met you. How much more I could actually think of having.” He smiled. “You’ve helped me grow up.”
 
   “I would hope you’d have finished by now,” Caroline jested.
 
   “Have you?”
 
   “Nope. I’m a work in progress.” 
 
   “So am I. I’m just a little further behind than you. As for marriage, I’m evolving on the subject.”
 
   Caroline had to change the topic fast. She scraped up one of the remaining bites of pie and lifted it to his lips. “How was your meeting with the Pennsylvania delegation earlier today?” 
 
   Jack swallowed the pie down. “It was all right. Why?”
 
   “I might have read something in The Hill about a little kerfuffle.”
 
   “Kerfuffle?”
 
   “Between you and Representative Murdock.”
 
   “What did it say?”
 
   “Something about the two of you having to be separated during a heated argument. Should I ask Chrissy about it?”
 
   “No,” he said. “It happened before she got there.”
 
   Caroline kissed a bit of meringue off the side of his mouth. “What is it?”
 
   “Sweetheart, you don’t need to worry about it.”
 
   Caroline sighed. “Was it about me?”
 
   He ran his knuckles down her cheek. “That’s very narcissistic of you.”
 
   “Shit, it was about me.”
 
   He kissed her lightly. “You don’t need to concern yourself with it. It was handled.”
 
   “Jack, come on. I really don’t want to argue about that asshole.”
 
   “All right,” he conceded. “He made a highly inappropriate remark about you, I took offense, and he was lucky I didn’t break his jaw. He saw that picture of us in Washington Life at that charity event.”
 
   They were trying to keep their relationship on the down low when it came to media coverage but Caroline had lightened up a little when it came to everything else. They weren’t hiding it from anyone they knew but they weren’t exactly advertising it. They settled for quiet dinners near the Hill or spent most nights at Jack’s brownstone before Caroline would head home to Rockville. But they weren’t going to hide their relationship completely. 
 
   Jack had convinced Caroline to attend a fundraising ball for special needs children at Union Station the previous week, and the social pages had been all over the two of them. They didn’t print anything unseemly but one photographer caught a shot of Jack kissing Caroline on the cheek, and it was obvious from their body language that it was more than just a friendly peck.
 
   “Oh,” Caroline said. “So he’s jealous?”
 
   “I guess so. Or something else. You’re right. He is a slug.”
 
   “That bad, eh?”
 
   Jack’s color deepened. “Yes.”
 
   “You’re not going to tell me what he said, are you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is there any point in trying to charm you into telling me anyway?”
 
   “No,” he repeated curtly. 
 
   He appeared to be angry, but not with her. She knew he had divulged all that he was willing to say on the matter. “I have a subcommittee meeting with him next Wednesday,” she said. 
 
   “Stay away from him,” Jack cautioned.
 
   Caroline kissed his cheek. “Thank you for defending my honor, Monty. But I can handle Murdock just fine. I’ve done it before.” 
 
   Jack still looked uncomfortable. “How many blogs and political sites do you visit?” he asked.
 
   “Not that many,” Caroline said. “Maybe The Hill or Politico, but not much beyond that. Roll Call and CQ for practical matters. Although I’ve been known to sneak a peek at Wonkette every now and then for my daily dose of snark.”
 
   “I see. Those are all relatively legitimate sources of information.”
 
   Caroline laughed. Maybe he didn’t know what Wonkette was. “I don’t like purely partisan sites. I’d rather make my judgments myself based on personal observations.”
 
   Jack relaxed. “I knew there was a reason I loved you so much. So, if you were visiting The Hill this week, did you notice all that praise you received for that bipartisan piece of legislation you authored?”
 
   “You mean the capital gains bill?”
 
   “Yes.” Jack gave her an impish look. “You’re finally embracing Reaganomics, I see. Just a few decades late.”
 
   He was poking fun at her, and Caroline bit his earlobe in return. “I am not. It’s common sense, which shouldn’t be partisan. Give middle class people a tax break on investments and they’ll invest more. Or at least be more willing to consider it. Upper class folks don’t need that incentive.”
 
   “I may sign on as a co-sponsor. Would that make you happy?”
 
   “Extremely. Might even get you laid.”
 
   “I don’t need to co-sponsor bills for that, do I?”
 
   She ran her hands through his hair. “What do you think?” 
 
   “It’s a good bill. I’m sure it will pass through both chambers rather easily.”
 
   “I’m not sure the president will sign it.”
 
   “Have you been lobbying him on it?”
 
   “Not really. If he wants to talk to me, I’ll listen. But if he wants to get the economy going again he has to try something other than the same old tired methods.” 
 
   “I get the feeling you’re not pleased with his job performance thus far.”
 
   “I’m not. He cultivated all this goodwill before being sworn in and he’s blown it.”
 
   Jack gave her a wry grin. “You’re not just saying that because you’ve been unable to cultivate the same goodwill after your keynote speech, right?”
 
   Caroline frowned again. “It’s funny how being a giant bitch made me really popular with the DNC, and when I calmed down a little and started being nice again, they drifted away.” She rubbed her temples. Mulling over party politics gave her a headache. “But I don’t mind. I hate all that bullshit. Makes my life a lot easier, actually.”
 
   It hadn’t taken long for Caroline to tire of the routine after the convention the previous fall. She had to be away from her children, make speeches she didn’t feel comfortable making, do all the things she swore she’d never do. She vowed not to be that kind of politician and had come close to crossing the boundary and never being able to go back. She remained eternally grateful that Christine called her out after that first round of endorsements. Caroline would never be able to quietly fade back into the woodwork again, but she was still doing her best to repair the damage she caused.
 
   “At least Langlade is speaking to you again,” Jack said.
 
   She scowled. “Yes. I spent hours hoping that relationship would be reignited.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Caroline, why are you a Democrat?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’re close personal friends with the Speaker of the House,” he said. “A Republican, I might add.”
 
   “I am aware of his party affiliation.”
 
   “Your best friend is one of the most conservative women in Congress.”
 
   “I am also aware of that.”
 
   “And you’re dating me.”
 
   “Against my better judgment,” Caroline said, smiling.
 
   “So, what gives? Are you a closet GOPer? It’s okay to admit it, sweetheart. We’ll accept you.”
 
   “It will be a cold day in hell before I join the Republican Party. Nothing personal,” she added.
 
   Jack feigned shock. “Such strong language. You’re a little defensive, Caroline. Come to the dark side. You know you want to.”
 
   “Why should I? My side has lemon meringue pie.”
 
   “Only because you’re the one who makes it.”
 
   “I can imagine how much the Republican Party would enjoy an outspoken liberal woman who provides them with phenomenal baked goods. There’s a slogan in there somewhere.”
 
   “You’re not as liberal as you think you are.”
 
   “I know. But I prefer to reclaim the language instead of abandoning it. ‘Liberal’ isn’t a dirty word.”
 
   “It isn’t. And neither is ‘conservative.’”
 
   “Too bad the extremes control so much of the debate. I’m mostly a Democrat because our crazies are a bit less crazy than yours. Nothing exists in a vacuum. I don’t think a lot of your fellow Republicans understand that.”
 
   “A lot of your fellow Democrats don’t understand it, either.”
 
   Caroline blew out a harsh breath. “It’s maddening. I ran as a Democrat because I more closely identified with their platform. Which isn’t saying much because I still have some major concerns about it.”
 
   “You’re a social libertarian and an economic moderate. You could have gone either way.”
 
   “Maybe. The Democratic establishment hated me when I first ran for office but I joined the party anyway. The lack of open-mindedness on both sides frustrates me. To say nothing of the lack of respect and compassion for one another as human beings.”
 
   “Is that why you’re so desperate to reach across the aisle?”
 
   “Yes. Because I know there are many others who feel the same way.”
 
   Jack wrapped his arms tighter around her. “You do good work, sweetheart. I hope you know that.”
 
   Caroline ruffled his hair. “You’re full of compliments tonight. Since we’re talking party affiliation, why are you a Republican?”
 
   “Because I’m a rich bastard who hates women and minorities?”
 
   She laughed. “Seriously.”
 
   “Oh, and the gays. I hate them too. Except for Katie, of course.”
 
   “I’ll give her your kindest personal not even slightly homophobic regards.”
 
   “Don’t even get me started on the poors.”
 
   “Now you sound like you’ve been reading too many liberal memes. Have you been reading liberal memes, Representative McIntyre?”
 
   “I like to think of myself as a Rockefeller Republican.”
 
   “In other words, a moderate Democrat.”
 
   “Not really. I’ve got some conservative ideas on social issues, particularly as it pertains to the government’s obligation to fund certain programs.”
 
   “But you still believe in their objective goodness.”
 
   “Perhaps. But my private beliefs as a Catholic don’t always comport with my public policy positions. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   “I should have never told you how I really feel about abortion. Does that make me a hypocrite?”
 
   “Your opinion is probably similar to those of most other Americans. You’re a pragmatist, not a hypocrite.”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   Jack kissed her forehead. “You strive to do the right thing for the right reasons. I hope I’m the same way. But part of my party affiliation is selfish. Republicans are consistently in favor of lower taxes and you know how much I love my money.”
 
   “You do a lot of good with it, too. Maybe you should give that more play.”
 
   “I see no need to do that.” 
 
   “You just don’t want people to know what a good man you are.”
 
   “You know, and that’s all that matters.”
 
   They sat at the table with Caroline resting her head on his shoulder, until she broke the silence.
 
   “Let’s talk about fun stuff,” she said.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Tell me something random about you.”
 
   “I hate clowns.”
 
   Caroline started laughing.
 
   “It’s not funny,” Jack said. “They’re creepy little bastards.”
 
   She tried to contain her giggles.
 
   “Really, Caroline. I open myself up to you and this is how you respond.”
 
   “No, I just…that’s good to know.” Caroline took a deep breath, letting out one final chuckle. “I find that tremendously reassuring.”
 
   “You don’t like clowns?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   Jack smiled. “Good. I knew you were smart. So what about you?”
 
   “I graduated from college in three years.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I earned a ton of AP credits in high school. I tried to complete a second major but I wanted to start law school as soon as I could, so I gave that idea up.”
 
   “I’m impressed.”
 
   “Well,” Caroline said. “Thanks. I skipped the fifth grade too.”
 
   “Look at you, child prodigy.”
 
   “I test really well.”
 
   “Now I know where Marguerite gets it from.”
 
   “Maybe. Her father was no slouch.”
 
   “I’m sure he wasn’t,” Jack said. “How old were you when you graduated from college?”
 
   “Nineteen. I have a late birthday.”
 
   “Just a baby.” Jack grinned. “I thought standardized tests were biased against females.”
 
   “Not against me.” Caroline laughed. “All of this is on my Wikipedia page. I guess you haven’t been hanging out there.”
 
   “No. I haven’t. Anything else interesting on it?”
 
   “Not really. Although Katie edits it constantly, and usually throws something highly obnoxious on there for fun.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Oh, once she put something out there about my pet chihuahua Tiddlywinks, who had his own tiny wardrobe. I had a custom made purse so I could carry him onto the House floor. He never missed a vote. And he was always spectacularly dressed. I reluctantly let him go after he married another chihuahua in an intimate ceremony at the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception.”
 
   “Is any of that true?”
 
   Caroline decided to leave out the part about how the dog’s closet was bigger than hers. “You really think the Catholic Church would agree to marry a pair of chihuahuas?”
 
   Jack was trying not to laugh. He enjoyed giving her a hard time. “You never know.”
 
   “Katie has a rare gift. Most of that page is filled with dirty, dirty lies.”
 
   “And yet you haven’t fired her.”
 
   God forbid. Katie was irreplaceable. For all their joking, her press secretary was very good at her job, which allowed for a lot of leeway when it came to her Wikipedia excursions. Sometimes Caroline helped her do the edits, if she was feeling particularly randy.
 
   “I’m a very forgiving boss,” she said. 
 
   “I can see that. And now it’s your turn to ask me a question.”
 
   “Here’s an easy one. What’s your favorite movie?”
 
   Jack thought a moment. “True Grit, probably. What’s yours?”
 
   “Ah, a John Wayne man. I have a hard time picking a favorite movie. I have terrible taste, although I can sometimes be counted on when it comes to inane comedies and movie musicals. And I adore the classics. Bette Davis, Kate Hepburn, Clark Gable, Cary Grant, Spencer Tracy. Love them all.”
 
   “Those are all wonderful Golden Age actors.” 
 
   “The Philadelphia Story is probably my favorite Hepburn movie, but have you seen State of the Union? It’s a lesser known Capra film with Tracy and Hepburn. Angela Lansbury gives an incredible supporting performance. Maybe even better than the role she had in The Manchurian Candidate.” 
 
   “I’ve never seen it. Maybe we should watch it.”
 
   “I have a lot of old movies in my library. If they float your boat.”
 
   “You are such a cultured woman.”
 
   “Please tell me you like The Sound of Music. If you don’t agree that Julie Andrews is a national treasure I’ll probably have to break up with you.” 
 
   “I hope you don’t have some sort of Captain von Trapp fantasy.”
 
   “Christopher Plummer is incredibly attractive in that movie. And you do remind me a little of him. Without the whistle.”
 
   He kissed her cheek. “Anything else? Maybe some other light fluff?”
 
   “Not really. I never put much stock in happy endings.”
 
   Jack looked surprised. “But you like musicals.”
 
   “I do. They’re glorious examples of the human spirit. But they’re not entirely realistic. Life is so much more complicated than that.”
 
   He smoothed his hand through her hair. “You’re such an enigma sometimes. I often wonder what it’s like inside that byzantine head of yours.”
 
   “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “I want to know everything about you.” He smiled when Caroline blushed. “You’re adorable.”
 
   “I think you say things like that on purpose.”
 
   “Of course I do. Why do you get to have more than one favorite?”
 
   “I have a hard time limiting myself. Oh, I can’t believe I forgot this one. I will always watch The Parent Trap if it’s on TV.” 
 
   “Maureen O’Hara. Nice.” Jack closed his eyes. “I take back what I said before. The Quiet Man is definitely my favorite movie.”
 
   “Maureen O’Hara is pretty hot,” Caroline said. “I would kill for her hair.”
 
   Jack reflexively ran his fingers through her hair. “You have it, sweetheart.”
 
   “No, it’s more brown than red, especially in winter.”
 
   “Looks gorgeous to me regardless. And while I’m thinking about it, I prefer when you wear it down.”
 
   “You don’t like my little French twists?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Those are sexy as hell but I like being able to tug on your hair when I’m kissing you. Or doing other unseemly things.”
 
   “Mmm, like what?”
 
   “Depends. Are you going to be here in the morning?”
 
   A constant theme on the nights they spent together. “We’ve talked about that, Jack. I can’t stay overnight when Congress is in session.”
 
   “You spend the night when we’re in Philadelphia. What difference does it make what city we’re in? Hell, it makes sense.” Jack ran his tongue up her neck. “My driver could take you to work in the mornings and he could make sure we always got caught in traffic.”
 
   Caroline gripped his shirt, responding to his touch. Jack began to trail kisses over her jawbone, wrecking her concentration. 
 
   “I’m trying to set boundaries, Monty. You aren’t making it easy.”
 
   “You want to stay here.”
 
   She did. More than anything. “I also have my own home.”
 
   “You wanted us to stop sneaking around, be more open about things. That’s what I’m trying to do.”
 
   “It doesn’t mean we have to accelerate the pace. It’s so early. Let’s not push our luck.”
 
   Jack stopped what he was doing. “Do you think I’m moving too fast?”
 
   Caroline had this nagging fear in the back of her head that something was going to come along and spoil this. She’d only come close to having true happiness once, with Nicky. She knew the odds were long that it would ever happen again. But she didn’t want to tell Jack. He’d been trying so hard and he was doing everything right, yet she was convinced that there was something he was holding back. And she wasn’t about to give in yet. Not completely.
 
   “No. I just…I can’t stay.” 
 
   “I wish you would,” Jack said. “My bed feels empty without you in it. The way you press your body up against mine, sighing softly in your sleep. Holding you all night. Being able to touch you in the morning when you first wake up. I want to be the first thing you see every day.” 
 
   “Don’t say things like that,” Caroline whispered.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Jack, we can’t take that step. Not yet.”
 
   “We love each other. We want to be with each other. And I maybe get a few hours with you a day. It bothers me that I don’t get more. I don’t see the harm in you spending the rest of your summer here.”
 
   “I can’t give you that right now. I’m not ready.”
 
   “Does this have anything to do with your roommate?”
 
   Maybe she could sidestep. “We have to maintain some decorum. You and I both do.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question.”
 
   Of course he would notice. “I suppose I have incentive to behave with a little more politesse when my best friend is making comments about my sinful behavior.”
 
   “Does she really do that?”
 
   “I might be exaggerating a shade but it’s not like she hasn’t figured out what we’ve been doing.”
 
   “You’re thirty-six years old, Caroline. You can have sex any time you want without anyone judging you, least of all your friends.”
 
   She tousled his hair. “Even if it’s with a man who’s far too old for me?”
 
   “I’m only eleven years older than you. That’s hardly May-December.” Jack nuzzled Caroline’s neck again. “Maybe more Rich Uncle Sugar. Who is more than willing to buy you all sorts of luxurious gifts and guide you in the ways of love.”
 
   She moaned as he nipped at her earlobe. “You iniquitous man.”
 
   He pulled his head up for a moment. “Nice vocabulary, sweetheart. Is that how you were able to skip a grade and graduate early?”
 
   She grinned raffishly. “You should hear all the synonyms for sexual intercourse that I have cued up in my brain just waiting to come out.”
 
   Jack kissed her nose. “I’d love to hear them. Preferably when we’re naked.”
 
   “I like the sound of that. And cut Chrissy some slack. She’s just a little uptight.”
 
   “Christine is a bit of a killjoy, isn’t she?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Yes. Yes, she is. But I love her anyway.”
 
   “Whenever I try to thank her for helping you out, she gets very quiet.”
 
   “She doesn’t like talking about it.” 
 
   “When did she move in with you?”
 
   “About a month after it happened. She didn’t ask. She just did it. I think she knew I wasn’t going to say anything and she sure as hell wasn’t going to make a big deal over it. She knew I needed her.”
 
   “I like her. Tell her I said that. Christine can say she doesn’t like me but that isn’t going to stop me from being nice to her. I appreciate that she’s protective of you.”
 
   “Do you still think I need protecting, too?”
 
   “I’m quite certain of it. Treasures need to be guarded.”
 
   Caroline laughed again, louder this time. “That compliment needs some major overhaul before it’s even remotely workable.”
 
   “I thought it sounded pretty romantic, actually.” Jack buried his nose in her hair, inhaling deeply. “I love the smell of your shampoo.”
 
   “I’ll let the Pantene people know you approve.” She giggled as he continued to sniff around her head. “Jack, stop. Really.”
 
   He studied her closely, pressing a lock of hair between his fingers. “Definitely more red than brown,” he pronounced. 
 
   Caroline smiled. “Is my hair going to turn into a fetish for you?”
 
   “I’m considering it. How much more time do I have with you before you have to leave?”
 
   “Maybe an hour.”
 
   “Then let’s make it count.” Jack leaned in to kiss her deeply.
 
   “What about my pie?” she asked after they took a minute to catch their breath. “I didn’t get any dessert.”
 
   “It’ll be fine.” He kissed her neck as she began to loosen his tie.
 
   “We could go upstairs,” Caroline said in between kisses. “Maybe we should go upstairs.”
 
   “Here is fine.” Jack unbuttoned her blouse and ran a finger under the top of her bra cup. “Lovely.”
 
   She pulled off his tie. “Aren’t the condoms upstairs?”
 
   He produced a condom from his pocket. “I’ve wanted to make love to you in this dining room since I moved in here.”
 
   Caroline playfully swatted him on the chest. He knew she hated that phrase, especially when it involved having sex in unusual places. “You little shit. You planned this.”
 
   “It was in the back of my mind but the pie pushed me over the edge.”
 
   “I want to eat my piece. I’m still hungry.”
 
   “We’ll figure out how to deal with that later.” Jack stuffed the condom back in his pants.
 
   “This table looks awfully uncomfortable.” Caroline squirmed against Jack’s pant leg. “Even if you are ready to go.”
 
   “I like to think of myself as a wayward Boy Scout. Always prepared.” He slid his palm under her blouse and over her stomach and she shivered. “Not on the table,” he murmured. “On the floor, my love.”
 
   Caroline scrambled off his lap, gazing down at the Persian rug. “Is this thing Scotchgarded?”
 
   Jack eased her back down onto the carpet. “It’s fine, sweetheart.” He hiked up her skirt. A predatory look came over his face when he saw her garter belt. “You know what it does to me when you wear this. I think you intended to bring me more than pie from the very beginning.”
 
   Caroline settled back onto the floor, gasping as Jack yanked her underwear down. “I might have taken a few more minutes than usual to reflect upon my wardrobe this morning.”
 
   Jack kissed the inside of her leg above her nylons. “I definitely have to reward you for your thoughtfulness.” He buried his face between her thighs. 
 
   It didn’t take long for him to find the right spot. Caroline had her insecurities about the number of women he’d been with, but after only a little over a month he knew her body better than she did. Maybe all that experience had taught him a trick or two. She tried to grab on to something but the rug was too smooth. In desperation, she grasped at the table leg as she felt herself falling into sweet bliss, calling out his name, writhing against him until he pulled his head up with a grin.
 
   “Please tell me this dining room set wasn’t expensive,” Caroline said when she was able to speak again. “I got scratch marks all over it.”
 
   “Fine with me.” Jack grinned. “I’ll think of you every time I sit down to eat.” 
 
   He pulled the condom back out of his pocket and unzipped his pants and smoothed it onto his erection, then leaned down to kiss her. 
 
   “Now,” Caroline said as he eased her thighs open again.
 
   “What if I want to tease you first?”
 
   “We don’t have time. Jack, please.” She moaned as he rubbed her clit. 
 
   “Tell me what you need, baby.” It wasn’t a request but a command. 
 
   She hated when he played this game. Or loved it. She wasn’t sure anymore. “I need you,” she panted, hoping she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt. He’d pushed her over the edge again so quickly she hadn’t realized it.
 
   “What else?”
 
   “Just you.” She bit her lip. “Please.”
 
   Jack pressed his mouth to her neck. “I like it when you beg.” He bit her gently, pulling back to look at her. He traced a path around her lips as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “I love you, Caroline,” he whispered.
 
   Caroline cried out as he thrust into her.
 
   “I know,” she murmured, curling her hands up in his hair, pulling him closer as he started to move inside her. “I know.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Maureen rubbed her eyes as she walked up to the Nurse’s Station.
 
   “Morning, Dr. Savage,” the duty nurse said.
 
   “Morning, Valerie.”
 
   “Rough night?”
 
   “Gonna be a rough day too, I suspect,” Maureen said. She tried to crack a grin and failed. “How are you and the rest of the girls holding up?”
 
   Valerie gave her a watery smile. “We all miss Dr. Livingston.”
 
   Maureen was never all that good at comforting people. “It’s been hard for all of us. I hope you know how much he appreciated the hard work you’ve done over the years.”
 
   “I know,” Valerie said softly. “He was a good man.”
 
   “Indeed he was.” Maureen cleared her throat. “How’s our patient today?”
 
   Valerie gave Maureen a troubled look. “Okay, I guess. I thought I heard her mumbling earlier this morning. Those sedatives might be starting to wear off.”
 
   “I’ll take a look at her,” Maureen said.
 
   “Dr. Savage, can I ask you something?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Valerie looked down at her cup of coffee.  “What are they going to do with her? She was - she always seemed like such a nice person. I mean, you can’t tell much from TV and all, but why does the military want her?”
 
   Maureen patted Valerie’s shoulder. The poor woman knew too much. “Don’t worry about it. Just take care of her while she’s here.”
 
   “She was talking about her children,” Valerie whispered. “And her husband.” She wiped her eyes.  “It was hard to see. I wanted to increase her dosage just so I wouldn’t have to hear it. I feel like such a shitty nurse.”
 
   “Don’t feel bad. You were doing your job. She sustained some serious injuries and we’re trying to help her heal. Don’t worry about anything you’ve been doing because you’ve been doing everything right. Understand?”
 
   Valerie took a sip of her coffee and made a face. “Nasty.” She looked at Maureen. “I hope they pick you to replace Dr. Livingston.”
 
   “Don’t hold your breath,” Maureen said. “Be prepared for some changes. I don’t know when but…be ready. Go get some fresh coffee.  Take a break or something. I’ll hang around out here after I check in on Ms. Gerard.”
 
   Valerie smiled as she started to head toward the cafeteria. “Thanks, Doc.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Caroline
 
   July
 
    
 
   Caroline gathered up her papers. Another subcommittee meeting, another wasted few hours. And to top it off, Jack was busy almost the entire afternoon so she wasn’t going to be able to see him until later that evening. She headed toward the door, doing her best not to make eye contact with anyone. That was generally the best way to get out of these things and back to something worthwhile.
 
   Representative Murdock blocked her path and she let out an audible sigh.
 
   “What can I do for you, Jeffrey?”
 
   He smiled at her, his lips curled around his teeth. It made her feel ill. Nothing good ever came after that man showed pleasure in anything. “How are things between you and McIntyre?”
 
   “I fail to see how that’s an appropriate topic for us to discuss,” Caroline said. “If you don’t stop spouting off to him, you’re probably going to earn a black eye for your troubles.”
 
   “A man with a temper, eh?” Murdock asked. “Not my fault he can’t handle the truth. A man of ambition too, from what I can tell.”
 
   “Stop the cryptic bullshit. What do you want?”
 
   Murdock put his arm around her and she pushed away from him. He glowered. “Oh, come on now. Can’t we be friends?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said. “We can’t.”
 
   “I just figured you’d want one more chance to be with a man who knows how to…take care of you properly.”
 
   The words hung heavy in the air. She didn’t want to analyze his double entendres. Especially when they seemed more ominous than romantic. “Jack has that covered, thanks.”
 
   “Does he?” Murdock asked. “Are you his first priority?”
 
   “Stop with the weak attempts at verbal jousting, Jeffrey. Your bucket is dry.”
 
   Murdock pulled a small stack of papers out of a folder. “I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were getting into with him. I’m moving up in the world.”
 
   Caroline assumed that was a reference to his impending gubernatorial campaign. “How nice for you.” 
 
   “You could have been along for the ride, if you’d been nicer to me.”
 
   She tried not to retch. “My loss, I guess.”
 
   “Looks as if your boyfriend’s moving up, too.” He shoved the papers into her hands.
 
   It was a printout from a website she didn’t recognize. “What’s this?”
 
   “Take a look for yourself.”
 
   She glanced at the header and her throat went dry. “Where did you get this?”
 
   Murdock gave her a pitying glance. “Oh, for shame. You didn’t know?”
 
   “I-”
 
   He made a clucking noise. “I know it’s an obscure local blog, but I thought you were a bit more perceptive than that.” He laughed at her expression. “You really trusted that player, didn’t you? Looks like loverboy isn’t as straight with you as you thought.”
 
   Caroline steadied herself. “Certainly I knew.” Thankfully her voice wasn’t shaking. She had to find a place where she could be alone. Immediately. “He tells me everything.”
 
   Murdock smirked at her. “You’ve got to learn to lie better, Gerard. Your poker face is for shit.” He laughed again as he slinked past her toward the door. “Have a fantastic day.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline strode into Jack’s office holding the printout of the blog posting in her hand. She’d spent the afternoon trying to process what she read after the committee hearing and had steeled herself for this moment. She pored over every detail of their relationship, every conversation, every sign she’d missed. It was terrible trying to hold her emotions in check when she was slowly dying inside. She wasn’t entirely sure she was ready to confront the truth.
 
   There were hardly any lights on and his staff was gone. Jack was sitting at his desk signing letters, the twilight illuminating his face through the window.  
 
   He looked up and smiled at her. “Hi, baby.”
 
   She threw the papers down on the desk. “We need to talk,” she said.
 
   Jack grabbed it and looked at the header: McIntyre Eyes Pennsylvania Gubernatorial Race. He started to say something, but Caroline spoke first.
 
   “Don’t. Don’t waste your breath.”
 
   She had come into his office spitting fire and she wanted to keep it that way. She was terrified that she’d start crying in front of him, and she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.
 
   “Caroline-” 
 
   “How long has this been in the works?”
 
   “Please, just-” 
 
   “How long?”
 
   Jack turned his eyes to the wall. “I don’t know, since maybe March or April.”
 
   Caroline stared at her feet. “That was before we started dating.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “While we were still friends. While we were telling each other everything we could, trying to get to know each other better. While you were trying to convince me to go out with you.” She gave him an anguished look. “You knew already, that night before Easter when you tried to kiss me. When I asked you about Murdock. Didn’t you?”
 
   Jack hung his head. “Yes.”
 
   Caroline covered her eyes. “You fucking bastard. You lied right to my face just so you could get what you wanted. All that mysterious behavior, all those weird questions about my online activities and my involvement in political gossip, it was all because you didn’t want me to find out.”
 
   “Caroline, please let me-” 
 
   “Don’t start. Everything that comes out of your mouth is a lie. When were you going to tell me?”
 
   “I-” He cleared his throat, looking down at the article again. “Who gave this to you?”
 
   “How do you know I didn’t track it down myself?”
 
   “Who gave this to you?” he repeated.
 
   Caroline bit her tongue. Because a simpleton like her would have never found it on her own. She hated when he was right. “I had that subcommittee meeting this morning. Who do you think?”
 
   Jack rubbed his forehead. “Shit.”
 
   “That was my general feeling,” Caroline said. “I assure you he made the moment appropriately embarrassing for me.”
 
   “Caroline, I-”
 
   “I cannot believe you,” she interrupted, grateful that her temper appeared to be winning out over her despair. “I had to find this out from fucking Murdock. He looked like the goddamn Cheshire Cat when he handed it to me. I’m surprised he didn’t start doing a happy dance in the middle of the committee room. He could smell my defeat from a mile away. Lord knows how many people he’s already told about what an idiot I am.”
 
   Jack shifted in his chair and lifted his head up. “Sweetheart-” 
 
   “Don’t call me that!” she shouted. “Don’t use pet names or try to trick me into thinking something that isn’t true or play any of the other mind games you use to manipulate people. You’ve known about this for months – multiple months – and you never told me. Do you know how humiliated I feel right now? How many people know?”
 
   “Caroline, please let me explain.”
 
   “When were you going to tell me?”
 
   “I-” He looked very guilty. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, that’s fucking great. Were you going to schedule a press conference and tell me after the fact?”
 
   “Caroline, I wanted to tell you, I just-”  
 
   “You just didn’t. You had every opportunity and you didn’t.”
 
   “Are you going to let me explain myself or not?”
 
   “Fine.” She crossed her arms. “Go ahead.”
 
   Jack rubbed his jaw wearily. “It was an idea when it first started. Then it turned into something else, something more. Like us.”
 
   “Don’t you dare make that comparison,” she spat.
 
   He gave her an exasperated look. “You wanted me to explain and I’m trying to do that, but you won’t let me get a word in edgewise.”
 
   Caroline threw her hands up in the air. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not going to believe anything you tell me anyway. Go run for governor. That’s what you wanted this entire time, wasn’t it? Grease the wheels, make contacts, win that first election, and move on to that big statewide race when the next opportunity came along.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “That’s what the blog posting said.”
 
   “Are you going to listen to some random blogger or are you going to listen to me?”
 
   “Depends on which one of you is lying.”
 
   “I’m not lying to you.”
 
   “You’ve been in Congress for less than a year. And now you’re going to screw people over like you always have. You found something better so it’s time to move on. Only this time, I got caught up in it. So, go live your life. You know, the one where you have no cares, no emotional connections, no responsibilities to anyone except yourself. Just do whatever you want to do, steamroll over everybody else and hurt whoever you want to get the power or the money or the influence you crave. That’s what you’ve always done, isn’t it? You’ve always done it, but you tried to convince me that you’d abandoned that part of you. The part of you that has dominated every decision you’ve ever made for your entire life. And I was dumb enough to believe it. But you’re nothing but a selfish asshole, aren’t you?”
 
   Jack’s face was bright red, and Caroline could tell he was furious. She didn’t care. 
 
   “Aren’t you?” she cried.
 
   “Do you feel better after getting all of that out? If that’s what you truly think of me then by all means endorse my opponent,” he said. “You’ve got pull. I’m sure you can make a stirring speech about how I’m a millionaire playboy trying to buy my way into the Governor’s Mansion.”
 
   She stepped back as if she’d been slapped. Jack reached his hand toward her. He appeared to be appalled with himself. “Caroline, I-”
 
   She glanced at his outstretched arm, then stared at the floor. “We’re never going to get past that, are we?” she asked quietly. “Never. It keeps coming up. Maybe not all the time but often enough. You can’t get past it. A lot of people in your party can’t get past it. It was a terrible thing to say. I know. And for whatever reason it means you can’t be honest with me.”
 
   “I didn’t mean it that way.” Jack sounded imploring, desperate. “Caroline, please listen to me.”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. I was warned not to trust you. People told me abysmal things about you and I didn’t believe them, because that was nothing like the man I thought I’d met.” Her voice was shaking. “I told them all, you don’t know him like I do. He’s a good person. He’s not what you think he is. But they were right, weren’t they? They all had you pegged and you went ahead and played me for a fool.”
 
   “That’s not the way it was and you know it.”
 
   “You used me. You thought you could dick around with the grieving widow for a few months while you played Congressman until you could make the leap to greener pastures and toss me aside. That’s what you do. Right, Jack? Use women?”
 
   “Sweetheart, please. Let’s talk about this. Let’s figure this out. I love you.”
 
   Hearing those words had never hurt so much. “Don’t lie to me!” she yelled. “You don’t love me. You don’t love anyone but yourself and your precious ambition. I let you in. I trusted you. I trusted you with things I’ve never told anyone, and you were lying to me the entire time. What was it, some sort of revenge? I tried to fuck you during the campaign so you decided to fuck me?”
 
   Jack ran his hands through his hair. “Jesus Christ, Caroline. You are out of control. Calm down and think logically.”
 
   She was practically screaming. “Don’t tell me what to think!”
 
   “Get ahold of yourself. I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. We can make this work. You need to listen to me.”
 
   “I’m through listening. You’ve been holding on to this information every day for months, and you never breathed a word of it to me. That’s not what you do in a relationship. I don’t know what you think you feel for me but it’s definitely not love.” Caroline sniffled, trying to hold onto whatever tiny bit of dignity she had left. “This isn’t going to work.”
 
   She could almost see the breath catch in Jack’s throat. If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought he cared. She’d clearly caught him off guard.
 
   “What are you saying?” he asked. “Are you ending this?”
 
   “There is no ‘this.’ It never started, Jack. Not really.”
 
   “I don’t want to lose you.”
 
   “It was just sex.” Her voice was almost a whisper. “That’s all it was.”
 
   “Caroline, you know that isn’t true. We have a connection. We belong together.”
 
   “Bullshit. No, we don’t. We had some fun in the sack. That’s all.”
 
   “We have much more than that,” Jack said. “Please stop acting this way.”
 
   Caroline pointed an accusing finger at him. “What you call a ‘connection’ wasn’t anything more than what you usually did with women, right? Maybe you should go find an agreeable young blond Republican bimbo to help you get your jollies on the campaign trail. They’re still lining up to date you. Pick one of those staffers who’ve been sniffing around you. Fucking the next Governor of Pennsylvania will be quite an accomplishment for them. You can get yourself a nice trophy wife if you play your cards right.  I’m sure any of them would be happy to keep your bed warm after a long day at work.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone else. I want you.” His voice was now a plea. “You don’t mean anything you’re saying, sweetheart.”
 
   “You can’t have me. Not anymore. I meant every word. Enjoy your gubernatorial race. I’m done.”
 
   Caroline yanked the diamond solitaire from around her neck. It came easier than she thought. She barely felt the sting as the broken clasp scraped against her skin. Platinum was soft. Easy to break. And the move was sufficiently dramatic. She threw the necklace on his desk, pleased by the devastated look on Jack’s face, and spun around, leaving his office in a huff.  She was proud of the fact that she managed to make it back to her own desk on the other side of the building before she collapsed onto it in tears. 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline opened the door that led from the garage into the house, wiping her eyes one final time as she did so. She had spent a considerable amount of time alone in her office before leaving. Her throat was raw from crying. She was torn between feeling deeply ashamed of the way she behaved and terribly hurt that Jack had lied to her. She drove the entire way home weeping softly, wallowing in her self-pity, letting every call on her phone go to voicemail. She was certain that most of them were from Jack.
 
   “Caroline?” She could hear Christine in the living room. “Is that you?”
 
   As if it would be someone else. Caroline cleared her throat. “Yeah,” she called.
 
   She threw her suit jacket and purse on a kitchen chair and made her way to the living room.  Christine was sitting on the recliner wearing her glasses, reading a biography of Clare Boothe Luce. Caroline knew once she looked at Christine that she was going to start crying again. She covered her mouth but a muffled sob still escaped her lips.
 
   Christine looked up from her book with alarm. “Caroline, what is it?”
 
   Caroline covered her face with her hand and continued to cry, unable to find any words. She heard Christine get up.
 
   “Come here, Punky.” Christine guided her to the couch. “What happened?”
 
   Caroline put her head between her knees, cradling her neck.  She was trying to breathe but couldn’t seem to calm herself down. She was dangerously close to hyperventilating. 
 
   “Caroline,” Christine put her hand on Caroline’s shoulder. “What is going on?”
 
   Caroline lifted up her head and wiped her face with a shaky hand. “Jack is probably running for governor of Pennsylvania. It was all over the political blogs today.” Once she verified the original story that Murdock gave her, it then exploded across the political universe in the few hours since it had originally been posted. Which made her feel even worse.
 
   Christine looked confused. “Okay. And?”
 
   “He didn’t tell me.”
 
   “Oh.” Christine’s voice was calm.
 
   “It’s been in the works since before we were dating, and he didn’t tell me.”
 
   “I see.” Christine kept the same measured tone, removing her hand from Caroline’s shoulder.
 
   “Well?” Caroline asked. “Aren’t you going to say ‘I told you so’?”
 
   Christine looked affronted. “Why would I do that?”
 
   “Because you were right. He was using me. He knew this for months and didn’t say a word. He was fucking around and I fell for it.”
 
   “Caroline, I-” Christine paused and took off her glasses. She looked very tired. “I would never tell you that.”
 
   Christine’s reaction was off. She wasn’t nearly as angry by proxy as Caroline would have anticipated. Caroline jumped up from the couch. 
 
   “You knew, didn’t you?” she accused.
 
   Christine nodded reluctantly. “There have been some rumors floating amid several caucus members and staffers for the last couple of days but I had nothing concrete to substantiate them,” she said. “I didn’t want to tell you if I wasn’t sure.” 
 
   “I had to find out from Murdock,” Caroline said. “And a small time Pennsylvania political blogger with a very big scoop.”
 
   Christine shook her head. “I should have told you, even when it was unverified. I certainly would have preferred you hear it from someone who cares about you.” She looked at Caroline ashamedly. “But I’d done enough to try to sabotage your relationship and I didn’t think it was fair to tell you if I didn’t have proof.”
 
   “Well, thanks a lot, Chrissy. Thanks a whole fucking lot. I must have been the only person in Washington who didn’t know.”
 
   “I doubt that very much. It seemed very hush hush, unofficial. One of his staffers used to work for me, and he let something slip during an impromptu meeting yesterday that made me think it might be legit. Whoever wrote that original blog posting must have found a leak somewhere.”
 
   “That makes me feel so much better.”
 
   Christine put her glasses on the end table and gave Caroline a very hard look, crossing her arms. “What would you have me do? Despite what you think, I really did want to believe that he was good for you. The suspicious part of me was shut out by the part of me who remembers quite clearly who you were before Nick died. The part of me who wanted to hope for the best for you, to see you happy again. The past few months you’ve been so much like the Caroline you used to be and I knew it was because of Jack. Maybe I should have said something. I don’t know. Would you have even believed me?”
 
   Caroline sat down on the couch again. “I guess not.” She gave Christine an odd look. “You called him Jack.”
 
   Christine let that slide and scooted closer to her. “I want you to be happy. Tom and I, your friends, your daughters…there are so many people who care about you and want you to be happy.”
 
   Caroline turned to look at her. “Maybe I’m not meant to be that way anymore, Chrissy. I used to think that you could get more than one shot at this. But maybe Nicky was it. Maybe he was the only one I got. And now he’s gone.” She choked back another sob, staring at the wall. “I should have appreciated him more when I had him.”
 
   Christine put her arm around Caroline. “You did, honey. You two loved each other very much. You adored your children. You built a home together. You lived a very good life surrounded by people who care about you. And you still have a good life even if Nick is no longer here. I know you’re having a hard time seeing that right now, but it’s true.”
 
   Caroline leaned into Christine’s shoulder. “Nicky was so safe and secure. And he let me get away with so much.” She smiled, thinking of him. 
 
   Christine gave Caroline a quick squeeze. “He sure did.”
 
   “Jack was like no one I’d ever met before. He’s nothing like Nicky, at all. But I thought I connected with him.” Caroline let out a shuddering breath. “I can’t believe I was so dumb. He used me like he uses everyone else. All the gifts, the attention, the romantic gestures, it was all an act.”
 
   Christine leaned in closer. “I don’t think that’s true. I’ve seen the way he looks at you, Caroline. I’m not sure you can fake that. Maybe he wasn’t willing to make a long term commitment, maybe he hadn’t changed, but he felt something. I’m just not entirely sure he deserves you.”
 
   “Yeah, no shit.” Caroline let out a bitter laugh. 
 
   They sat there for a moment, neither of them saying anything.
 
   “Why is he affecting me this way?” Caroline whispered. 
 
   Christine’s voice was gentle. “You’re in love, Punky. Maybe a little more intensely than you thought.”
 
   “I wasn’t ready. Why did I get involved with him when I wasn’t ready? When I knew who he was?”
 
   “Love isn’t rational.”
 
   “I feel so stupid,” Caroline said. “So incredibly stupid.”
 
   “What happened?” Christine asked.
 
   “I blew up at him. I completely lost control. I practically threw a temper tantrum in his office. I straight up snapped. Half of what I said didn’t even make any sense. But you know me, I’m good at the below the belt stuff.” 
 
   She had demonstrated that quite effectively during the last campaign. Caroline hated that part of herself. “It took me months to convince him that he could be more than what everyone told me he was, and I destroyed it all in about thirty seconds. You should have seen the look on his face when I told him all those things. I made some terrible accusations against him and he threw my campaign speech back in my face. And then I broke up with him.”
 
   “Did he tell you why he kept this from you?”
 
   “I didn’t really give him much of a chance.”
 
   Christine sighed, and Caroline knew she was choosing her words carefully. “Oh, Caroline. I don’t want to tell you what to do, but did you ever think that maybe you should have given him the benefit of the doubt?”
 
   “You’re defending him?” Caroline asked.
 
   Christine scowled. “No.” Her voice came out much calmer than the look in her eyes would indicate. “I’m not defending him. I don’t like him. He should have told you. But my opinion of him doesn’t matter nearly as much as yours. Is this worth losing him over?”
 
   “I’d say that him running for statewide office in Pennsylvania and moving 130 miles away is reason enough, don’t you? What the fuck am I supposed to do?  Campaign with him? Move to Philadelphia? Uproot my entire life, my job, my children? Be the quiet, adoring girlfriend? I’m sure Jack walking hand in hand with the liberal Democratic woman who endorsed his opponent during his last election will play really well with conservative voters.”
 
   “You’re making a lot of assumptions without any information to back them up.”
 
   Was Christine trying to start an argument? “I have all the information I need. It’s clear that he never wanted more than a fling after all.”
 
   “Did you ask him that?”
 
   “No. I was too busy shredding him apart.”
 
   “Then how do you know that for sure?”
 
   “What do you think he was going to do, Chrissy?  Marry me?”
 
   “Is that what you thought?” Christine asked quietly.
 
   Sometimes her best friend was a bit too perceptive. “It doesn’t matter,” Caroline said. “I said so many awful things and I can’t take any of them back.”
 
   “I hate to see you throwing your happiness away. It sounds as if you didn’t give him an opportunity to explain anything.” Christine turned to her and held her hands. “If you really think that Jack is your second chance, you can’t toss him away. Not without some serious reflection. I mean it. I want you to be happy. We all do.”
 
   Caroline slipped out of Christine’s grasp, feeling a third round of tears coming on. “I’m really tired. I’m going to bed.”
 
   “Punky-” 
 
   “Good night,” Caroline said, and rushed up the stairs.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline walked into the pub, which was almost empty. She’d been halfway to her car in the parking garage when she received the call. It wasn’t all that late, but it had been a long day - a long few days, in fact - and she wanted to go home and go to sleep. She scanned the room until she saw a familiar face resting his head on one hand, swilling what appeared to be a whiskey on the rocks in the other. His tie was loose and his dress shirt was untucked, but his jacket was still on.
 
   “Hey, baby,” Jack said. “Wanna drink?”
 
   The young man behind the bar sounded apologetic. “You were the emergency contact he had listed in his phone.”
 
   That would have made sense a few days ago but it certainly didn’t now. But she was there already, so she very well couldn’t ditch Jack without attracting attention.
 
   “Has he settled up yet?” she asked.
 
   The bartender hesitated. “No.”
 
   Caroline looked at Jack, who had put his head down on the bar. She got her Visa out of her wallet and handed it to the bartender. This was the kind of place that would wait and settle the tab when the patron was sober. It was easier for her to pay than to force Jack to come back the next day to get his credit card. Although she had no idea why she was doing it. He deserved the embarrassment.
 
   The bartender returned with the bill. Caroline gaped at the amount. Jack had consumed more than a few drinks, and he hadn’t gone cheap.
 
   “You fucking owe me, McIntyre,” she whispered, digging around in her purse for a pen. She went ahead and gave the bartender a sizeable tip. No doubt he’d been focusing his attention on Jack for most of the night. When she handed the kid the receipt, he looked down at what she’d written and his face lit up. 
 
   “Thank you, Representative.”
 
   Of course. He recognized her. 
 
   “Part of that tip is in exchange for your generous offer to help me drag him to my car,” Caroline said.
 
   “No problem.”
 
   The two of them got Jack into her car without too much trouble. Caroline made a point of slamming the passenger door extra hard. 
 
   “Thank you,” she told the bartender.
 
   “You’re welcome. Have a nice night.”
 
   Not fucking likely. She smiled anyway, walking around to the driver’s side. “You, too.”
 
   Caroline turned the key in the ignition, and pressed her fingers into the steering wheel. She glanced at Jack out of the corner of her eye, not wanting to say anything because the slightest response from him was likely to set her off.
 
   Jack turned to her, confused. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m taking you home,” Caroline said. “Unless you want to try and walk.” 
 
   “Am I safe in this thing?” he slurred, putting his hand on the dash.
 
   She was in no mood to deal with his elitist bullshit. She drove an Acura, for fuck’s sake. “You are unless I start driving recklessly. Which is a distinct possibility right now.”
 
   He clumsily fastened his seat belt. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Maybe you should shut up and let me take you home,” Caroline snapped. “Before I throw you out and make you find your own ride.” 
 
   Jack leaned his head against the passenger side window and burped. 
 
   “If you puke in here, I will kill you,” she added.
 
   It was a blessedly short drive to Georgetown. Jack didn’t speak again, which was fine with Caroline. She pulled into one of his assigned parking spots and turned off the engine. He was still leaning to the side, half asleep. She was tempted to lay on the horn but decided it wasn’t worth the effort.
 
   “We’re here.” Her voice was enough to jerk him awake. “Give me your house keys.”
 
   “I don’t know where they are.” He recovered enough to stumble out of the passenger seat. Caroline heard a jingling noise as he staggered forward into the backyard.
 
   “Oh, for Christ’s sake.” She walked around the car and shoved her hand inside the pocket of his dress pants, seizing the keys.
 
   He gave her a wobbly grin. “I love it when you touch me there, baby.” 
 
   “Get over yourself,” Caroline grunted, slinging his arm over her shoulder. She was about five seconds away from letting him fall face first into the grass. “Just walk.”
 
   It was a supreme struggle to get him inside the house and up the stairs to the master bedroom. She sat him down on the bed. 
 
   “Lay down,” she said.
 
   Jack was fiddling with his hands. 
 
   “Lay down,” Caroline repeated. “You’re going to have to sleep this off.”
 
   He rather clumsily attempted to take off his tie, then gave up. “Why did you ignore me in the elevator today? You wouldn’t even look at me.”
 
   Caroline had been doing her best to avoid conflict over the past few days, and that definitely included evading contact with Jack at every turn. But they stepped onto the same elevator in Rayburn that morning and they were alone. Caroline knew it was childish and petty to refuse to acknowledge another person, but that was exactly what she had done. She was terrified that if she looked at him, she would burst into tears or do something equally excruciating. Jack stared at her the entire time while she faced away from him, sighing heavily once she made a quick escape onto the wrong floor just to end the awkwardness.
 
   “Is it easier to pretend I don’t exist?” he asked.
 
   Yes. She pulled a pillow out from under the comforter. “Lay down,” she said again.
 
   Jack grabbed her wrist. There were tears in his eyes. “I’m so sorry I hurt you, Caroline.”
 
   “We’re not doing this now, Jack.” She wrenched her arm away. “You’re super drunk and I’m super pissed. Lay down.”
 
   “You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me,” he said. “I threw you away by doing something stupid. I promised myself I would never hurt you and that’s exactly what I did.” His voice broke. “And now you won’t even speak to me.”
 
   Caroline refused to cry in front of him.  She pushed his shoulder to the side, and he fell onto his pillow. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen anyone as intoxicated as he appeared to be. Maybe in college. Although she’d probably been in similar condition on a recent night in Jerusalem. But she wasn’t going to think about that. Or anything else having to do with Jack.
 
   “Do you know how much I love you?” he asked.
 
   “Stop.” She straightened his legs and untied his dress shoes. “Just stop.”
 
   “I’m never going to forgive myself for what I did.” 
 
   Caroline wiped her eyes, willing herself to stay calm. “Stay on your side,” she ordered, as he tried to roll onto his back.
 
   “I was never worthy of you,” he said. “I deserve to have this fucked up life.” 
 
   She removed his shoes and covered him up with a blanket. He was deteriorating rapidly and she wanted no part of it. Once she was sucked in, she’d cave and do any number of things she’d regret. “I’ll be in to check on you later,” she said.
 
   “I didn’t want to be Governor without my First Lady,” Jack mumbled.
 
   Caroline had to get out of that room as soon as possible. “Sleep it off, Jack,” she said quietly. 
 
   He started snoring and she knew he’d already passed out. She ran out of the bedroom and down the stairs as fast as her feet would carry her.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline sat on the couch reading an email she’d received from Kathleen. Sometimes she wondered if her press secretary ever slept. It was a little after eleven at night. She checked on Jack at about ten and he was snoring, which meant that he was breathing. She guessed that was all that mattered. Caroline decided to stick around a bit longer, maybe check on him again at midnight to be safe. She had some touch and go moments with drunken friends in college and wasn’t going to take any chances.
 
   She didn’t want to sit checking her phone all night. And she knew there was nothing worthwhile on TV. Caroline was extremely unhappy to be sitting there in her skirt and blouse. It was not comfortable. She would have much rather been at home in a hoodie and shorts. Or in bed asleep. Damn him. She headed over to the built-in bookshelves in the sitting room, hoping there was something there that would catch her interest.
 
   Jack had a wide selection of reading material and they were very messily arranged. Not that she used the Dewey Decimal System or anything, but Caroline tried to display her substantial book collection by general subject or genre. The books in the library at his home in Philadelphia were much better organized. She pondered why that might be.
 
   He had a book on Keynesian economics on one shelf. That was unexpected. And despite the relatively progressive subject matter, Caroline wasn’t interested. Too dry. She kept surveying the titles and tried not to laugh as she went from book to book. He actually had a copy of the Moynihan Report. How odd.
 
   She decided to look on another shelf and spotted some Catholic philosophers. The Confessions of St. Augustine. Not surprising, but somewhat ironic. Augustine had managed to get his shit together by the time he was in his thirties, let alone Jack’s age. Of course, by his forties Augustine was dead. 
 
   Caroline kept looking. Summa Theologica. Ugh. The goal was to stay awake, not put herself to sleep. Further down the shelf was Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. She grabbed it immediately. 
 
   She didn’t know Jack was a Potterhead. Weird that it was clustered together with Aquinas, Augustine, Ignatius of Loyola, and what looked to be a decently researched biography of Thomas More. But she didn’t care. It was good enough.
 
   She flopped down on the couch and began to read.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Someone was tucking her hair behind her ear, stroking her face gently. 
 
   “Caroline. Sweetheart, wake up.”
 
   She stretched and heard a book fall onto the floor. “Just five more minutes,” she mumbled. “I’m tired.”
 
   “I know, baby. It’s late. I’m so sorry I did all of this to you.” Jack’s voice was remorseful.
 
   Caroline jolted upright, throwing off a blanket that she didn’t remember pulling over herself. “What?”
 
   Jack was kneeling on the floor next to the couch. How long had he been there, watching her?
 
   “It’s almost two in the morning,” he said. “I thought maybe it was time for you to get some real sleep. In a bed.”
 
   His eyes were bloodshot but his voice was steady. He had sobered up pretty quickly. He tentatively placed a hand on her thigh and she stood up. 
 
   “Don’t touch me.” 
 
   Jack rose to his feet beside her. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’ve been saying that a lot lately. It’s getting old. Especially when you’re lying.”
 
   “I’m not lying. I just want you to listen to me.”
 
   “There’s nothing that you can say to me that I want to hear.” 
 
   “I was hoping that there was a part of you that might be willing to give me another chance.”
 
   She snorted bitterly. “Not likely.” Caroline slid her feet into her shoes and scooped up her suit jacket, car keys, and phone. “I’m leaving.”
 
   “Please stay. Please talk to me.”
 
   “You’re awake and you’re coherent. That was the only reason I stuck around in the first place, to make sure you would be okay.”
 
   “Caroline, please. I want to work this out.”
 
   She ignored his supplications. “The next time you get so fucked up that you can’t even walk in a straight line, call one of your staffers, or one of your salad girls, or a taxi. If I’m forced to show up again I’ll probably let you drown in your own vomit.”
 
   “Caroline, I will do anything. Anything to get you back. What do I have to do? I want to make this work.”
 
   “If you care about me at all, you’ll let me go. There’s nothing to work out because we had nothing to begin with.”
 
   “That’s not how I saw it,” Jack said.
 
   “I don’t give a shit how you saw it. I want you to leave me alone.” Her eyes started to burn. She had lost control quicker than she had anticipated.  “Leave. Me. Alone. Got it? You’re not going to hurt me again.”
 
   “I don’t want to do that, sweetheart. I want to fix what I did.”
 
   “Too late.” Caroline stomped through the kitchen toward the back door. Jack was right behind her and she turned around and pushed him in the chest as hard as she could. 
 
   “Go to hell. And leave me the fuck alone,” she yelled, slamming the door behind her, ignoring the stunned look on his face.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Things were hectic right before the August recess but Caroline thought her staff deserved a break, so she sent them all home for the night. Jen had gotten upset that afternoon and almost started crying as she told Caroline that she was reminding her of how she acted right after Nicky died. Caroline went ballistic, screaming at her in front of everyone else, including the interns. She hadn’t done that since early last year. Jen didn’t speak to her for the rest of the day. While Kathleen and her other high level staffers didn’t follow Jen’s lead per se, they definitely kept their distance. She’d have to figure out a good way to apologize to all of them in the morning.
 
   She flicked through some constituent updates she had to approve, trying to concentrate on the words. She heard a quiet knock and looked up. It was Jack.
 
   “I knew I should have locked the door,” she muttered.
 
   “Please don’t say that.” He started to walk toward her desk and stopped when he saw the expression on her face. “I’m sorry about the other night.”
 
   “It’s fine.” Caroline gazed down at the papers she’d been trying to read the moment before.
 
   “I’d really like to talk to you,” Jack said.
 
   “I don’t want to talk. I think I made my feelings pretty clear.”
 
   “You don’t have to talk. Just listen.” He took a small box out of his pocket and placed it on her desk. “I fixed your necklace for you.”
 
   “I don’t want it.”
 
   “I’m not taking it back,” Jack said. “It belongs to you.”
 
   “I don’t fucking want it.”
 
   “Then throw it away. I don’t care.”
 
   It was obvious from his tone that he did, and Caroline brought her eyes up to his. “I’m not going to let you manipulate me.”
 
   “That’s not my intent.”
 
   She rose up and marched over to him until their noses were almost touching. “That’s always been your intent,” she hissed. “Get the fuck out of my office.”
 
   “I can’t sleep. I can’t focus. I think about you all the time. I wish I could go back and change everything, but I can’t. I can’t stand that I’ve hurt you so badly.” Jack reached toward her. “I miss you.”
 
   Caroline took several steps back and crossed her arms, her eyes fixed on the wall. “That’s not my concern,” she said.
 
   “You miss me too. I know it.”
 
   “I want you to leave.”
 
   He took a tentative step toward her and reached out his hand. Caroline slapped it away. 
 
   “Don’t,” she said.
 
   He stretched out both arms and she pushed him away again, tears in her eyes. 
 
   “Don’t!”
 
   Jack stepped toward her and cradled her face in his hands, whispering in her ear. “I know you miss me, sweetheart. I know you love me. I believe in that. I trust in that. And that should have been enough for me. I should never have lied to you. I miss you so much. Please, please let me in.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes and bit her lip. She tried to keep from crying and failed.
 
   “Look at me.” Jack started brushing her tears away. 
 
   She didn’t want to. But she couldn’t help herself. She gazed up at him. There was nothing but sorrow and regret in his eyes but she knew better than to believe he was sincere. She wasn’t going to be duped again. Caroline wanted to wrench herself away but couldn’t.
 
   “I know you love me,” he repeated. “And I love you so much. So very, very much.”
 
   “Then why did you break my heart?” she whispered.
 
   Jack pulled her into his arms. “I’m so sorry, baby. I am.”
 
   She started to push back from him but stopped. His arms felt so good. So safe. And she just wanted to be comforted for a minute, even if it was coming from him. She leaned in and grabbed his suspenders, weeping against his collar.
 
   Jack held on to her with one arm, stroking her hair lightly with the other. Caroline pulled herself in closer, breathing hard. Her hands drifted up over his back, across his shoulders. The wetness from her tears started to seep into his dress shirt.
 
   “Please don’t hate me,” he whispered. “I don’t know what I’d do if you hated me.”
 
   Caroline shuddered and released her arms, and Jack instantly loosened his grip around her. She took a step backward from him, wiping her eyes. Her hands were shaking.
 
   “I can’t do this, Jack. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   “Do what, sweetheart? It’s okay to be upset with me. I deserve it.”
 
   “No, I didn’t want to give you the wrong idea. This isn’t going to work.”
 
   “What isn’t?”
 
   “Us. A relationship. It isn’t going to work out. Not now.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I think you should go.”
 
   “I want you in my life, Caroline. I’m sorry about the other night. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my plans. Please give me the chance to make it up to you.”
 
   “It’s too late, Jack. Maybe under different circumstances, if we were at different points in our lives, if we’d met in a different time or place, but it’s not going to work. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You can’t move beyond this?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “What are you so afraid of?” he asked. 
 
   Caroline’s face flushed. “What the hell are you trying to suggest?”
 
   “Why are you so afraid of being happy?”
 
   “Oh, that’s rich. Spare me your armchair psychiatry. Everything was fine until you fucked it all up.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t,” Jack said. “You were always holding something back, always acting unsure of yourself, unsure of us. You might not have noticed it, but I sure as hell did.” 
 
   “Ever think that was your imagination?”
 
   “No, it wasn’t. You were so insecure, no matter what I did. And now you have an excuse to run and you are.”
 
   “You lied to me, McIntyre. You made a fool out of me. Or are you forgetting that part?”
 
   “I know I did,” he said. “I made a huge, colossal mistake. But that was all you needed to justify walking out the door, wasn’t it?”
 
   “It’s a pretty good reason. I can’t be with someone who doesn’t trust me. You can’t have love without trust.  Don’t you dare turn this around on me.”
 
   “I should have told you. I know that. But maybe I was afraid that if I did, you’d run away. And look what happened.”
 
   “Go ahead and try to rationalize your behavior,” Caroline said. “Whatever makes you sleep better at night. Tell me, what exactly was I supposed to do once you were in Harrisburg? Or while you were campaigning? Twiddle my thumbs? Make weekend jaunts up there for booty calls? Pawn my kids off on someone else so we could run away together and abandon our responsibilities? Hide in the shadows while you could have the best of both worlds?”
 
   “Caroline-” 
 
   “You don’t have an answer. Do you?” she asked furiously.
 
   He stared at the jewelry box on her desk. “I guess I was hoping it would all work itself out.”
 
   “Well, it’s not going to happen.” She turned her back to him. “I really want you to leave.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Caroline. I want you to be happy.” Jack’s voice was very sad. “And maybe I’ve done too much to go back. But I want to know that we can speak to each other, be in the same room, function in the same space, maybe try to be friends again.”
 
   “You’ll be gone soon enough and we’ll both be fine. Get out of my office.”
 
   He tentatively placed his hand on her back. “I can’t make you forgive me. I know I don’t deserve it, not right now. But what I felt for you was and is real. I don’t want you to think I was lying about that.”
 
   She shook him off and turned to face him. “I think you should leave, Jack. Good luck with your campaign,” she said.
 
   “I love you, Caroline,” he murmured. “I’m not going to give up. But I’ll leave right now if that’s what you want.”
 
   When Caroline spoke again her voice was even colder. “It is. Please go.” 
 
   Jack kissed her on the forehead and she recoiled. 
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he said roughly. “I’ll leave you alone from now on.”
 
   Caroline kept her head down until she knew he was gone. She glanced over at the small velvet box on her desk. Her eyes started to sting again. She shut the door to her office, leaned against the wall, and began to cry.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   The commute that morning had been terrible.  It was snowy and icy, and against her better judgment, Maureen drove instead of taking the Metro.  She was now trying to catch up on paperwork, although the exercise seemed rather fruitless. She had informally taken over Bill’s position but she knew it was only a matter of time before she was relegated back to her old duties.
 
   She thought of the box hidden under her bed. Of the random items she’d clandestinely assembled. Separately they wouldn’t arouse suspicion.  Taken together, it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out what she had planned.  Which was why she would have to wait to do it until the last minute.
 
   There was a forceful knock at her office door and she looked up.  The door opened before she even had a chance to respond.
 
   “Colonel Slade,” Maureen said.
 
   The man did not look happy. “It’s been well over a week. The patient will be discharged into our custody tomorrow.”
 
   “On whose order?”
 
   Slade marched up to Maureen’s desk and threw a pile of papers on it. “Here’s your warrant. And your judicial order. See that Ms. Gerard is ready for transport tomorrow at eleven.”
 
   Maureen glanced down at the paperwork. Even if it looked official she knew it was a deception. The rules didn’t apply anymore; no matter what the government said, the concept of a neutral and detached magistrate was nonexistent. She smiled anyway.
 
   “Of course, Colonel,” she said. “You have abided by our request. Thank you.”
 
   Slade frowned at her. “Don’t get any ideas.”
 
   She feigned innocence. “We have protocols and we expect them to be followed. You’ve done that, and we’ll hold up our end of the bargain.”
 
   The colonel cleared his throat. “Reasonable women can always see the light if they’re prodded hard enough. I had a feeling you’d be easier to deal with than the old man. Shame about what happened to him.” He forced a smile. “We will be back tomorrow morning to collect Ms. Gerard. Good day, Dr. Savage.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel,” Maureen said.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   “I need you to wean Ms. Gerard off those sedatives,” Maureen told Sarah.
 
   “Is everything all right?” Sarah asked.
 
   “Yeah, everything’s fine. She’s had almost two weeks to recover and it’s time to move forward with the next phase of her treatment.”
 
   “It might be a while before they clear out of her system.”  Sarah looked at the clock above the Nurse’s Station. “It’s noon now. She probably won’t wake up until at least late evening.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Maureen said. “Who’s working the overnight shift tonight?”
 
   “Nora, I think.”
 
   Good. Maureen liked her.  And Nora could be trusted. “Fantastic. I’m going to head out a little early today. If I don’t see you, have a good weekend.”
 
   Sarah smiled. “Thanks.”
 
   Maureen headed out the door toward the parking garage. She didn’t have much time to work with. God willing, she’d be able to pull this off. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Her eyes were shut but the light seemed bright. Heaven, Caroline thought. I’m in heaven. She had passed out so easily in the cold. Death had been so much easier than she thought it would be. Just like falling asleep.
 
   No, wait. She went to Mass every Sunday but her attention span was marginal at best. She had voted to expand abortion services and access to contraception more than a few times, and had a disturbingly fanatical dedication to her IUD. Her sex life, though largely contained to two marriages, was far more Penthouse Forum than good Catholic girl. 
 
   When she married Jack she adjusted her middle class perspective rather quickly and lived large, enjoying all the niceties that came with being fabulously wealthy. She hadn’t been to confession in years and had many, many sins to declare. There was no way she’d be able to go straight to heaven unless she was actually right about everything. And she seriously doubted that. 
 
   This had to be purgatory. A very high wattage purgatory.
 
   She was laying down. It seemed odd that she wasn’t standing. She went through the parochial school file cabinet in her head but couldn’t remember a damn thing about the specifics of purgatory. Maybe you just floated horizontally until your state of grace was sufficient enough to go up a few levels.
 
   She’d always been a fidgety sleeper and the same restlessness applied whenever she tried to lay down for any reason. She wasn’t quite ready to open her eyes yet but stretching seemed like a good idea. She started to move her arms and discovered she had a limited range of motion. That was odd. 
 
   Yawning, she blinked and looked around. It took a minute for her vision to clear, and she realized how thankful she was that Jack had talked her into having Lasik surgery a few years ago. Otherwise, she probably wouldn’t have been able to see a damn thing.
 
   She was in a hospital room. There was an IV attached to her left arm.  Despite the fuzziness that came from what had to be a heavy dose of some serious sedatives, she was in immense pain. 
 
   Her right arm was handcuffed to the bedrail. And she remembered.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline was leaning against the tree, her eyes closed. Part of her was hoping that Jack would come back. She didn’t know why she’d made him leave. She didn’t want to die alone. But they’d done so much, risked their lives and the lives of their families and friends for so long that it seemed silly for them both to be arrested, or worse. Surrender wasn’t an option. 
 
   She firmly believed that he had a much better chance of succeeding without her slowing him down. She’d gotten herself into so much trouble over the last few years that it was only a matter of time before her guardian angel flew off her shoulder and moved on to a less frustrating protectee.
 
   She was cold. She’d forgotten to put her gloves back on and now her hands were so frozen that she could barely move them. She knew it would be over soon. She begged God to take her. She felt herself sinking.
 
   The rustling she and Jack heard previously grew louder, and before Caroline knew it the four soldiers were standing above her. 
 
   “Where is he?” one of the men asked, his gun pointed at her head.
 
   She looked up at him. Her mouth remained shut. There was no way she was telling him anything.
 
   Another one of the soldiers kicked at her leg. Caroline took a closer look and recognized him from the raid on their home the day before. His aim had sucked but he still managed to wing her in the leg as she and Jack made a frantic dash to the car.
 
   He noticed the large amount of dried blood surrounding the hole in her pants. “Looks like I got you after all,” he said, pressing down on the wound with his boot.
 
   She groaned in pain, suddenly wide awake. The first soldier knelt on the ground next to her, pressing the muzzle of the gun against her cheek. “Where’s your husband?” he asked.
 
   “Who?” she rasped.
 
   He raised the handgun, bringing it down hard onto her face. Her nose spurted blood and she let out a whimper.
 
   “Tell me!” he barked.
 
   The pain was dreadful. She’d never had anyone hit her in the face before. It pissed her off that this asshole soldier actually had the gall to do it. 
 
   “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” she said.
 
   He hit her again, harder. “Where is he? Where’s McIntyre?”
 
   Blood was dripping down from her nose into her mouth and she tried to spit it out. “I don’t know who that is,” she choked.
 
   He grabbed Caroline by her coat collar and dragged her to her feet, slamming her up against the tree. He brought his arm up against her neck, cutting off her airway. She struggled against him, trying to breathe, and felt herself starting to fall into the dark abyss that she’d almost reached right before they arrived. Caroline heard one of the other men speak. 
 
   “We can’t kill her, Sarge. They wanted us to bring them in alive.”
 
   The sergeant relaxed his grip and Caroline gulped for air. He kept her pinned tightly to the tree.
 
   “Oh, she’ll be alive. But she doesn’t have to look pretty.” He drew his hand back and hit her with the pistol again, then threw her down.
 
   Caroline fell face first into the snow, coughing and sputtering. She struggled to rise to her hands and knees. The sergeant stomped down hard on her back and she cried out in pain, collapsing to the ground. She tried to cover her head to shield herself from any other blows but it didn’t work. There were far too many of them and only one of her. The other three soldiers had rifles and their knack for beating the shit out of people with their weapons was much better than their ability to fire them accurately. Tears sprang from her eyes involuntarily as the four men exacted their rage upon her head, her back, her legs, almost every inch of her until she was screaming in agony.
 
   “I think she got the message,” one of them finally said.
 
   The sergeant yanked Caroline up by her hair. Her vision was blurred and she could barely make him out aside from his uniform. But she could tell he and the others had enjoyed themselves. The thought sickened her.
 
   Her gray pea coat was tinged with red, and her eyes were almost swollen shut. Her hair was matted down and her face was smeared with a mixture of blood and tears. The soldiers smiled maliciously, admiring their handiwork. 
 
   “The First Lady of Pennsylvania,” the sergeant scoffed. “Not so much of a lady any more, are you?” He backhanded her a final time, and everything went black.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline jerked at the memory. Fuck. This definitely wasn’t purgatory.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 


End of Part One
 
   Caroline’s journey is far from over. The stakes are greater and the plot gets heavier in Conscience. While Dissident is a mix of steamy romance and romantic suspense, Conscience crosses over into the realm of erotic political thriller. The third installment in The Bellator Saga, Sojourn, released on December 7, 2015. The fourth book, Phoenix, will release in April 2016, with the final two books (Rhapsody and Triumph) to follow by the end of the year.
 
    
 
   Want to stay in the loop for all things Jack and Caroline? Maybe get access to new releases, special bonus scenes, and contests before anyone else? Join my mailing list here: http://eepurl.com/blEfDT
 
    
 
   Conscience and Sojourn are available at all major outlets, and can be found on Goodreads as well.
 
   https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25526206-conscience
 
   https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/26497658-sojourn
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   God grant me the courage not to give up what I think is right, even though I think it is hopeless.
 
   Chester Nimitz
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
   The Hospital
 
   Caroline Gerard hated hospitals. In a seriously paranoid, irrational way. The labor and delivery section, generally a safe haven even when surrounded by sickness and death, was no exception. When she was in labor with both of her children, she freaked out the first time she took a moment to realize where she was. Drugs helped. Breathing exercises helped. Pacing around the room seemed to help, even after she had an emergency C-section with her second daughter Sophie and suffered through excruciating pain for days. 
 
   Calm down. Panic gets you nowhere. 
 
   There was no pacing to be done in this hospital room. She was handcuffed to the bedrail. Trapped like an animal. It defied reason that someone would magically appear and give her something palliative and soothing to ease her troubles. She’d been provided any number of wonderfully amazing drugs the last time she was in a hospital. That wasn’t going to happen now. And this sure as hell wasn’t a maternity ward.
 
   Stop freaking out.
 
   Caroline tried to adjust herself in the bed. The handcuff on her right arm dug into her wrist. She grunted in pain. Her anxiety tended to creep up at inopportune times as most worries did, and she willed herself not to have an attack as the handcuff continued to chafe her skin.  
 
   This is bad.  This is really, really bad. 
 
   There were no windows in the hospital room, nothing to give her a clue as to where she was or who was with her. It was inexplicably quiet save for the hiss of the machines near the bed. She closed her eyes, trying not to cry. Her tears would do her no good now. 
 
   Caroline yanked at the cuff again, hoping for a miracle. As if she would have been able to do something if she managed to break free.  She took a deep, painful breath and felt the bandages wrapped around her ribs. Broken, or merely fractured? The distinction seemed relative. She had a small bandage over the bullet wound on her leg. That part of her body didn’t ache, so the injury had apparently been minor.  Unless they really weren’t all that concerned about giving her proper medical treatment.
 
   Calm. The. Fuck. Down.
 
   She touched the splint on her nose, which still hurt the most. Those soldiers had beaten the shit out of her. Her eye swelling had receded but her still tender nose was bandaged in place. Her left cheek didn’t feel so hot either. How long had she been unconscious? She didn’t have to move around much to figure out that her back and legs had plenty of bruises from the brutal assault.
 
   Panic gave way to planning. Her mind moved as rapidly as it could, slowed by fatigue and the aftereffects of sedation. She tried to figure out any possible way out of the situation and couldn’t come up with a single one that would end well.  She and Jack hadn’t really thought things out when they rushed to the car when the soldiers arrived. Hadn’t really talked about it either. They simply panicked, running on adrenaline. Jack had been too overly protective, too afraid to ask the hard questions, with Caroline too terrified to think rationally. 
 
   Their limited planning proved pointless as the soldiers shot their way through the governor’s remaining security staff. All young. All unattached. Most of whom had stuck around because they knew the danger and were determined to keep Jack and Caroline safe. She couldn’t even remember all their names now. All she could do was make out the sound of gunfire, the screams and shouts, the thuds as brave men hit the floor. She could smell the cordite. Felt the blood running down her leg as she and Jack stumbled through the house. 
 
   A fairly horrid memory, too vividly unsettling for her taste.
 
   She and Jack had squeaked out the back door, then barreled through the front gate in their SUV. She still couldn’t figure out how they’d done it. By then they were marked, needing to shake up routes and leave anything distinctive behind. The first time they switched vehicles they left a small arsenal behind in the trunk. What Caroline would give for just one of those guns right now, even if it was unloaded. At least then she’d have something to pretend to defend herself with.
 
   How much time had passed since that night in the woods? Days? Weeks? It couldn’t have been months. She pressed her fingers to her ribs. She could feel them poking out, just barely. That had never happened before. She’d lost weight over the past month as the stress caught up with her, but it apparently increased while she was in the hospital. It felt as if she’d been asleep for a while. It hurt to move. It hurt to think. But she had to try anyway.
 
   She racked her brain. How was she going to get out of this one? Should she press the call button? She had all their financial information memorized. Maybe someone could be enticed to help her. Everyone had a price. 
 
   Caroline cursed at herself. How low had she sunk? Bribery? It was likely the only lifeline she had left. She was just about to call for a nurse when the door to her room opened. 
 
   A harried looking woman ran over to the bed and motioned toward Caroline’s hand. “Don’t press that button,” she said.
 
   Caroline’s brain was still fuzzy. It took a minute for her thoughts to register. “Huh?” she asked. “Who are you?”
 
   The woman tossed a duffle bag onto the bed. “I’m a doctor here. Maureen Savage. We don’t have much time, so just listen. I’m here to help.”
 
   Could this woman be bought off? Or the outside staff? Because the doctor –Savage, had she said? – standing before Caroline was maybe five foot five, a hundred and twenty pounds. She sure didn’t look like the cavalry coming to save the day. 
 
   Here to help. Right. “Like hell you are,” Caroline said. “Why should I trust you?”
 
   Maureen started rummaging through the bag. “I have clothes and food in here. A full tank of gas and plenty of supplies in the car in the parking garage. And dependable relatives in Texas, where you’ll be safe. You think you can trust anyone else in this place?”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure she could trust anyone. Not anymore. “I have no idea.” 
 
   “The government has been on us ever since you got here, trying to get us to cut you loose so they can have a little chat,” Maureen said. “Based on what has already happened to you, I assume you’d rather not have that conversation.”
 
   She’d sooner eat glass. “No. I’d rather not.” Caroline decided to put it all on the table. It felt dirty to say it out loud but she didn’t have time to make peace with her ethical boundaries. Better to know where she stood right away. “Do you need money?” 
 
   Maureen frowned at her. “You think I want you to pay me?”
 
   “I have money.”
 
   “I know you do, Ms. Gerard. We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. But I’m getting you the hell out of here, free of charge.”
 
   Dr. Savage was a bundle of nerves but she seemed honest. Earnest. Friendly. Caroline hoped she could take her at her word. She didn’t exactly have a lot of options.
 
   “Hold still,” Maureen said, reaching for the IV needle. “This might hurt a little but I’m trying to work fast. They already took your catheter out.”
 
   Caroline winced as Maureen pulled the IV out of her arm and bandaged her up. It could have been worse. She knew she had to be grateful for small favors. “You should really call me Caroline,” she said.
 
   “Only if you call me Maureen.” The other woman pulled a bobby pin out of her hair and started fiddling with the lock on the handcuffs, obviously struggling with her task. “This always looks so much easier on TV.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “You mean to tell me you don’t know what you’re doing?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” Maureen said, her voice strained. “But this is a little harder than I thought it would be.”
 
   Dear Lord, they were in trouble already. Caroline’s anxiety vanished, successfully distracted by the need to concentrate on a delicate task. “Move,” she said, and started jiggling the bobby pin until the cuffs sprang open. Maureen’s eyes widened in amazement. Caroline tried not to laugh. This doctor was easy to impress. 
 
   “How the hell did you do that?” Maureen asked.
 
   “Prosecutors pick up a lot of disturbingly useful borderline criminal skills. You should see me with a sawed-off shotgun.” Caroline groaned as Maureen helped her sit up. Her muscles had forgotten how to work. “I hope you’re better at navigating this hospital than you are at breaking people out of handcuffs.”
 
   “I am,” Maureen assured her. “I’ve worked here for fifteen years. We’ll go out the back. My car is in the garage. We won’t stop until we’re far, far away from here. We really don’t have much time, so we gotta move.” She opened up the duffle bag and pulled out a bunch of random clothes. “I hope these fit. You’re a little taller than me. Chest is bigger too.”
 
   The weight loss apparently hadn’t affected everything equally. “Thanks,” Caroline said. “I appreciate it.”
 
   “Just telling you the truth.”
 
   “I’m probably a lot smaller now than I used to be.” She winced. Her ribs hurt. “I think I’ve lost at least ten pounds.”
 
   “Probably. You’ve had nothing but glorified sugar water for almost two weeks.” Maureen rummaged through the duffle bag again. “I’m sorry. We did what we could to help you get better.”
 
   The doctor had no reason to feel guilty about anything, and Caroline felt compelled to reassure her. “I know you did.”
 
   “I’ve got some food in here too.” Maureen pulled out a couple of granola bars and a bottle of apple juice. “You hungry?”
 
   Her stomach felt like a lead balloon. “Not really,” Caroline said. “But I should probably force something down. Am I allowed to eat?”
 
   “You can do whatever you want. Just don’t run out of here without me.”
 
   Caroline stretched out her legs. She wasn’t exactly in prime shape. “I’m trusting you,” she said. “You’d better not be bullshitting me.”
 
   “I’m not.” 
 
   Maureen rubbed her forehead, and for the first time Caroline noticed how tired she looked. She would have pegged the woman’s age at late fifties, but guessed that she was actually a little younger than that. No doubt recent events had taken their toll on her as well.
 
   Caroline chugged down the apple juice and shoved a granola bar into her mouth as she put on a bra that was indeed a cup size too small but was better than nothing. The food and drink felt terrible going down. She slipped on the rest of the clothes, not giving a shit about modesty. The shoes she grabbed from the bag were at least a size and a half too small, and the pants were too short. Hopefully she could remedy that situation in time. Unusual dress attracted attention. The kind she didn’t want.
 
   “You have tiny feet,” she told Maureen.
 
   “Sorry. I couldn’t very well measure your shoe size. I took what I could get.” 
 
   Maureen twisted her hands nervously, waiting for her to finish getting dressed, and it was enough to spark Caroline’s suspicions again.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” she asked. “Why are you helping me?”
 
   “Because I’m stupid. And I think you’re being railroaded.”
 
   “No shit.” She wolfed down another granola bar. “Why put yourself at risk?”
 
   “Okay, I’m not stupid. I’m really just terribly bored.”
 
   “It’s not that either.”
 
   Maureen closed her eyes. “I think good people need to stand up for what’s right before there’s no one left to do it.”
 
   She was holding something back, but Caroline didn’t see the point in pushing her. She tugged a hoodie with a Boston College hockey logo over her head, pulling the sleeves up out of habit. She liked this woman, despite her shitty taste in clothing.
 
   “BC?” Caroline asked. “Really?”
 
   “Class of 1988,” Maureen said.
 
   “You know, at Notre Dame they call it Backup College.”
 
   “I am aware of that.” 
 
   Caroline rose shakily to her feet. She lifted each foot up and down, orienting herself. She didn’t feel as badly as she thought she would. “I don’t think we’re going to have any problem with finding things to talk about in the car. Even if this hoodie does make me feel dirty.”
 
   Maureen laughed, but it sounded hollow. And it wasn’t because of the subject matter. “Sit back down on the bed for a minute. How are you feeling?” 
 
   Caroline could think of no accurate way to describe how she felt. Bluntness would work. “Things hurt.”
 
   “Obviously. Does your head hurt?”
 
   “I feel like I’m speaking too slowly, like my mouth can’t catch up with my brain. It takes longer than usually to process things.” Her thoughts usually rushed through at a mile a minute, and it felt as if they were stuck in molasses.
 
   “You sound tired,” Maureen said. “I know you’re not in fighting shape, but can you walk?”
 
   Standing up hadn’t been too bad. “I think so. Probably won’t be running any marathons any time soon.”
 
   Maureen continued to prod at her, apparently satisfied with what she’d seen so far. “All you have to do is propel yourself toward the door and down the stairwell.”
 
   “I can manage that.”
 
   “Your cheekbone and nose are still healing, as are your ribs. Leg looks to be okay, but that was never the main issue. And you seem to be communicating all right, so that answers any questions we had about your cognitive abilities.”
 
   Caroline stifled a laugh. “No comment.”
 
   Maureen looked at her. Or more specifically, at the splint. “I’m sorry, we tried, but I’m not sure your nose will ever be the same.”
 
   If memory served, she was lucky to be alive. Possible nasal reconstruction was the least of Caroline’s concerns. “They used the butt of a handgun. Multiple times. And I think there may have been some stomping involved too.”
 
   Maureen stared down at the duffle bag and didn’t say anything.
 
   “It’s not your fault,” Caroline said softly. “I’m sure you’ve done what you could with regard to my medical care.”
 
   Maureen cleared her throat, shaking off whatever had been bothering her. “Maybe if we’d all paid a little more attention, we could have prevented all of this.”
 
   Caroline stood up. “Not much we can do about it now.”
 
   “Shifts have switched over. We’re in the wee hours of the morning. Time to make a break. You ready?”
 
   Caroline smiled at her, stretching again as best she could. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   “Then let’s roll.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Two
 
   The Hospital
 
   They were almost to the door when Maureen spun around, almost knocking Caroline over. “We maybe should talk about this first. We have to get out of here as quickly as possible.” 
 
   Caroline was a little concerned that she’d forgotten they hadn’t discussed a course of action. She also hadn’t noticed a gun. “Please tell me you’re armed.”
 
   “You think that’s necessary?”
 
   Had she been living under a rock? Caroline shook her head. Her thoughts were still slow to come and her normally solid logic failed her. “You’re kidding, right?”
 
   Maureen looked a little offended. “Those people out there can be trusted. I know the night nurse. Nora’s a good person.”
 
   Like that mattered. “Does she know what you’re planning to do?”
 
   “I haven’t told anyone about this. And I didn’t exactly seek her out when I arrived. But she’ll turn a blind eye, I’m sure.”
 
   “You know your staff better than me,” Caroline said. “I’m surprised there aren’t any law enforcement officers out there. I assumed the feds had someone camped outside my door.” 
 
   “They said they’d be coming later this morning to transport you.”
 
   “And you believed them?”
 
   “Did I have a choice?” Maureen sighed. “Look, I was just out there five minutes ago and the nurses were the only people milling around. At this hour, they aren’t always that alert.” 
 
   Maureen clearly didn’t appreciate the gravity of their situation. Caroline had a very bad feeling about this.
 
   “If we get caught, you go down too,” she said.
 
   Maureen blanched but smiled anyway. “I know.”
 
   “So we’re just gonna make a break for it?”
 
   “Can you think of a better idea? How else are we going to get out?”
 
   Without firearms, they didn’t have many options. “You have a point.”
 
   “We’ll slip down the stairs.  They’re only a few feet across and to your left when you leave the room. Come on.”
 
   “Maybe you should do a check first,” Caroline said. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she caught an eye roll. 
 
   “Fine.” Maureen peeked her head out the door.
 
   It only took a second, maybe two, for a uniformed man to drag Maureen out into the hallway and shove her into another soldier’s arms. He heaved open the door and laid eyes on Caroline. “Well, what do we have here?” 
 
   Her heart sank. They couldn’t even get off the floor before getting caught. Not that they’d had an elaborate escape plan, but still. Fifteen feet to freedom, and of course they were sitting ducks. Again she wished for a gun. Loaded or not. Operational or not. She’d kill for a goddamn butter knife. A spork, even. Dental floss. Anything.
 
   “Thank you for getting here so quickly.” Nora smiled at them. “Told ya she was ready to bolt.”
 
   Maureen struggled in the soldier’s grip. “You bitch. I fucking trusted you.”
 
   The smile turned into a sneer. “Lesson learned, Dr. Savage. Don’t trust anyone.”
 
   Caroline glanced toward the stairwell just across from her door. Not even fifteen feet. Ten. A momentary sprint if the hallway were empty and she were at full strength. No way out, not without a distraction. They were surrounded. Almost all of the men had their guns drawn.
 
   “Run,” Maureen whispered, breaking free and swinging her duffle bag at the soldiers.
 
   Caroline pushed past the soldier in her way and took off, but only made it a few feet before she was tackled to the ground. Her legs were weaker than she thought and the hallway was narrow. She had no place to go.
 
   “Terrible medical advice, doctor,” one of the men said. “That traitor can barely move.”
 
   A third man, who appeared to be an officer, grabbed Maureen by the neck and yanked the duffle out of her hand. “We had a feeling you’d sell out, just like this one here. Good thing Nora kept an eye on you for us.”
 
   Caroline had to give her credit. Maureen appeared pissed not scared, her mood confirmed by her words. 
 
   “Oh, bite me, asshole,” she said.
 
   The officer forced her to the floor until she was kneeling. He pulled his firearm out of its holster and announced, “Let this be a message to the rest of you.”
 
   He pressed the gun to her temple and pulled the trigger, and in a split second the smarts that had gotten Maureen Savage through her entire academic and professional career were splattered against the wall.
 
   Caroline struggled against the soldier who had tackled her, her eyes now focused on the lifeless body still bleeding out onto the floor. “Jesus Christ,” she yelped. “Jesus fucking Christ.”
 
   The soldier slammed her head to the floor and she started screaming. How naïve she’d been. She realized that the horror she encountered in the woods was just a taste of what these people were capable of. She hadn’t wanted to think about it but the evidence was right in front of her. Caroline kicked and clawed at the man holding her down, trying to crawl her way down the hall. The others rushed over and helped pin her against the wall, inches from where blood and brain matter dripped disgustingly to the floor.
 
   The one who had the strongest grip on her spoke first. “Man, this lady’s a lot tougher than she looks. I don’t think you all drugged her enough.”
 
   “Savage told me to let her wake up,” Nora said. “What the fuck was I supposed to do? You people should be happy I called you before they got out of the building.”
 
   “You’ll get your bonus. Be patient.”
 
   Nora smiled. “Yeah, that little piece I got the last time around suited me just fine.”
 
   He let go of Caroline and rose to his feet. “Keep it up. I’m sure there’ll be more troublemakers coming your way, and not just doctors. Don’t have to limit it to your workplace either. Any time you see dissidents, we wanna know about it.”
 
   “For sure,” she said. “What else can I do for you all today?”
 
   The soldier laughed as his colleagues continued to struggle to keep Caroline pinned to the wall. “Maybe a sedative? She’s a scrappy little bitch.”
 
   The nurse laughed. A grating noise. “Wouldn’t have thought it, her being all high class and shit. Guess they can always surprise you.”
 
   Caroline tried to weasel her way out of their grip, the adrenaline pumping through her, but it wasn’t enough. Every time she gained an inch, she lost two.
 
   Nora returned with a very large, painful looking needle. “This should knock her out for a while. You boys got big plans?”
 
   “She’s gotta take a little ride first.” The soldier came over to help his struggling comrades, slamming Caroline’s head into the wall.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes, trying to regain her bearings. Nora was now kneeling in front of her.
 
   “Hold her steady,” Nora said. “Wouldn’t want to get an air bubble in there and ruin all your hard work. You want her alive, right?”
 
   The soldier fell silent and exchanged a look with his colleagues, now deferring to his commander. Caroline would have found the weird hierarchy fascinating if she weren’t eye level with a giant syringe.
 
   “For now,” the officer said.
 
   Caroline glared at the nurse. “Was it worth it?” she asked. “Worth it to drive a nicer car and have more spending money? Worth it to sell out your country and send good Americans to their doom?”
 
   Nora plunged the needle into Caroline’s forearm. “What a politician you are, with your flowery words and your hypocritical bluster. You’ve got a nice flair for the dramatic.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Caroline spat, still trying to fight the men pinning her down. 
 
   Nora pulled the needle back out. Her sneer returned. “It’s worth every fucking penny, you privileged cunt.”
 
   Caroline hated that word. Cunt. Fuck reclaiming language. The nurse meant it as an insult of the worst kind, and she opened her mouth as Nora withdrew, ready to throw every profane insult she could at the woman.
 
   Before she had a chance, she was out cold.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   The Fed
 
   When Caroline woke up she was aware of movement. Rough movement. She blinked. Even her eyelids hurt.
 
   She was in the back of a transport van, shackled to a bench. Alone. Her facial splint was gone, as was the tape on her ribs. The latter revelation proved to be highly unsettling.
 
   It was quite cold. She didn’t know if that meant she was still in the Northeast somewhere or if the bastards driving the damn thing had decided to turn the air on and freeze her to death. There were no windows, no way to signal to anyone, including the driver.
 
   She was wearing short sleeves because assholery evidently extended to clothing selection for inmate transport. Yet another unsettling revelation, with what were surely more to follow. The outfit she’d been wearing hadn’t been good enough for wherever they were taking her. 
 
   She glanced over at her left arm and gasped. She’d forgotten them holding her down at the hospital as she struggled in terror, having no idea what they had in store for her. She now had crude numbers etched into her skin – 1479. She rubbed at them, which did nothing. The area surrounding the marks was red and puffy. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   She had a small tattoo on her ankle – her cop friends used to tease her about it, saying it was her cute little princess tat. The defense attorneys she worked with told her that regardless of its cartoonish qualities, it gave her street cred. And now she had black ink permanently imprinted on her skin, done as poorly as some of the lesser quality prison tattoos she’d seen. 
 
   A tat. It was just a tat. A small thing. It could be removed someday. At least they’d done it when she’d been unconscious. She laughed at herself. Like she was ever going to be making plans for the future. Although if they’d knocked her out to give her a tattoo, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.
 
   Always the Pollyanna, Gerard. Better let that shit go now.
 
   She closed her eyes, picturing Maureen’s mangled body on the floor next to her in the hospital. They’d shot her in the head. Without warning, without any real provocation. Caroline had never seen anything that graphic save for photos and videos. So few people left who were willing to do the right thing…and they were being exterminated one by one. She swallowed the bile rising in her throat, trying not to imagine why they’d be willing to kill anyone in their way in order to get to her.
 
   She took inventory of herself. She felt the same way she had when she’d woken up in the hospital. Her ribs hurt. Her head hurt. Her entire body hurt. But she knew…she would know if they’d done anything else to her. If they’d touched her inappropriately. She would have to know. Right now she had no indication that they’d done anything other than violate her body with some ink and a needle. And strip her down to that poorly fitting bra and loose pair of undies. She preferred not to think about it that much. Not that she’d ever know for sure but…
 
   She looked down at the silver cuffs around her ankles and wrists. Standard for prisoner transport and court appearances, although she was fairly certain that it was illegal to secure them to the floor while vehicles were in movement.
 
   Oh, and they’ve been so willing to abide by the rules so far. Don’t focus on their reckless violence, homicidal tendencies, and totalitarian behavior. No, get upset about a technical violation. 
 
   How many times had she sat in a courtroom watching defendants being paraded in by United States Marshals or local sheriffs, shackled from head to toe? She’d always search the faces of the men and women she prosecuted, wondering if they felt anything when they had those restraints placed upon their bodies. If they felt their human dignity starting to fade. Or if they became so accustomed to the chains that their response to them was almost automatic.
 
   Caroline would calmly flip through her files, occasionally glancing up at the people whose fate was largely in her hands, taking for granted her own freedom of movement. Her own discretion. Her own authority. Occasionally she’d ponder it on a deeper level, wondering how she’d react in the same situation. Would she rebel? Would she claw and scream and refuse to relent? Or would she obey, be docile, and meekly acquiesce?
 
   She smiled to herself. It had taken four men to hold her down in the hospital. Fuck them all. They had no authority over her. She wasn’t a federal prosecutor anymore and this wasn’t her America. This was a rogue government with no moral or legal right over her. If they wanted her to give up her self-respect, they’d have to strangle it out of her. Or sedate her first. Even then, she wasn’t going down without one hell of a fight.
 
   The van rumbled on and she started to feel queasy. She didn’t even have enough room to put her head between her knees. She’d never been one to get carsick but she’d never been tossed around the inside of a transport van, either. The driver started making a series of sharp turns. They were likely close to arriving at their destination. Without a watch she had no concept of time, and she had no idea how long she’d been out before they’d put her in the back of the van. But she couldn’t have been awake for more than five or ten minutes.
 
   The van squealed to a sudden stop. The rear door opened and the harsh sunlight reflected on the snow temporarily blinded her. She tried to shield her eyes with a shackled hand, but it didn’t matter. Three men climbed into the back of the van, blocking out the light.
 
   “Well, well,” one of them said. “Our little celebrity has arrived.”
 
   Caroline glared at him as he began to remove her cuffs from the bench. What could she do to defend herself if he tried anything? What would they expect? What could she get away with?
 
   “Don’t try anything,” he said.              
 
   She knew better, even if she’d been pondering otherwise. That little excursion in the woods had taught her that. And they all had sidearms. An interesting observation. She had a hunch that their aim wouldn’t be all that bad at close range, and they surely wouldn’t shoot to kill. They’d shoot to cause unbearable pain and permanent disability. She was still valuable enough to keep alive. 
 
   Pick your battles.
 
   Caroline sat back, compliant, as he shackled her wrists back together and removed the chains around her ankles. He lifted her to a hunched standing position. Her legs were asleep and she lurched forward into another man’s arms. 
 
   The first man laughed. “I think she likes you, Fischer.”
 
   “Who wouldn’t?” Fischer asked. When the first man laughed, he frowned. “That wasn’t meant to be a joke, Cameron.”
 
   “My mistake,” Cameron said. “Guess we’ll have to ask the last stripper who gave you a lap dance.”
 
   “Suck it.” Fischer pulled Caroline closer to him and laughed meanly. “Now, sweetheart. I’m not your type. Don’t you have a jealous husband?”
 
   Caroline told herself to keep her damn mouth shut but couldn’t help herself. She’d pick her battles, but she couldn’t be expected to choose wisely all the time. Whatever sedative that remained in her bloodstream weakened her ability to control her anger. “Fuck you.”
 
   Fischer dragged her out of the van and she tumbled to the ground. He heaved her to her feet, slapping her across the face. 
 
   “Be nice,” he said. “Your life’s gonna get a lot worse once you go inside there.” He yanked her toward the gray building the van was facing. The other two men climbed out of the van.
 
   “Let’s go,” Cameron said. “Book her in.”
 
   They reached the back door and the first man buzzed them in. Fischer dragged her into a long hallway where a young man in blue sat at a computer.
 
   “Hey, Gary,” he said. “Got a fresh one for you.”
 
   “Inmate name?” Gary asked.
 
   “Caroline Gerard,” Cameron announced, sounding a little too proud of himself.
 
   “McIntyre,” Caroline added. She had no idea why she wasn’t controlling herself better. She was going to get the shit beaten out of her, and soon.
 
   “What was that?” Gary asked.
 
   “Caroline Gerard McIntyre,” she corrected. “If you’re going to detain me without probable cause and deprive me of any number of my constitutional rights, the least you can do is get my fucking name right.”
 
   Gary turned to Fischer. “She’s a feisty one, eh?”
 
   “She’ll lose that soon enough,” Fischer said. “We’ve already placed our bets on when she’s gonna start bawling like a little girl, begging to go home. We done here?”
 
   “Yeah.” Gary gave Caroline a mocking smile. “Cellblock 5. Presidential Suite 27.” 
 
   Fischer pushed her down the hall. “It’s not really a Presidential Suite. In case you were getting your hopes up, sweetheart.”
 
   “Now all my dreams are shattered,” she said. “And stop calling me sweetheart, asshole.”
 
   He laughed. “It’s too bad you’re such a treasonous bitch. I suspect I’d enjoy having a drink with you.”
 
   They took a meandering path down several hallways until they reached an unusually quiet area. Steel doors. Barred doors. Heavy doors. All up and down the hall. She and her escort were the only two people around. 
 
   Fischer withdrew a set of keys from his pocket, unlocking the door in front of them. “You get some privacy, sweetheart,” he said, making sure to emphasize the term. “That is, in terms of other inmates.”
 
   Ah, yes. She’d be sure to mention that perk on the comment card. This guy was 100% certified asshole. “I told you to stop that,” she said.
 
   He shoved the door open. “You think you have the right to make demands now?”
 
   Fuck him. If she let them push her around in the beginning, they’d never let up. “You don’t get to call me sweetheart.”
 
   Fischer pushed her forward into a cold, dark room that Caroline could see was plainly marked with the number 27. He shoved her up against the wall by her throat, and she gasped for breath.
 
   “Let’s get one thing straight, lady,” he said. “I can call you whatever the fuck I want. You read me?”
 
   She nodded the best she could, coughing for air. Fischer quickly yanked her further into the cell by her handcuffs. The sudden movement jarred her, and she cried out. 
 
   Her response made him grin. “Seems to me that you’re not fully aware of the position you’re in right now. Maybe you need to be a little more scared.” He punched her in the face, propelling her backwards onto the bed. 
 
   Caroline covered her head in case he was going to hit her again. His gaze fell to the small scar on her left arm. The one she’d forgotten about, since it was several years old. Barely noticeable anymore. He fingered the scar and she tried to draw back. She winced in pain, the blood dripping down her face. Fischer pulled his hand away, staring at the scar again. His lips turned up in another cruel smile. This guard thrived on the pain and humiliation of others. Another troubling notation for her mental file. 
 
   Maybe she needed to stop keeping track of her unsettling observations.
 
   “That’s a little badge of honor for you, right?” Fischer didn’t wait for her to answer. “You’re gonna have plenty more of those by the time we’re finished with you.” He pulled out a baton and cracked her across the temple. She could swear she heard him laughing as the room faded to black. 
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Four
 
   The Past
 
   The floor was freezing. Caroline never thought about it before but she very rarely got over to the Capitol Visitor’s Center. And never considered whether it would be wise to park her ass on the marble while wearing a skirt suit.
 
   She squeezed her eyes shut and leaned back against the wall. Random voices told her things, random hands poked her arm. She knew the voices she heard were people from the first aid office down the hall from the metal detectors, with maybe a police officer thrown in somewhere. She struggled to concentrate.
 
   “Get back, come on, let me through!” 
 
   Caroline heard a familiar, severe female voice nearby, and the personnel scuttled away. She felt the rush of someone practically diving toward her on the floor and caught the scent of expensive perfume.
 
   “Chrissy?” she mumbled.
 
   “I’m right here.” Caroline could hear the concern in Christine’s voice. “Oh, Punky.” She started unbuttoning Caroline’s navy blue suit jacket, pulling it back to try to remove it from her injured arm. She then began pressing on her shoulder and upper arm instead. 
 
   Caroline thought she heard her curse and opened her eyes. “That’s not very ladylike, Representative Sullivan.” 
 
   Christine hardly ever used profanity. She left that to Caroline and Tom, and to a lesser extent, Jess. Caroline knew Christine was trying to be gentle but it really, really hurt. 
 
   “Like I give a shit right now.” Christine was muttering again. “Mother of God.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I have a medical degree, remember?” Christine’s tone was self-righteous. “I was at the entrance to the House gallery and some random Capitol police officer ran over to get me, yelling something about a shooting at the Visitor’s Center.” She inhaled sharply, continuing to prod at the wound in Caroline’s arm. “He didn’t tell me it was you.”
 
   Caroline weakly attempted to swat Christine’s hand away. “Stop that,” she said.
 
   “You’re bleeding. A lot. I’m fairly certain your brachial artery was hit. I’m trying to slow it down a little.” Christine turned to the policeman standing near them, keeping a steady hand on Caroline’s shoulder. “Have someone go get Representative McIntyre. John McIntyre, from Pennsylvania. He’s on the House floor.” The cop just stood there. “Now,” she said firmly.
 
   Christine’s voice was steady, controlled, businesslike. The switch had been flipped. Caroline had never seen her in doctor mode before. It was similar to her congressional mode, but more formidable. Colder.
 
   Christine grabbed the inside of her arm and squeezed. Caroline willed herself not to cry but the pain made it virtually impossible. She tried not to sound too whiny. “Do you have to push so hard?” she whispered.
 
   Christine’s voice softened. “I’m sorry, Punky. I’m trying to do what I can before the paramedics arrive.” She looked at the EMTs cowering a few feet away and shook her head. “Jesus Christ,” she murmured. “Useless.”
 
   That was a first. Representative Sullivan throwing shade at medical personnel. Caroline would have commented on it but she was choosing when and what to speak very carefully. Every sentence was a struggle. Christine untied the scarf around her neck, rolled up part of it, pressed it to the wound, and began wrapping the rest of it around Caroline’s arm.
 
   “What are you doing?” Caroline tried to pull away but the pain that radiated through her arm convinced her that moving it was not a wise idea.
 
   “I’m bandaging your arm, goofball. Or, trying to.”
 
   She’d figured that much out. She wasn’t blind. “Why are you doing that?”
 
   “You’re bleeding all over the place.” 
 
   Forget saving her words. It was time to be offended. “I gave you that scarf.”
 
   “I know.” Christine gave her an odd look, tightening the wrap. “You have an incredibly random mind, you know that?”
 
   “I got it for you last Christmas.”
 
   “Yes, you did.” 
 
   “I bought it at Neiman-Marcus.”
 
   “Congratulations.”
 
   “I never shop at Neiman’s. You know that. That is the most I’ve ever spent on a gift for you and you’re wrecking it.”
 
   Christine raised Caroline’s arm above her head, keeping her hand pressed against the scarf covered wound. “I’m trying to help you here. And, desperate times…”
 
   “You don’t think the EMTs have some gauze and tape?”
 
   “I don’t think those people could find their backsides with both their hands. This works just as well.”
 
   Caroline scowled. “I’m never buying you anything nice ever again.”
 
   Christine sighed. “It is a great relief to me that you are maintaining your sense of humor right now. Just hold still, okay?”
 
   “This must be bad if you’re willing to ruin your scarf and have someone go get Jack.” On top of that, where the hell was the ambulance?
 
   “No, Caroline. You’re going to be fine, even though I know you’re in a lot of pain. I just think he should be here with you.” Christine’s voice was brusque again. 
 
   Caroline knew she could trust her. Chrissy would never lie. Not to her. She tried to concentrate on her breathing, counting each breath in her head, attempting to distract herself. It wasn’t working.
 
   “What happened?” Christine asked.
 
   Sharp stabs of pain shot through her arm and down her side, and Caroline struggled to speak. “I brought some constituents over for a tour. I wasn’t supposed to, but you know how I am right before the recess. I wanted to come over here. Personal – touch.” She gasped and Christine let up on the pressure on her arm, just a little.
 
   “Tell me more,” Christine said evenly.
 
   Easy for her to say. It was hard to talk. “Chrissy-”
 
   “Tell me more,” she repeated.
 
   Caroline replayed the scene in her mind. It was hard to forget. “I was about to leave when I saw this guy with a gun. I don’t know how he got in. There was a camp group or something standing near me and I saw him start to point the gun at some of the kids. Or maybe at me, I don’t know. And I reacted. I don’t know how I did it. I don’t even know what I did. It happened so quickly and we were all on the floor and then someone lifted me up against the wall.” She gulped. “Are those kids okay?”
 
   Christine brought her left hand up to sweep the hair back from Caroline’s face, then noticed it was covered in red and hastily drew it out of her line of vision.  
 
   Nausea was not a desirable feeling when coupled with excruciating pain. “That’s a lot of blood,” Caroline said weakly.
 
   “It’s not. Calm down.” But Christine’s tone was less than convincing, and she looked surprised when Caroline grabbed her bloody hand and didn’t let go. “Those children are fine,” she continued. “You got them out of the way. The police must have gotten to the gunman right after he started firing because you’re the only one who got hit.”
 
   “Lucky me.”
 
   Christine massaged the back of Caroline’s hand with her thumb and smiled wanly at her. There was no mistaking it; Christine was shaking. She was upset and couldn’t hide it. Caroline wasn’t sure whether to be frightened or comforted by such a rare display of emotion.
 
   The other hand Christine kept wrapped around her arm was also covered in blood. It dripped down Christine’s arm onto the light gray dress she was wearing. Caroline’s entire left side felt like it was on fire. She started to feel woozy.
 
   “No.” Christine yanked her hand free and smacked Caroline’s face. “Don’t go to sleep. Stay with me.”
 
   Caroline leaned her head back against the wall. Christine’s hand was like a vise around her injured arm. “You’re not being very nice to me, Chrissy.”
 
   “I’d much prefer if you stayed awake for now. Focus on my voice.”
 
   “I really liked this suit,” Caroline murmured. “And now it’s ruined.”
 
   “Or focus on your suit. It’s really up to you.”
 
   “Do you think my Via Spigas will be okay? They’re my favorite pair of shoes.”
 
   Christine let out another audible sigh. “You have a bullet in your arm and you’re talking about your wardrobe. Sometimes I don’t know what to do with you.” She was going from businesslike to exasperated in a hurry. “I’m sure your shoes are fine.”
 
   “I want to check,” Caroline said groggily. She tried to bend over despite the stinging pain in her upper body. 
 
   Christine pushed Caroline back against the wall. “Let it go. I’ll buy you a new outfit the next time we go to Nordstrom.”
 
   “Liar.” She blinked her eyes shut.
 
   “I don’t care whether you believe me or not. I’m just trying to keep you from going into shock.”
 
   Caroline heard a noise and opened her eyes. Jack ran toward her, breaking through the crowd of people who had gathered outside the boundary the police had set. A policeman trailed behind him, unable to keep up. He dropped to his knees on the floor next to her. 
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Christine, what the hell happened?”
 
   Christine tightened her grip again. “Caroline is going to be fine, Jack. She decided to play hero, that’s all.”
 
   He cradled Caroline’s head in his hands. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”
 
   When had they argued in her office? Yesterday? The day before? She couldn’t remember, and he didn’t seem to be dwelling on it. Seeing the concern in his eyes made Caroline come close to breaking down. She bit her lip to stymie the tears, but failed. They started to fall anyway. “My arm hurts,” she whispered.
 
   Jack clenched his teeth. “Baby, I know it does.” He kissed her forehead. “But the ambulance will be here soon and you’re going to be fine. You hear me? You’re going to be fine.”
 
   His hands were nice and warm and she wanted nothing more than to lean into them. Caroline closed her eyes and let her head droop.
 
   “Keep talking to her, Jack,” said Christine. “Keep her attention.”
 
   Caroline cried out in pain. Jack glared at Christine, who was still squeezing Caroline’s inner arm tightly with one hand and pressing against her left side, near her heart, with the other.
 
   “Could you stop doing that?” he asked.
 
   “She’s lost a lot of blood,” Christine hissed. “I’m trying to contain the damage here.”
 
   “You have a hell of a bedside manner.”
 
   “Just try to keep her conscious,” she snapped.
 
   “Come on, sweetheart.” Jack lightly slapped her face. “Stay here.”
 
   “Why do you two keep hitting me?” Caroline mumbled. “That’s really rude.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Caroline. I’m very sorry. About everything.”
 
   She didn’t care about his apologies right now, but she’d feel guilty if she didn’t express her own regrets as well. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”
 
   “Just now, or before?”
 
   “Both, I think.” The room spun. She was very mixed up. “I don’t know. Mostly before. I’ve been yelling at you a lot.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that now. That was my fault. We can talk about that later.”
 
   “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   Jack kissed her forehead. “You’re going to be fine. I love you so much. I’m so sorry I hurt you.” 
 
   “You’re a good man,” Caroline slurred, hoping Jack could hear her. The noise rushing through her ears made the room sound like a wind tunnel. Had anyone else noticed it? “You’re going to make a wonderful governor.”
 
   He pressed his lips to her forehead again. A clumsy gesture, as if he were trying to soothe himself more than her. “We don’t need to talk about that now, sweetheart. Just breathe and concentrate on the sound of my voice.”
 
   Her mind drifted. “Will you go to the hospital with me?”
 
   “You wouldn’t be able to keep me away if you tried.” His voice started to float away.
 
   “I love you,” she said again. Or had she spoken at all? She wasn’t sure. 
 
   “Caroline!” She could hear Jack but he was being very quiet. “Stay here. Come on, baby. Stay here...”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline blinked a few times and looked around. Her mouth was unbelievably dry. Sterile environment, beeping machines, bed with rails….she was in a hospital room. Ugh.
 
   Her left arm was bandaged and wrapped in a sling, and her right arm had an IV drip, containing what she hoped were some painkillers. Upon closer inspection, she seemed to be in a cast. Man, did she hurt. She felt a weight on her lower abdomen and lifted her head up to take a look. Not that she could see too much. She didn’t have spectacular vision and her contacts felt like small, pointy torture devices.
 
   Jack was asleep, his head on her hips, his arms draped idly across her stomach and legs. He must have been exhausted, since her pelvis seemed like it would be a very uncomfortable resting place. Caroline reached over to pet Jack’s hair. He started to wake up. She hadn’t intended to rouse him, but wanted to make sure he was comfortable.
 
   “Jack,” she croaked. It came out rough. She tried again and continued running her fingers through his hair, repeating his name.
 
   He raised his head slowly. “What?”
 
   He looked like he’d been hit by a truck. She brought her hand to his face, hoping that he could tell how happy she was to see him there.
 
   Jack yawned as she caressed his cheek. “Hi, sweetheart.”
 
   “Hi,” she said softly, pulling her hand away. “What time is it?” 
 
   He checked his watch. “It’s almost midnight. Don’t try to talk.”
 
   “But-” 
 
   He put his fingers to her lips. “Let’s get someone in here to take a look at you first. Do you remember what happened?”
 
   She nodded yes.
 
   “Are you in any pain?”
 
   She bit her lip and looked away, then nodded yes again as a tear rolled down her cheek.
 
   “Don’t cry,” Jack whispered. “It’ll be okay.” He wiped the tear away with his thumb, letting it linger for longer than necessary. She could still feel the heat of his touch even after he reluctantly pulled away. He gave her a small smile and stood up. “I’ll find a nurse. Don’t go anywhere.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The older African American woman tending to her was friendly. She’d been kind enough to get Caroline some eye drops, so the room was no longer blurry.
 
    “Congressman, would you like some coffee?” she asked. “One of the other duty nurses made a pot.” 
 
   Jack rubbed his eyes. He still looked shaky on his feet. “I think I’ll take you up on that,” he said, and went in search of caffeine.
 
   The nurse hooked up another IV. “He’s a sweetheart,” she told Caroline. “He’s been here all night, holding your hand, talking to you. I think I even heard him singing.”
 
   “He fell asleep on my lap,” Caroline said. What was the nurse’s name? Barbara? Brenda?
 
   The nurse laughed. “The second one,” she said. “It’s Brenda.”
 
   “Did I say that out loud?”
 
   Brenda laughed again. “You did. I’ll pretend it was the anesthesia.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t about to tell her that being occasionally scatterbrained was part of her charm. Brenda would probably figure that out after she hit the call button seven or eight times. 
 
   She continued to work, checking the machines, fluffing Caroline’s pillow. “My daughter Chloe lives in your district. She thinks you’re the best representative she’s ever had.” Brenda injected the IV with another dose of morphine. At least, Caroline hoped it was morphine. Her surgeon had promised her morphine. She smoothed the blanket covering Caroline’s feet and looked up at her. “You did a brave thing today.”
 
   Caroline bit her tongue, not wanting to tell the woman that she thought she was a complete idiot for doing it, especially with two young children who needed her. “Whatever you say,” she mumbled. 
 
   Brenda checked the IV a final time. “Chloe met you at a town hall once and told me you don’t like it when people tell you nice things about yourself.” She turned when Jack walked back into the room, Styrofoam cup in hand. “You’d better hold on to him,” she whispered, putting a reassuring hand on Caroline’s good shoulder. “Let me know if you need anything else.”
 
   “Thank you.” Caroline smiled at her as Jack sat down beside the bed.
 
   She was extremely lucky. For whatever reason, the gunman had not chosen a large caliber weapon. He’d armed himself with a plinking gun, a .22 Smith and Wesson, but still got off a shot that fractured her humerus. 
 
   Christine had been correct. The bullet nicked her brachial artery. She lost a massive amount of blood and needed a transfusion during surgery. Her surgeon removed a few bone fragments but observed no other major damage. He was confident she’d make a full recovery with some rehab, although he warned her she’d probably have a small scar. He stuck around to speak with her in person, even though she’d been asleep for hours. Caroline wondered if he would have extended the same courtesy to someone who wasn’t a member of Congress.
 
   Jack stroked her hand. “So, how are you feeling?”
 
   “Better, now that I’ve heard what the surgeon had to say. And now that he’s given me permission to use my voice.”
 
   He smiled. “I was being overprotective, I guess. I still want you to mostly listen to me, though.”
 
   Caroline didn’t have enough energy to argue with him. “Fine.”
 
   “Marguerite and Sophie are with the Sullivans at your house. They’ll be here first thing in the morning. I called Christine while the nurse was giving you more meds.”
 
   She didn’t want to start crying. There would be plenty of time for that later. “Are they okay?”
 
   “They want to see you. They tried to stick around until you woke up. It took some effort to convince Christine that they all should go home and get some sleep.” 
 
   “I’ll bet.”
 
   “As you might expect, I didn’t touch that one. It was all Tom.”
 
   Caroline laughed softly, then winced.
 
   Jack rubbed her good shoulder. “Oh, sweetheart. I’m sorry. I won’t make any jokes.” 
 
   “How is that different from the way you usually are?”
 
   “I’m glad to see the aftereffects of surgery have not dampened your wit,” he said, but his voice had an unmistakable edge.
 
   “Is everyone really okay?”
 
   He tucked her hair behind her ear. He seemed obsessed with having constant physical contact with her. She wasn’t about to complain about it, when it comforted her so effectively. It took him a moment to speak. 
 
   “It was not a fun evening. But Tom kept the girls reasonably calm. I did my best too. From what he told me, their flight was pretty rough, even though I assured him that your injuries weren’t life threatening.”
 
   “Flight?”
 
   “Tom took my jet up to Massena. He brought your children home from camp.”
 
   Did he mention a jet? Privately owned aircraft had never come up in any of their conversations before. She must have misheard him. Probably the morphine. “You did that for them?”
 
   Jack gave her a shy smile. “Your daughters are very important to me.” 
 
   They wouldn’t be the only ones affected by her injury. Caroline knew to ask about the usual suspects. Kathleen would be fine but everyone else was a question mark. “What about Chrissy? And Jen?”
 
   He took a very long sip of coffee. “Katie and I had to convince her to change her dress and clean herself up a little before she saw the girls. She was not in a good place. Neither was Jen. You’ll probably need to hug them or something when they get here tomorrow morning.”
 
   It didn’t hurt to ask. “Katie’s okay?”
 
   He gripped the cup a little tighter. “She’ll be fine. Held most of us together, as I’m sure you expected. You had a lot of people checking on your condition, and she herded them all around since Jen was a little shaky.”
 
   Caroline took a good look at him. His face was drawn and pale, almost gray. Had anyone checked on him? “How are you doing?” she asked.
 
   Jack set the cup down and closed his eyes. It was a while before he opened them again. She could have sworn she saw his lip tremble. He turned away from her and cleared his throat before reaching over to squeeze her fingers.
 
   “I am very, very glad to be here with you right now,” he said softly. He slid her hand in between both of his, careful to avoid the IV needle. “And I’m not going to waste this opportunity while I have it.”
 
   “You don’t have to worry. I’m literally not going anywhere. I don’t have any clothes here and I think they’d notice me trying to escape.”
 
   Jack didn’t laugh at her cheap attempt at humor. “Do you know why I was so mad at you about what you said about me during the campaign?”
 
   He didn’t want to waste too much time with small talk, did he? Caroline leaned back into the fluffed up pillow on her hospital bed. She didn’t want to talk about that speech. Not now, not ever. “Jack-”  
 
   “Don’t, Caroline. I know what you’re going to say. I really have forgiven you for giving that speech. I mean it. And I know you hate talking about it. But I realized a while ago that it struck a nerve with me because it was grounded in truth.”
 
   She glared at him. “It wasn’t the truth and you know it.”
 
   “You know how many women I’ve been with. How many I’ve used. You know the bad decisions I’ve made, the terrible things I’ve done to make money, get ahead, close the deal, get laid. You know how I’ve manipulated people. And you know that deep down inside, I’m an entitled asshole who thinks he can get whatever he wants, whenever he wants. That’s precisely why I ran for Congress. I wanted the power. I wanted the attention. I wanted everything that came along with it, so I could take that next step.”
 
   “That’s not the real you,” she said.
 
   “The hell it isn’t. You as much told me the same thing over the course of the last week, and you were right.” 
 
   “I’ve said a lot of awful things to you recently. Things I shouldn’t have said. You’re not that man.”
 
   “Who am I, then?”
 
   “That’s not the way you are with me.”
 
   He brushed her hair away from her forehead. “Why do you think that is?”
 
   If she could answer that question, maybe their entire blowup could have been avoided. “I don’t know.”
 
   “How do you know I’m not going to use you like I’ve used everybody else?” 
 
   “Because I trust you,” Caroline said. “And I love you. And I know you love me. I should have given you a chance to explain things better.”
 
   “You still love me?” Jack asked in amazement. “After everything I’ve done? Even knowing who I really am?”
 
   “Just because I was in severe pain earlier today doesn’t mean I wasn’t telling you the truth.”
 
   “Do you know how terrified I was? How scared I was of losing you?” 
 
   He didn’t need to be so melodramatic. “It wasn’t that bad.”
 
   “It was. All I could think was that something horrific had happened and I might never get the chance to make things up to you, to prove my love and tell you how sorry I was, that you’d – that your last memories of me would be of how I’d hurt you so much that you hated me for it.”
 
   Completely, over the top melodramatic. “I don’t hate you, Jack.”
 
   “Maybe not, but I still hurt you terribly. I know that. And I hate myself for it.”
 
   “Please don’t feel that way. I said so many rotten things to you and you didn’t deserve any of them.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have accused you of running away.”
 
   Caroline blinked her eyes furiously. “You were right,” she whispered. “I am. Or I was.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t lied to you.”
 
   “I would have found some excuse to do it eventually.”
 
   “Caroline, I mean it. I shouldn’t have said it.”
 
   “Why do you think I said all those things to you?”
 
   Jack looked down at her hand and squeezed it again. She should have known he wouldn’t want to answer that question.
 
   “You know why.” She sniffled loudly. “I was pushing you away. Protecting myself. Last year was hard, Jack.” Her voice shook as she said his name, and she paused to compose herself. Sometimes the memories were still too much. “Really hard. I still don’t know how I got through it. I wouldn’t have had the strength to do it if I didn’t know that I had to do it for Mo and Feef. Or if everyone hadn’t been there to help me. The thought of going through something like that again…it makes me so frightened. I don’t think I could bear it.”
 
   “You’d rather be alone and miserable?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “You deserve to be happy. Or with someone and miserable, instead of alone and miserable.”
 
   “Would that someone be you?”
 
   Jack grinned at her, a very welcome sight. “Baby, if you give me the chance I’ll make you the most miserable woman in the world.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “You promised not to make any jokes.”
 
   “I’m being serious. I’m a pain in the ass.”
 
   “I know. You wouldn’t let me push you away.”
 
   “I did my best to coerce you into doing it. I should never have lied to you.” He rubbed his eyes. “Do you know why I didn’t tell you about the governor’s race? I should have. I know that. Every logical bone in my body told me that. There were so many times when I opened my mouth intending to tell you, and then stopped because I was afraid of how you’d react. You’d finally started opening up to me, and I thought, maybe I can earn this woman’s love. Maybe you’d want to be with me, maybe we could have something. I thought if I told you the truth, I’d ruin what we had. That you’d pull away and never be willing to see if we could make a relationship work. I know it was selfish. I’m sorry. I was scared of losing you before I even had you, and that wasn’t fair. I should have told you and dealt with the consequences.”
 
   “You’re right. You should have told me.” Caroline appreciated his apology but her feelings still hurt. They couldn’t just sweep everything under the rug. “I don’t know if we can move forward if you don’t trust me enough to be honest with me.”
 
   “I’ve learned my lesson. I have no good excuse for not telling you. I’ve told you almost everything else about me. It’s a mistake I won’t repeat.”
 
   “How do I know that’s true?”
 
   “Look at me. Do you think I’m lying?”
 
   Caroline held his gaze for as long as she could, searching for any sign of deception and finding none. He wasn’t a perfect man. Their relationship would probably never be without its difficulties. They might have to work harder than they wanted to ensure their mutual stability. But all their disagreements didn’t seem important anymore. Her path forward was with him.
 
   “No,” she whispered.
 
   “Now it’s your turn to be honest with me,” he said. “If I’d told you this spring that I was thinking of running for governor, would you have pulled away or gotten closer?”
 
   They both knew the answer to that question. “Probably the former,” she said quietly. “No, definitely the former.”
 
   “You were so fragile back then. Maybe you don’t remember. I was so afraid of saying the wrong thing and scaring you away. I knew you weren’t there yet. You were mourning Nick. Hell, you still are. I wanted you to be able to deal with your grief. And I was desperate to hold on to the chance, no matter how small, that there might eventually be a place for me in your life.” 
 
   Jack wiped his eyes and brought a hand to her cheek. “I fell in love with you the night we met, Caroline. I loved you then and I love you now. And I’m scared stiff at the prospect of living the rest of my life without you. I don’t want to run for governor. I don’t need it. I need you. I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. Please forgive me, sweetheart. I’ll do whatever it takes to get you back.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “How many times did you practice that speech in your head?”
 
   He smiled back at her. “Too many. I spent a lot of time in the hospital chapel while you were in surgery. And I said a lot of it to you before, remember?”
 
   “Maybe it’s the drugs talking, but that sounded really good. I should have listened better the first time you said it.”
 
   “I meant every word.”
 
   “I know.” Caroline reached up to stroke the hand at her cheek. “Jack, I want you to think long and hard about whether you want to give up this opportunity. It might not come around again.”
 
   “I don’t care. You’re much more important.”
 
   He’d give up everything for her. He’d abandon his entire fortune, his house, his cars, his promising political career…just for her. He’d throw away a golden ticket because he thought it would make her happy. She couldn’t let him do that without some serious reflection. 
 
   “I appreciate that,” she said. “You know I do. But I want you to take a little time before you rule it out. There aren’t any other Republicans in the race yet. The nomination is yours if you want it. They’re waiting on you. The Democrats don’t have any major players in Pennsylvania who would be able to compete against you. You have some time to play with.”
 
   “Are you really engaging in political analysis from a hospital bed? How many blogs have you started reading since our disagreement?”
 
   “I’m asking you to stop and think about it objectively. A lot has happened today, you’re dealing with a myriad of emotions, and you need to take some time to deal with them. We’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Together?” His voice sounded cautiously hopeful.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He kissed her forehead. “You just made me very, very happy.”
 
   “I had this moment earlier when I realized that all my fear wasn’t worth it anymore. You’ve been keeping me calm, reassuring me, loving me, when you could have easily detached yourself and been rid of me.”
 
   “I would never do that,” Jack said. “It took me far too long to find you.”
 
   He’d spent most of the evening opening up in ways he never had before. It was only fair to return the favor. “Maybe I need to work on being more confident in your feelings for me. I shouldn’t be so hung up on whether or not I’m able to handle loving and losing someone again. I’ve been so out of whack that I forgot how much joy you’ve brought into my life. I do want to be happy, Jack, and I want to be happy with you. I’m sorry it had to take me getting hurt in order to figure it out.”
 
   “You scared the shit out of me today. You know that, right?”
 
   “Believe me, sitting on a cold floor bleeding all over my bestie wasn’t my idea of a party.”
 
   “That’s not even remotely funny,” Jack scolded. “I’m very torn between trying not to dwell on what happened and what I would have done if you’d been more seriously injured to being in absolute awe of the courage and strength it must have taken for you to have done what you did.”
 
   Maybe he was a little more traumatized than he cared to admit. They’d have to deal with that later. “I reacted. It was a reflex. That’s all.”
 
   “It’s more than that. You might not see it, but I can guarantee everyone else does.”
 
   She blushed. “Jack, really. First the nurse and now you. Can we lay off the adulation for a while? It happened. And now it’s over. We can move on.”
 
   “I don’t want to move on. I don’t want to forget how I felt when I was sitting in that waiting room and praying for you in the chapel. I don’t ever want to get that close to losing you ever again. I love you, Caroline.” 
 
   “I love you too,” she said, doing her best to squeeze his hand. 
 
   “You are my heart, my soul, my treasure,” Jack said. “You and your daughters are my primary concern. I want to readjust my priorities. I want to make a permanent commitment.”
 
   Caroline knew where he was going. She knew what a logical, rational woman would feel at the idea of risking her heart again. At the prospect of losing another husband. At the ridiculous notion that they would consider marriage after only a few months of knowing one another. But she felt oddly calm. “That sounds like some sort of proposal,” she said.
 
   “Do you want it to be?”
 
   “It’s not even the slightest bit romantic. You act almost as if it’s a business transaction. Except that treasure thing, that was pretty decent.”
 
   He laughed. “Would you like me to rephrase the question? I’ve never done this before, you know.”
 
   “I know. And might I also add, I think you’re crazy for asking.”
 
   “Are you saying no?”
 
   “I am not saying no. I think it’s a phenomenal idea. Although we both may be insane for considering it.” 
 
   “Maybe that’s why we belong together.”
 
   She smiled. “Maybe. I do think you should ask my children for their permission first. I’m traditional like that.”
 
   Jack tilted his head. “Is this some sort of tradition that I’ve never heard of before?”
 
   “I just made it up right now.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure that’s the complete opposite of tradition.”
 
   “Details, details.” Caroline was getting a little punchy. The morphine was starting to do its job. 
 
   Jack smiled at her. “How are those painkillers working out for you?”
 
   “Very nicely, thank you.”
 
   “Fine with me,” he said. “Your tradition gives me a chance to get you some jewelry to go along with said business transaction. As collateral, you understand.”
 
   “Absolutely. I’m a big fan of the Uniform Commercial Code.” Caroline squeezed Jack’s hand again. “We’ll talk to the girls. I’m warning you, if you get me a ring both of them may want a pony. Especially Sophie.”
 
   Jack laughed and kissed her on the lips. “Fortunately for you, I know a guy.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
   The Past
 
   They talked for hours that night. About Caroline’s fear of remarriage, about Jack’s reluctance to run for governor, about how they needed to learn to communicate better. A fruitful discussion, though Caroline still had her reservations about walking down the aisle again. They turned to less intensive topics. How much Jack had missed her. What they wanted to do once she got out of the hospital. Whether or not Jack could get away with having his way with her in the reclining bed when the nurses weren’t looking. 
 
   All their secret fears and private wishes came rushing from their lips in a never ending stream. The dam broke. It was easier now, to verbalize those feelings instead of leaving them hanging in the air. They didn’t have to say everything in one night. They had time. But it still took a while for Caroline to convince Jack that conversation wasn’t the best use of her recovery time.
 
   She spent most of the early morning hours adjusting her bed to a workable position, succeeding right before the sun came up. Her arm still hurt but it felt much better than it had a few hours ago. She hadn’t slept well. She never did when she was in an unfamiliar bed, especially when said bed was in one of her least favorite places. She made Jack move over to the couch instead of trying to nod off on her stomach again. He wanted to stay close to her and she didn’t have the heart to tell him that the weight of his head on her lower abdomen was a little painful and a lot distracting. She knew he’d sleep better if he were laying down. The sunlight began to peek through the blinds on the window when Caroline heard a soft knock on the door. She glanced over at the couch. Jack didn’t stir.
 
   “Come in,” she said, careful to keep her voice low enough so he could sleep a little longer.
 
   Christine poked her head in. She looked as if she hadn’t slept a wink. “Hi.” She opened the door all the way and walked inside with a large bouquet of wildflowers in her hands. “The girls and Tom are in the hallway. I wanted to make sure you were awake.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “Obviously.” 
 
   Christine stopped a few steps short of where Caroline was sitting. The hand holding the flowers was trembling slightly. Oh, boy. This could go either way. “Chrissy-” 
 
   “Do you want me to go get the girls? I’ll go get them.” Christine set the bouquet down on the rolling table next to the bed and started to scurry back toward the door.
 
   At least she hadn’t thrown the flowers. Yet. “Chrissy, wait. Are they okay?”
 
   Christine turned around. “They want to see you.”
 
   “I want to see them. But I want to talk to you too.”
 
   Christine looked at the sling on Caroline’s arm, failing to hide her distress. “You need to see your children first.”
 
   “I know that.” 
 
   “Tom will bring them in, and then we’ll give you all some privacy, okay?”
 
   Caroline wasn’t entirely surprised that Christine was acting this way but it was still annoying. “Okay.”
 
   Christine practically ran out of the room and shortly thereafter, Marguerite and Tom came in. Tom held Sophie in his arms, her head resting against his shoulder. Marguerite carried a small bag. Both girls appeared petrified but their faces brightened as soon as they saw the look on their mother’s face.
 
   Caroline smiled as tears sprang to her eyes. “Hi, guys.”
 
   Marguerite ran over to the bed then skidded short, her eyes wide and uncertain. 
 
   Caroline reached toward her. “Just be a little careful of the sling, Mo. But I could really use a hug.”
 
   Marguerite let out a little cry as she put her arms around her mother’s neck. “Are you okay?” 
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you too.” Caroline hugged her as closely as she could. “I’m sorry the rest of camp got ruined.”
 
   Marguerite pulled back. “It’s not a big deal,” she said unsteadily, eyeing her mother’s sling and IV.
 
   Caroline kissed the back of Marguerite’s hand. “I mean it. I’m going to be fine, Mo Mo.” 
 
   “Are you in any pain?”
 
   She shook her head no. “I’m very happy to see you. You know how emotional my people are.”
 
   Marguerite looked over at the couch. “Jack’s still here.” 
 
   He was dead to the world, his tie draped over his face. Caroline would have given her good arm for a camera. “I finally convinced him to get some sleep, so we probably should be a little quiet.” She grinned at Sophie, who beamed back at her. “Where’s my munchkin?” 
 
   Tom set Sophie down on the floor next to Marguerite and leaned over to kiss Caroline. Sophie reached over to grab her mother’s fingers.
 
   “Hi, Punky,” Tom said. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Very good, now that all of you are here.” 
 
   Tom gave her good arm a light pat. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
 
   He looked like he was about to start crying too. She had to nip that in the bud. “Don’t get weepy now, or all of Christine’s influence will go to waste.”
 
   He shook his head but she could see the laughter in his eyes. “You’re terrible,” he said.
 
   Caroline cleared her throat. “Thank you for getting the girls from camp.”
 
   “It was nothing.”
 
   “It was.” She could sweeten the pot, make him cheer up a little. “I owe you cookies.”
 
   He grinned. “That’s all? You just insulted my wife.”
 
   “You’ve given me lessons on the subject.”
 
   “True.” He smiled at her again. “I am running low on Johnnie Walker Blue. In case you were curious.”
 
   Fair enough. Not cheap, but well worth it. “Deal,” she said.
 
   Tom tipped his head toward the door. “I couldn’t get Chrissy to come back in here with us. I’m sorry. You know how she is.”
 
   Of course he’d picked up on it too. He knew his wife better than anyone. 
 
   “I figured as much when she was in here a minute ago,” Caroline said. “Your wife is being difficult. As usual.”
 
   “Don’t ask how I got through last night. I had to hide all your knives.”
 
   There were only two people in the world who could successfully calm Christine down, and one of them was stuck in a hospital bed. That meant Tom was left with the task. Maybe Caroline owed him more than just a bottle of whiskey.
 
   “Why don’t you two go get a cup of coffee so she can decompress?” she suggested.
 
   “Sounds like a plan. I’ll be back in a bit.” He turned to Marguerite and Sophie. “Keep an eye on your mom while I’m gone.”
 
   Caroline slid over on the bed, motioning for Sophie to climb up next to her. She carefully wrapped her arm around her youngest daughter and kissed her forehead. “My baby girl. How are you, Feef?”
 
   “Are you okay? Really okay?”
 
   She squeezed her tighter. “I am. I might have to stay here another day or two but I’m going to be fine. How was camp?” she asked, even though she’d been up to visit a few weeks before.
 
   “It was fun. Can we go back next year?”
 
   “Sure.” Caroline nuzzled Sophie’s hair. “Did you take care of your big sister for me?”
 
   Marguerite laughed. “I told you. I barely saw her once she got to be best buddies with all the other rug rats in her cabin.”
 
   “We’re not rug rats.” Sophie stuck her tongue out at her sister. “I’m sad I didn’t get to say goodbye to them.”
 
   “We had to leave awfully quickly,” Marguerite said.
 
   Caroline flushed with guilt. “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.” Marguerite held up the bag she’d been carrying. “We brought you something.” 
 
   It seemed awkward to leave Marguerite standing there while Sophie got to snuggle next to her. Caroline gestured toward the foot of the bed. “Mo, why don’t you sit down?”
 
   “Will it hurt you?”
 
   “I don’t think this bed is designed for three people, but until a nurse comes in and yells at us, let’s roll with it.”
 
   Marguerite handed the bag to Sophie. “Show mom what you got her.” 
 
    “I hope you like it.” Sophie delved into the bag, pulling out a blue stuffed hippopotamus. 
 
   Marguerite snapped the tag off its ear and handed it back to her sister. “Just protecting you, Soph. We don’t want mom injuring herself and filing a lawsuit against you and the toy people for negligence.”
 
   “Do you want to go ahead and apply to law school now, or wait?” Caroline asked.
 
   “I’ll wait.”
 
   Sophie held it up. “Do you like him? He’s pretty. I thought he could take care of you while you were here.”
 
   Caroline tucked the hippo under her sling then put her arm back around Sophie. She loved hippopotamuses. They were her favorite animals at the zoo. “I think he’ll do a great job. Thank you, sweetheart.” She turned to her older daughter. “You didn’t get me anything, Mo?”
 
   “My undying love isn’t enough?”
 
   “Didn’t I send you to camp so you could learn good values? Where did you learn to be so obnoxious?”
 
   Sophie laughed. “She gets it from you, mommy.”
 
   Caroline heard a rustling on the couch. “Uh oh,” she said. “We woke up Jack.”
 
   Marguerite winced. “Is that okay?”
 
   “I’m sure it’s fine.” 
 
   “He was really great yesterday,” she said.
 
   “Good. I’m glad he was there for you when you needed him.”
 
   “He gives good hugs,” Sophie said. “I think he likes you.”
 
   Marguerite chuckled. “I think he more than likes her, Soph.”
 
   Caroline gave Marguerite a hard look. “Quiet, Mo. We’ll talk about that later.”
 
   Her eldest daughter didn’t bother hiding her smirk. “I’m just glad you took my advice.”
 
   Caroline leaned back into her pillow. She wanted to throw in a comment about having a bratty eleven year old, but was pleased that the girls didn’t seem to be upset by her relationship with Jack. In fact, they seemed more than happy about it. She wasn’t about to take that for granted. Jack sat up on the couch and yawned. His hair was a mess and his shirt was untucked. “Nice of you to join us,” she said.
 
   He stumbled over to the chair by the bed and sat down. “Morning.” 
 
   “You should go home and get some rest later today,” Caroline told him.
 
   He rubbed his eyes and patted Sophie and Marguerite on the leg. “You two do okay last night?”
 
   Marguerite smiled. “It could have been worse.” She hopped off the bed to give him a quick hug. “Thank you for staying with mom.”
 
   Sophie was playing with her mother’s fingers again, careful not to touch the IV. “Thank you, Jack,” she said softly.
 
   “Anytime.” He ruffled Sophie’s hair. “Where are Christine and Tom?”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure that Christine wanted to see Jack this early in the morning, but if she was going to have visitors, she may as well have them all stuffed in her room at once. “Getting a much needed cup of coffee. Want to go find them for me?”
 
   “Sure.” He leaned over to kiss Caroline on the cheek. “I’ll be back.”
 
   Marguerite sat back on the bed once Jack left. “Kissy kissy, huh?”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “I should be giving you a hard time for being so mean to me but I’m happy you seem to like him.”
 
   “I do like him,” said Marguerite.
 
   “I do too.” Sophie let go of her mother’s hand and started absently tugging on Caroline’s hair, one of her favorite pastimes. She never pulled hard enough to hurt. “He’s nice.”
 
   “Good.” Caroline leaned closer to Sophie so she wouldn’t have to stretch so far. “So, tell me all about camp.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline snuggled contentedly in her bed at home. Not the hospital. She was quite happy indeed to be back in her own room surrounded by her own things. The only drawback was the pain. Morphine was wonderful, but she didn’t tolerate oral narcotic medications well. Now that said morphine was easing its way out of her system, she ached a little more than she thought she would. Maybe the extra strength ibuprofen would kick in and she’d feel better.  
 
   Jack surprised her with a bath after she was discharged. Caroline probably would have enjoyed it a little more if her arm wasn’t in a giant cast, but Jack got a kick out of it. Christine made a snide comment warning them to keep their hands off each other, but that was pretty hard to do when you were bathing someone. 
 
   They did their best to behave responsibly. Jack only kissed her a few dozen times and only once or twice in places that might be considered inappropriate and therefore highly pleasurable. And what he did to her with the washcloth…well, technically, he didn’t use his hands. Directly. 
 
   As he pointed out, she needed to relax. Mission accomplished. Hopefully she hadn’t been too loud. Jack covered her mouth with his hand when she started to scream, which made her come even harder. She’d have to ask him to do that more often.
 
   She was lying comfortably post-bath among a pile of soft pillows, the stuffed hippo next to her. The girls were downstairs playing a game with Jack. Caroline promised them some movie musicals if they gave her a little privacy for a while. She asked Jack to tell Christine to come upstairs after he helped her get dressed. 
 
   Chrissy had barely spoken five words to her since their first interaction in the hospital. Though she knew it wasn’t personal, Caroline felt a little hurt anyway. If she wanted to talk to Christine about it, she’d have to milk some sympathy first. When they were alone. She heard quick steps pounding up the staircase.
 
   Christine burst into the room. “What’s wrong? Are you in pain?”
 
   Well, yeah. A little. But she’d only play that card if she had to. What on earth had Jack told Christine to make her run upstairs that fast? She’d have to ask later. Caroline patted a spot on the bed next to her. “Close the door. Come sit by me.”
 
   Christine pressed the door shut. “Jack made it sound as if you were having some issues.”
 
   “I just wanted to spend some time with you.” She looked at Christine closely. “Have you been sleeping at all?”
 
   Christine slid onto the bed next to her. “Is that a polite way of telling me I don’t look very good?”
 
   “No, you look like you’ve been stressing too much. I want to make sure you’re doing okay. I hope you told Tom how much I appreciated him being here.”
 
   “He knows.”
 
   “I think you should go home and be with him. Take it easy for a while, let him take care of you.”
 
   “Are you kicking me out?”
 
   Caroline sighed. “Chrissy, why do you make simple conversations so hard sometimes? I’m concerned about you. You’ve been avoiding me for days. It makes me sad.”
 
   Christine rubbed her forehead. “I don’t want you to feel that way, Caroline. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. I want you to focus on yourself, not running ragged worrying about me and the girls. We have Jack. You need to prioritize your needs for once.”
 
   “Speaking of that,” Christine said. “What is going on between you two now?”
 
   Caroline smiled. Christine would do almost anything to avoid a difficult discussion – especially if it involved feelings – even if it meant pursuing an equally problematic topic. 
 
   “It’s good,” she said. “He may have half-proposed to me while I was under the influence of drugs.” 
 
   “And what did you say?”
 
   Caroline still couldn’t believe she’d reacted so flippantly. Maybe she’d have her panic attack later, once she and Jack started seriously discussing life-altering decisions and whether or not to make them while high on morphine. But her daughters still had a say in the process. “I told him he had to talk to the girls first,” she said. “It’s not completely my call.”
 
   “That’s gracious of you.”
 
   “If you really want, he could ask your permission too.”
 
   Christine bit back a laugh. “So you’ve made up with him?”
 
   “Yes. He’s been wonderful. We talked for hours after I woke up after my surgery. I’ve had a lot of time to think about things. I’ll have even more time during the rest of the recess.”
 
   “I expect you to take it easy the entire month of August.”
 
   “That sounds like an order. Are you my doctor now?”
 
   “God forbid. You’re enough hassle as a friend.”
 
   Christine seemed to be taking their entire conversation in stride. Maybe Jack’s talk of a permanent commitment wasn’t all that radical. 
 
   “You don’t appear all that shocked that Jack asked me to marry him,” Caroline said.
 
   “I’m not,” Christine said briskly. “You’re good wife material.” 
 
   Caroline chortled. “Most of the men I’ve dated would disagree with you.”
 
   “And there are now at least two who wouldn’t. How does your arm feel?”
 
   “It’s fine,” Caroline said, then felt a stabbing pain and winced. She probably shouldn’t have laughed so hard. Christine picked up on it immediately and gave her a distraught look. 
 
   “It really is fine, Chrissy. I just have my moments.”
 
   “Do you want a stronger painkiller? Some sort of muscle relaxant?”
 
   “No, I want to wean myself off whatever I was on. I don’t want to get hooked on anything. Ibuprofen works.”
 
   Christine wrung her hands. “Whatever you say.”
 
   “I want to talk about what happened,” Caroline said.
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “I know you don’t.”
 
   Christine turned toward the window. “I don’t see what there is to talk about.”
 
   “My surgeon told me I might have been in a lot of trouble if you hadn’t been there. Arterial bleeds are nothing to mess around with.”
 
   “No, they’re not.”
 
   “He would have told you that himself and probably said any number of complimentary things to you. But curiously enough, you kept leaving every time any medical professional came into my hospital room, including the nurses. You also left almost any time I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “Caroline-”
 
   “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “No,” Christine said instantly, sounding as upset as she looked. “Please don’t think that.”
 
   Caroline stared at her sling. “I know what I did was stupid. I have no idea what I was thinking.”
 
   “It wasn’t stupid. It was fearless. I don’t know how many people would have had the courage to do what you did.”
 
   “Would you feel the same way if I’d left my children without their mother?”
 
   Christine grasped Caroline’s good hand. “Don’t you ever talk about anything like that,” she said in a reproachful tone. “Ever.”
 
   “It was bad, wasn’t it?”
 
   “It wasn’t good. You were losing a lot of blood. I tried to help you the best I could. I have no idea why that ambulance took so long.” 
 
   A question that would never be answered properly. Jack wasn’t particularly happy about the response time, either. Caroline hadn’t really thought about it, didn’t want to think about it, and knew better than to say anything that would set Christine off. She curled her hand into a fist, feeling her fingernails dig into her palm. Pain was always a good distraction from reality.
 
   Christine swiped her thumb over the bandage covering the spot where Caroline’s IV had been, only withdrawing when Caroline finally let her hand lay flat. “I don’t know what I would have done if something really catastrophic had happened to you,” she said. “I’m not sure I could have kept my composure. It was incredibly challenging for me to keep my wits about me while we were sitting there. I probably should have been a little nicer to those EMTs. They may have been able to do more than I could.”
 
   “Maybe we should talk about that. I don’t want you to be so upset about this. You shouldn’t second guess yourself. You’re holding everything in and it’s not healthy.”
 
   Christine shuddered. “I don’t particularly want to talk about it, either.”
 
   Time for some encouragement. “You’re my best friend. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
   Christine shrugged her shoulders noncommittally and averted her gaze, remaining unsurprisingly silent. A typical reaction. She took compliments about as well as Caroline did.
 
   “You are,” Caroline said. “And you sat there with me, and took care of me, and made sure that I made it to the hospital in one piece. I hope you know how much that means to me. Things might not have turned out as well if you hadn’t been there.”
 
   “I don’t want to think about that.” 
 
   “You don’t have to think about it. Doesn’t mean I won’t.”
 
   Christine looked Caroline in the eyes. “My husband almost didn’t wear his Monogram Club pin to that mixer the night we first met. You think you would have chatted with him if he hadn’t? Or talked to me?”
 
   The Notre Dame connection had been the biggest draw. “I don’t know. Maybe.” Caroline smiled. “I’m pretty damn friendly.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   A huge understatement. Even aloof was a stretch. Sometimes Caroline had to remind herself that she had been elected to Congress based almost solely on a fluky response to her charisma, whereas Christine had done it the old fashioned way by scaring the crap out of everyone. If Tom hadn’t clicked so easily with both of them that night, Caroline and Nicky probably would have moved on quickly since Christine made it crystal clear that she had much better things to do than discuss the finer points of college football and beer. 
 
   “Thomas thinks the Blessed Mother brought you to me,” Christine said.
 
   Caroline laughed. “Oh, he does not.” 
 
   Tom was many things, and even though he was quite conservative he was not particularly religious. He was a Notre Dame man who dutifully went to church every Sunday but wasn’t one to throw around theology or Catholic doctrine. Given the choice, he’d rather talk recruiting classes and player development, or make jokes about papal headgear. 
 
   “He does,” Christine said firmly. “He thought I needed you. And I did. I still do.” 
 
   Caroline was tempted to tell her that in her opinion, Christine Spencer Sullivan didn’t need anyone, but she didn’t want to spoil one of Chrissy’s rare sentimental moments. So she rested her head on Christine’s shoulder instead.
 
   Christine wrapped her arm around Caroline. “I’m honored that you consider me your best friend but I’m not sure I’ve earned that distinction.” 
 
   “I’m not going to give you a presentation on the reasons why you’re so important to me,” Caroline said. “Unless you want me to.”
 
   Christine smiled faintly. “I’ll pass, thanks. I’ve seen you cross-examining people during Congressional hearings. It takes you thirty minutes to tell a short anecdote. I don’t want to be here for hours.”
 
   “Then you’ll have to take my word for it that you’re worth it.” Caroline straightened up. “You always seem to be bailing me out of things. I wouldn’t have gotten through what happened to Nicky without you and Tom. So maybe you’ve got it backwards. Maybe Mary brought you to me. Or it was the Holy Spirit. My mother was always a great fan of that third of the Trinity.”
 
   Christine rubbed Caroline’s left shoulder affectionately, careful to be gentle. “If divine intervention truly exists, I’m not one to quibble about the reasoning or the celestial beings behind it.”
 
   “So you don’t want to talk Aquinas?” Caroline asked.
 
   Christine laughed and kept her arm around her, leaning into Caroline’s good shoulder. “You are not allowed to leave me,” she said softly. “Understand? Just, I don’t know, duck faster next time.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Caroline said. “And before I forget, I’m still pissed that you wrecked that scarf I gave you. Do you know how much I spent on that fucking thing?”
 
   Christine snickered. “You’re so vulgar. It was an accessory, Caroline.”
 
   “You’re getting nothing but coal this Christmas.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “You just wait. Coal and an Ohio State sweatshirt.”
 
   Christine brought her head back up and looked at Caroline in mock horror. “You wouldn’t.”
 
   “I would. It’d be Under Armour or some other slick brand, so you’d have to wear it or feel really guilty.”
 
   “You are exhaustively rotten sometimes,” Christine said.
 
   “I may be, but I’m still super fun to be around. Mo and Feef and I are going to watch some Julie Andrews movies later. Want to join us?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “But I want you to promise me that you’ll go home in a day or two. You need a break.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave you here when you might need me.”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Caroline said. “I suspect we may come up to Philadelphia anyway. The girls want to see where Jack lives. Then I’ll only be a few miles down the road. Will that make you feel better?”
 
   “I guess so. Does this mean I have to spend even more time with Jack?”
 
   Caroline suppressed another laugh. Christine had a long way to go in her relationship with Representative McIntyre. “He has a big house. You can hang out in an entirely separate wing if you want.”
 
   “Okay then.” Christine kissed Caroline’s cheek. “I’m very glad you’re in my life, Punky. The world is a much better place because of people like you.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “I love you too, Chrissy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Six
 
   The Fed
 
   She woke up shivering. Where was her blanket? And that comforter she owned? After their chat, Christine ordered her to take a nap. Caroline, too tired to object, watched as Christine dragged the giant thing out of the closet. She then schlepped it onto the bed and all but tucked Caroline in, insisting that the air conditioning would make the room too cold for her to sleep. And to think Chrissy claimed to have no maternal instincts.
 
   Caroline’s head hurt. Her face. Her ribs. Not her left arm. Her free hand slid to the side of the bed, then up to her face. She could feel the blood crusted on her cheek and in her nostrils. Her eyes flew open, and she struggled to adjust her vision. She soon realized it didn’t matter. All she saw was darkness. Was she blind? She lifted up her hand, waving it around. She could make out shadows in the pitch black. Was something else moving? Her mind was playing tricks on her. 
 
   Her hand was hanging at a weird angle from the metal bedframe. That guard – Fischer – had cuffed her to the bed. Fucking asshole. So it was dark, cold, and she was stuck. And she sure as hell wasn’t in that warm comfy bed in her house in Maryland. Fan-fucking-tastic.
 
   That’s it. Keep your sense of humor.
 
   She’d been in prison cells before. Visited local jails. Seen pictures. She couldn’t remember any mattresses that sat on bedframes. Where the fuck was she? It was a big risk to give a prisoner anything to fight back with. Anything not attached to the wall could be made into a weapon. Even a bedframe, if given the right amount of moxie and strength. Maybe they’d underestimated her. Or maybe they needed something to keep her immobile. It seemed impractical to add those extra steps to her incarceration, but maybe they weren’t all that pragmatic.
 
   She lay in the dark, randomly flexing the hand in the cuff, trying to regain circulation. She had nothing else to do. Nothing to see. She took a few calming breaths. She hated the dark. Caroline laughed at herself when she scanned the room again. 
 
   Still nothing to see, you goof.
 
   Maybe that’s what they wanted her to do. Keep talking to herself until she went batshit crazy. No. Her darting eyes could serve a purpose. She saw no cracks of light. No windows. She could swear she could make out bars on her cell door but if they were there, the hallway was dark too. Weird.
 
   Now was not the time for a pity party. Now was the time to plot. Some entity, some person, some underground group – surely her presence here was known. Surely someone planned to get her out. She ignored the nagging thought in the back of her head, tried to block out the rumors she’d heard. She and Jack had been trying to outrun a gathering storm until it finally crashed down on them with unexpected fury. It still seemed unbelievable. Something like this could not be going on in the United States without some watchdog figuring it out and putting a stop to it.
 
   Have you been living under a rock for the past year, sweetheart?
 
   She closed her eyes. Jack called her that. She could almost hear him admonishing her in that charming but not quite condescending tone he used when he was messing with her. When Fischer used that word as anything other than a term of endearment, she wanted to slap him.
 
   Caroline didn’t want to think about Jack. Or anyone else she loved. God only knew where they were. Her hopes lifted, however fleetingly. He knew. They knew. Someone knew. And they were probably already en route to get her. This couldn’t last forever.
 
   Why didn’t they get you out of the hospital, then?
 
   She was a trained lawyer, but she hated arguments. Especially with herself. Maybe this was a giant mindfuck. See how long she lasts in a room by herself with nothing but her thoughts. That’ll drive her insane.
 
    Shit. She’d last all of a day. No good could come from talking to herself all the damn time. She had yet to figure out why anyone else bothered doing it.
 
   Don’t get negative, now.
 
   Caroline was on the verge of telling her inner monologue to go fuck itself when the lights flickered on. She shielded her eyes with her free hand, adjusting to the brightness. Now she could see. She hadn’t really paid attention when Fischer first brought her into the room. She had been otherwise occupied, possibly because he was strangling her and punching her in the nose. 
 
   Time was precious. She had to make this quick. Take in what she could, search for ideas, familiarize herself with her surroundings. Who knew how long the lights would stay on? Or how long she’d remain in the room?
 
   The room – no, the cell – was small. Not as small as a typical jail cell, but small enough. A toilet in the corner. Cold comfort, all things considered. A sink next to it. No mirror. No windows. No nothing. Except…
 
   She tried not to gasp. Chains on the wall. Shackles hanging from the ceiling. Hooks too. Oh, this was not good. This was so not good. And a camera in the corner, its red light blinking. Sadistic voyeurs. What an unpleasant combination.
 
   No, not a typical jail cell. Not exactly a torture chamber but she’d take a room in any one of the prisons in the federal system right about now. This room had been specially equipped. She wasn’t egotistical enough to think that it had been done up for her personally. It had been prepared for anyone who dared defy the rules. And damn it, she’d done more than defy them. She’d taken the rules and repeatedly set them on fire, sometimes on national television. As Fischer had put it, she was their little celebrity. She doubted she’d be receiving the star treatment. There would be no mint on the pillow, no monogrammed robe to greet her at the end of a long day.
 
   The cell door creaked open, and Fischer walked in alone.
 
   “The FBI would like to have a little chat with you,” he said.
 
   Caroline shook her head back and forth. Wishful thinking, but perhaps they’d leave her be if she refused.
 
   He uncuffed her from the bed, yanking her up by the elbow. “You don’t get a choice.”
 
   Of course she didn’t. But she didn’t have to make it easy for him, or for them. She shuffled her feet as he started to drag her out of the cell, and he slammed her head against the wall. 
 
   “Cooperate,” he said.
 
   Now her ears were ringing on top of everything else. Maybe she could throw them a little bone. Maybe they’d go easier on her. At least she wasn’t cuffed anymore. A surprisingly poor judgment call on his part. How easy would it be for her to knock him down and make a run for it?
 
   No, that was silly talk. An unwise move. She couldn’t do anything rash or impetuous. She had to plan ahead. Caroline started walking at a normal gait. It could be worse. She could have to take a piss. How considerate of him not to ask beforehand.
 
   The room he led her into seemed normal enough. A table and chairs. Bright lights. Two agents sitting there, smiling at her. And not in a good way. Both male, both white, both oily looking as hell. One significantly older than the other. Was it wiser to remember facial features and characteristics or try to forget? Caroline decided to make a mental note of each person she saw, just in case.
 
   Camera in the corner. Of course. Wouldn’t be a creepy repressive federal facility without constant monitoring. Fischer unceremoniously shoved her into the chair across from the agents.
 
   “Be nice,” he said. “I’ll be back for you later.”
 
   She couldn’t quell her curiosity, and spun to face him as he headed toward the door. “You’re not staying?”
 
   Fischer laughed. “Getting attached to me so early?”
 
   Disgusted with herself, Caroline turned her back to him and heard him laugh again.
 
   “Take your time,” he told the agents. 
 
    The older one spoke first. “I’m Howard, this is Bradbury,” he said, nudging a thumb at his companion.
 
   How quaint. They were being polite and introducing themselves. Caroline abandoned her own rules of etiquette and stayed silent. She started making a mental list of names. Howard, Bradbury, Fischer, Cameron. And Gary, who apparently wasn’t an important enough member of the club to warrant a reference by his last name. It was like a fucking white boy dudebro convention with less money, fewer beers, and more violence. 
 
   “How are you feeling?” Howard asked.
 
   His tone indicated that he really couldn’t give a shit, but she was going to be honest anyway. She could talk about nonessential topics. Her wrists were red, the outline of the handcuffs still visible. She rubbed them vigorously, but they weren’t her main concern. 
 
   “My ribs hurt,” she said.
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Some soldiers beat the crap out of me.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem nice.”
 
   “Welcome to my world.”
 
   “Maybe we can get you something to help the pain.”
 
   Right. She wouldn’t be hanging her hat on that one. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”
 
   “Give a little, get a little. You know how it works.”
 
   “Which one of you is the good cop?” Caroline asked. “Is it you, since you’re playing at pretending to help me out?”
 
    Howard smiled at her. “I appreciate your honesty. Perhaps we’ll be able to get somewhere today. And in case you’re wondering, neither one of us is the good cop.”
 
   Refreshing honesty from him as well. “I have nothing to say to either one of you. Also, shouldn’t you have read me my rights?”
 
   Bradbury spoke up. “You don’t have any rights.”
 
   A young asshole. Predictable. Probably only a year or two out of Quantico, if that. “So we’re just abandoning any and all constitutionality in here?”
 
   “Traitors don’t have rights,” he said.
 
   “You presume I’m a traitor?”
 
   “You tell me.”
 
   She wasn’t going to fall for that one. Caroline pursed her lips and turned her head away from them, fixating on the concrete blocks of the wall. Counting them. Rearranging them in her head. Imagining patterns and movement. Like a game.
 
   “Let’s drop the charade. You know why you’re here,” Howard said.
 
   Caroline continued to stare at the wall.
 
   “We found your laptop,” he said.
 
   He was lying but she wasn’t going to correct him. He wanted her to admit she had a laptop. Or a cloud drive. Or a message board. Or a website. Or anything else. They were bluffing. They had no way of knowing what she’d been doing. They were trying to get her to admit facts that weren’t in evidence, so they could start building a roadmap toward their version of the truth.
 
   Unless they really knew about the laptop. Or that she’d attempted to destroy it in the first place. Or the secret online discussions, the passwords, the standalone server, the wireless hopping, the backups, the code words, the plotting…
 
   No. All her laptops had been encrypted before being swept clean and tossed into the Susquehanna. They couldn’t have gotten anything useful off of any of them, even if they managed to find corrupted remains. As for everything else…it had never happened. None of it. It had all been a dream. Like now. Now was a dream.  A very terrible, awful dream.
 
   She had no such thing as plausible denial but she had a very strong incentive to keep her mouth shut. Caroline banished thoughts of the rebellion from her mind. If they stayed at the forefront, she was liable to let them slip out without realizing it. She started counting the blocks again.
 
   “We know who you were talking to,” Bradbury said.
 
   She began to twiddle her thumbs.
 
   “It’s best if you cooperate,” Howard added.
 
   Caroline looked over at him. At one time he had probably been quite a capable agent.  He had a moderately friendly face but his pleasant expression was a mask. She knew the score. They likely did know bits and pieces of what she’d been doing. They were waiting for her to confirm it. To help them fill in the blanks so that they could continue to build their intelligence. To bolster whatever case they thought they had against her. To strengthen whatever plans they had to take out the rebellion. And she wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction.
 
   They’d start out nice and then devolve if they didn’t get what they wanted. She knew better than to think that they’d abide by the policies and procedures that were in place when she was working for the DOJ.  Not if they weren’t Mirandizing prisoners. It was an entirely new ballgame. And she wasn’t going to play.
 
   Howard frowned at her. “We’ve seen the classified information you obtained.”
 
   Stay focused. Give them basic identifying information. Talk about the furthest topic from what they want to hear.
 
   “My legal name is Caroline Joan Gerard,” she said quietly.
 
   His eyes narrowed. “What?”
 
   “I was born at Highland Park Hospital in Highland Park, Illinois on September 4.”
 
   The two agents exchanged glances. 
 
   “Who were you working with?” Bradbury asked.
 
   More people than you think, asshole. “I graduated from St. Mary School in Buffalo Grove, Illinois.”
 
   Bradbury glared at her. “How did you get on a government server?” 
 
   Very subtle. They thought she’d turned into a hacker in order to obtain classified information. Interesting. Were they bluffing, or did they know? 
 
   “I am an alumnus of Adlai E. Stevenson High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois,” she said.
 
   “Who were you working with?”
 
   Time to have a little fun. “Adlai Stevenson was the governor of Illinois from 1949 to 1953,” Caroline said blankly.
 
   “Excuse me?” Howard laid some papers out on the table in front of her. He was getting angry. “Where did you get these?”
 
   She knew better than to look at the documents. She stared down at a different part of the table. “He ran for president twice on the Democratic ticket.”
 
   Bradbury reached across the table, pulling her chin up so she was facing him. “Tell us what you know.” He turned to Howard. “This bitch is messing with us.”
 
   Of course she was. She’d written her senior thesis on Adlai Stevenson. She could carry on for hours if she had to. She’d barely covered enough for a lame Wikipedia entry. 
 
   “He unofficially ran again in 1960 but was defeated by JFK,” Caroline said.
 
   Bradbury punched her in the nose and tears sprang to her eyes.
 
   “Move on,” he told Howard. “She’s fucking around.”
 
   “Where are your children?” Howard asked.
 
   An interesting segue. They weren’t going to play nice. At all. They probably thought they could somehow trick her into talking if they threatened her family. Caroline closed her eyes, trying to remain focused. She would never betray the ones she loved. Howard and Bradbury would figure that out quickly if they were worth their salt. 
 
   “Adlai Stevenson is widely regarded as leading the resurgence of the Democratic Party in the 1950s,” she said.
 
   Bradbury punched her again and the blood started to flow. Fantastic. He plopped down on the table next to her, presumably to seem more intimidating. 
 
   “Where’s Senator Sullivan?” he asked. “We know she has your children.”
 
   Caroline’s nose was bleeding profusely. She tried to wipe at it with the back of her hand and spat out some blood. “Stevenson served as ambassador to the United Nations before his death in 1965.”
 
   Bradbury pulled her up from the chair by her hair, dragging her across the room. “Stop talking about fucking Adlai Stevenson,” he growled, shoving her up against the wall.
 
   His threat came across as comical, for reasons she couldn’t quite understand. She again failed to hold her tongue. “Why would I want to fuck Adlai Stevenson? He’s dead. That’s gross.” 
 
   Caroline knew that laughing at her own joke would mean she’d get an even bigger ass kicking but she didn’t care. They weren’t going to start being gentle with her. Howard was sitting back in his chair quietly observing their entire exchange. Bradbury shoved her up against the wall again. 
 
   “Do you think this is funny?” he asked.
 
   Another giggle escaped her lips. “Kinda.”
 
   He reared back and punched her in the jaw. Her head thumped back against the concrete. She saw stars.
 
   “Do you still want to laugh?” He kneed her in the stomach and she doubled over and fell to the floor. “Make another bullshit comment. Try it.”
 
   She’d proven her point. He’d unfortunately done the same. “I’m finished,” she gasped.
 
   He knelt down near her head, drawing his gun. How the hell had she missed that they were armed? Was everyone in this place packing heat?
 
   “Where’s Governor McIntyre?” he asked. “And if you say one more fucking word about fucking Adlai Stevenson you’re getting a bullet to the brain.”
 
   Caroline decided to test that theory. “Who’s Adlai Stevenson?” she said automatically.
 
   Bradbury stood up and kicked Caroline in the side of the head. “If you don’t want to talk, it’s your funeral,” he said, right before she blacked out.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Seven
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline flipped through the pages of her book, adjusting herself on the lounge chair. It was hot. Her cast was itchy. And she was going to have a terrible tan line on top of it. Logic told her to get out of the sun but she liked having a little color in her cheeks. It made her feel healthy. Less fatigued. She had trouble sleeping with the cast even though Jack had given her his giant comfy bed, taking one of the guest rooms for himself. Caroline wanted him in the master bedroom with her but he didn’t think it was appropriate until Mo and Feef were more comfortable with their relationship. Quite a gallant position for him to take, although it left her frustrated.
 
   Marguerite and Sophie were splashing around in the pool with Jack. They all seemed to be having a ball. Sophie let out huge peals of laughter whenever Jack would toss her up so that she fell back into the water, which seemed to happen every couple of minutes. She was normally a very shy child, so it made Caroline feel good to see that she had warmed to Jack so quickly. Both girls had spent time with him during the spring, but not nearly as much as they’d all spent together for the last couple of weeks.
 
   Caroline’s staff had made it known that she would not be doing any constituent events, giving any interviews, or making any public appearances until she returned to work in early September. Jen provided an emotional statement to the press at the hospital and was still struggling with what happened, so Caroline and Kathleen jointly decided that she would be taking a break as well. They needed to be a little forceful; Jen had never taken any sort of vacation since Caroline took office. Kathleen was more than able to pick up her slack, even though she and Caroline spent more time talking smack via text message than doing any real work.
 
   Caroline intended to spend the bulk of her recovery time in Rockville, but the phone never stopped ringing and the girls were getting restless. Being so close to D.C. made her feel that at any moment some tabloid would come banging at her door begging for a story. Jack also cut back his own schedule when Congress recessed, and his office issued a press release indicating he was going to spend August assisting Representative Gerard in her recovery. Concerned for her sanity, he convinced her to go to his estate outside Philadelphia for the rest of the month.  
 
   She became irritated within days of their arrival. The August recess was usually her favorite time of year; she had both girls at home for the tail end of it and they were able to spend almost every waking moment together before school started. They’d always made a camping trip to Appalachia, even if it was blisteringly hot. But this year it wouldn’t be possible. 
 
   Caroline felt lousy about the way she’d been acting during the past few weeks; she snarled at all of them numerous times, growing increasingly upset at her inability to do most menial tasks. Marguerite and Sophie spent a good deal of time playing in the outdoor pool, shooting hoops with Jess and Jack, doing museum trips with Christine, and going to a couple of Phillies games with Tom, but Caroline was starting to go stir crazy.
 
   Jack swam over to where she was sitting and splashed some water at her, barely grazing her feet. The air was steamy, and it felt good. She’d have to dangle her feet in the pool later that afternoon.
 
   “Want me to make us something to eat?” he asked.
 
   Caroline would take poolside service anytime. “That sounds nice.”              
 
   “I thought I’d give you three some quality time for a while.” He winked at her.
 
   “Your insinuation has been noted, sir,” she said, as he got out of the water. 
 
   She couldn’t wait to get her cast off. Bathing was a pain and looking at Jack in only a swimsuit made her want to jump in the pool, in a bed, anywhere, and wrap her arms around him. She missed him even though they were in the same house. He kissed her on the lips, lingering there for a moment even though he was dripping all over her. She ran her right hand through his hair and heard her daughters giggling. Jack pulled back and grinned at Caroline before turning around and sticking his tongue out at them.
 
   “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Behave yourselves,” he said to the girls, who were now at the side of the pool staring at them both.
 
   Caroline smiled at them. May as well just get the conversation over with. “Why don’t you guys come over here and dry off before lunch.”
 
   The girls grabbed their towels and took a seat on the lounge chair next to hers. Caroline stood up and motioned for them to scoot over so that she could sit in between them.
 
   “So, what’s up?” Marguerite kept her distance, not wanting to get water on her mother’s cast. 
 
   Sophie put her arm around Caroline’s good side, leaning into her chest. She was soaking wet but Caroline had learned long ago that little kid hugs were far more important than dry clothing.
 
   “How are you two doing?” she asked them.
 
   “Okay, I guess,” Marguerite said. “Being here is pretty fun.”
 
   “I’m sorry we couldn’t go camping,” Caroline said.
 
   “That’s okay.” Marguerite shrugged. “Actual camp was kind of like camping anyway, right?”
 
   Sophie looked up at her mother. “Jack said we could pitch a tent in the yard one night. He even said he’d stay with us.”
 
   Caroline laughed. Jack was the least outdoorsy guy she knew. While Nicky had busied himself with tree stands, shotguns, venison jerky, snowshoeing, and other wholesome activities, Jack was much more inclined to sit in the air conditioning or indoor heat whenever possible.
 
   “I’d pay to see that.” She squeezed Sophie’s shoulder and turned to Marguerite. “Do you like Jack?”
 
   “Yeah, mom,” said Marguerite. “I’ve told you that like a million times.”
 
   “Do you think you’d like him enough to have him live with us?”
 
   “You mean, permanently?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Would we move here?” Sophie asked.
 
   “Not necessarily,” Caroline said. “We might come up here sometimes. Although I do think that might be a possibility, if it’s something you’re willing to consider. We don’t have to think about that for a long time. Rockville is your home.”
 
   “I like it here,” she said.
 
   Caroline still hated the place, but it helped that Jack came along with the package. And some of the perks weren’t too bad. It was difficult to fathom how easy it was to get used to having extremely nice things. She didn’t want her children to be spoiled. They had never wanted for anything but she had always been careful to teach them the value of hard work and personal responsibility, to say nothing of being grateful for whatever you were lucky enough to have.
 
   “Mom, you don’t need to make a big deal out of this,” Marguerite said. “Jack talked to us.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   Sophie smiled shyly. “He wants to marry you.”
 
   Marguerite smiled too. “He was pretty indirect about it but we finally weaseled it out of him. He’s still getting used to dealing with us.”
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “It takes a little work. Good thing you’re so enchanting.”
 
   Marguerite laughed. “I prefer lovely and charming.”
 
   Caroline’s tone grew serious. “How do you feel about the two of us getting married? I know it’s kind of quick.”
 
   Marguerite looked down at her feet, watching the last remnants of water from her swimsuit pooling under the lounge chair. “Jack looks at you the way daddy did.”
 
   Sophie burrowed into her chest again. “Will he take care of us?”
 
   “I suppose so. Marriage is a lot more than that. At least, it is for me.” Caroline turned to her eldest child. Sophie understood what marriage meant, but Marguerite was more perceptive. And more willing to be blunt. “I want to know if you’re okay with this. We can take more time, we can talk about it, just the four of us. I don’t want to do anything if you’re not comfortable with it.”
 
   “Do you love him?” Marguerite asked.
 
   “Yes,” Caroline said softly. “Very much.”
 
   “He told us that he loves us but he didn’t want to replace daddy,” Sophie said. 
 
   “That’s true. No one will ever replace your father.” Caroline kissed the side of Sophie’s head. “I still miss him. I probably always will.  And every day when I look at the two of you, I see him. You are both so precious to me, and he would be so proud of you. I don’t want you to think that I’ve forgotten him, nor does Jack.” She directed her attention at Marguerite again.  “But he wants to be part of our family too, in a different way.”
 
   “Does he make you happy?” Marguerite asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then I don’t see an issue with it.”
 
   It was wrong to be suspicious of her children. But she couldn’t help herself. “You seem to be taking this unusually well.  This isn’t going to be easy. He didn’t promise you some sort of lavish gift, did he?”
 
   “Are you asking me if Jack tried to bribe us?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   “I’m totally telling him you said that.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Don’t do that.”
 
   Marguerite grasped her mother’s fingers the best she could, given the encumbrance of the cast. “It will be different,” she said. “But that can be good. Last year was no fun. And daddy would want you to be happy. I can tell that Jack loves you. Sophie and I want you to be happy too. Right, Soph?”
 
   Sophie leaned in closer. “Right. I like Jack, mommy. He’s funny. He makes you laugh. I miss hearing you laugh.”
 
   Caroline blinked back tears. “How did you both get to be so mature?”
 
   Marguerite wrapped her arm around her mother, no longer concerned about the cast. “Maybe we were raised properly.”
 
   “I knew that expensive camp in the Adirondacks would eventually pay off.”
 
   “No, it was mostly daddy’s influence.” Marguerite gave her mother an impish look.
 
   Caroline laughed. “Your father was a good man. He gave you two so much. God knows what I ever did to deserve him. I know Jack will try to do the same for you, but he and I don’t ever want to do anything to hurt you or make you think that your father isn’t important anymore.”
 
   “We know,” Marguerite said. “So, long story short, he asked us if it was okay and we said yes. He was very nice.”
 
   Sophie giggled. “He gave us hugs. He asked me if I wanted a pony but I said no.”
 
   “You still want a puppy, don’t you?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   Caroline smiled as she saw Jack coming back outside with a tray of sandwiches. “Maybe we can work that one out.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline stretched her good arm and sprawled out on the couch in the family room. She was enjoying the space while she could, since they were heading back to Maryland in a few days. It would be nice to go home. Nice to get her cast off. It would be even nicer to go back to work. Getting back in a routine might make her feel like she was a normal person again, though she’d been warned that she was going to have a media spotlight on her for the foreseeable future. 
 
   She stared at the gas fireplace. A late August fire. It didn’t give off that much heat, and it was a bit cold in the room anyway. There was something peaceful about gazing into it.
 
   “There you are.” Jack’s voice was at the entryway. “I figured you’d be in the library.”
 
   Nine times out of ten, he found her there. “I was for a while,” she said. “It’s hard reading antique books with only one hand. I don’t want to ruin them.” 
 
   Jack had a pair of tweezers he used on some of the older first editions he had. Caroline was certain that several of his books were worth more than her house, though they were pretty to look at. She was almost afraid to touch them.
 
   He sat down on the couch and put his arm around her. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”
 
   “Today was a good day.” She lifted up her left arm. “I’m ready to get this blasted thing off.”
 
   “Soon enough.” He sounded apprehensive. 
 
   “Is everything okay?” Caroline’s recovery had gone relatively smoothly, but she’d lost her temper a few times and Marguerite and Sophie were expending a lot of pent up energy from missing the last few weeks of camp. Maybe it was all becoming too much for Jack.
 
   “It’s fine.” He turned to her and smiled. “More than fine. I have something I want to talk to you about.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jack cleared his throat. “I was hoping, if you weren’t too busy during the next few decades, if you’d maybe like to spend them with me.”
 
   Should she be glib, knowing how nervous he was? She went with a verbal shrug anyway, since it was easier than getting emotional. “Sure.”
 
   He frowned. Her nonchalant reaction must have thrown him off. “Wait, that’s no good. I practiced this in my head a million times and it never came out right. That clearly was the worst one of them all.”
 
   “Want to try again? Maybe the third time’s the charm, if you count our little heart-to-heart at the hospital.”
 
   Jack took a jewelry box out of his pocket and stared down at it. “I love you, Caroline.  It would give me no greater pleasure than to spend the rest of my life with you. To grow old with you. Feel your arms curled around me at night, your breath in my ear, the way you sigh when I hold you. I want to spend hours laughing and talking with you, building a home, raising your children together.”
 
   He got down on one knee on the floor. “I know you’re not much for tradition or for any of that old fashioned junk, but I want to take care of you. I want to walk by your side wherever the path takes us. I want to protect you, to keep you safe from anything or anyone that might harm you. I adore you and your independence, your unwavering spirit and sense of self.” 
 
   Jack glanced at the sling and swallowed hard. “And yes, your unquestionable character. I want to be your partner, your friend, your lover. You and your children fill me with a joy I never thought I’d have. And I hope that those are good enough reasons for you to commit yourself to me forever.” He opened up the jewelry box. “Will you marry me, Caroline?”
 
   She ran a hand through his hair. “That was perfect.” 
 
   “Is that a yes?”
 
   “I love you, Jack,” she said. “And I do want to marry you. Very much. But-” 
 
   “But what?”
 
   “I have one small condition.”
 
   “What would that be?”
 
   He wouldn’t like this. He’d purposely avoided the topic for weeks. “I want to be First Lady of Pennsylvania,” she said.
 
   He got up and sat down on the couch next to her. “That’s going to be hard to do by yourself.”
 
   “I want you to run for Governor.”
 
   “No,” he said resolutely. “That’s not on the table.”
 
   “I talked to Greg Keller.” 
 
   The very uptight, sharp as a tack neoconservative who served as Jack’s campaign manager. She clandestinely invited him over to the house one day while her daughters dragged Jack to Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell. It took him a few minutes to loosen up but they had a nice talk nonetheless.
 
   Jack gave her a wary look. “When?”
 
   “Last week, when you and the girls were gone. I made him lunch.”
 
   “You said you were too tired to do anything.”
 
   Caroline blushed. “I might have told a little white lie. And it was mostly sandwiches and some homemade cookies Mo and Feef helped me make. He’s not very demanding.”
 
   “I am shocked and appalled.” Jack shifted on the couch so that there was a little bit of space between them, though he kept his arm stretched out on the headrest behind her. “At the lie, not the lunch. He doesn’t cook so you probably captivated the hell out of him.”
 
   Jack wasn’t sold on the concept, she could tell. Strange how he’d backtracked so much over the course of a few weeks. He’d need much more than a nudge if he was scooting away from her. 
 
   “Greg thinks it’s a great idea,” she said. “The party is still waiting on you. They want you to run. Your numbers are strong, even for a relatively green politician.” 
 
   “No,” he said. “It’s too much. We can both stay in Congress, enjoy our lives, build upon our relationships in D.C. It’ll be fine.”
 
   May as well damn the torpedoes. “You’re going to run, or I won’t marry you.”
 
   Jack glared at her. “You cannot be serious.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Now who’s not being romantic?”
 
   Caroline stroked the stubble on his jawline that always seemed to show up in the late evening. “Jack, I can help you. I want you to do this. You’ve wanted this for so long, much longer than you’re probably willing to admit. I can see it in your eyes. I would never forgive myself if you gave this up for me. We can do this. Side by side. We would make an amazing team. I think it could work, despite our party differences. You can use my newfound…popularity to your advantage. Greg agrees.”
 
   “I won’t let you be exploited in order to win votes.”
 
   “Exploit is a harsh word. Maybe utilize, or make the most of it. I’ve been practicing the loving political wife look.”
 
   “What are you going to do if I run, and win? Live in Rockville with the girls while I’m in central Pennsylvania? I don’t want that. I want us all to be a family. Together.”
 
   His earnest response bordered on adorable. “We would all be together. In Harrisburg.”
 
   “And you would do what?  Commute to Washington every day? See us on the weekends? No way.”
 
   “No. I’ve talked to the girls. They’re on board with us moving there for as long as you’re in office.”
 
   “What about your seat?”
 
   Caroline took a deep breath. It wasn’t fair to hit him with more than one torpedo in the same night, but it had to be done. “I’m not running for re-election.”
 
   “No.” He settled his hands in his lap, his fists clenched. “Under no circumstances will you do that.”
 
   “I don’t have to run again. I don’t want to.”
 
   “Sweetheart-” 
 
   “No, I’ve been thinking about this a lot. You know who I am. You know I don’t really belong there. I probably never did.”
 
   “Of course you belong there,” he said, sounding cross. “You have a solid grasp on a good job in which you excel. You can’t give that up.”
 
   His reaction was a little surprising. Caroline thought he’d be more than willing to let her give up her seat, gubernatorial race or not. Maybe she’d sprung too much on him at once. “I can, I will, and I am.” 
 
   He shook his head back and forth. “You can’t do that for me. It means too much to you. You’re bright and personable. You’re dynamic enough that people listen to you, and wholly dedicated to doing something meaningful with your life. You can’t throw that away. You dreamt of it your entire life. Don’t give that up. There’s still so much you have left to accomplish.”
 
   All of his arguments were perfectly valid and entirely refutable. “I did think I always wanted the career I have now,” she said. “But it was never what I thought it would be. I never liked those games. I never liked pretending to be someone I wasn’t. When I think of what I’ve done with my professional life, I consider myself a public servant, not a politician. The law is my vocation. Public policy is a natural offshoot of that. But being in Congress seems so secondary when it comes to my ability to do good. The power and prestige that come along with being on Capitol Hill aren’t nearly as important as the people I love.”
 
   “That is precisely the reason why you should stay where you are. You’re the type of person we need in Washington.”
 
   “I don’t want it anymore.”
 
   Jack shook his head back and forth again, as if trying to jiggle her words out of his brain. “Caroline, you can’t do this. That seat is yours, for as long as you want it. Hell, they were talking about making you part of the minority leadership next term.”
 
   The media coverage after the incident at the Capitol remained an unfortunate natural outgrowth of her behavior. Pundits and players suddenly realized that she was the future of the Democratic Party in Congress, and climbed all over themselves to share their observations with the public. Anything for more airtime. Their grandstanding disgusted her. 
 
   “Isn’t it funny how being shot and having people say that you’re patriotic and heroic makes you attractive to party insiders?” she said.
 
   “It’s more than that.”
 
   “Don’t kid yourself. I made a good speech last year. And I’ve done a passable job of working across the aisle to get things done. But that doesn’t matter nearly as much to the Democratic Party as their fucking image.”
 
   “Look at you, turning cynical all of a sudden.”
 
   “Come on, Jack. The media and all those public figures made their obligatory flowery statements right after I got hurt, but none of them really give a shit about me. Ellen, Bob, Chrissy, my staff, and a handful of others, they’re the ones who matter to me. They’re the ones I can count on if I’m in a jam. The rest are engaging in their typical transparent games. Their blowhard discussions matter more to them than the kids who were at the Capitol that day, or my well-being, or the actual welfare of the country, or anything other than their precious ratings and their plays for power. You’ll notice all that speculation came from pundits and anonymous Congressional aides, not me or anyone from my office. I’m not interested in any of that crap. And those who know me well know that.”
 
   He wagged a finger at her. “That fire. That passion. That honesty. Right there. That’s you. That’s why you should stay, Caroline. To keep those assholes accountable.”
 
   How could she make him understand? Her words didn’t matter if her heart wasn’t in the job. “I want you to run for governor. I want us to move on, try something new. I want you to live your dreams, too. It’s not fair to just hold on to mine, especially when I don’t want them anymore.”
 
   His expression softened. Perhaps she’d won him over. “You’re serious. You’re going to walk away.”
 
   “Yes. I can do meaningful things in Harrisburg. Maybe more fulfilling than what I’m doing now.”
 
   “What if I lose?”
 
   “I think we’d be okay,” Caroline said. “You can give me a job with your charitable foundation. I’m good at spending other people’s money.”
 
   Jack threw his hands up in frustration, but he was smiling. “The polite thing to do would have been to tell me about this before I got down on one knee and proposed. You caught me a little off guard.”
 
   She stifled a laugh. “I know. But I really hadn’t made a final decision until a couple of days ago. I hadn’t gotten up the guts to tell you. I told Kathleen earlier today and she dropped her phone. At least, she says that’s what happened. It sounded a lot like she threw it across the room.”
 
   “You have a habit of hiring people who are way too much like you.”
 
   “Indeed I do. Are you hurt that I told her first? I only did it to run it past someone who could theoretically be objective.”
 
   “That depends. What did she say?”
 
   “She spent about a minute trying to talk me out of it but discovered she was fighting a losing battle.” Caroline grinned at him. “Katie figured out I was serious a lot quicker than you did.”
 
   “Is she upset?”
 
   Kathleen was hard to read sometimes. Caroline suspected she’d done a lot more than throw her phone once their conversation ended. “Maybe a little. She’s concerned about how Jen will take it, particularly when I tell her that I want her to run in my place.”
 
   Jack looked at her intently. “Are you sure you really want to do this?”
 
   “Yes,” she said. “The Commonwealth needs you, Jack. You have a strong business background, with both private executive and public sector experience. You’re persuasive. You have a strong work ethic. You know how to make hard decisions.” She smiled as he squeezed her hand. “The door is open. You just have to walk in.”
 
   “I don’t want to go through it unless you’re by my side.”
 
   She scooted into his arms. “That’s where I’ll always be. You’ll have an equal partner who’s willing to tell you when you’re on the right track or when you’re wrong. And believe me, you’re wrong a lot.” 
 
   Jack looked a little offended. “I’m not wrong that often. You’re just saying that because you don’t agree with my economic policies.”
 
   She wasn’t going to argue with him about tax cuts just yet. Maybe after the wedding. “Pennsylvania needs you more as governor than Congress needs either one of us. You need to do this, and you need to do it now.”
 
   “A statewide campaign will be hard. I don’t know if it’s worth it.” 
 
   “For God’s sake, Jack. Just run. Don’t overthink it. I’m not.” Caroline straightened up, trying to look as dignified as possible. A difficult task, since she was wearing an old Villanova t-shirt and a pair of beat up Notre Dame women’s basketball shorts. “I want to be First Lady of Pennsylvania,” she declared. “Which means I want you to be Governor McIntyre. I think I could be good at literacy campaigns and benign blog postings.” 
 
   “What if you get bored?”
 
   “I shall dedicate myself to a life of contemplation and reflection. Or I may engage in a passionate affair with the state’s highest elected official in the hope that he’ll appoint me to a judicial vacancy.”
 
   “I’m sure there’s no conflict there.”
 
   “We can figure that out later.”
 
   Jack trailed his fingers down Caroline’s neck, leaning toward her ear. “What about filling the role of good natured concubine?”
 
   He nipped her earlobe and she shuddered. She’d missed his touch. “I guess I could be that too.” Caroline pushed away from Jack and sighed dramatically, looking down at the small box he was still holding in his hand. The brilliant diamond ring sparkled in the dim light from the fireplace. She grabbed at the box and gave him a cheeky grin. “After all,” she said. “Jewelry doesn’t earn itself.” 
 
   Jack pulled it out of her reach. He started laughing and didn’t stop for a while. “You’re off the wall, sweetheart. You know that? You’re gonna charm the pants off the electorate.” He paused. “Are the girls really okay with this?”
 
   “They are,” Caroline said. “I might have had to promise a summer camp upgrade, but they’re actually quite excited about the entire thing. They love you and they’re ready to move on from the difficulties we’ve had over the past year and a half. They think this sounds like a grand adventure.”
 
   “No ponies?”
 
   “No ponies. Yet. Maybe a dog.” 
 
   “I guess Greg isn’t going to be surprised if I broach this topic with him?”
 
   Her cheeks reddened. Despite all her efforts, the blush still creeped up at inopportune times. Particularly when she felt a little sneaky. “I might have told him to start planning because I was sure I’d be able to talk you into it.”
 
   Jack kissed her lightly on the lips. “You’re a tricky one.”
 
   “Oh, there is one more thing.”
 
   “If this involves me having to buy a pony for you too, I’m going to be very upset.” 
 
   “My birthday is next month.”
 
   “That’s covered. What else?”
 
   Caroline grinned. “It’s not a pony. Or even a dog. I want to get married soon.”
 
   “How soon?”
 
   “October or November?”
 
   “That’s soon.”
 
   Yes, but they had to start worrying about public perception. “I thought it would be better if we weren’t totally disrespecting our faith while you were campaigning, not for too long. It doesn’t have to be anything elaborate. I want us to get married in the next couple of months. In the church if possible.”
 
   “That’s a quick turnaround time.”
 
   “You don’t want to get married that quickly?”
 
   “I’d marry you tomorrow if you’d let me. But we may want to take time to plan something.”
 
   She tried not to sound too sheepish. “I talked to the priest at Chrissy’s parish. He’s nice.”
 
   Jack frowned at her. “How many people have you been talking to lately? I feel like all your talk about rest and recovery has been a ruse.”
 
   “I might have exaggerated a little,” she admitted. “Although I still have a way to go. But he can pull a couple of strings to fit us in. This is really important to me.”
 
   “Does this mean you’re officially accepting my proposal?”
 
   Caroline beamed. “I am. Katie’s going to have a hell of a time drafting a press release. I’m never going to hear the end of it from her. Or Jen.”
 
   “I’m sure my staffers are going to say the same thing.” Jack slipped the engagement ring onto her finger. “I love you.” He cradled her face in his hands and kissed her deeply. She pulled him closer to him with her good hand until he was on top of her.
 
   “Is your arm okay?” he asked in between kisses.
 
   Caroline adjusted herself so her cast was resting against the back of the couch. “It’s fine. Don’t stop.”
 
   She giggled as he began nuzzling her neck, putting his hand under her t-shirt to fondle her breasts over her bra. Very high school. Jack started to pull down her shorts and she realized they didn’t have much room to work with. She wasn’t particularly nimble under the best of circumstances, and her cast was a serious impediment to full-on couch sex.
 
   “How do you feel about going to celebrate this occasion upstairs?” he asked.
 
   “Are you okay with maneuvering around my gimpiness?”
 
   Jack smiled. “Haven’t you been paying attention the last few minutes? I’m a very enterprising man. I can do even more in a giant bed.”
 
   She grinned. “I can’t wait to find out.”
 
   They walked hand in hand toward the stairs, until Jack tugged at her hand and switched direction.
 
   Thoroughly confused and increasingly horny, Caroline stated the obvious. “Um, that’s the only way up to the bedroom.”
 
   Jack pressed his finger to her lips. “Quiet. Follow me. Close your eyes.”
 
   “I don’t know if I should trust you.”
 
   “I just had an inspiration. Roll with it.”
 
   There were a million places he could be taking her, but none of them got her to the promised land. They hadn’t had sex in well over a month and she wasn’t inclined to wait much longer. “Okay.”
 
   He guided Caroline down the hallway. It didn’t take her long to figure out where they were going. If she was right, she could hold out a bit.
 
   “I only have one good arm,” she pointed out.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. As long as it’s wrapped around my neck I don’t care.”
 
   She heard the soft flick of a switch as a door creaked open. 
 
   “I think you know where we are,” Jack murmured.
 
   She opened her eyes. The ballroom was a cavernous space with French doors leading out to a terrace overlooking the backyard. There was a small stage in the corner, and tasteful fixtures lined the walls. The room was large. Large enough for – the light went off in her head – a modest wedding reception. One less thing to worry about. Jack led her over to a table near the stage, where a bottle of champagne sat chilling next to an iPod speaker dock.
 
   “Well played, sir,” she said. “You had me going for a minute.”
 
   Jack uncorked the champagne. “I like to think I’m moderately unpredictable. Shall we?” He poured a glass, holding it toward her.
 
   She accepted it cheerfully. “We shall.”
 
   He raised his own glass. “Thank you for saying yes.”
 
   For a man who had been with more women than she could count, he really was a softie sometimes. “Thank you for asking me,” she whispered.
 
   She hadn’t had alcohol in a while and drained her glass in two short gulps. Jack quickly refilled it. “Thirsty?” 
 
   Caroline took another sip. “A little. Are you trying to get me drunk?” She doubted it would take much.
 
   “I figured it might help you loosen up on the dance floor.”
 
   “We can’t exactly swing from the chandeliers tonight.”
 
   He laughed. “I know. But you’ve had a hard month. I thought you deserved a break.”
 
   She frowned at her cast and sling. “I wish this was off of me.”
 
   “We can get around it.” Jack took the now empty glass out of her hand. “How about we start our little celebration?”
 
   She stared down at her clothes. “Are you sure I’m dressed appropriately?”
 
   He trailed a finger down the center of her chest. “You can take your clothes off if you want. This ballroom can be locked from the inside.”
 
   “Oh, you don’t get that until later,” she said. “You’re just going to have to enjoy me in all my ratty glory.”
 
   Jack pressed play on the iPod then pulled her toward him. “You’re beautiful to me no matter what you’re wearing.”
 
   Caroline put her arm around him and leaned in. “I love you,” she whispered, and smiled as the piano intro and Tony Bennett’s voice echoed across the room. “You’re not all that unpredictable, Jack.”
 
   He moved in for a kiss. “Remember the first time we danced to this song?”
 
   She laughed against his lips before pressing her cheek to his. “I’ll never forget.”
 
   “I thought I blew it that night,” he said. “When I kissed you. But you looked so lovely, and you were holding on to me so tightly, I just thought-” 
 
   “I’m glad you did. I don’t know how long it would have taken me to accept how I felt about you otherwise.”
 
   “Are you saying I was right about something?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jack stopped moving. “Can I go write that down?”
 
   Caroline squeezed him tighter with her good arm. “Hush.”
 
   He brought his mouth to her ear. “If you’d told me in January that I’d be here in this ballroom with you, my fiancée, right now this very minute, I would have never believed you.”
 
   She laughed softly. “Why not? You’re the one who had your eye on me from the beginning.”
 
   “I never thought I’d be able to pull it off.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure if you’d give me the chance.” He cleared his throat. “I don’t want you to worry about anything ever again. I want you to be happy. Joyful. I want to give you everything you’ve ever wanted.”
 
   He was very carefully avoiding eye contact with her. She kissed his cheek. “You already have.”
 
   They stopped dancing. Jack stared down at the floor. His eyes were damp. He’d been much more emotional than usual lately.
 
   “Jack-” 
 
   “Shh.” He pulled her closer to him. “Let me enjoy this. Let me enjoy you.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t about to argue about that. She’d let him enjoy her multiple times tonight, if that’s what he wanted. She didn’t say a word as they started to sway to the music again. 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack set the half empty bottle of champagne and both wine flutes down on the nightstand, then made a point of going over to the door and turning the lock before sliding off his shoes. 
 
   Caroline grinned at him. “Does this mean you’re staying in here with me tonight?”
 
   He pulled down her shorts. “Are you going to kick me out afterward?  I really don’t want to do a walk of shame in my own house.”
 
   “No,” she said, adjusting her position so he could unhook her sling. “I’ve wanted you in here for the last month. And you don’t waste any time, do you?”
 
   The kiss Jack gave her was soft, but the erection pressing against her thigh was anything but. “I’ve missed you,” he said.
 
   She rubbed her leg against his groin, just for fun. “Going without sex for this long must have been awful for you.”
 
   “You have no idea. I didn’t even jack off.”
 
   She gave him a skeptical look. “Really?”
 
   He averted his eyes. “Okay, maybe once or twice.”
 
   Caroline would pursue that topic later, after she removed all his clothes. If he was going to do that, she wanted him in the room with her while it was taking place. She tried to unbutton his shirt but soon gave up. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not sure how well I can do this with only one hand.”
 
   He smiled at her. “I can think of plenty of things you can do with just one hand.”
 
   “Well, yeah,” she said. “But I might not be able to move around so much beyond that.” She flapped her left arm, feeling like a graceless bird. “This shoulder to hand contraption sucks.”
 
   “Cheer up, sweetheart. You’re about to have engagement night sex.”
 
   “Is that why we’re up here?”
 
   Jack stripped off his shirt, then went to work on his pants. “Isn’t this supposed to be some big romantic moment? Or are you going to be continually sour now that you’ve got a ring on your finger?”
 
   It was hard not to stare as his glorious cock popped free of his boxers. “I’m going to be a total nag,” she whispered.
 
   He removed her t-shirt and bra. “Doubtful.”
 
   She sighed as Jack kissed her neck. “I’m much less of a nag when I’m getting laid on a regular basis.” 
 
   “I’ll see what I can do about that.” He traced his fingers across her shoulders, barely touching her. Sometimes he’d do that, acting like he was afraid she’d break if he pressed any harder. Caroline could feel his mouth inching closer to her ear and knew he wanted to play. 
 
   “Are you going to be a good girl and let me have my way with you?” he asked. “I’ve been very patient with you. Not all boyfriends would wait this long.”
 
   They’d been doing that more often, after he’d tied her to his bed during that hot weekend in July. Role playing, engaging in rougher sex, getting a little kinky. Caroline loved it and hoped their relationship would continue to evolve. She wanted to find out how far Jack was willing to go. He indulged her every fantasy and she was just as excited about his.
 
   She laid down on the bed, pressing her knees together. She could play the virgin. “I don’t know. Good girls aren’t supposed to put out.”
 
   Jack sat down next to her, starting to caress her thighs. “All the girls are doing it, baby. Don’t you want to fit in? Don’t you want the boys to like you?” He attempted to slide his hand between her knees, which were still locked shut.
 
   “I don’t want the boys to think I’m easy,” Caroline said softly.
 
   “They won’t,” he said. “It’ll feel good. You’ll see. I’ll make you feel so damn good.”
 
   She closed her eyes. How long could she play the game before she broke down and begged him to fuck her brains out? “I want you to respect me in the morning.”
 
   Jack kissed his way up her body. “I will always respect you, Caroline.”
 
   She wasn’t the only one having trouble with the game. He was just as horny as she was, maybe more so. “You’re breaking character,” she said.
 
   He laughed. “I thought it might weaken your resolve. I’m not sure how much longer I can wait.”
 
   “My resolve is pretty weak already,” Caroline said.
 
   Jack laughed again as she spread her legs apart. “That’s what I like to see.” He started teasing her with his fingers. “Do you like that?”
 
   Had he meant that as a rhetorical question? Because he was very obviously pleased by her reaction. “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   He kissed her deeply. “I love you, Caroline. You’ll never know how much.” He slid a finger inside her, then two. 
 
   “I can take an educated guess,” she gasped.
 
   “I’m going to take advantage of you in so many ways tonight,” Jack said against her lips. “And you’re going to enjoy every minute.”
 
   “Be gentle.” She widened her eyes as he worked up to four fingers. Jesus, he wasn’t playing around. “I’ve never been this far before.”
 
   He lifted his head up. “You’re going back into character?”
 
   Since he was getting damn close to putting his entire hand inside her, her previous statement hadn’t exactly been a lie. Caroline smiled at him when he slowly withdrew the fingers and started teasing her again. “I thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea. And that request is also coming from a woman who’s in a slightly vulnerable physical position right now.”
 
   “You’ve got a deadly weapon disguised as a cast and I’ve got a serious case of blue balls that needs to be dealt with immediately. Who’s really at a disadvantage here?”
 
   Feeling aggressive, Caroline yanked him down by the scruff of his neck and kissed him. “Maybe we both are.”
 
   “I will always be gentle with you,” he said. “Unless you request otherwise.”
 
   “I just might,” she said. “Maybe even tonight.”
 
   “Good girls deserve only the best,” Jack murmured. He started kissing his way down her body, reaching the apex of her thighs. “Especially the ones who agree to marry me.”
 
   She sank back into the pillow. “Contain yourself, darling. The girls might still be awake.”
 
   He pulled his head up. “I like when you call me that. You haven’t done it in a while.”
 
   Caroline frowned at him. “I said it with the understanding that you were going to get me off with that tongue trick you have.”
 
   “I can use my tongue.” He slid a finger inside her. “Or I can use my hand. I know which option you prefer.”
 
   Jack loved it when her breath was hot and heavy in his ear as she begged him for more. More friction, more fingers, more everything. And he was always happy to oblige.
 
   “You have big hands,” she whispered.
 
   He pressed two fingers inside her. “You like them.”
 
   “I-” She moaned softly. “Please don’t stop.”
 
   He started stroking her clit with his thumb. “I’m never going to stop. You like it too damn much.”
 
   Caroline writhed against him, whispering his name against her lips when he weaved his fingers through her hair and tugged. She wrapped one arm around his shoulders and he leaned in for a deep kiss to muffle her cries as he finally pushed her over the edge. He pulled away slowly, sweeping her hair out of her face.
 
   She embraced him again, curling up against his chest. “I love you.”
 
   “I know.” He massaged her still trembling thighs. “Can we have sex now?”
 
   Poor guy. It had been a long month. Caroline rolled over on her back and dutifully spread her legs. “Absolutely.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Nine
 
   The Fed
 
   Her face was wet. Why was her face wet?
 
   Caroline opened her eyes. She’d been crying. And she was on the floor. The cold concrete floor. 
 
   Oh, fuck them. Fuck them so hard. 
 
   She pushed herself up. Every movement was agonizing. Jesus, had they beaten the crap out of her after they’d knocked her out? Maybe just tossed her in her cell like a bag of potatoes? Anything was possible.
 
   She was momentarily distracted by the image of them trying to carry or even drag her down the hall. Even if she'd lost weight, she was deceptively built and anything but dainty. Did the FBI agents do it, or was Fischer assigned that unfortunate task? Hopefully he threw his back out in the process. Too bad she hadn’t witnessed it.
 
   The lights were off. Of course. She tentatively reached out, fearful of any creepy crawlies she might find. She’d die on the spot if there were rats or bugs skittering all over the place. She trailed her fingers along the floor, finding the metal bed frame. At least now she had a rough idea of where she was. 
 
   She crawled onto the bare mattress. No pillow. Not anymore. If she kept messing around with them she’d probably end up sleeping on the floor every night. Could she call it sleeping when the method of putting her to bed consisted of being knocked unconscious?
 
   She wiped the tears from her eyes. She had to stop dreaming about them. About him. About the way it felt when he held her close, when he moved inside her, when he whispered her name and told her how much he loved her. It made the separation that much more agonizing. But she still felt…lighter somehow. The memories made her happy. Blissfully happy. 
 
   Maybe thinking about him wasn’t the worst idea. Especially when faced with the alternative. She tried not to remember the scowl on Bradbury’s face right before he kicked her in the head. Although maybe she should. Focus on the details. On every agent and guard she encountered. Their expressions, their tics, their identifying characteristics. Because when she got out of here, she was going to make sure that someone knew who the hell they were.
 
   You think you’re getting out? Really?
 
   Caroline shook her head. Pollyanna was at war with the forces of reality. And she didn’t like it. Maybe she could think of something positive instead.
 
   They’re not going to kill you. They’re just going to do unspeakably horrible things to you.
 
   Oh yeah. That train of thought was much better. Sometimes she wished her inner monologue would shut the fuck up. 
 
   She was lucky Bradbury hadn’t accidentally killed her with that blow to the temple. She knew how shit worked. A kid could die instantly getting nailed by an errant pitch at a baseball game. She’d heard about something like that once. But she’d survived the first day. Had it been only a day? Surely she hadn’t been unconscious for longer than that. She had no concept of time. It had been cold outside when they brought her in, with snow piled up outside the entrance to the building. So it was still winter. It couldn’t have been too long. If it had been months and months, she would have withered away to nothing in that hospital bed. But it had to have been at least a week or two. Which meant it was…still February?
 
   Late winter. A depressing season. The least pleasant part of the year. And she now had a rough idea of the time period in which she was inevitably either going to die or be tortured. How comforting. Caroline touched her nose. Broken again. Cheekbone too. Pain was becoming yet another part of whatever routine she had right now. And this routine – whether it lasted one day or ten – sucked. 
 
   She smiled despite her aching head. She’d fucked with them. And it had driven them nuts. Howard tried to remain detached but she got Bradbury to lose his temper. She doubted very much that they were supposed to beat the shit out of her on the first day. Not that she knew how these things worked.
 
   She used a trick a friend of hers had taught her. Deflection, avoidance, whatever you wanted to call it. A play on one of the techniques that American prisoners of war used under enemy interrogation. To the best of her knowledge, none of them had trolled their captors using their extensive familiarity with the life and times of Adlai Stevenson. So she got points for originality, even if she ended up fumbling the dismount.
 
   Would they try to interrogate her again? They had to know it wouldn’t accomplish much. In hindsight, she probably should have looked at the papers they claimed she’d stolen. They may have been documents she’d actually obtained. But giving in, mulling them over, showing any sort of reaction…they intended to judge her response. They didn’t need to know whether she’d actually committed any of the acts alleged against her. They wanted to measure her emotions. Hound her into letting something slip. Guilt, innocence, or a complicated blend of the two were irrelevant.
 
   The mattress was hard, but the lack of a pillow wasn’t a terrible development. Her face hurt no matter how much padding was under it. She closed her eyes. Maybe they would leave her alone. Let her sleep in her cell. Such thoughts were foolish, but they were all she had. She just had to stay focused. 
 
   God willing, she could keep her damn mouth shut.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   The Past
 
   Jack guided her through the throng of cameras until they reached her office door. He’d been fussing over her all morning, kindly failing to mention her trembling hand during the walk from the parking garage into Rayburn. The distance seemed further than she remembered.
 
   He turned to smile at her. “Ready?”
 
   She stared at the door. At the plaque bearing her name, riveted to the wall. At a piece of nonexistent lint on her jacket. Why was she so damn nervous? 
 
   “Let’s do this,” she said.
 
   Her left arm was still in a sling and probably would be for another week or two.  She needed to work on repairing the muscle damage but the cast was finally gone.  Given her propensity to gesticulate wildly while speaking, her surgeon thought it was best to play it safe and keep her immobile for a while longer. 
 
   Only having one good arm was a pain. She managed to get her thigh highs on that morning with a lot of help from Jack, but most personal tasks were difficult. And she still couldn’t get her contacts in. Jack assured her that her glasses made her look like a sexy librarian, and readily volunteered to keep helping when it came to her undergarments. What a thoughtful guy. 
 
   Despite her churning stomach, Caroline was thrilled to return to work. She still had a few misgivings; reporters trailed their car from her house all the way to Capitol Hill. She was chagrined that they were so forward as to hide out near her private residence, and may have complained several times during the commute. Her ability to lead a relatively quiet life was over. Jen and Kathleen repeatedly warned her in the waning days of summer but she failed to listen. She just hoped that the journalists would fade away after a couple of days.
 
   Jack opened the door and guided her inside, where her staff was assembled waiting for her. They started clapping. The gesture was sincere if a bit overdone, and Caroline barely refrained from rolling her eyes. 
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake,” she said. “Stop that.” She gave every one of them one-armed hugs until she reached Jen and Kathleen. 
 
   “Hi,” Jen said softly. There were tears in her eyes.
 
   Caroline couldn’t handle that. Not first thing in the morning. “Don’t you dare cry. I mean it.”
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered. 
 
   She looked so upset that Caroline leaned in for an extra hard hug. “Don’t be sorry. I’m going to be fine. I wouldn’t have come back to work if I wasn’t ready.”
 
   Jen sniffled, pulling herself back together. “I know.”
 
   “Hiya, boss.”  Kathleen threw her arm around her. “We have much to talk about. Starting with your new jewelry.”
 
   Caroline gave Jack a hangdog look. She hated kicking him out but he had a job to do as well, including a pile of delayed work waiting in his office. “I think this is the part where they monopolize my time for a while.” 
 
   He gave her a kiss. “May I escort you to the House floor later, my lady?”
 
   “Of course,” she said. “I know how much you love the media spotlight.”
 
   Jack chuckled. “I’ll be back in a bit.” He gave Jen and Kathleen his most devastating smile, then winked at Caroline. “Enjoy yourselves.”
 
   Kathleen pushed Jen and Caroline into Caroline’s private office and shut the door behind them. She grasped Caroline’s left hand firmly, leaning in for a closer look at her engagement ring. “Okay, okay. Let’s see this thing.”
 
   “Be careful.” Jen wiped her eyes. “She’s still injured.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “It’s fine.”
 
   Kathleen’s eyes bugged out. “Holy Christ. You made out like a fucking bandit.”
 
   “Kathleen,” Jen admonished. “Honestly.”
 
   “I’m serious. Take a look at it.”
 
   Caroline shifted over to Jen. The ring was a three carat round cut diamond solitaire, set in a Tiffany style six prong setting and surrounded by small round sapphires. Having people stare at it still made her a little uncomfortable. Some blogger asserted it had set Jack back more than a hundred grand, and Caroline had no desire to ask her fiancé whether the claim was accurate. She thought that was a ludicrous amount to spend on a piece of jewelry.
 
   “Wow,” Jen said, clearly at a loss. “That’s pretty impressive.”
 
   Kathleen gave Caroline a playful grin. “You must put out like every night.”
 
   Caroline grinned back at her. “I can’t wait to see what he gives me for my birthday.”
 
   “Or what you’ll have to do in return.”
 
   Jen frowned at them. “Can you maybe behave professionally for just a minute?”
 
   Caroline looked down at the ring. “Do you think it’s too big? I think it’s a bit much.” She’d been obsessing over it ever since Jack had given it to her. It still looked out of place on her finger. Not because she felt she didn’t deserve it, but she wasn’t sure she needed it. 
 
   “It’s chump change for him,” Kathleen said. “Enjoy it. No sense in having that kind of wealth without taking some steps to indulge in it a little.”
 
   “I just don’t want to take it, or him, for granted.”
 
   Her press secretary’s grin would probably be permanently attached for most of the day. She and Caroline hadn’t been face to face in over a month and had some catching up to do. Especially as it pertained to their prank pulling. “I get the distinct feeling that you will never do either of those things. Shall we sit down?”
 
   Caroline sank into her office chair and let out a deep breath. “It’s good to be here.”
 
   Kathleen cocked an eyebrow at her. “Really?”
 
   Caroline gave her a hard look. “You know what I mean.”
 
   Jen glanced back and forth between them, following Kathleen’s lead and taking a chair across from Caroline. “I think I’m the only one in the room who has no idea what you’re talking about. Why is that?”
 
   “Because you’re the only one in the room who has no idea what we’re talking about,” Kathleen said.
 
   Caroline cleared her throat. “Okay, Katie. Let’s bring it down a little. I wanted to talk to you two before I went out to face the rest of the world. I have to assume that the throng of reporters is only going to increase as I go over to the House floor. Right?”
 
   “That would be an affirmative,” Jen said.
 
   Caroline stared down at her desk. This was hard. Harder than she thought it would be. The two women sitting in front of her were two of her biggest cheerleaders and most devoted friends. “Do you know why I hired you?” 
 
   “Are you talking to Jen, or me?” Kathleen asked.
 
   “Both of you, really.” 
 
   Jen laughed. “You hired us because we were the only ones who wanted to work for you.”
 
   Caroline had been picking at table scraps until Jen had come along, towing Kathleen with her. Accidental good fortune, she’d decided. Serendipity, as Jen put it. Kathleen called it dumb luck, with an emphasis on the dumb. Pretty much the same thing, all things considered. 
 
   “Well, there’s that,” she said. “But it’s also because I knew I could trust you. I knew you got what I was trying to do. I knew that this was more about doing something meaningful and forming lasting relationships than about career advancement or something less altruistic. Despite our jokes to the contrary, I knew you were committed. That you would take things seriously.” Caroline swallowed the lump rising in her throat. “And I’m so grateful that I got two wonderful friends out of the deal.”
 
   “You could have dumped us once you got elected,” Kathleen said. “But you didn’t.”
 
   Applications had come pouring in, and Caroline hadn’t even advertised for the positions that Jen and Kathleen would eventually fill. When sharks smelled fresh meat they wanted in, especially if they’d alienated other members of Congress. Once you burned bridges in Washington they were theoretically gone for good, but some staffers still tried to put one over on the newbies. 
 
   Caroline shook her head. “No. I thought that would be disloyal.”
 
   “Other people do it all the time,” Jen pointed out. “You didn’t.”
 
   Insecurity poked its ugly little head out of its shell. “Is that why you haven’t left me?”
 
   “That’s part of it,” Jen said. “Haven’t you noticed that hardly anyone has left? This is a fun place. Most of the time.”
 
   “I owe you two so much,” Caroline said quietly. “I wouldn’t have gotten through what happened to Nicky without your help. I hope you know what that means to me.”
 
   Jen and Kathleen didn’t say anything. Caroline didn’t expect them to. They’d gone through enough without needing to talk about it. It would be impossible to get through the day without crying, but she wasn’t going down easy. 
 
   She cleared her throat again. “Anyway, there’s something we need to talk about. I’m sorry, Jenny, but Katie and I talked about it a couple of weeks ago. Please don’t be hurt.”
 
   Jen’s unease was apparent. “What is it?”
 
   Caroline leaned forward on the desk, resting her sling on the polished wood. “We need to set up a press conference. Soon.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I’m not running for re-election.”
 
   Jen frowned at her. “You have got to be kidding me.” She turned to Kathleen. “This is a joke, right?”
 
   Kathleen shook her head. “See if you can talk her out of it. I sure as hell couldn’t.”
 
   “Why wasn’t I let in on this little secret?”
 
   “Because I want you to run in my place,” Caroline said.
 
   Jen started laughing. “Okay, now I know you’re kidding.”
 
   “I’m not.” Caroline gave her a steady look.
 
   Jen’s face fell. “Oh, shit. You aren’t.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Is this because of Jack?”
 
   Caroline glanced over at the door. It was still shut. The chances of someone barging in were close to nil, but still. She always worried. “What I’m about to tell you does not leave this room. Understand?”
 
   Jen and Kathleen nodded.
 
   “Jack is going to run for governor of Pennsylvania,” Caroline said. 
 
   Kathleen laughed. “You think we didn’t know that?”
 
   Jen smiled. “Everyone knows that.”
 
   Kathleen turned to Jen. “Does she get points for being overly dramatic? Jesus.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “Fine. But it’s not official. Not until next Friday.”
 
   “Did he ask you not to run again?” Jen asked.
 
   “No. I came to that conclusion on my own. After running it past Katie, I told Jack.” 
 
   “Oh, wow. How’d he take that?”
 
   Caroline grinned. “I told him right after he proposed. It threw him off a little.”
 
   Jen looked impressed. “Maybe you do have a good sense of dramatic timing.”
 
   In hindsight, his reaction had been pretty hilarious. “He wasn’t all that upset that I told Katie first. But he understood why I came to that decision. Although it took him about five minutes longer than our dear press secretary over there to figure out that I was serious.”
 
   “I’m going to give him such a hard time about that,” Kathleen said.
 
   Jen was the queen of the piercing gaze, and she always knew the best times to engage it. Caroline shifted in her seat as her chief of staff spoke again. 
 
   “Are you sure about this?”
 
   Any doubts had yet to appear, and Caroline assured herself that they never would. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. And I’m even more certain that you should run for my seat.”
 
   Jen shifted in her chair, twisting her own engagement ring. “I don’t know. Eric is going to freak.”
 
   Despite his flaws, Eric loved Jen. He wasn’t a bad guy. He worked for a female Senator. And he wouldn’t feel the least bit emasculated if his fiancée ran for public office. 
 
   “No, he won’t,” Caroline said. “He’s spent his entire professional life on the Hill. He knows how things work. Jenny, you grew up in Rockville. You know Maryland better than I do. And you know that it’s your turn. I’ve never been one for that pseudo-monarchial succession crap, but you would probably do a better job representing the people of the First District than I have. Please consider it.”
 
   “I’d have to resign,” Jen said. “If I were hypothetically going to do this, that is.”
 
   Kathleen clapped her hands together. “Jen’s running for Congress.”
 
   “I sure hope so,” Caroline said.
 
   “You could fire her,” Kathleen told Caroline. “In case she’s not quite there yet. Then she’d have to run.”
 
   “The optics on that would be terrible.”
 
   Jen looked slighted. “Must you speak of me as if I am already gone?”
 
   Kathleen gave Jen a puckish look, but her words were for Caroline. “Hey, if she quits do I get a promotion?” 
 
   “Maybe,” Caroline said.
 
   “Would you change my job title?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Would you pay me more?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Would you be nicer to me?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   Kathleen grinned. “I’d still do it anyway.”
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Jen said. “You’re going to give up your House seat so you can be First Lady of Pennsylvania. And I’m just going to slide right in and take your spot.”
 
   It seemed a foolproof political plan from Caroline’s point of view. “Pretty much. Don’t forget the part where you get married right after you win.”
 
   Jen pouted. “You know, I’ve only been engaged for a few weeks and you’re stealing my thunder with your own wedding.”
 
   “I know. Isn’t it romantic? You’ll just have to make it up to yourself by seeking that congressional seat you’ve always wanted.”
 
   Kathleen grinned again. “Is Jack going to be cool with me bringing a woman to your reception?”
 
   If he wasn’t, Caroline would deck him. Kathleen had started dating a PR consultant named Liz over the summer, and it sounded serious. Caroline was impressed, since her press secretary had pulled double duty and been bombarded with work during the recess. Kathleen almost never made time for herself even during a lull in her job. 
 
   “Liz is invited, for sure.” Caroline was struck with luscious inspiration. “And please, please make out on the dance floor. Please.”
 
   “With her, or with you?”
 
   Caroline blushed. Even though it was a running joke between the two of them, she got bashful every time it was mentioned. “You need to let go of your crush on me, my dear. I’m taken. Again.”
 
   “I know,” Kathleen said. “I just wanted to see if you’d blush. Nicely done.”
 
   “Do Eric and I get to make out on the dance floor?” Jen asked.
 
   The reception would clear out for sure. “No,” Caroline said. “You’re too mainstream. We want wedding photographs that’ll trend on Twitter.”
 
   “And you’re boring, frankly,” Kathleen said. “It’s much easier to come up with a suitably tasteless hashtag for me and Liz. I’ve got a dress already picked out. I’ll be wearing chartreuse. I believe Liz will be decked out in salmon.” 
 
   That sounded terribly inappropriate. Caroline hoped Katie wasn’t bluffing. The pictures would be outstanding. “It might take some effort for this plan to happen,” she said. “Chrissy will probably be patrolling the parquet to make sure there’s enough space for the Holy Spirit in between all the dance partners, regardless of sexual orientation.”
 
   Kathleen smiled impishly. “I forgot about her. Now I’m totally making out with Liz on the dance floor, just to see how she reacts.”
 
   “Maybe we can get Chrissy drunk,” Caroline said.
 
   Jen grinned. “I’m in for that.”
 
   “Do I get to get drunk?” Kathleen asked.
 
   “No,” Jen and Caroline said simultaneously.
 
   “You people are no fun at all.”
 
   “We’ll get drunk at Jen’s wedding,” Caroline said. “I promise.”
 
   “I don’t want my bridesmaids taking sloppy photos,” Jen said. “So behave.”
 
   “I-” Caroline forgot what she was going to say next. Was Jen asking her to stand up in her wedding?
 
   Jen laughed again. “You didn’t think you got to sit on the sidelines, did you?”
 
   “I already accepted,” Kathleen said. “That means you’re morally obligated to stand next to me in some horrible taffeta thing. Hell if I’m doing that shit alone next to Jen’s crazy sister and God knows who else.”
 
   “We’re going with tea length dresses,” Jen said. “Something classy.”
 
   “You want me to be a bridesmaid?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Bridesmatron,” Kathleen corrected. “As long as McIntyre doesn’t chicken out at the last minute and leave you sultry and single.”
 
   “What a foul sounding word,” Jen said. “Of course, Caroline. You’re one of my best friends.”
 
   She now had no hope of getting through the day without crying, and Jen must have sensed something because she rushed over to Caroline’s desk and put her arms around her. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Caroline said.
 
   “You’re not. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have sprung that on you the instant you walked into the office.”
 
   She laughed through her tears. “I’m the one who just told you I was retiring and ordered you to take my place.”
 
   “Yes, but my wedding is a much bigger deal.”
 
   Caroline squeezed Jen tightly with her one good arm. “Of course I’ll stand up for you. It would be an honor.”
 
   Kathleen cleared her throat. She seemed put off about something. An unexpected moody turn. “I hate to break up this touching moment, but the boss is going to have to get over to the Capitol soon.”
 
   “Did you want a hug too?” Caroline asked. 
 
   “I’ll get mine later.”
 
   Caroline didn’t have time to worry about Kathleen’s personality quirks. “Let’s talk more about the presser.”
 
   “I’ll get it set up in the next couple of days,” Jen said. 
 
   “No leaks.”
 
   “Caroline, that’s going to be next to impossible.”
 
   “Try anyway.”
 
   And just like that, they slipped back into their office roles…for a few minutes, anyway. Kathleen remained abnormally silent throughout much of their planning. After they hashed out the details for the press conference, Jen turned to Caroline again, a decidedly non-professional expression on her face.
 
   “What do the girls think of all of this?” Jen asked.
 
   Caroline was going to keep it simple, deciding to fly solo during her statement. Jen vehemently disagreed, saying that Jack and the girls should be there, but it wasn’t her call to make. Caroline wanted to keep Marguerite and Sophie’s press exposure to a minimum before Jack’s campaign started rolling. A Republican campaign that appealed to the more conservative voters in the party inevitably meant plenty of family photo-ops, a concept Caroline dreaded. But now was not the time to dwell on that. She could focus on the positive. 
 
   “They think it sounds like fun,” she said. “They’ve been taking everything so well the past few months. I’m waiting for it to blow up in my face.”
 
   “It won’t,” Jen said. “Those are some damn good kids.”
 
   “I’m a very lucky woman.” Caroline bit her lip. Forget the soft tears, the happy hugs, the joyful reunion. She was going to lose it in front of them and she really didn’t want to do it on her first day back at work.
 
   Jen gave her another concerned look. “Caroline?”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I want you to know how much I’m going to miss you. I don’t want you to think I made this decision lightly.” Her voice caught. “I love you both very much, and this was one of the hardest choices I’ve ever had to make.”
 
   “We know,” Jen said. 
 
   Kathleen stared at the wall, her arms wrapped around herself. Something was definitely up. Caroline coughed, pulling herself back together. “We’ve had a good run, though. Wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “We sure have,” Jen said.
 
   They’d avoided the topic during wedding talk and the logistical discussion about her press conference, but Caroline knew she had to mention the issue they’d been skirting all morning. “Will you please think about running, Jenny? Seriously consider it. I’ll help you. I promise.”
 
   Jen stood up. “I will. I just need some time to think. I guess today would be a good day to lunch with Eric, huh?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “I’ll go set that up,” she said, and hastily left the room.
 
   Jesus. Maybe she’d unintentionally overwhelmed her, on the first day back from a month long break, no less. Caroline would have to make it up to Jen somehow. Kathleen was still staring at the wall.
 
   “Katie?”
 
   Kathleen turned to her. There were tears in her eyes. She never, ever cried. “If you think you’re getting rid of me too, you’re cracked.”
 
   “Excuse me? Were you going to leave?”
 
   “No, but I’m not spending all my time in this office while you get to have all the fun. Even if you are misguided enough to give me a promotion.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   The tears were gone. Kathleen recovered quickly, there was no doubt of that. Now she was all business. “You’ll need somebody to keep you in line while you’re tromping all over Pennsylvania, right?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “Did you forget that I grew up in Bucks County?”
 
   “It may have crossed my mind.”
 
   “You know Jenny’s going to run. As soon as you suggested it she got that spark in her eye. And that means I’ll become your chief of staff because God knows no one else will put up with you. And therefore that also means I will be required to accompany you on every major trip to make sure you don’t say anything stupid.”
 
   She had plenty of competent staffers who could keep her out of trouble, but none were as entertaining as Kathleen. “Probably.”
 
   “And you and I both know that I had to mention it first before you worked up the chutzpah to ask me to do it, right?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Right.”
 
   “You’re stuck with me, Gerard. Sorry to break it to you.” 
 
   “I was afraid to ask you to tag along with me. You know how I handle rejection.”
 
   “Poorly. Yes, I know.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to,” Caroline said. “I’m sure Jack’s campaign can find someone to keep me in check.”
 
   “I want to. No one else can deal with you the way I can. And I can guarantee some Republican lackey won’t be nearly as amusing as me.” 
 
   “Katie, I don’t expect anything from you after the election. You’ve got a life here in D.C. and I’m not going to disrupt it.”
 
   Kathleen waved her off. “Don’t even think about that now. Jack has to win first. And I’ll make sure that his wife wins him votes.”
 
   “I’m sure he’ll appreciate that.”
 
   “Speaking of Jack, shouldn’t he get you over to the Capitol building so that all those photographers and reporters can fall all over themselves trying to get to you?”
 
   What a joy. “I guess so.” Caroline stood up and straightened her suit.
 
   Kathleen gave her a big hug. “You’re making the right choice, Caroline. Even if you struggle with it a little. I’m sorry I threw my phone across the room the first time you told me.”
 
   “I knew it,” Caroline said.
 
   “It was more of a toss, really. A love pat to my electronics.”
 
   It was hard to break their embrace. “I do like you, Katie. An awful lot.”
 
   “That’s only because we’re so much alike.” Kathleen grinned at her. The serious moment had passed. “And deep down inside you’re in love with me, I know it. I also know this decision wasn’t easy for you.”
 
   “It is hard,” Caroline said. “It’s a lot to give up. I can’t explain it. It’s just something I need to do.”
 
   “That you and Jack need to do,” Kathleen emphasized. “Better start tuning up your language. See why you need me around?”
 
   Caroline leaned in for another hug. “I love you. Thanks for forcing me to hire you.”
 
   “You bet. Go knock ‘em dead, boss.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   The Past
 
   The Speaker’s staff asked Caroline to recite the Pledge of Allegiance at the beginning of the day’s session. It was terribly embarrassing. She hadn’t been told beforehand, probably so she wouldn’t be able to back out. Her voice came close to breaking when she got to the end, and she almost stumbled over the last words. Liberty and justice for all. Sometimes she was a little too guileless when it came to her ideals. 
 
   Bob stepped down from the podium and hugged her afterwards, which wasn’t embarrassing. Not in the slightest. Neither were all the looks she received when she marched to his office once things started to calm down on the House floor. She had a pressing matter to discuss with him and hoped the conversation would go smoothly. Maybe it would help her forget all the reporters still trailing her every move. Thankfully, his administrative assistant instantly waved her into his office. 
 
   He smiled, looking unsurprised to see her. “Don’t you have some representing to do?”
 
   “Don’t you have some speakering to do?” she responded. “I’ve been told your Whip is being an asshole already.”
 
   He laughed. The GOP wasn’t wasting any time in trying to wrangle its moderate members to support some controversial legislation. “Did McIntyre spill the beans?”
 
   He’d bitched about it in the car and her phone still buzzed nonstop with angry texts. “Many emojis were involved. I shall spare you the details.”
 
   “Did you stop in just to criticize the Republican leadership?”
 
   Caroline sank into one of the large leather armchairs facing his desk. “I’d be happy to share my opinion if you really want to hear it, but you’re a busy man and it’ll take too long. I needed to ask you something non-political.”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   Best to get it over with quickly. “Um, did you get our wedding invitation?” 
 
   They hadn’t sent out anything terribly fancy, but made sure to let their closest friends know the date so that they could start planning. They were working on short notice anyway.
 
   “Indeed I did. Addie is, as you might imagine, extremely excited to attend.”
 
   “I, uh, hoped you might do me a favor.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “Well-” Caroline pulled at a loose string on her sling and decided to spit it out as fast as possible. “I - you probably remember my parents aren’t around anymore. And this is my second wedding so I really don’t need anyone to do this but you mean a lot to me and I was hoping that maybe you’d give me away. You don’t have to do it if you don’t want to,” she added. She looked up to find Bob staring down at his desk, and she blushed. “I’m sorry. I’ve overstepped my bounds. I shouldn’t have asked.”
 
   “You’re a strong woman,” he said. “You don’t need anyone to give you away. Hell, you don’t even believe in any of that crap.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Then why?”
 
   Caroline laughed softly. “I think it’s more me being afraid to walk down the aisle by myself more than anything else.”
 
   “I don’t believe that for a second.”
 
   “It’s kind of nerve-racking,” she said. “The last time I did this, both my parents gave me away.” As more of a symbolic gesture than anything else; Nicky’s parents had done the same.
 
   Bob gazed at one of the paintings on the wall. “I’m sure you miss them very much.”
 
   “I do.” 
 
   “I know how much you’d want them to be here for this.”
 
   More than just about anything in the entire world. “Yeah.”
 
   He looked her in the eyes. “It broke Addie’s heart that we couldn’t have children.”
 
   Caroline took a deep breath. Bob never talked about that, not unless he’d been drinking heavily. And only if he was in an unshakably melancholic mood. He’d done it once in front of her but she suspected he brooded alone many times, and always with a glass in his hand. He never went into the specifics, never said whether they tried to adopt or attempt other methods…never revealed any of it to anyone. But he and Adeline very quietly took on familial roles for Caroline’s children as the years passed, even though they rarely saw them. Yet another reminder that she was quite lucky to have so many wonderful people in her life. 
 
   “You would have been fantastic parents,” she said.
 
   “No one really knows that for sure, but thank you for saying so.” Bob got up from behind his desk and took the seat next to hers. “I spent some time with Jack while we were waiting for you to get out of surgery.”
 
   “Really?” She hadn’t realized he was there.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “He was quite worried about you. We went to the chapel together.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “We prayed. Silently, of course but….you know. I knew what he was saying.”
 
   “I’m sure that wasn’t very much fun.”
 
   “It wasn’t.” He paused. “He loves you very much.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Bob focused his gaze on Caroline again. “I was wrong. And when I’m wrong I say I’m wrong.”
 
   “About Jack?”
 
   He smiled. “Yes. About Jack.” 
 
   “Well,” she said. “I’ll be damned.”
 
   “Don’t act so surprised. I’ve admitted my mistakes before.”
 
   “Never in public.” 
 
   “Do we look like we’re in public?”
 
   “I might be funneling gossip to the papers. Gotta pay off that mortgage somehow. Want to talk about any upcoming legislation?”
 
   “I think you’ll be fine, given your future financial prospects.” Bob gave her a wry look. “Are there any reporters in here?”
 
   “I can probably find one.”
 
   “You’ll be good for McIntyre,” he said, without any irony. “And he’ll be the same for you.” He cleared his throat, taking her hand in his. “It would be my honor to give you away, sunshine.”
 
   “Thank you,” Caroline whispered.
 
   “Don’t you dare cry.” He released her hand and stood up. “Save that shit for your wedding day. And get your ass over here and give me a hug.”
 
   Caroline was never one to disregard a direct order from the Speaker. “Yes, sir.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   The Fed
 
   Every day they’d come in and ask her if she was willing to talk, and every day she would say no. She’d vary her responses. She ran over them in her head, spoke them robotically, didn’t make eye contact.
 
   I don’t know anything. Leave me alone. I’m not talking. 
 
   They tried at first. Put a chair in the middle of the room. Cuffed her hands tightly behind her back, until she could barely feel her hands. But the lack of circulation and the passive injuries weren’t enough. They’d smack her around a little too. And she’d say the same thing, over and over, until they left. Sometimes it took hours, sometimes it took minutes. They did it maybe half a dozen times before giving up.
 
   I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have nothing to tell you. Let me be.
 
   After that they didn’t push it. The damage had been done. Her arms had been bent at an almost unbearable angle behind her back as they stared down at her, demanding answers. She rubbed her wrists raw every time they cuffed her. Felt the blood run down her fingertips and drip onto the floor. She could do nothing but run her wrists under the water in the sink when they were finished.
 
   They moved on, used other techniques. Some were tolerable but most were unpleasant. Caroline bore them the best she could. She’d get a pistol whipping now and then. Whipping wasn’t even the best word for it, because they would hold back from hitting her too hard. They never went too far, only occasionally reminding her that if they so desired, they could knock her unconscious or even kill her in a second. 
 
   The psychological games were even worse than the violence. Laughter in the hallways. Lights on and off for shits and giggles. Snippets of conversation, of shared vulgar jokes between crude and unrefined men. A reminder that human contact was a privilege, not a right. Aside from that, the guards left her alone until the morning two of them came for her again. It might not have been morning. She wasn’t sure. This place made her lose track of time.
 
   They dragged her down the hall by her handcuffs. When she stumbled a couple of times they didn’t bother stopping. She didn’t recognize them and they hadn’t bothered introducing themselves. The agents she’d seen on the first day had yet to reappear. Too bad she was still stuck with Fischer.
 
   Sad that she was disappointed at seeing unfamiliar faces. Not that it mattered; many of them looked the same. Middle aged white guys, rather nondescript except they all appeared to be giant douchecocks. Santos must have instituted some new affirmative action program for assholes. And fuck it all, she was starting to crave those little bits and pieces of contact she was granted, even when they were designed to tear her down. 
 
   They continued to drag her along until she regained her balance. They came to a door at the end of the hall, removed her cuffs, and shoved her inside. 
 
   “You get five minutes with him and then we come back,” one of them said.
 
   A bright, almost blinding light came on.  Caroline noticed a camera in the corner.  No matter where you went in this place, you were being watched. A utilitarian office table and two silver chairs sat in the center of the room. One of them was occupied by a man she hadn’t expected to see.
 
   “Bob,” she said.
 
   The once proud Speaker of the House had lost about fifty pounds, which was about twenty pounds more than he could really stand to lose. His eyes were yellow and sunken.  His clothes hung off him. Though his hands were clasped together and resting on the table, Caroline could see them shaking. There were so many things she wanted to ask him, but she was frightfully afraid to hear his answers. 
 
   Bob smiled wanly. “Hello, Caroline.”
 
   She sat down across from him at the table and swept her fingers across his still tightly clenched hands. He had a number tattooed on his left arm like her. “Bob, what happened to you?”
 
   “Nothing bad, mind you, I’ve been sick since I’ve been here. They’ve been nursing me back to health.”
 
   A load of sweet, steaming bullshit to start their conversation. Caroline held her tongue. There was no such thing as a safe topic in this place, but she had to ask him. She needed to know. “Where’s Adeline?”
 
   His eyes glazed over. “She’s dead.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “She got herself in some trouble, and she paid the price.”
 
   Her voice was warning. “Bob.”
 
   “She turned traitor,” he said. “She sold out. And they killed her for it. Goddamn bitch.”
 
   Caroline’s stomach turned. Was he serious? She couldn’t tell. “You think she got what she deserved?”
 
   “Goddamn right she did. Fucking turncoat.”
 
   She’d heard him curse before but never like this, never against his own wife. “If you feel that way, why are you here?”
 
   “I’m here to help you, pumpkin.”
 
   She cocked her head. “Excuse me?”
 
   He smiled at her again. It did little to reassure her. “I know how much you like that little nickname I have for you. Used to bug the shit out of the Democratic leadership. Langlade bitched at me for fifteen minutes about it once. Cursed like a fucking sailor. He insisted my affection for you was unprofessional, but I think he was jealous.” He looked down at the table. “Everyone who knew you on the Hill loved you,” he whispered. “You know that?”
 
   The compliment was nice, but nothing else made any sense. “Bob-” 
 
   The interruption came quickly, before she could even put her confusion into words. “Remember when we used to take the Red Line and go to those baseball games together? I was always so glad you were such a big Sox fan like me. And how much you hated that dump on the North Side. Piece of shit with its urinal trough cakes and crumbling façade, to say nothing of that crap product they used to put on the field.”
 
   Caroline searched his eyes for mischief, but found nothing. Had he gone daft? He knew what a zealous Cub fan she was. They had indeed gone to plenty of Crosstown Classic games together. He agreed to take the L almost every single time, even when they had to take the long southbound route to the stadium she refused to refer to as anything other than Comiskey. Armour Square was a little rougher than Wrigleyville, but Caroline loved riding to the game with the other fans from both sides. 
 
   Bob had a driver but she always talked him into taking the train, his security team in tow. They’d rib each other through all nine innings, because the Speaker knew how much she despised the South Siders and Caroline knew that his intense dislike for the Cubs had taken generations to develop. She harbored far more animosity toward the Sox than she should, which was strange given her easygoing personality. But maybe he’d forgotten. Maybe this place had rattled his brain. 
 
   She chose to play along and plastered a smile on her face. “You know how much I loved Pudge while I was growing up. And the Big Hurt. Two of my favorite players.” 
 
   She hoped the Baseball Gods would forgive her transgressions; in all honesty, Carlton Fisk and Frank Thomas were superstars by any objective standard. But certainly not her favorites. Not by a long shot. They wore the wrong colors. Caroline kept the smile on her face, thinking that she couldn’t be that bad off if she was more worried about pissing off Bleacher Nation than about the fact that she was probably permanently trapped in a federal prison.
 
   Bob returned her smile, pleased by her response. “I always got a kick out of your love of all things athletic, but especially baseball. And the fact that you forced me to take that infernal train. Smelled like piss half the time.” His expression changed. “How are they treating you here?”
 
   Caroline pointed at her face, even though she was pretty sure he’d already figured out what they were doing to her. “How do you think?”
 
   Bob blanched for a moment. “I’m sure that was an accident.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “They just want to talk to you,” he said.
 
   “I have nothing to say to them.”
 
   “I’m sure you do, pumpkin. You and Jack have been quite the troublemakers. You have to know something.”
 
   Caroline flinched. “Please don’t say his name.”
 
   “I’m sorry. But I’m sure you have information that our friends are eager to hear.”
 
   Friends. He didn’t even waver while saying the word. Fuck. “I mean it, Bob. They’re wasting their time.” 
 
   “I told them what I knew.”
 
   She tried to contain her shock. “And what was that?”
 
   His eyes clouded over again. “Nothing.” He stared up at the camera. “I misspoke.”
 
   “They sent you in here to try to get me to talk, didn’t they?”
 
   “They told me you were here. I said I wanted to see you.”
 
   “You have those kinds of privileges?”
 
   He rubbed his hands together. “The guards here occasionally indulge the whims of a dying man.”
 
   “You’re not dying.”
 
   “We’re all dying, Caroline.”
 
   He was going to wax philosophic on her? Was he going to whip out some Kierkegaard next? “Why is this so important to you?”
 
   Bob put his hands over his face. That was fast. Fast enough that she wasn’t sure whether the action was credible or not. “You have to tell them what you know.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He looked up at her. There were tears in his eyes. Legitimate tears. “They’ll kill me if you don’t.”
 
   He actually looked a little frightened. No wonder his hands were still shaking. If Robert Allen was faking his emotions he deserved a goddamn Oscar, because Caroline sure as hell couldn’t tell. “When you first sat down you made it sound as if you were here of your own volition. Were you yanking my chain, Mr. Speaker?”
 
   “They told me they’d let me go. They promised me,” he said. He kept rubbing his hands together, but the shaking intensified. “I know you, Caroline. You’re a good person. You won’t let them kill me.”
 
   She couldn’t keep the tears out of her eyes either. Her voice was unsteady. “They wouldn’t do that, Bob. They couldn’t.”
 
   Lies. Damn, fucking lies. As if she didn’t know better. Apparently Bob agreed. He reached across the table and grasped her wrist and twisted, and she cried out. 
 
   “You have no idea what they are capable of,” he whispered, his eyes wild. 
 
   “Bob, please. I can’t-”
 
   His voice rang through the room. “Tell them what you know, Caroline!”
 
   Caroline wrenched away from him and covered her face with her hands. “I can’t,” she mumbled. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Caroline.” Bob’s voice was quiet.
 
   She kept her hands over her face.
 
   “Pumpkin.”
 
   She clenched her hair in her fists. Like she was really going to respond to that.
 
   “Representative Gerard,” he said sharply.
 
   She wiped her eyes and looked up at him. Not a single soul had called her that since her last day in office. Except for him. And always, always with affection. But not now.
 
   “You will tell them what you know, pumpkin,” Bob said. “You are a proud American. You have served this nation for your entire professional career. You will not sell your country out because you’ve been tricked into believing a pack of lies.”
 
   “Bob-”
 
   “It was that husband of yours, wasn’t it?” He shook his head. “Fucking McIntyre. Always such an asshole. He’d believe anything that he reads about our president. He brought you into this, didn’t he? It’s okay. He’s very charming. And you’re so trusting, so sincere, so easily duped.”
 
   Could he be any more insulting? “I-”
 
   “Where is he, Caroline?”
 
   Her resolve broke, just a little. “I don’t know.” She finally said out loud what she often thought during the hours she spent trapped in her cell, when her deepest fears tried to drive out the light. “He’s probably dead.”
 
   “What did he know? What did he tell you?”
 
   “Nothing!” she cried. “He knows nothing. The same as me.”
 
   “You know damn well he engineered this entire thing. And he’s probably forged documents, he’s spread untruths, he’s built up his own little army, all so he can bring down a man who wants to do nothing except bring the United States toward a brighter future. Tell them what you know. Tell them where he is.” Bob’s voice was starting to weaken. “Tell them.”
 
   “I can’t,” Caroline repeated. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Just think about it, pumpkin. Tell them what you know and they’ll get you out of here. I swear.”
 
   More goddamn lies. This place was full of them. No truth to be found, not even in the darkest corners. “I find that doubtful.”
 
   “They have all sorts of positions that a qualified woman like you could fill. Think about it. You could go back to civil service, doing much, much more than you could when you were in Congress. You’d have power beyond your wildest dreams. So much better than that joke of a job you had playing tea party and singing Kum-Ba-Ya to schoolchildren as First Lady of Pennsylvania.”
 
   He said such hateful, demeaning things. It pissed her off. His mood swung back and forth so quickly that she started to think he’d been drugged. 
 
   “Bob, stop. I’m not going to tell them anything. I know that’s why they brought you here.” She looked up at the cameras. “Nice try!” she yelled. “It’s not going to work. Stop using him.”
 
   “Just think about it, pumpkin. That’s all I’m asking.” He grasped her hands again. “And forget what I said earlier. I’m an old man. I’ve lived a good life. Don’t worry about me.”
 
   “But I will,” she said. “I don’t want anything to happen to you. I know what they’ll do to you because of me.”
 
   “Then talk.” The words sounded genuine, earnest even, but they didn’t match the vacant look in his eyes. 
 
   Caroline knew she could only do one thing to ease his pain, even if she was lying through her teeth. “I’ll think about it,” she said.
 
   They heard a noise outside and the guards came back into the room. One of them pulled Bob up roughly, and Caroline winced. He really was frail. She tried not to think about what the last couple of months had been like for him.
 
   “Your little meeting of the minds is over,” the guard said.
 
   Bob tried to smile at him, working up what little energy he had left to charm his way through the exchange. “Might I give Ms. Gerard a proper goodbye? We’ve always been…close.”
 
   “Whatever.” The guard shoved Bob toward her. “Make it quick.”
 
   Despite her own lack of strength, Caroline caught him in her arms, pain searing through her broken ribs. Tears burned her eyes. He was practically a skeleton. 
 
   She looked back at the guards, who were giving them a good ten feet of distance and leering. They expected something inappropriate to happen. Bob leaned in to give her a hug, his weak arms wrapped loosely around her shoulders. Then, very casually, as if he was giving her an extra affectionate creepy old man hug, he kissed her cheek and buried his face in her hair. Despite his appearance his voice came out surprisingly strong.
 
   “Keep your mouth shut, Caroline,” he whispered, so softly she could barely make out the words. “They’re going to kill both of us no matter what you do, and they aren’t going to stop trying to break you. Don’t betray the cause and for God’s sake, don’t worry about me. I’m proud of you, sunshine. Have courage. I’ll see you on the other side.” 
 
   He pulled away from her and kissed her lightly on the lips. “I’ve always wanted to tell you that.”
 
   The guards separated them, slapping their cuffs on before either of them had time to react. 
 
   “I’m glad you two could share that moment,” the guard holding Caroline said sarcastically.
 
   Bob lurched forward and patted Caroline’s face with a cuffed hand. “I have confidence you’ll help these gentlemen out, pumpkin. Deep down you’ve always been a true patriot.” 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   They dumped her in her cell, removing her handcuffs and shoving her inside. How nice of them. The lights in her cell were still on, which was weird. Maybe they’d forgotten about her. They hadn’t bothered cuffing her to her bed, either, but that might be part of their routine now, since they had very rarely done it after that first night. It didn’t matter much. She barely had enough energy to do much more than shuffle around. Fuck them.
 
   And fuck herself, while she was at it. She felt like a fucking idiot. Bob dropped all those hints to her, and she didn’t pick up on any of them. Including the most important one. He may as well have held up a giant flashing red stop sign, and she still didn’t see it.
 
   Caroline’s best friend from Marquette still lived in the Chicago suburbs. Or, she had. Caroline hoped she was in the UK with her extended family by now. But she had dug around, finding an underground group in Chicagoland. She told Caroline that if the rumors were true, it had been started by the spouse of a prominent politician. Who never met up with anyone, never saw anyone in person, just funneled money and other resources to the members who needed it. People who needed financial help because they lost their jobs. People trying to cross the border or get to Europe. People trying to infiltrate the federal government’s offices in Chicago.
 
   It had been Adeline. Caroline was sure of it. Not because Caroline didn’t have faith in the other husbands and wives of the rest of the members of Congress from Illinois, but because of what she knew about Bob and Addie. 
 
   Had they come for Adeline like they’d come for her? Had they brought both she and her husband to this facility for the same purpose? To torture, to mindfuck, to kill? Caroline doubted she’d ever know for sure. And what had they done to Bob?
 
   Not that it made any difference; he was lost without Addie. He was done. Caroline could tell by the look in his eyes. Thank God she hadn’t told him anything. She felt incredibly stupid. He had been warning her the entire time but she’d been too dehydrated and malnourished to notice. 
 
   It was too late now. She knew she’d never see him again. So she had to focus her energy on something else. The cell. She finally had a good opportunity to look around. To find potential weaknesses. To plot. Not that there was any way out of here; the guards were everywhere. But maybe they’d missed something. 
 
   And just what would she do if she found a way out? Bob might have been aggravating her with his words but she knew he was right. She was easily duped. Naïve, trusting, gullible. She’d been a coddled little princess, skipping through life while the rest of the world was crumbling. Caroline would have never, ever expected her own government to turn on her, and yet it had. Her idealism had failed her. All the trust and innocence in the world meant shit when it came time to face the demons of reality. She remained ill-equipped to handle this sort of treatment, and her captors damn well knew it.
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to remember Bob the way he used to be. Robust, fully alive. Practically buoyant. She hesitated to call him jolly, for that conjured up images of men with white beards ringing bells at Christmas and posing for cute pictures with children. But he’d been that kind of man. Even his years as Speaker of the House hadn’t robbed him of his convivial nature. And this place had stripped it all away.
 
   Fuck them.
 
   She spent most of her free time cursing the guards, in her head. Cursing their parents too, for allowing them to be born. Wondering what they used to be, before they became turncoats. Were they all tenured government agents or employees? Or had they been recruited specifically for this purpose under new standards? Caroline hated to think that they had been civil servants for much longer than Santos had been in office; if they were long serving members of government, they’d turned on a dime the instant he ascended to power. A terrifying thought for anyone – that large numbers of people would start engaging in antisocial behavior just because they had license to do it, with no recourse if they went too far. She knew it was easy to become complacent, to take orders without reflecting upon them, but damn it. They should know better. They should all fucking know better.
 
   Fuck them, indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Thirteen
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline looked smashing if she said so herself, decked out in a plum skirt suit and lilac blouse. She sprinted as gracefully as possible down the hall from Jack’s office. The Republican Party of Pennsylvania must have planned ahead because he was in the space right next to Christine’s, with both offices jointly serving as the main GOP Headquarters in suburban Philadelphia. 
 
   Surprisingly, Marguerite and Sophie expressed a strong interest in doing all sorts of campaign activities that morning, which they hadn’t really been all that eager to do when Caroline was in election mode. But things had changed, they wanted to spend time with Jack, he wanted to spend time with them, and Caroline wasn’t going to argue about it. She left them to poke around with Jack and his campaign staffers while she checked out Christine’s digs.
 
   Christine’s suite was slightly larger than Jack’s. Two doors in the back led to what Caroline assumed were smaller offices. The front room was empty except for Christine’s campaign manager Jeanine and two interns.
 
   “If it isn’t America’s Political Sweetheart.” Jeanine strolled over as soon as she caught sight of Caroline. “I thought you might show up today.”
 
   Some article writer at Time had referred to Caroline as America’s Political Sweetheart in a cover story shortly after the incident at the Capitol. A strange title, but hack journalists were always keen to reduce powerful and prominent women to cutesy phrases. Caroline had become something of a media darling and it was reflected in the recent puffy coverage she’d received. The magazine, willing to go to great lengths in their effort to drool all over her, obtained some pretty compelling pictures of Christine, Jack, and Caroline at the Visitors’ Center. They shelled out some cash to the tourist who’d taken them and ran them with the article. Caroline couldn’t bring herself to look at the images and probably never would. She thought the fawning and the fake flattery were all a bit much, but the name from the story had stuck. 
 
   A few bloggers had taken to calling Christine the Iron Lady. Christine acted upset by this but had always been a huge Maggie Thatcher devotee, and Caroline suspected her snippy response was mostly for show. She would have very much preferred something more whimsical for the two of them, like Electra Woman and Dyna Girl, since it came with a built-in theme song. But with the political wind at her back, Caroline wasn’t going to complain, even if the moniker was a bit cumbersome.
 
   “My new nickname doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue, does it?” she said.
 
   “It fits you perfectly.” Jeanine gave her the once over. “Nice outfit.”
 
   Caroline gave her a little bow. “I like to describe it as ‘devastatingly bipartisan.’”
 
   “Nice press conference, too.”
 
   Jack announced his intent to enter the gubernatorial race in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania earlier that morning, even though most insiders had suspected it for weeks. September had come quickly. Time to kick the next election cycle into gear. Caroline wanted to make it official before he changed his mind. The state GOP wanted to move forward as well. Jack would be unopposed in the primary unless a non-establishment candidate threw his hat into the ring before the following spring.
 
   Caroline and her daughters stood on stage behind Jack in an auditorium at the Wharton School, not saying a word, gazing adoringly at him as he gave his speech. They’d practiced their faces in the mirror beforehand. It had been highly amusing.
 
   “It was one of my best performances,” Caroline said. “I know Republicans generally appreciate it when I stay quiet and well-mannered.”
 
   Jeanine grinned slyly. “It was pretty funny when you burst out laughing after that idiot sleaze reporter asked Jack if you two were getting married so soon because he’d gotten you knocked up.”
 
   She wasn’t kidding. That was almost a direct quote. “I’m very proud that Jack managed to give such a diplomatic answer,” Caroline said. 
 
   As soon as the question came out of the jerk’s mouth, she and Marguerite cracked up. It had taken them a long time before their giggles subsided. Sophie remained clueless. Jack came very close to losing his temper when he responded, but still worked in a nice quip about wanting to get all his new dependents lined up before the end of the year.
 
   “I thought he did wonderfully,” Jeanine said. “It was a good speech. You’re not pregnant, are you? Not that it’s even my place to ask.”
 
   Caroline liked Jeanine, even though she was neurotic. It would be fun to tease her with a non-answer. “I think having two little people running around with half my DNA is enough, don’t you?”
 
   “How’s your arm feeling?
 
   She shrugged her shoulders reflexively and grimaced. Sometimes it hurt when she did that. “It still stings a little. But with some rehab and weight training I should be fine.”
 
   Jeanine sneaked a glance at Caroline’s left hand, still somewhat buried in the sling. “So, let’s see the rock.”
 
   A very popular request lately. Caroline held out her hand the best she could as Jeanine held it gently and examined it. 
 
   Satisfied, she squeezed Caroline’s hand and released it. “He did well.”
 
   “I guess so.” Caroline still thought it was too big but she wasn’t one to complain about free stuff. “Once this sling is off I’m considering going down to the harbor and catching it in the light to see if I can get any ships to change direction.” She put her good arm around Jeanine. “Where’s the Iron Lady?”
 
   “The Congresswoman should be in shortly. We’re going over some numbers later today.”
 
   “Great.” She turned to the interns at the far table. “And who might these bright young conservatives be?”
 
   Jeanine laughed. “This is Veronica from Temple and Frank from LaSalle.”
 
   Caroline walked over and shook their hands. “I’m Caroline,” she said, though it was obvious they recognized her. They appeared daunted by her presence, so she decided to be as warm and friendly as possible. “You kids are doing a bang up job at whatever it is you’re doing.” Despite the general messiness and stacks of papers, she couldn’t tell exactly what that was. 
 
   Frank and Veronica half smiled and resumed working.
 
   “We haven’t had a chance to do much aside from some fundraising and mail drives,” Jeanine said. “We’ll kick it up soon enough.” 
 
   “Chrissy’s not going full force yet?”  The nickname slipped out before Caroline could help it, and she saw Veronica cover her mouth, trying not to laugh. Caroline would have to be more careful in less private arenas. Christine had a reputation to uphold.
 
   Jeanine smiled slightly. “No. Representative Sullivan is taking a low key approach for now.”
 
   So Jeanine hadn’t yet achieved first name status. Sometimes Caroline wondered if Christine knew the effect she had on people. She erroneously assumed that the publicity the two of them and their friendship received after the shooting might have changed how people perceived her. Or the way Christine herself behaved. But Caroline elected to adhere to their office protocol, for now. 
 
   “Does Representative Sullivan have an office in here?” she asked.
 
   Jeanine pointed to the door on the left, which was shut. “That one.”
 
   “I bet she has chocolate hidden somewhere in there.” Caroline hadn’t eaten breakfast and her stomach had been growling nonstop. Candy was as good as cereal in her mind. “Come on. I want to have a chat before she gets here.” 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Jeanine sounded apprehensive, which meant she either didn’t want to talk to Caroline or she was terrified of going into Christine’s office when she wasn’t there. Caroline knew Jeanine had been brought on board for more than one reason. Christine was running for a nationally significant position and many GOP operatives were getting a little sick of putting up with Representative Sullivan’s mood swings. Jeanine had a reputation for dealing well with both. 
 
   The tidbit about Chrissy’s moodiness had come from Tom, so there may have been some inherent bias or perhaps even a hint of sarcasm in his observations, even if they were ultimately accurate. Christine was consistently rated one of the most difficult legislators to work for. She also made The Hill’s 50 Most Beautiful, year after year. Caroline teased her incessantly about both lists.
 
   She turned to the interns. “You guys want to hang out with us for a little while? We can talk all about the latest articles I read in The American Conservative.”
 
   It took a minute before one of them spoke up. “Representative Sullivan doesn’t want us in there,” Frank said. 
 
   Of course she didn’t. Caroline determined it was safe to be a little sassy. “What about you, Jeanine? Do you get to use Representative Sullivan’s office?”
 
   Jeanine gave her an apprehensive smile. “What do you think?” 
 
   “Whatever. She’ll have to deal with it. And I want candy.” Caroline ignored the somewhat petrified looks she received from the interns as she opened the door and strutted inside. The room was impossibly neat. Caroline was tempted to mess things up a little, but she wasn’t a complete ass. She had an entire campaign cycle to rearrange things when Christine’s back was turned. She rummaged around in the desk drawers until she found what she was looking for. 
 
   “Ghirardelli,” she said, pulling out a large bag and staring at the label. “Assorted squares. Perfect.”
 
   She and Jeanine sat down on the couch, with Caroline slowly unwrapping a sea salt caramel and dark chocolate square. Christine’s favorite flavor. Caroline resolved that she would try to eat every caramel square in the bag before Christine arrived. 
 
   She recognized her rudeness, but her stomach was gnawing on itself. Hopefully she wouldn’t chew with her mouth open. Caroline held the bag up. “Want one?”
 
   Jeanine shook her head no.
 
   Her loss. “I want to hear your opinion on something.”
 
   “Sure,” Jeanine said carefully. “I hope it’s not on some divisive social issue on which you and I are bound to disagree.”
 
   She wasn’t going to beat around the bush. What was the point? “I’d like to endorse Christine.”
 
   Jeanine coughed her surprise. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, really.”
 
   “Have you asked her about this?” 
 
   “I thought I’d talk to you first. I think she’s more inclined to say yes if you’re on board.” Caroline paused. “She’s still upset about what happened at the Capitol.”
 
   “I can tell,” said Jeanine. “Even though she doesn’t talk about it. And lately she’s been much more unapproachable than usual. She’s scaring all the interns away. I’m only half kidding.”
 
   “How is she polling?”
 
   “Pretty well. Better than I expected. Her approval ratings have gone up since July.”
 
   “So have mine. I don’t get it.”
 
   Jack’s campaign manager ran some numbers on Caroline to see what people thought of her. Her approval rating was astronomically high in Pennsylvania, a state in which she had never set foot for more than a week at a time. It was even higher than her rating in her home district, where she had always polled extremely well. Caroline couldn’t explain that anomaly but Greg seemed quite pleased with the results.
 
   Jeanine looked at her as if she were quite peculiar. “If you can’t figure out why both of you have seen your approval ratings rise, I don’t know what to tell you.”
 
   “Would it benefit Christine if I endorsed her? Campaigned with her?” Caroline helped herself to another caramel and dark chocolate square. “I’ll be doing a ton of appearances with Jack and figured it wouldn’t hurt to offer the same thing to her.” 
 
   “No, it wouldn’t hurt. It might be a good way to generate buzz about events.” Jeanine gave her the look again. “First you voted for Speaker Allen. Now this. And you’re marrying a Republican. Are you switching parties?”
 
   “I didn’t hit my head, Jeanine. I got shot in the arm.”
 
   “Very funny.” Jeanine clasped her hands together. “This is so outside the box. I like this idea. I like it a lot.”
 
   “Do you think Chrissy will?” A single caramel square sat among the remaining chocolates, and Caroline decided she could afford to have one more piece.
 
   “She might need some convincing, but we can make it work. I know she’d enjoy spending time with you on the campaign trail.”
 
   Caroline heard an authoritative female voice in the distance and seconds later Christine marched into the room. Without a word, Jeanine made a very graceful exit, getting up off the couch and sneaking through the door behind her. Very subtle. 
 
   “Is that my chocolate you’re eating?” Christine demanded.
 
   Caroline shook her head no, since her mouth was full. She tossed a piece in Christine’s direction and, miraculously, she caught it. Christine wasn’t all that athletic except for an occasional doubles tennis match. 
 
   “Mine now,” Caroline said, her voice still slightly muffled.
 
   Christine walked over and sat down next to Caroline on the couch, kissing her on the cheek. “You think you can get away with everything, don’t you? At some point I’m going to stop giving you so much leeway.”
 
   “Not gonna happen.”
 
   “Give me that.” Christine grabbed the bag off Caroline’s lap.
 
   Caroline reached in to snag a final piece. Milk chocolate. That would do. She started to unwrap it but for some reason it was being quite stubborn. Yet another reminder that there were a lot of things that weren’t easy to do with one and a half hands. Christine took the chocolate square from Caroline, removed it from its wrapper, and handed it to her.
 
   “Are you going to be mean to me again once the sling is gone?” Caroline asked.
 
   Christine moved the bag out of Caroline’s reach. “I’m weighing my options,” she said, popping the piece of chocolate Caroline had thrown at her into her mouth. She hunted through the bag and spied the empty wrappers on the couch. “You ate all of the caramel ones? Really?”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Caroline said innocently, then thought of something. She had noticed since she returned to work that people were treating her with kid gloves, except for her close friends and staffers. They’d stop talking when she walked into a room and would make a path for her in the tunnels when she walked over for a vote or a committee hearing. The crush of cameras during her first day back at work was overwhelming, and the number of journalists still following her around hadn’t decreased. It was irritating.
 
   “Your interns were looking at me funny,” she told Christine.
 
   “They’re intimidated by you,” Christine said blandly, unwrapping another piece of chocolate for herself.
 
   “Why on earth would they feel that way?”
 
   Christine stared at her. “Seriously, Caroline?”
 
   “If they’re intimidated by me, they must be scared shitless of you.”
 
   “Probably,” Christine said, after she finished chewing.
 
   “Do you think it’s the sling? Maybe it’s the sling.”
 
   Christine rolled her eyes. “Yes, that must be it.”
 
   Caroline sighed. “I used to think I was an attention monger. And now I realize I’m not.”
 
   “You think that’s going to get better now that you’re about to marry Jack? Welcome to the fishbowl, Punky. The tabloid press is going to be all over you two, especially during the campaign. Get used to it.”
 
   The media seemed to find their story enchanting, although it read like a highly engaging but tedious romance novel. But that didn’t mean Caroline wanted strangers talking about her every five minutes.
 
   “What if I don’t want to get used to it?” she asked.
 
   “Then prepare to be uncomfortable for a very long time.”
 
   Caroline debated whether it was worth sulking over, and kicked at the floor with her heel. “This sucks.” 
 
   “Are those the shoes I bought you?”
 
   True to her word, Christine had bought Caroline a new suit, along with a stunning new pair of Christian Louboutin pumps. At Neiman-Marcus, not Nordstrom. She purchased quite a large number of items when she and Jess took Marguerite and Sophie shopping while Caroline was still recovering.  
 
   “Yes.” Caroline lifted up her foot, admiring one of them. Those red soles were always a dead giveaway. “They’re spectacular, by the way.”
 
   “Well, try to be a little nicer to them. They set me back a few.” 
 
   A valid point, and Caroline crossed her legs, trying to be a little less pouty and a little more refined. While Caroline appreciated her generosity, she wished that if Christine was going to drag her daughters along that she would have gone to Macy’s instead. 
 
   Caroline saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “You still want me to give you lessons on how to be more refined?”
 
   “I thought you were going to teach me how to be a queen bee. Leading by example should take you pretty far. You should have seen the way your intern reacted when I accidentally called you Chrissy. Priceless.”
 
   Christine gave her a hard look. “In all seriousness, you probably do have to watch that.”
 
   “I know. Does Tom have to call you Representative Sullivan too? While he’s in your office, that is.”
 
   Christine actually blushed. “He calls me Dr. Spencer sometimes. As a joke.”
 
   “While he’s doing political stuff with you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “In front of your staff?”
 
   “He only does it when they’re within earshot.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Good for Tom. But that was never your title. Was it?”
 
   “I gave some serious thought to keeping my name when we got married.”
 
   “You’re a bundle of surprises, Chrissy. I would have never guessed that.”
 
   “My life is a rich tapestry, Caroline. And it’s delightful when you and Tom use that…term for me but please, not in public.”
 
   Caroline laughed. Christine couldn’t even say her own nickname out loud. “I know. Your reputation and all.”
 
   “It’s not only about me. You’re quite intelligent but you’re also very colloquial. It’s a useful skill to have, and it’s a big part of why the electorate responds to you. But you have some especially critical eyes on you now and they might not find you as charming as those of us who know you well.”
 
   She’d been hoping to escape that part of being more high profile. “Why wasn’t this an issue when I was the keynote speaker? I was all over the media map last year.”
 
   Christine shifted her gaze. “You were very angry back then, and it showed. But you handled yourself a lot better than you thought, even with your occasional lapses in discretion. The spotlight on you is considerably brighter now than during and after the convention. Wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   Caroline thought of the tabloid photographers who had camped out in front of her house in Rockville the day she returned to work. She never thought they’d pay that kind of attention to a low level politician but she clearly misjudged their nerve. “You have a point.”
 
   “You’ve got to be more self-aware. Your default is to be open and friendly as opposed to guarded.”
 
   “And that’s a bad thing?”
 
   “It’s a wonderful thing. I’m thrilled that you’re so happy. But it makes you susceptible to predators.”
 
   “What am I, Bambi?”
 
   “No. You’re a marvelous person and I don’t want to see you get raked over the coals by opportunists and doomsayers.”  
 
   Caroline was touched by Christine’s concern for her, but it was still contradictory. It would be impossible for her to retain her identity while keeping her hackles up all the time. “So, stop being so trusting?”
 
   “A smidge of bitchy wouldn’t hurt.”
 
   “You can teach that too? Your process sounds complicated. How much is this program going to cost me?”
 
   “It cannot be taught. It is known.” Christine grinned. “And deep down inside, Representative Caroline Gerard is a giant bitch. The force is strong in you, my dear. I can feel it in my bones.”
 
   “Then let’s start this instructional series.”
 
   “It’s going to take a lot of work. I don’t know if I can get you into shape by next January.”
 
   “Jack will appreciate any efforts you can make.”
 
   Christine grimaced. “Yes, he’ll be thrilled if you start acting more like me.”
 
   “As will all the fine residents of the Commonwealth, I’m sure.”
 
   “My approval ratings are almost as high as yours, smart guy.”
 
   “That’s because you’re best friends with America’s Political Sweetheart, Dr. Spencer.”
 
   Christine was trying to keep a straight face, which was why it was even more amusing when she laughed. “Oh, Punky. You could afford to have a bit more humility. But the first goal is for you to stop cursing so much.” 
 
   “Fuck that,” Caroline said. “You’re failing miserably.”
 
   “I haven’t even started yet.”
 
   “That’s because you know a lost cause when you see one. Move on to goal two.”
 
   “Just wait. I’ll have you sipping tea and lounging gracefully in a Victorian dress by the time we’re done with the campaign.”
 
   “Not likely.”
 
   Christine pressed her thumb and forefinger to the bridge of her nose, a sure sign that she was getting frustrated. A bit unsettling, the way she drifted from entertained to annoyed so quickly. Jeanine had her work cut out for her. “I worry about you, Caroline. You need to have more than just a flip reaction when you’re tested. Many, many politicos have no sense of humor, particularly when it comes to women. Some of these bloggers and pundits are sharks, and they will destroy you for sport.”
 
   A thinly veiled comment meant to refer to something very specific. “What are you telling me?”
 
   “I’m telling you to stop laughing at press conferences when interviewers insult you, even if it’s indirectly.”
 
   “Oh. You saw that. What would you have done?”
 
   “I’m pondering that one. It wouldn’t have been pleasant.”
 
   Caroline could only imagine what Christine would unleash if someone asked a question like that at one of her press conferences. “The alternative to laughter would have been for me to tell the guy that the only reason Jack wanted to get married so soon was so we could stop using a condom.”
 
   Christine made a face. “That would still be an extraordinarily inappropriate response to such a question. More importantly, I have no desire to know the details of your sex life, especially since it appears as if you’ve thrown your Catechism out the window.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure if light kink was a venial or mortal sin, but she was willing to risk her soul anyway. Moral turpitude had proven to be so damn enjoyable that it was worth a little extra time in Purgatory. “We’re getting married in less than a month. At least we’re not going to be unmarried cohabitants anymore, right?”
 
   “Sin is a relative term to the two of you. That is obvious.”
 
   Funny how Christine could almost read her mind and translate her words like that. “So, you don’t want to know what I did to Jack after he gave me my fabulous birthday present?”
 
   “Dear Lord, no. I hope you’re going to confession before the wedding ceremony.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “I probably should.” 
 
   Christine gave her another annoyed look and got up off the couch, throwing their empty wrappers in the garbage and shaking the Ghirardelli bag at Caroline. “Don’t forget to tell Father Mike about stealing my chocolate. I have half a mind to hide these from you,” she said sternly.
 
   “Good luck. I know how your brain works. I will always find your secret candy stash.”
 
   Christine put the chocolate back in a drawer and sat down at her desk. “I hate it when you’re right. Anyway, when it comes to this media overload you’ll be fine. Just take my advice and they’ll back away eventually.”
 
   “That’s no fun at all.”
 
   “Charm their pants off, then.”
 
   Metaphorically, of course. Caroline could manage that assignment. “That’s more my speed. Do you think we’re making the right decision?”
 
   “In what sense?”
 
   She knew Christine wasn’t all that gung ho about their impending wedding. Caroline managed to convince Jack to let it take place at the church the Sullivans attended in Bryn Mawr. The priest agreed to it as long as they joined the parish, which they readily did. He’d done them a huge favor by fitting them in; weddings at Our Lady of Good Counsel usually had to be booked over a year in advance. It was the only time Caroline had ever used her position as a public servant for her private benefit.
 
   The ceremony was only three weeks away. They agreed to keep it small but Jack had taken many steps to make it extravagant, although he grudgingly acquiesced to her demand to have the reception in his ballroom. Caroline was at the point where she wanted to get it over with. Christine had made some random comments here and there, nothing too specific, but enough for Caroline to pick up on the fact that she had some serious reservations about the whole thing. 
 
   Caroline stuck to the safer topic. “The gubernatorial race. Do you think Jack can win?”
 
   Christine leaned back. “With you by his side? Without question.”
 
   “Do you think I’m silly for giving up my seat?”
 
   Jack hadn’t been exaggerating. It was a lot to throw away. The seat would have been Caroline’s for as long as she wanted it. She nipped the leadership talk in the bud quickly when she announced she wouldn’t be running for re-election. Now she was catching heat from progressives and activists who thought she was setting a bad example by giving up her career. 
 
   “I understand why you’re not running again,” Christine said. “You may be getting some flak from your feminist buddies but I get it.” 
 
   “Feminism is supposed to be about choices,” Caroline grumbled. She had learned long ago that it was impossible to please everyone, but found some of her critics’ hypocritical bluster infuriating.
 
   Christine rocked back and forth in her chair and crossed her arms. “Not to get all mushy on you, but it’s not going to be the same on Capitol Hill when you’re gone.”
 
   “Wow, someone’s certain she’s winning. Already planning on moving over to Dirksen, eh?”
 
   Christine arched an eyebrow. “Are you saying I’m going to lose?”
 
   Caroline smiled. “You’re going to blow your opponent away. But things would have changed anyway, Chrissy. You’d be in the upper chamber with Ellen, leaving me all by my lonesome in the House.”
 
   “I know.” Christine looked out the window. “But we would have been in the same city. I still would have searched you out every day. I’m just going to miss you when you’re in Harrisburg. That’s all.”
 
   That was probably about as mushy as Christine was going to get. “You make it sound as if a victory for Jack is a foregone conclusion,” said Caroline.
 
   “You don’t think so?”
 
   “I honestly have no idea.”
 
   “Right now he’s polling well ahead of his presumed opponent. I think he’s okay unless he does something stupid.”
 
   Caroline tried not to spend too much time thinking about Jack’s presumed opponent. Jeffrey Murdock. Not only her least favorite fellow Democrat, but a loathsome person as well. He had yet to declare but would probably be holding his own press conference soon. She decided to lighten the mood. “Something stupid? You mean, like marrying a liberal?”
 
   Christine smiled. “I think that’s going to help more than hurt. But enough of that. What brings you by my fine office anyway?”
 
   Fine office indeed. Caroline looked around. “Oh, before I forget. Ethan Allen called. They want their showroom back.”
 
   “I don’t like spartan office furniture,” Christine said haughtily. “So what if I brought my own desk in here?”
 
   And redecorated the entire room, from the look of it. “Isn’t this a rental space?”
 
   Christine swung her legs up on the desk. “It’s my show. I do what I want.”
 
   Caroline smiled. Christine was a complete control freak, much like a certain man who had purchased a far too large engagement ring for his fiancée. Caroline supposed that was why she had such a hard time getting along with Jack, although she’d never say that to Christine’s face. 
 
   “Hey, do you want to see my wedding dress?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, please. I hope that’s the sole reason you came over to see me.”
 
   “I can’t think of any other excuse to spend time with you.” Caroline stood up and handed Christine her phone.
 
   Christine swept her legs back under the desk and scrolled through the page on Caroline’s smartphone. “It’s lovely, Punky.” She gave Caroline a devilish look. “But should you really be wearing white?”
 
   Caroline lightly backhanded Christine on the arm. “Don’t be a jerk.” 
 
   “That’s not very nice. And from America’s Political Sweetheart, no less. The press may need to reconsider that nickname they coined for you.”
 
   Caroline snatched her phone out of Christine’s hands, sitting back down on the couch. “Eh, I don’t care what you think.” She grinned mischievously. “Shouldn’t have worn white for the first one either.”
 
   They both started laughing.
 
   Christine’s eyes were shining. “Those nuns you had in grade school must be crying their eyes out every day over what you’ve become,” she said, still laughing.
 
   “Praying for the salvation of my soul, more likely. And technically the dress is a cream color.”
 
   “Whatever makes you feel better. Sinner,” Christine added.
 
   “We’re all sinners, Chrissy.” Caroline laughed again. “Except for you.”
 
   Christine wiped her eyes. “Not to digress, and please God, no more innuendos, but how is that birthday present working out? Does it turn on a dime?”
 
   Jack had gotten her a dark blue BMW as a gift. She’d always wanted a luxury sedan but could never justify spending that amount of money on a vehicle. It would have been too impractical and extravagant. But it was a tiny expense to him. Caroline was surprised that liberal bloggers hadn’t raked him over the coals for it. Normally they’d be all over a high profile Republican who gave that kind of unnecessary, ridiculously expensive gift to anyone, especially before an election. 
 
   Maybe she was still in a post-shooting grace period, or maybe they’d decided to lay off because the recipient of said gift was a Democrat. Or they were too focused on ripping apart her feminist street cred. She wasn’t going to analyze it too much but she knew the phase wouldn’t last. Once the campaign started going they’d probably be back in full force, taking her along for the libelous ride. 
 
   She fucked Jack’s brains out in the garage after he gave it to her. His words, not hers. One of the best sexual experiences of his life, he said afterward. A very high compliment, since her left arm was still weak. She decided not to tell her surgeon about tearing off her sling and going to town, muscle damage be damned.
 
   Caroline blushed just thinking about it. “It’s okay.”
 
   “Just okay?” Christine raised her eyebrows.
 
   “It’s awesome,” she gushed, trying to contain her glee and failing miserably. “I can’t wait to see how fast it goes. I never thought I’d be able to afford a car like that.”
 
   “Good for you, then.”
 
   Caroline studied her closely. “How are you dealing with all of this? You worry me, you know.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Christine asked. “You bleeding all over me at the Capitol, you getting engaged, Jack running for governor, Susannah eloping, Jess leaving for college…a lot of things have happened in the past few months. You’re not the only person I think about.” She uncrossed her arms and put her hands on her desk. “Although you have been consuming a lot of my time lately. You’re nothing but trouble.”
 
   “I know,” Caroline said. “I don’t know why you put up with me. But are you really okay with the whole idea of our marriage?” 
 
   Christine stared down at her hands. Caroline gave it a minute before she said anything else. She really didn’t like that Christine was so unhappy about the wedding. “I love him, Chrissy.” She reached under her glasses and wiped her eyes, which had suddenly gotten very damp. “I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”
 
   Christine toyed with a random tchotchke on her desk. “I know,” she said quietly. “I just need a little more time to get used to the idea. I think you’re moving a little quickly but I understand why you’re doing it.” She looked Caroline in the eyes. “I trust your judgment. I’m not sure I trust his.”
 
   Still a pretty big slam on both of them, but Caroline knew what Christine meant. According to Caroline’s chief of staff, Christine had exploded at Jack in the hospital waiting room while Caroline was in surgery. This was even after he arranged to fly Tom to get her children to the hospital as quickly as possible. Jack wouldn’t talk about it. Caroline knew Christine wouldn’t want to discuss it either. And Jen, who had been rattled by the entire incident, refused to give her specifics. Even Kathleen wouldn’t tell her what had happened. Caroline found them all incredibly frustrating.
 
   “Let’s work on your relationship with Jack,” she said. “He really wants to get along with you, Chrissy. It’s important to him. He understands how much you and your family mean to me, and he’s very grateful for what you did at the Capitol.”
 
   Christine looked down at her desk again. Caroline knew better than to mention what had happened at the Visitor’s Center. Chrissy barely wanted to talk about it after Caroline got home from the hospital. To the best of Caroline’s knowledge, she still hadn’t spoken about it with Tom. 
 
   “I can’t promise anything, Caroline,” Christine said. “I’m trying very hard to keep an open mind, because I can see how much he loves you.”
 
   “You two will be able to spend loads of quality time together during campaign season,” Caroline said. “Maybe that will help.”
 
   Christine groaned. “I hate campaigning. Being around Jack is going to make it ten times worse. I’m kidding, of course.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure whether to believe her or not. She decided to let it go. “I’d like to talk to you about something. I’ve mentioned it to Jeanine and she thinks it’s a great idea.”
 
   “What is it?” Christine asked warily.
 
   “Hold on.” Caroline leaned forward on the couch. “Jeanine!” she hollered. “Come in here!”
 
   “I appreciate you using your indoor voice, Caroline. My office is not a barn.”
 
   Jeanine rushed in and closed the door behind her. “This needs to be private.”
 
   Christine sat back in her desk chair, eyeing them with unease. “What have you two been plotting?”
 
   “We’re going to set up a press conference soon,” Caroline said. “So I can make my endorsement official.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “My endorsement. See, it’s this thing politicians do for other politicians. It’s a tiresome dance but-”
 
   “You want to endorse me?”
 
   “Of course I want to endorse you. Do you think I’m going to endorse your opponent?”
 
   Christine was visibly bewildered. “Are you joking?”
 
   “No.” Caroline paused. “I thought it was a good idea.” She glanced at Jeanine, who suddenly appeared to be exceedingly uncomfortable. “Maybe it isn’t.”
 
   Christine examined her closely. “Are you certain you want to do that? I’m much more conservative than you. It might not play as well as your vote back in January.”
 
   “It’s important to me. I’m not running for re-election. I don’t have to answer to anyone. And let’s be fair, I’m damn near untouchable right now.” 
 
   Christine smiled. “Congratulations on finally getting up to speed.”
 
   “Do you want it? I think it might help you.”
 
   “Why are you doing this now?”
 
   Caroline was not about to start crying in front of Jeanine, no matter how much she liked her. She looked down at her sling, thinking of that day at the Capitol in July, of the past year and a half when Christine had helped her through all of her rough patches without question or judgment. “You know why,” she said softly.
 
   Christine’s eyes clouded over for a moment, but she quickly recovered. “So it’s not because you ate all my favorite candy?”
 
   Caroline threw her good hand up in the air. “For Christ’s sake. I will buy you another bag. Of nothing but caramel and dark chocolate.” 
 
   “Make sure they’re sea salt caramel.”
 
   What a little fussbudget. “You’re so goddamn picky. Fine.”
 
   “And I’m starting a swear jar for when you’re in my office,” Christine added.
 
   Caroline made a mental note to put some small bills in her purse. She’d soon be shelling out buckets of cash. “In any event, if you want my endorsement, you can have it,” she said. “I’ll even campaign with you if you want.”
 
   “You hate campaigning more than I do,” Christine pointed out.
 
   “I’ve recently discovered that it sounds much more appealing when I’m doing it on behalf of someone else.”
 
   Christine turned to her campaign manager. “Jeanine, what do you think of all of this?”
 
   “It’s a phenomenal idea,” Jeanine said. “The two of you together might play well, particularly among suburban female voters.” 
 
   “She means the ladies who lunch,” Caroline said.
 
   “Thank you for the translation, Caroline,” Christine said. “I do usually understand what my campaign manager is trying to say.”
 
   Jeanine gave Christine a confused look. Maybe she was too young to appreciate classic Broadway musicals. 
 
   “Don’t look at me,” Christine told her. “I’m grateful any time I understand Representative Gerard’s obscure references.” She turned back to Caroline. “Would you really campaign with me?” 
 
   Christine was practically glowing. It was the happiest Caroline had seen her in weeks. “Jeanine and I came to the conclusion that it might be fun. Seeing as I’ll be unemployed in about fifteen months, I may as well keep myself occupied until then.”
 
   Christine got up from her desk, sat down on the armrest of the couch, and squeezed Caroline’s good hand. “Well, then. Let’s figure this out.”
 
   “How about over lunch?” She was still starving.
 
   “That works.” 
 
   Caroline heard cheerful, high pitched voices outside Christine’s office, even with the door closed. Marguerite and Sophie had wandered in from next door. “Is it okay if the girls come along?”
 
   “You bet.”
 
   “What about your interns?”
 
   Christine laughed. “Let’s go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Past
 
   The dress wasn’t cream colored. At all. It was barely off white. Tea length and cut to perfection, it made Caroline look positively virginal. Not the message she wanted to send during their wedding ceremony, especially when it was her second kick at the cat. She sat down on the couch in a tiny room in the church alcove trying to calm her nerves. Almost showtime. Jen and Kathleen helped her get ready, trying to keep her distracted.
 
   “Your hands are shaking,” Jen said. “Are you nervous?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said. She rubbed her palms together. Friction. Movement. Distraction. Maybe that would help.
 
   “She’s going to pass out,” Kathleen said.
 
   “I am not.” Caroline took a deep breath. “Can I have some water?”
 
   Kathleen handed her a bottle from the mini fridge in the corner of the room. “This church has everything,” she said. “Do you think the priest blessed this bottle? Maybe some extra holiness would help you right now.”
 
   “Hush.” Caroline took a sip and gave her a pointed look. “I am not going to pass out.”
 
   “You don’t look all that steady to me.”
 
   “I’m fine.” She recapped the bottle. “I’m just a little upset that Jack didn’t want to see me before the ceremony.”
 
   Caroline made her feelings on that particular wedding day tradition well known, since it was based on the ancient belief that the husband should never see the wife before the wedding for fear that he’d find her unattractive and flee the scene. But Jack insisted that it be a surprise. He didn’t want to hear about the dress, didn’t want to know about the flowers…all he cared about was seeing her that afternoon at the altar.
 
   “He sucks,” Caroline said. “I’m nervous as hell.”
 
   Jen smiled triumphantly. “I knew it.”
 
   “It’s been a long time since I did this. Don’t I have a right to be a little uneasy, even though I’m making the right choice?”
 
   “No,” Jen said. “You must stay calm and collected, for that is what we expect from you at such a monumental moment in your life.”
 
   A hell of a time for Jen to place expectations on her. She’d been less nervous before her keynote address. Caroline turned to Kathleen. “Remind me to give Jen a hard time when she’s trying to hold it together at her own wedding.” 
 
   Jen waved her off. “I have a year to prepare.”
 
   “It’s never enough time,” Caroline said. “Never.” She swallowed hard. “Marriage is permanent.”
 
   Kathleen snorted. “Just like divorce.”
 
   At least she hadn’t mentioned death. Caroline shuddered.
 
   Jen put her hand on her shoulder. “Do you want me to go get Christine?”
 
   She took a deep breath, trying to quell her panic. Why was she getting so upset? “I want you to go get Jack.”
 
   “That won’t happen,” Jen said. “He’s been hiding from all of us. He knows we’ll just drag him to see you.”
 
   “Go get Bob,” Kathleen suggested.
 
   “Good idea.” Jen squeezed Caroline’s shoulder. “I’ll be back.”
 
   Kathleen shut the door after Jen left. “Are you okay?”
 
   Caroline rolled the half-empty water bottle between shaking hands. “I don’t know. What’s wrong with me?”
 
   “I’ve never been married, so I don’t know what to tell you. Are you nervous about the ceremony?” 
 
   “No, I’ve done it before. I just-”
 
   Kathleen sat down next to her on the couch. “What is it? Come on, I don’t have time to go back and forth with you.”
 
   “I barely got a decade last time,” Caroline whispered.
 
   Kathleen put her arm around her. “Is that what you’re worried about? He’s not that much older than you. You two will probably be together for at least fifty years.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter,” she said. “Anything can happen.”
 
   “You can’t live your life dwelling on things like that. Would you rather not have him at all?”
 
   “No.” Caroline straightened up and swiped at her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Kathleen snatched a tissue from the end table and handed it to Caroline. “It’s okay. I didn’t mean to give you a hard time. Don’t wreck your makeup.”
 
   “It’s waterproof mascara. Super heavy duty.”              
 
   “Then we’re probably safe. Did you talk to Jack about this?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Of course not. He’s so insecure sometimes. I didn’t want him to think I had cold feet.”
 
   Kathleen hugged her. “You’ll be fine. You just need to stop thinking so hard.”
 
   Jen burst back into the room, dragging a tuxedo-clad Robert Allen behind her. He didn’t appear all that happy. “Found him,” she said.
 
   “She found me, as she so gracefully put it, right when I realized I needed to take a piss,” Bob said. “I was about to walk into the men’s room when she started in on me.”
 
   Kathleen waved him toward the other side of the room. “Do your business in that single stall bathroom over there. Try to avoid the beauty products. Caroline left her waterproof mascara on the vanity if you need something to bring out your eyes.”
 
   “I let him take care of it before I dragged him in here,” Jen said.
 
   “Yes.” Bob straightened his tie. “Thank you for that small favor, Ms. Whitcomb.” He smiled at Caroline. “You okay, sunshine?”
 
   “That’s our cue to leave.” Jen grabbed Kathleen by the arm. She nodded at Bob. “Mr. Speaker.”
 
   He waved her off. “Get out of here. She’ll be fine.” He shook his head once they were out the door. “She’s going to be trouble once she takes your seat. I can tell already.”
 
   Jen had announced her candidacy a few weeks before the wedding, after handing in a tearful resignation. “She’ll be great,” Caroline said.
 
   “What about you? Why did she come barreling out into the church looking for me?”
 
   “I’m a little nervous.”
 
   “You have no reason to be.”
 
   Of course he’d whip out the logic right away. “I know.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   She felt guilty, since she could say this to Bob and not Kathleen. It was somehow easier to burden him. “Marriage is forever,” she whispered. “I didn’t think I’d do it twice.”
 
   “You can’t control those things.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You’re happy,” Bob said. “Your kids are happy. McIntyre is happy. Can’t you see why that might be a better situation than what all of you were in before?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It’s okay to be nervous. Just don’t be nervous for the wrong reasons.”
 
   A valid point. “Jack went with me to Nicky’s gravesite last week.”
 
   That got his attention. “Oh?”
 
   “He asked him for permission to marry me.” She didn’t know for sure, but the signs were there. He told her he wanted a few minutes alone so she wandered around some of the larger memorials and vaults as she waited for him.
 
   “That was nice.”
 
   It was easier to ask the next question if she detached herself a little. “Do you think Nicholas would approve of what we’re doing?”
 
   “He’d want you to be happy, sunshine.” Bob rubbed her shoulders affectionately. “Life is too short to spend it being unhappy. You know that.”
 
   She probably should have voiced her concerns earlier than her wedding day, to someone with a sympathetic ear and a sensible mind. Bob had made her feel infinitely better with a few pithy phrases. “I know,” she said.
 
   “We’ve only got a few more minutes. I need to get you the hell out there before people start to think you ran away.”
 
   Caroline laughed as he yanked her to her feet. “Like I could run away in these.” She gestured toward her three inch strappy heels. Dancing shoes cleverly disguised as wedding attire. Too high to be sensible, too low to be unworkable. Her feet were going to be killing her at the end of the night.
 
   “Your shoes are fine. I wouldn’t expect anything less than impractical from you on a day like today.” He led her out the door. “Let’s go.”
 
   She could hear the prelude music playing. Had she wasted that much time pining in the alcove? Where was the photographer? And her children? Were they with Chrissy like they were supposed to be? Were they behaving themselves?
 
   Bob saw the look on her face. “Stop worrying. Everyone has everything taken care of. And you owe me at least two polkas tonight,” he added.
 
   Caroline smiled. Her mother’s side of the family was Polish. Part of the reason she’d fallen in love with Milwaukee while at Marquette. Chicago had a strong cultural history and she had a deep appreciation for her hometown, but no one did ethnic festivals quite like their sister city to the north. During college Caroline would make the short drive up on occasional summer weekends so she could spend a day by the lakefront absorbing the atmosphere. She’d always loved Polish Fest the most. And Bob was still trying to calm her down, which she appreciated.
 
   “Deal,” she said. “I added a couple of your favorite songs to the playlist, aside from some Frankie Yankovic.”
 
   Bob raised his eyebrows.
 
   “We might be subjecting the guests at the reception to more than one version of ‘Sweet Home Chicago,’” she said. “I hope you approve.”
 
   “I do.” He cleared his throat. “You really do look beautiful, sunshine.” 
 
   She could barely muster a whisper, afraid she’d start crying. “Thank you.”
 
   A new tune began to play. The wedding processional from The Sound of Music. Bob grinned at her. “You’re a strange one, Representative Gerard.”
 
   He wasn’t the only one in good spirits. Caroline could hear the rumblings in the church. The familiar melody sparked a few giggles among the attendees. “My Captain von Trapp is waiting for me at the altar,” she said.
 
   “At least you were kind enough not to abandon any nuns behind an iron gate right before you walked down the aisle.”
 
   “My period of celibacy was thankfully short.” She waited for the first stanza to end. They’d timed her entry during the rehearsal. “I think that’s our cue.”
 
   Bob extended his elbow. “Then let’s get you married.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The door to the suite swung open. 
 
   “Jack, you don’t have to do this,” Caroline said.
 
   “Of course I do. It’s tradition.”
 
   “And I’m so big on that.”
 
   “That must be why you kept your name.” He lifted her up in his arms and carried her through the door, setting her down on the couch. “Your accommodations, my lady.”
 
   She sank back into the cushions. “Only for tonight.”
 
   “I’m going to carry you across every threshold we encounter for the next month.”
 
   “You might hurt yourself.”
 
   “And you can nurse me back to health.” Jack sat down on the couch next to her. “Don’t take off your shoes,” he said.
 
   “Why?” She was tired. And a little buzzed.
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   “My feet hurt.”
 
   “They’ll be fine.”
 
   Caroline sat up straight, and took a minute to recover from the rush. She suspected she was going to have a hell of a Moscato headache on the plane the next morning. Jack started loosening his tie and taking off his jacket.
 
   That didn’t seem fair at all. “How come you get to undress?” 
 
   “Oh, you can undress if you want. Just leave your shoes on. And any sexy underthings you might be wearing under that virginal white dress.”
 
   “Pervert. It’s off white.” She kept correcting people all night, and they kept insisting she was wrong. They laughed when she told them she’d ordered it in cream. Damn her bridal shop.
 
   “I am indeed a pervert, but I’m merely pointing out it’s easier to dance with proper footwear.”
 
   “Ooh, dancing. Didn’t we do enough of that downstairs?”
 
   “It’s not possible to do enough dancing, baby.”
 
   Caroline reached over to help him with his tie. “Does it bother you that I’m keeping my name? I didn’t change it last time, either.”
 
   “I know,” he said.
 
   “I bet bloggers will be all over the analysis of that one,” she said. “Particularly the conservatives.”
 
   “I don’t care. Doesn’t matter what your name is. Now you’re my wife and I can do whatever I want to your body, Ms. Gerard.”
 
   “You did that before we were married.”
 
   “But now I’m contractually allowed to do it.”
 
   “You might need a little refresher on American law regarding marital relations,” Caroline said. “And I have no problem using your name socially. I’ve just always felt odd about the term ‘Mrs.’ I can’t explain why. It sounds matronly.”
 
   “Boarding school matron matronly, or old dowager matronly?”
 
   “A little of both. Maybe more Ann-Margret in Prison movie matronly.”
 
   “There are all sorts of kinky possibilities that could stem from that statement,” Jack said, sliding a hand under her dress.
 
   “Monty, you’re so wicked.”
 
   “You know you love it, Mrs. McIntyre. That’s right. I’m calling you that whether you like it or not.”
 
   “Monty and Mrs. McIntyre. That sounds more like a lighthearted nighttime serial than a porno.”
 
   “I’ve worked out several seasons of storyline.”
 
   “I bet you have.”
 
   Jack stood up and took her hand. “Are you going to dance with me, or what?”
 
   Caroline got to her feet. “Of course.”
 
   He led her toward the center of the room. It was a giant suite with a decent amount of furniture, but had a clear space suitable for dancing. 
 
   “Close your eyes,” he said. “That’s an order from your husband.”
 
   She laughed and shut her eyes. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “I like the sound of that,” Jack whispered, his demeanor changing. He leaned in to nip at her neck. “I want you to say it more often. But I’m not ready to capitalize on it just yet.”
 
   Filthy, dirty man. But he was right. It wasn’t time to be naughty. Not with serious dancing business to be had.
 
   He broke their connection for the briefest of moments, and the room soon filled with music. Caroline recognized it immediately. One of her guilty pleasures. She had many: Jack Jones’ “Wives and Lovers,” “Sixteen Going on Seventeen” from The Sound of Music, “Hello” by Lionel Richie (her favorite stalker song), and the selection currently playing, “Someone to Watch Over Me.” She smiled as Jack came over to take her in his arms. 
 
   “I know you prefer Ella Fitzgerald’s version of this song the best.” He started to guide her across the floor. “You can open your eyes now.”
 
   She was quite content to keep them shut and lean in, but opened them anyway to find him smiling at her. 
 
   “Do you know how happy you make me?” he asked.
 
   Caroline kissed him lightly. “I have a vague idea. How does it feel being married?”
 
   “The first few hours have gone exceedingly well,” Jack said. “I love you, Mrs. McIntyre.”
 
   “And I love you.” She kissed him again. “This lost lamb is completely yours.” She rested her chin on his shoulder as their dancing slowed. “Did you reapply your cologne?”
 
   “I put the bottle next to the iPod. I know it’s one of the fastest ways to get into your pants.”
 
   “You don’t need cologne for that. Although it helps.”
 
   Jack let go of her hand and stopped moving, gently stroking her face. “I will always take care of you,” he said. “Always. Even when you don’t want me to.”
 
   Caroline had done a good job of avoiding too many tears during the day, but she was exhausted. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could control her emotions. “I know.” She swallowed hard. “You saved me, Jack. Me and the girls. I don’t know where we’d be without you.” 
 
   “You saved me too.” He kissed her forehead. “Let’s call it a draw.”
 
   She swayed back into him, listening to the song. “I know you’ll watch over me. My shepherd.”
 
   Jack wrapped his arms around her again. “You’re a sucker for these old standards, aren’t you?”
 
   Caroline laughed through her now unavoidable tears. “Don’t tell anyone.”
 
   He brushed the tears away. “Every day I thank God he brought you to me. Every. Day.” 
 
   “I’ll always be good,” she whispered. “Just for you.”
 
   Jack chuckled. “You take these lyrics too seriously, sweetheart. You’re getting all sappy on me.”
 
   “I can’t help it.”
 
   “I know you’ll be good,” he said quietly. “Because it’s who you are. I know how precious a gift that is. And I will always protect you, because I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
   “You saved all the good lines for tonight, I see.” Caroline kissed his fingers, just above his wedding ring. “My romantic husband.”
 
   “I like the sound of that. Caroline Gerard’s husband.”
 
   “Now who’s being the sap?”
 
   “I’ve got plenty more where that came from,” he said, kissing her neck.
 
   The song was almost over. “Is this the only dance I get?” Caroline asked. 
 
   Jack pulled her toward the bedroom. “More later, I promise. Right now, let’s engage in some traditional wedding night revelry.”
 
   “Opening our gifts and passing out in exhaustion?”
 
   He picked her up and set her down on the bed. “Try again.” He unstrapped her shoes and removed his tuxedo vest and shirt. “I’m particularly hopeful about the prospect of a night of unbridled passion and unprotected sex.”
 
   “My romantic husband has a blunt way of speaking that endears him to everyone,” Caroline said, to no one in particular.
 
   “You promised me.” He lifted her up off the bed and moved behind her. “I was very understanding.”
 
   “I can’t help it if I’m paranoid.”
 
   Jack began kissing her shoulders. “I had a vasectomy, Caroline. And you’ve got an IUD. It would take a literal Act of God for you to get pregnant.”
 
   “I thought you should have to work for it,” she said, as he slid a hand around her waist. “Gotta take the vows before we go bareback. You earned your prize. Congratulations.”
 
   “Mean woman. Giving me all sorts of ultimatums. Run for governor or I won’t marry you. Use a condom until our wedding night. Don’t buy my children ponies. Stop making my student loan payments. Get a prenuptial for your own protection.  Blah blah blah.”
 
   “That last one was true. It’s not my fault you didn’t take my advice. What if I turn into a gigantic rancorous bitch and take all your money?”
 
   Jack unzipped her dress. “I hid a lot of it before we applied for the marriage license.”
 
   “That’s very conscientious of you.” 
 
   “And nice job using a GRE word to describe the type of woman you will never, ever be.”
 
   “I try to keep you on your toes.”
 
   “Caroline, I’d like to get laid at some point. This’ll go a lot easier if you hush up.”
 
   “Not likely. You married a screamer.”
 
   “I know.” He slid the dress off her shoulders and onto the floor. 
 
   Caroline turned to face him, tracing the outline of his lips with her fingers. Jack grinned at her with lust in his eyes as she undid his pants and let them fall to his feet. 
 
   “Nice garters,” he observed.
 
   She stroked his cock through his boxers. “I figured you’d like them.” 
 
   “Yeah, I’m ready to go,” he said. “You got a problem with that?”
 
   She gestured toward the wedding corset she was wearing. It hadn’t been all that comfortable but it looked sexy as hell. “Did this little thing produce that reaction?”
 
   “You don’t want to know all the things you do that produce that reaction. You drove me nuts during the reception. Now you know why I had to spend so much time pretending to sit down at tables and make small talk with people. That contraption is going to look great on the floor next to your dress.” Jack kicked his pants to the side and leaned down to pull off his socks. “But you’re going to have to take it off because I’m at a loss here.”
 
   Did he not see the hooks in the back? “What about the garters?”
 
   “Those glorious white specimens stay on. Maybe forever.”
 
   Caroline undid the corset and threw it on the carpet. It wasn’t a particularly difficult task. “I never would have thought a sophisticated, worldly man like you would be bamboozled by a piece of lingerie.”
 
   “I don’t want to ruin it.” Jack traced a path down her breasts. “I’d prefer you be able to wear it again, and again, and again. So that you can take it off again, and again, and again.”
 
   His hands charted their course further downward. Caroline ran her fingers through Jack’s hair as he removed her underwear before kissing a trail back up her body. 
 
   “I love you, my darling. My Monty,” she whispered.  She smiled, pulling him up to a standing position. His blue eyes were shining with joy and desire. “You can call me Mrs. McIntyre any time you want.”
 
   “Every day for the rest of our lives.” Jack kissed her deeply, pushing her back down on the bed, easing his boxers off and straddling her waist. He yanked her hands over her head.
 
   “Mine,” he whispered.
 
   “Yours,” she said.
 
   He leaned down to nip at her neck. “All mine. No one else’s. No sharing.”
 
   Caroline moaned softly. “Did you think I was going to sleep with other people?”
 
   Jack pulled back to look at her with a wanton glint in his eyes. Oh, he wanted to play, did he? She could play.
 
   “I belong to you,” she whispered.
 
   He slid down so that the tip of his cock teased her entrance. He wasn’t wasting any time. “Mine,” he repeated, and thrust inside her. “All. Fucking. Mine.”
 
   She cried out and he bit her shoulder. That one would leave a mark, but they were leaving for Rome the next day. It had been a chilly fall. Maybe she could get away with a turtleneck. He bit her again and she whimpered. Pain turned her on. Really turned her on. The movement of his hips felt incredible too. Sweet pleasure coupled with a hint of pain.
 
   “I’m not going to go this long without touching you ever again,” he whispered.
 
   Jack moved into the house in Rockville shortly after she accepted his proposal. They promised each other to try to behave during the week before the wedding. It seemed torturous after having the freedom to be with each other whenever they wanted in the weeks leading up to the ceremony. Now Caroline felt like he hadn’t been inside her for months. She was desperate for more. She wanted to say all of that out loud but only mustered a barbarous grunt in response.
 
   “You’re mine,” he said. “Mine to touch whenever I want, wherever I want.” He thrust inside her again, so deeply it almost hurt. Then he did it again. And again. And over and over again, until she tugged at his hair in a futile effort to get closer to him. 
 
   “Please,” she gasped.
 
   Jack stopped his thrusting. “Please, what?”
 
   If he didn’t keep up what he was doing, she was convinced that she might literally die. “Don’t stop.”
 
   He released her wrists and wrapped his arms around her head. “Tell me what you want. Exactly what you want.”
 
   The request came rushing out, her lips loosened by too many glasses of champagne. The one she’d wanted to make for weeks. “Fuck me,” she said. “Any way you want, for as long as you want, as hard as you want. The way you’ve wanted to fuck me since the day we met.”
 
   Jack pulled back to look at her again. He was withdrawing from the game, just for a moment. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Anything goes.”
 
   That could mean any number of delectable things and he knew it. He slid inside her again. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”
 
   She reached up to caress his cheek. “I’ll tell you if it’s too much. I promise.”
 
   He bent down to kiss her. “Woman, you kill me,” he whispered.
 
   She couldn’t help but grin. “I know. Consider it a wedding present to us both.”
 
   He groaned. “By the way, I’m never wearing a condom ever again, unless there’s a very good reason for it. Jesus Christ.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “That good, huh?”
 
   “You have no idea.”
 
   She clenched the bedsheets as he drove deeper inside her again. “You feel good too,” she gasped. 
 
   Jack gripped her hair, hard enough to sting. “I won’t stop unless you tell me. Even if you’re screaming or crying or clawing at me. Because I’ll assume that means you like the way I’m fucking you.”
 
   Dirty words filled with dirty promise. “I understand.”
 
   He rocked back and forth against her. “Is this what you want?”
 
   What he was doing felt amazing, but if he was going to do this to her all night she may as well be truthful. “Honestly?” she asked.
 
   He pulled out of her. “I suppose. Unless you want to start issue avoidance now. But I think we should wait until we’ve been married for more than a day.”
 
   She wanted him back inside her as quickly as possible but she recognized the look in his eyes. He wouldn’t be happy until she was screaming with pleasure. “I’d maybe like a little orgasm or two before you destroy me for all other men.”
 
   Jack smiled, kissing his way down her torso until he reached her clit. “I can handle that.” He reached up to snatch the pillow out of her hand. “Don’t. I want to hear every obscene sound you make.”
 
   “We’re in a fancy hotel.”
 
   “I don’t care. All the other guests get to find out exactly what I plan on doing to you on a regular basis.”
 
   “I won’t have a voice tomorrow.”
 
   He slid a finger inside her. “We won’t be doing very much talking over the next few days.”
 
   “I-”
 
   “Be quiet,” he murmured, lowering his mouth to suck on her clit. “You’re allowed to whimper, moan, and say my name, but that’s it.” 
 
   He spent an eternity between her legs. Could have been twenty minutes, could have been an hour. She lost track of time, lost count of the number of orgasms, neglected to tell him to slow down or stop. He’d give her a little break, then start in again. She kept tugging at his hair, which seemed to encourage him since he’d growl and speed up his movements each time she did it. Caroline was close to passing out before he even raised his head.
 
   “Please,” she whispered.
 
   He pulled himself on top of her. “Oh, did you want me to stop?”
 
   She’d lost her ability to articulate. “Inside. Now.”
 
   He bit her neck and pushed himself into her. “That’s the last time you get to tell me what to do.”
 
   “Ever?”
 
   “Tonight. We’ll renegotiate the terms of our marriage later.” He thrust up inside her again. “Fuck, you feel fucking incredible.”
 
   Her breath hitched. Words failed her. He kept moving, spurred on by her whimpers, her pleas, and finally, her screams. Over and over, again and again, for far longer than he’d been between her thighs. He finished inside her in a rush, coming hard enough that she felt it in her toes.  
 
   Jack pressed his forehead to hers, panting. “All right?”
 
   She trailed her fingers down his back, sighing when he slid out of her. She could still feel the warmth he left behind. “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   He rolled over until she was on top of him. “Good. That was just a taste of what I’m going to do to you tonight. Are you ready?”
 
   She snuggled into his neck. “With you, I’m ready for anything.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Fed
 
   They’d gone to Rome on their honeymoon. Christmas in Philadelphia. An uneventful primary victory. Months of building their family, forming a closer bond. The winter and spring passed quickly, the girls finished school, and Caroline and Jack flew them up to camp…which left the entire summer for campaigning and carousing.
 
   She tried to remember the good stuff. Focusing on anything else only deepened the gloom. And she couldn’t think about Marguerite and Sophie, no matter how wonderful the memory. Each little flash of her children wounded her more. So she blocked them out the best she could.
 
   June. July. That summer. She could reminisce about that extraordinary summer.
 
   After she refused to talk to Bob, they left her alone in her cell for what seemed like days. She couldn’t be sure. They left her in the dark, too. Permanent, awful darkness. 
 
   She hated the dark. Especially when she was alone. She used to spend occasional summer weekends at a college friend’s house in Door County, Wisconsin. The blackness of the woods behind the cabin had terrified her. In the middle of nowhere, no light could be found. Her eyes had never been that good at adjusting and she used to imagine people coming in to the bedroom of the cabin late at night, standing next to her bed.
 
   When in a city or a suburb, she could always open the blinds. And if that wasn’t enough, she’d leave a light on in the hall or have a small nightlight plugged in. It was never really an issue in the Governor’s Mansion or anywhere else she and Jack inhabited. There were enough outdoor lights shining in through the windows to quell her fears.
 
   She did her best to ignore the depression that came with the darkness. Funny how she’d never really considered the long term effects of not being able to see. Of noticing colors and textures, being able to observe her surroundings and analyze them. Or to simply enjoy them. Her feelings for her cell were far from affectionate but at least when the lights were on she had something to fucking look at. She tried to build a routine. But the monotony made her loopy.
 
   Drink from the faucet. Piss in the toilet. Try to sleep without dreaming. Stare into darkness.
 
   Drink. Piss. Sleep. Stare.
 
   Drink. Piss. Sleep. Stare.
 
   Lather, rinse, repeat?
 
   She laughed at her own terrible joke. A shower. How awesome would that be? She hadn’t bathed in what had to be weeks now. The closest she came was when she carefully and methodically rinsed any dried blood off her nose, cheek, and hands until the water ran clear. It was hard to wash your face when it was busted up.
 
   Even if they offered her a shower, she’d refuse. She had seen no female guards. Observed nothing to indicate that showering would be anything other than a danger. She could stand to be stinky. How much worse could it be?
 
   Do you really want to know the answer to that question?
 
    
 
   Drink.
 
    
 
   Piss.
 
    
 
   Sleep.
 
    
 
   Stare.
 
    
 
   A person could go mad in the dark. Could go mad from other things too. Her captors seemed to be hitting every note on the psychotic hit parade. She could slowly feel her stability slipping away during each moment she grappled with chronic pain. Her crippling loneliness threatened to snap her last remaining string of lucidity. They were going to win. She couldn’t go on like this much longer. They knew exactly what they were doing with their trifecta of insanity.
 
   She tried singing showtunes and jazz standards to lift her spirits, but that depressed her more. She yelled at the walls, hoping that she shattered the eardrums of the men watching on the cameras and listening in through the cell door. She screamed herself hoarse, cursing at the guards, at the government, at Santos, at the world in general. She prayed to be put out of her misery.
 
   Caroline did the last one silently, lest the guards grant her wish.
 
   The line between reality and imagination blurred. Did that shadow move? Did she hear a noise? She talked to herself, undoubtedly entertaining the guards even more. Half the time she didn’t know if she spoke out loud or just had entire conversations in her head. She had the interior of the room memorized. No more fumbling around. A nice little skill. She’d add it to her résumé the next time she updated it. 
 
   Can find her way to the sink and the shitter in pitch black darkness without assistance. 
 
   It would make her much more marketable. Of that she was certain.
 
   Caroline tugged at her hair, hard enough to hurt. Her broken bones kept her in touch with her senses but fresh pain kept her right smack in the real world, where she needed to be.
 
   Hope. The thing with feathers. She always hated that fucking poem. She’d briefly considered an English degree in college, but switched to history once she realized that all the other people in her classes were pretentious literary assholes.
 
   Keep hope alive. Keep your head up. Keep dreaming. Keep pushin’.
 
   What a crock of shit.
 
   Jack will find me.
 
   That thought often crowded her mind. Drowning out the fear she’d only voiced once. To Bob. Her feather, when her optimism started to fade. Jack was out there. She knew he was out there. And he’d come for her. Soon.
 
   Jack will find me.
 
   She said his name aloud, once, twice, three times. Maybe that would help.
 
   “Jack will find me,” she whispered.
 
   My husband will find me. Someone will find me.
 
   Maybe if she thought about it long enough, it would happen.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   The Fed
 
   Was it morning? Caroline couldn’t tell. A low light buzzed in the hall and she recognized the voices echoing back and forth. Shift change. It had to be morning. How many mornings had there been? Two? Three? More? Probably more. Definitely more. Maybe she should have found a way to keep tally.
 
   Her body hurt from being curled up on the bed. But things could always be worse. She could have her period. She could be knocked up. At least she had an IUD so that neither one of those things could happen.
 
   Are you kidding, Gerard? That is some seriously fucked up glass half full bullshit. Pregnancy is the least of your worries right about now.
 
   The low light went out and it was pitch black in her cell again. 
 
   She made a mental note not to tell the guards how much she hated extreme darkness. Unless they already knew. Which they probably did, considering how often they left her without any light. 
 
   The lights came back on, brighter than she remembered. Caroline could hear footsteps coming down the hall and tried to straighten up. The door swung open and Fischer and another guard, one she didn’t recognize, came in.
 
   “Stand up,” the other guard said.
 
   Caroline did as he said, then scowled at herself. Christ, a few days in this place and her responses to their barked orders were Pavlovian at times. How disgusting.
 
   Fischer cuffed her wrists. “We’re going on a field trip,” he said.
 
   “But my parents didn’t sign my permission slip,” she mumbled.
 
   Fischer grinned. She could tell he was trying not to laugh. “Such a shame,” he said. “Wasting all that humor on someone like you.” He shoved her down the hall, with the other guard walking in front of them.
 
   “That’s Powell,” Fischer said casually. “He’s an even bigger asshole than I am. He was reassigned especially for you.”
 
   “You mean I have more to look forward to than a broken face?”
 
   Fischer stopped short. “Oh, much more.” He pressed a finger to her cheek, trailing it down toward her jaw. He laughed when she winced. “You’re still not all that bad to look at.”
 
   Powell frowned. “Don’t press it, man. You know the procedure with her.”
 
   Fischer’s smile faded as he continued yanking her down the hall. “Powell here’s a stickler for obedience. He’s got seniority so I have to listen to him.” 
 
   She was punchy enough to feel a little bolder than usual. “So, do you just blindly follow authority, respecting it even if it’s been gained through illegal means? Or did you take this job so that you could finally act out your childhood bully fantasies?”
 
   Fischer yanked her by the wrists, which hurt. Her handcuffs were again too tight. 
 
   “I don’t need lectures on morality from a criminal who hacked into a classified database,” he said.
 
   Caroline started to say something, then snapped her mouth shut. Her resistance had weakened and he knew it. She’d almost given him one of the pieces to the puzzle the government wanted to solve. They reached a small interrogation room. Powell unlocked the door and Fischer pushed Caroline inside, shoving her into one of the metal chairs. 
 
   He grinned down at her. His teeth were yellow. She’d never noticed that before. “Here we go.”
 
   Caroline stared down at her nails. She’d gotten a manicure the week before she and Jack had to run. A petty priority at such a stressful time but she’d done it to convince herself that life still had a bit of normalcy to it. All things considered, it was in pretty decent shape. She held her hands out, admiring the work of the manicurist. Blood red nails. She used to think the polish was sexy. Alluring. Confident. Now it looked morbid. She smiled anyway, still feeling punchy.
 
   “This color looks good on me, don’t you think?” she asked Powell.
 
   Caroline thought she saw the corner of his mouth turn up briefly, but he quickly regained his composure. He didn’t say a word. She’d hoped for a response, a little bit of interaction from someone she had yet to fully despise. She was sure he’d find a way to get there, though.
 
   Shit. Her mask of indifference wasn’t working. She brought her hands back down on the table, the outline of her wedding rings still visible on her left ring finger. She clenched her hand into a fist, trying to obscure the indentations and all the memories that came along with them.  A lousy approach, since the first image that came to mind was one of Jack and Marguerite laughing as a tiara-wearing Sophie twirled Caroline’s rings off and paraded around the living room in their house in Rockville, joking that she was going to run away and live like a queen with mommy’s sparklies.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes, exhaling sharply. She needed to think of a better strategy for clearing her mind.
 
   Fischer undid her cuffs, producing a bottle of water she hadn’t noticed before. It appeared to be unopened. “You’re probably thirsty,” he said to Caroline.
 
   Her thirst could never be slaked. Drinking from the sink in her cell proved difficult. Her stomach had stopped growling days ago, too hungry to churn. She reached for the bottle and Fischer held it out of her reach.
 
   “That’s for me.” He grabbed it and downed it in three short gulps, then crunched the bottle up in his fist. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Did you want some of this?” He laughed at Caroline’s expression as he settled into a chair in the corner of the room. “I think one of my supervisors is bringing you something a bit more refreshing. And don’t try anything.” 
 
   Caroline had gotten way beyond that. Part of her knew she was doomed but the other part of her, the part that held out hope that someone somewhere would get her out of this despicable place, knew that she had to remain in somewhat decent physical condition. And broken bones really fucking hurt. She heard footsteps coming down the hall.
 
   Powell took the seat next to Fischer. “He’s coming.”
 
   Fischer smiled. “It will be a fun day.”
 
   The man entered the room without fanfare. He had a ratlike face but wore a tailored business suit. Not terribly well made but nicer than most, so he must have been one of the few who could afford to live decently. He carried a bottle of cranberry juice and a small gym bag. The man tossed the gym bag toward the corner of the room, smiling when he heard a metallic thud as it landed on the floor. How disconcerting.
 
   She attentively watched his every movement as he sat down at the table across from her. He twisted the top off the bottle of juice and set it on the table, glancing at the two men in the corner before turning to face his prisoner. It was indeed going to be a very fun day, but not for her. Because as Jeffrey Murdock made eye contact with her, Caroline knew that she was screwed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   The Fed
 
   Murdock tapped his fingers on the table, staring at her. His gaze drifted to her nose, to her bloody clothes, and back up again. His lips curled up into a most disturbing smile. “Hello, Gerard.”
 
   “Jeffrey,” she said. “I didn’t think you had a soul to sell and yet here’s the proof.”
 
   He laughed. “You always were a charming woman. But not all that shrewd. I was simply thrilled when you arrived last week. We have so much catching up to do.”
 
   Did the idiots running the place really think that the vermin sitting across the table from her could make her give them information? Caroline narrowed her eyes. “I can’t think of a single thing we have to talk about.”
 
   He pushed the bottle of cranberry juice toward her. “You look like you might need this.”
 
   “I could use some food too, but you all don’t seem too fond of the concept of keeping your prisoners in good health.”
 
   Murdock laughed again. “Don’t be silly. Tell me, what have you been up to lately?”
 
   “Don’t waste your breath. I’m not telling you a damn thing because I don’t know anything.”
 
   His grin faded, just a little. “I’m sure you know a great many things.”
 
   She wasn’t really in any position to make demands, but Murdock’s presence caused her to lower her guard. “Take me back to my cell.”
 
   “Not yet. I just want to have a little chat.”
 
   Right. “Fuck you.”
 
   He continued to tap his fingers on the table, moving along to a rhythm that only he knew. “What a terrible attitude. That’s too bad. When I found out you were here I requested that you be assigned to me.”
 
   That didn’t sound good at all. “Assigned to you?”
 
   “I’m in charge of interrogations.” He could barely keep the pride out of his voice. “I run a few of them, in certain special circumstances. And you’re the most special of circumstances.”
 
   She couldn’t draw her gaze away from his. The hatred in his eyes seared her soul. Caroline was utterly fucked. “You jumped at the chance to join these bastards, didn’t you?”
 
   Murdock smiled at her malevolently. “It was just a happy coincidence that so many people I dislike happen to be in here.”
 
   Jesus Christ, what a small man. He’d asked her out twice and she’d turned him down twice. She hadn’t thought more of it than that, but things had gone downhill after she made it clear she wasn’t interested. They kept their distance during Caroline’s last year in Congress, but he would still be there at the most inopportune times, giving off a prickly vibe that always left her feeling violated.
 
   She’d occasionally wonder if maybe his fixation on her was less than healthy, and Jack would agree. But then she’d push it aside, believing she was being petty. Clearly she’d made a terrible error in judgment. There was more to this than just a rejected date, but she wasn’t about to open that can of worms.
 
    “You really need to get over whatever it was you thought the two of us could have,” she said. “I was never going to go out with you.”
 
   Murdock cackled. A man, cackling. A wretched sound regardless of gender, worse coming from him. “Such a little ego you have. That isn’t what this is about.”
 
   “So what is it about?”
 
   He glared at her. “Political penance.”
 
   Caroline leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest. What an ass. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”
 
   The fingers tapping on the table curled into a fist. “You’ve done everything wrong.”
 
   “You’re the one who couldn’t win a statewide election. At least Santos managed to do that.”
 
   “Ah, yes,” Murdock said. “President Santos. Tell me, Gerard. How do you feel about the man?”
 
   Caroline bit her tongue. They’d sent him in here to goad her. Push her buttons. She refused to be sucked in. She remained silent.
 
   “Oh, I see.” Murdock ran a hand through his hair. “This may be tougher than I thought.” He smiled again. “But we have all the time in the world.” 
 
   Fuckity fuck fuck. “Take me back to my cell and get back to whatever lackey job Santos has you doing.”
 
   “I told you. I’m here to help the Administration. Believe me, I’d much rather be serving as governor of Pennsylvania, but apparently the voters were less educated than I had anticipated. Fickle. Misinformed. Caught up in a shallow romance between a one term member of Congress and his valiant wife.”
 
   Who was serving as governor now that Jack was gone? Had the lieutenant governor taken over? Probably. A logical choice since he was the second in command. Less suspicious if he took the reins. He was much less moderate and far more ruthless than Jack. Santos loved men who were willing to sacrifice principle for ambition. 
 
   Caroline suspected the lieutenant governor may have been the one who sold them out. Although it really could have been anyone. Or anything, for that matter. Including, unfortunately, her own reckless behavior. But she couldn’t dwell on her mistakes. She couldn’t very well undo them now. And Murdock was trying to insult Jack and demean her at the same time. She wasn’t about to stand for either. 
 
   “You keep telling yourself that,” she said. “I think the fact that you’re sitting here allied with Santos tells you everything you need to know about why the public thinks you’re unelectable.”
 
   He pushed the bottle toward her again. “You look so parched. Have a drink.”
 
   Caroline knew she shouldn’t trust anything he gave her, but she was so damn thirsty that she didn’t care. She picked the bottle up with shaking hands and choked down the juice. If it was spiked with anything, hopefully she’d go down fast. The taste didn’t appear to be off, but she swallowed it so quickly she likely wouldn’t have noticed.
 
   Murdock laughed when she spilled some of it down her shirt. “Desperation doesn’t become you, Caroline.”
 
   There was something about his tone. The way he manipulated phrases. The way he addressed her. He usually stuck to her last name, as he did with everyone else. To use her first name seemed to grant their relationship an intimacy it didn’t deserve. 
 
   Her hands were still shaking. The juice would only take her so far. Damn it, they were starving her to death and taunting her at the same time. She threw the bottle across the table, smiling when he ducked. “Fuck you,” she said.
 
   He pulled his head back up. She’d rattled him, just a little. He hadn’t expected her to go on the attack. “Again with the profanity. You used to have such a way with words. A shame you’ve been reduced to this.”
 
   “I’m not the one who made a deal with the devil.”
 
   “So unnecessarily dramatic. You were always such a goody goody,” he said. “Spouting off about ethics and morality and democracy and freedom, like you’d read one too many Greek or Roman philosophers. The only way you would have been more insufferable was if you’d been a Republican.” He stepped around the table, still eyeing her. “And then you fucking married one.”
 
   She smiled. He wanted a response and she wasn’t going to give him one. A lot of politicos hated marriages between two perceived adversaries, even though such hatred was stupid and misguided. Plenty of non-politicians married their ideological opposites. The elites were clueless.
 
   “Here’s what I don’t understand,” Murdock said. “That guy got more pussy than I could have ever dreamed of. I’ll give him that. You’ve got a nice rack but you’re not exactly a supermodel. And you’re not all that captivating. What was it about you, of all people?”
 
   The juice had given her a little energy. Enough energy to be an ass. Caroline shrugged. “Maybe I have a magic vagina.”
 
   She heard someone suppress a chuckle. Oh, great. She was the carnival sideshow. Perhaps she could play along. Warm them up a little. “Jack is ten times the man you are.” She grinned. “Probably literally.”
 
   She heard a loud chortle and looked up to see Fischer hastily covering his mouth. Her grin grew broader. She should have known the man would appreciate a good dick joke.
 
   Murdock stood up and backhanded Caroline so fast that it caught her off guard. Her head whipped to the side. “Wipe that smile off your face, you goddamn bitch.” He took off his suit jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Not a promising sign.
 
   Blood seeped from her nose. Christ, that hurt. “Is that the best you can do?”
 
   He hit her again, hard enough that she toppled out of her chair onto the floor. “How was that?” he asked, kneeling down beside her.
 
   A solid blow to an already broken nose. Who knew that such an action could hurt so much? “I’m mildly impressed.”
 
   Murdock motioned to Fischer and Powell, who yanked her up by her wrists and shoved her back into her chair. Blood dripped down onto the table. He paced back and forth in front of her. “I’m fascinated by you, Gerard. You’re much less whiny than I thought you would be. Still annoying, of course, but not the hysterical woman I expected.”
 
   Caroline pulled her head up defiantly, remembering Bob’s final words to her. They gave her strength. “You’ll never break me, fuckface.”
 
   His lips turned up. “Maybe not, but we’re going to try. My supervisors expect nothing less.” Murdock walked over to the bag in the corner of the room. “Do you know how many bones there are in the human hand?” he asked, his voice nonchalant. He spun back around and returned to the table, a claw hammer in his grip. “Twenty-seven.”
 
   What had he just said? She couldn’t take her eyes off the tool hanging lazily at his side.
 
   “Do you like this?” he asked. “Picked it up earlier today. Fiberglass. About twenty ounces. High visibility.” He smiled at her. “You’re not the only one who pays attention to details. I just prefer useless knowledge about weaponry and handheld implements as opposed to obscure twentieth century politicians.”
 
   Damn it. He’d been listening in during her troll session with the FBI. He’d probably been watching her in her cell, too. Analyzing her weaknesses, waiting to spring them on her at the worst moments.
 
   The hammer had a pink handle. She could remain calm. Turn this around on him. Put him on the defensive. “Yes, Jeffrey,” she said. “I’m quite impressed with your pretty princess tool set.”
 
   She could have sworn that Fischer and Powell both smiled, but Murdock ignored her remark. “Some interrogators are partial to firearms or other means but I thought this would be a bit more…personal, given our previous relationship.” He motioned over to the two guards, each of whom took one of her arms.
 
   Oh, fuck. Fuck fuck fuck fuck.
 
   He slammed the claw hammer down, leaving a large indentation in the center of the table. Twenty ounces of weight and hundreds of pounds of pressure could permanently disable a person. She flinched, and he laughed.
 
   “Of course, over half the bones in the hand are fingers. Phalanges and such.” Murdock looked at Caroline gleefully. She was doing a shitty job of trying to hide her growing terror. “Unfortunately, I was informed that I’m not allowed to cut off any body parts. Otherwise I’d have purchased a saw. I am, however, allowed to break bones. Have you ever broken a bone, Gerard?” He laughed shortly, squeezing her cheek as she cried out in pain. “Oh. How silly of me. I guess we know the answer to that question.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes, struggling in the guards’ grip. Someone had to be watching. Someone would come in and stop this. This was not allowed, under any circumstances, for any sort of interrogation within the borders of the United States of America. Even benevolent dictators had rules….right?
 
   Murdock laughed again. “You think you can get away somehow? Your smart mouth can’t save you all the time.” He turned to the men. “Hold her still. And you, Fischer, get a nice grip on her left wrist. I think we’ll start there.”
 
   Powell twisted her right arm behind her back, pinning it there. He wrapped his free hand around her throat. 
 
   “Good,” Murdock said. “I have to tell you, Caroline. I’ve never done this before. I’ve practiced, of course. But I’m so glad you get to be here for my first time. A mutual deflowering, we’ll call it.”
 
   That last comment was meant to make her think about more than broken bones. The panic started to consume her. She couldn’t – she had to remain calm. It wouldn’t be so bad. But oh God, that hammer. It was so fucking big. He would destroy her hand. She couldn’t let him – 
 
   “Stop,” she whispered.
 
   Murdock placed the hammer behind his back. “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”
 
   “Have courage, sunshine. I’ll see you on the other side.”
 
   Bob. Where was he now? Dead, gone, still suffering? He’d resisted them. She was obligated to do the same.
 
   Be brave. You can do this. 
 
   She shook her head back and forth. “I don’t know anything,” she said softly. 
 
   Powell tightened his grip around her throat. “Make a wrong move and I’ll snap your arm in two,” he hissed.
 
   Maybe now was the time for Caroline to test whether Powell spoke the truth, because if this was how Murdock was getting started, she hated to think of how far he would eventually go. She closed her eyes again. She could get through this. She’d fractured bones before. Hell, half her ribs were probably broken along with most of her face. She’d suffered any number of undiagnosed concussions, been unconscious for hours or maybe even days at a time, and now had a constant headache. What was one more injury to add to the tally? She tried to quell her fear. The men in the room probably knew full well that she was terrified but damn it, she wasn’t going to give them a grand performance.
 
   Fischer had let up his grip but held her arm down again, pressing her elbow and wrist to the table. She couldn’t move her hand out of the way if she tried. 
 
   “All right, sir?” he asked.
 
   “Fantastic,” Murdock said. 
 
   Caroline had never fully appreciated just how creepy he was before. She attributed his goonish qualities to his thirst for power, his desire to get ahead. She erroneously assumed that some of it had to be an act. But it was obvious he was getting off on this. He was a sadist. No nuance. No redeeming qualities. No human behind the mask.
 
   Murdock tapped absently on the table with the hammer. “Last chance. Tell us what you know.”
 
   God help me. Please. “I know nothing.”
 
   He slammed the hammer down next to her hand and she flinched again. “Just a warmup,” he said, before immediately bringing it down onto her middle and ring fingers.
 
   Caroline screamed. Jesus Christ, it hurt. Worse than being shot, worse than being in labor, worse than the now dull pain in her cheek and nose and ribs. Murdock swung the hammer again, and she swore she could hear her bones disintegrating. She retched, bile traveling up her throat. Powell released his grip on her and she rested her forehead on the table, trying not to pass out.
 
   Murdock pulled her up by her hair. “Tomorrow I do the other hand,” he said. “Unless you somehow regain your memory.” He shoved her head down again. “Take her back to her cell, gentlemen.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   She involuntarily shook from the pain. She would have passed out, she hoped to pass out, but Powell purposely jostled her hand with every step they took down the hall. He and Fischer didn’t bother escorting her inside her cell, just shoved her past the door before locking her in.
 
   Caroline stumbled over to the sink before they turned the lights off, running her left hand under the cold water. The skin was puffy, stretched to almost beyond its limits. Her middle and ring fingers were shapeless masses. She didn’t want to try to move them. The marks from her wedding and engagement rings were gone.
 
   Don’t cry. Don’t. Once you start you won’t be able to stop.
 
   Impassiveness sure as hell wasn’t an option, despite her thoughts to the contrary. She pressed her head against the wall as big angry tears seeped out, and slammed her good hand against the concrete. The pain was unnatural. But at least they hadn’t cuffed her to the bed. She was free to move around.
 
   The cell went dark, which was just about the cherry on her shit sundae for the day. She heaved a giant sob and fumbled her way to the bed. Her thoughts blended together, blurring the line between reality and fantasy, her mind racing with dark illusions of what she would do to her captors if she were armed. 
 
   She’d shoot Murdock in the shoulder first. Just to watch him bleed before deciding where to focus her attention next. Maybe pistol whip him so he knew what it felt like. The guards were big on that particular technique. Oh, and she’d need a stiletto heel to grind into the wound. She liked that idea. A lot. It was dripping with irony, the kind he’d never appreciate.
 
   She’d gouge Fischer’s eyes out with her fingernails. Kick him in the groin, over and over. Hit him with his own goddamn baton. Call him a motherfucking sweetheart while she did it. He’d hate that.
 
   She’d cut off Powell’s balls with a knife. No, a dull, rusty razor blade. Snap his arm in two. A nice compound fracture, the blood dripping down from the bone as he pissed all over himself from the pain. See how he liked it then. 
 
   Then she’d move on to less pleasant things. Things she’d only read about in horror novels. Terrible ways of suffering they’d never contemplated before. She enjoyed imagining her revenge. Making them all scream and beg for their mommies. Adjusting her plans just in case they fucked up her other hand. She still had her legs. Her feet. Her teeth. There were so many things she could do to them if she only had the chance.
 
   She shook her head, upset that she’d been reduced to this. A goddamn animal with a penguin claw and a busted up face, thirsting for vengeance like a savage. Yet again she questioned why the fuck no one had put a stop to it. Surely she hadn’t been the only one who cared.
 
   It was hard to stay positive, but something like this could not be happening in the United States without someone, anyone, putting up a fight. The public had to know about the raids. About how she and Jack were no longer in Harrisburg. How most of Congress had either left or been terminated. American citizens had to care. They had to fight. The nation’s history was too rich with revolution to do otherwise.
 
   She just wanted to know where the hell they were.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Eighteen
 
   The Past
 
   The headline made Caroline sick: Former McIntyre Girlfriend Tells All
 
   And tell she had, to the Philadelphia Inquirer. A supposedly legitimate source of journalistic integrity. She’d prattled on about Jack’s travails with other women, his proclivities in bed, his tendency to fuck and run. She’d even thrown in some horrific accusations about bad business practices. Some of the sex stuff was true; Caroline wasn’t about to deny that. But most of the article contained nothing but dirty, dirty lies.
 
   The press latched onto every grimy piece of pseudo-scandal they could as the summer progressed. Perhaps because it wasn’t quite peak campaign season or they were simply spellbound by the sleazy tales surrounding the Republican candidate for governor. Muckraking had devolved into yellow journalism of the worst kind. A never-ending stream of hyperbole, innuendo, and flat out libel that gave Caroline a constant headache.
 
   For the past two weeks, the tabloids and even the mainstream media had been all over grainy footage of she and Jack almost in flagrante delicto in an elevator at the Fairmont Hotel in Pittsburgh. They were of course in the elevator car alone, and both of them had consumed a good amount of alcohol during a successful fundraiser. Caroline naively assumed they were in a private space. It didn’t occur to her that a luxury hotel might have a security system with cameras that were literally everywhere. If her brain had been clearer, she might have exercised more restraint. Needless to say, they received a considerable amount of less than favorable coverage, and pictures of them making out and coming close to doing much more than that were all over the internet. 
 
   Kathleen found it hilarious but stopped making jokes once she realized it was upsetting Caroline. Tom told her that all in all it wasn’t that bad; the angle of the camera and the lighting in the elevator were quite flattering. Christine assured her that it wasn’t as bad as it appeared and had probably done the best job of calming her down. The day after the story broke, Caroline came very close to crying on her shoulder after making the mistake of reading a few blog entries. She never imagined she’d be called a slut or worse on national television or on message boards. She remained grateful her parents hadn’t been alive to see it, and that the girls were away at camp with no access to electronics. Caroline had no proof but firmly believed that someone at the hotel sold the footage to Jeffrey Murdock, who leaked it to the press. But that was the least of her concerns now. 
 
   She threw the article down on the table in disgust. “The hits just keep on coming, don’t they?  You think the press would give it a rest for a week.”
 
   “Not when they consider this kind of crap newsworthy,” Jack said.
 
   “I don’t get it. None of this happened during your congressional campaign, did it?”
 
   Jack went over to the wet bar and poured himself a large glass of whiskey. “It wasn’t this bad. Then again, I wasn’t running for statewide office, either.”
 
   “This is ridiculous. How many times can they get away with this?”
 
   He sat down at the table and took her hand. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know this is causing you a lot of stress.”
 
   “I don’t like that they’re lying about you.”
 
   He laughed. “Sweetheart, we’re politicians. If we’re not lying, they are.”
 
   Her self-righteousness kicked into high gear. “I don’t lie.”
 
   Jack took a sip of whiskey and handed her the glass. “I know. That’s not what I meant.”
 
   She gulped down some of the brown liquid. It burned. “It all seems like overkill. Why is this happening now?”
 
   “Because Murdock is an asshole. A bigger asshole than the Democrat I faced last time.”
 
   “You think this is personal,” Caroline said. “That he’s behind it all.”
 
   “It’s not just that. I think it’s geared at you, too.”
 
   Caroline didn’t want to start an argument, but his interpretation went a bit too far. “Now you’re overanalyzing, Jack. This has nothing to do with me.”
 
   “It has everything to do with you. He has this odd fixation on you, Caroline. I don’t quite know why, but he does.”
 
   “How do you know this?”
 
   Jack averted his eyes. “I just know. That’s all.”
 
   Well, that was helpful. “How do you know?”
 
   He sighed. “Sweetheart, I don’t want you to get upset.”
 
   Anytime anyone said that to her, she usually lost her temper. She decided to hear him out. “Why are you so concerned about my reaction? And about his behavior?”
 
   “He…said things to me while we were dating.”
 
   “More than what you already told me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you going to give me specifics?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You don’t need to protect me. I can handle the bad words.”
 
   “I know. My concern is that there’s more behind it. Murdock is dangerous. He can hurt you.”
 
   “Aren’t you being a tad overdramatic?”
 
   “I’m not. He doesn’t like me, and he especially doesn’t like you. That man has a vendetta.”
 
   Jack was being too protective. Too analytical. Politics was politics. Maybe Murdock had taken it badly when she refused to go out with him, but the mudslinging during the campaign was business as usual. Nothing more, nothing less.
 
   “No,” Caroline said firmly. “That man wants to be governor.”
 
   “He knows he’s losing,” Jack said. “So he’s going to go out with a bang.”
 
   She felt another headache coming on and grabbed the glass of whiskey. “Can we talk about something else?” she asked, finishing off the drink and getting up to pour another.
 
   Jack groaned as she settled onto his lap. “Like what?”
 
   She leaned in for a kiss. “Wanna know what I’m wearing to Chrissy’s fundraiser tonight?”
 
   “We still have to go to that thing?”
 
   Caroline nibbled at his ear. “Be nice, Monty. You promised me you’d go, remember?”
 
   “But now I’m in a shitty mood and would much prefer to stay in.”
 
   As if she didn’t know his secret codes. He’d get laid soon enough. “Then have another whiskey or two before we leave.”
 
   Jack took the glass from her hand. “I was going to do that anyway.” She wriggled her ass back and forth against his thigh, and he grinned. “Are you going to dry hump my leg, sweetheart?”
 
   “No.” Caroline gave him a disgruntled look. “Just for that, you don’t get to help me pick out my undergarments.”
 
   Jack slid his hand under her skirt. “I can help you out of the ones you’re wearing right now.”
 
   She jumped off his lap. “First one in bed and undressed gets to pick the position.”
 
   He polished off the remaining whiskey and slammed the glass down. “You’re on.”  
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Reporters. Caroline had reached the end of her rope with reporters. She slipped down the hall to the ladies’ room to freshen herself up before facing the press. The night had gone by slowly. Too slowly for her taste. Mostly because she hadn’t been drinking save for the shots she hastily downed with Tom right before Jack came to whisk her away. He was tired, he said. The stress of the campaign, he said. He took it a bit too far when he said that Caroline was exhausted too. Something about lady problems. Tom winked at them both. He knew better. 
 
   When Jack got to the edge of the ballroom he made it clear to Caroline that he was neither tired nor stressed, and they had to get home as quickly as possible before people started noticing the bulge in his suit trousers.
 
   She certainly wasn’t going to argue with that request.
 
   Now she stood in one of the stalls in the ladies’ room, pondering the idea that had been in her head all night. Could she do it? How would Jack react? She shoved her concerns to the wayside, yanking her panties down and stuffing them in her purse.
 
   You only live once.
 
   She stepped out to wash her hands, took a deep breath, and prepared herself to confront the press. They were right outside the door waiting for her. She practically bumped into a guy holding out his phone to start recording whatever statement she was going to make. That was all she needed. If she tripped and fell and God forbid, sprawled out, they’d all know that her underwear was in her clutch. What the hell had she been thinking? And who were they, camped out in front of a goddamn restroom so they could steal a juicy quote? She could see Jack standing a few feet behind them, nodding his head. It was go time.
 
   “May I help you?” she asked.
 
   They all started talking at once and she raised her hand. “Come on, guys. Control yourselves. One at a time. I’ll take three questions.” She turned to the man with the phone jammed in her face. She could be charming. Not for long, but she could try. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Do you have any comment on the article that appeared in the Inquirer this morning detailing the accusations regarding your husband’s affairs?”
 
   “My husband is not having an affair,” Caroline said sharply, silently admonishing herself the instant the words left her lips. 
 
   Listen to their questions. Think before answering. 
 
   They wanted her to lose her temper over something insignificant so they could get some clickbait. “Next question. And not from you,” she added, gesturing to phone guy.
 
   A younger reporter stepped forward, one she recognized from Pennsylvania Public Radio. Hopefully he was safe. “Is there any truth to the rumor that the Murdock campaign is behind the negative publicity dogging Representative McIntyre?” he asked.
 
   Representative Gerard would get hard hitting questions. Policy questions. Highbrow, reflective questions. Perhaps even an invitation to a Sunday morning talk show. But Jack McIntyre’s wife got the bottom of the barrel. The smarmy, shallow shit festering in the mind of every male reporter who yearned for a scoop. Caroline hated the gap between her two identities but knew better than to give a lecture on gender roles and the unrealistic expectations placed upon political wives. Kathleen would kill her. 
 
   “I have no personal knowledge of that,” she said. “And I am not one to speculate. However, Representative Murdock has not distanced himself from these stories and has sought to play them up in his own public appearances.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “Look,” she said, cutting him off. “I’m going to make one statement on this matter, so you all better be paying attention. I am married to a good, decent, and honest man. He has assured me that these accusations are false and I take him at his word. This election should not be about conduct that took place decades ago, conduct that has no bearing on whether or not John McIntyre is qualified to be governor of Pennsylvania. We should be discussing the issues but we’re not, because the Murdock campaign doesn’t want people to be able to draw the distinctions between policy positions. He’s seen the poll numbers. He’s playing a desperation game, although I have to admit I would have expected this behavior a little closer to November.”
 
   “Are you-”
 
   “I’m not done yet,” Caroline interrupted. “If Representative Murdock wants to make this race about morality and human dignity, then he’ll have to deal with the consequences, including any inquiries that may take place with regard to his own behavior in similar situations. Focus on the facts. Weigh the credibility of the people behind the statements. But I can swear to you, right now, my husband is not guilty of those accusations. He is not a perfect man, but it is beneath the people of this Commonwealth for the press to pander to the lowest common denominator and engage in the politics of personal destruction. It does nothing to advance the collective public narrative.” She took a deep breath. “That is all I have to say on the matter. I will not be taking any further questions regarding this story. Have a nice night.” 
 
   She broke through the small press cadre and headed toward Jack, who couldn’t hide the goofy grin on his face. Maybe her voice carried further than she intended. He extended an elbow and she looped her arm through his.
 
   “You are fucking magnificent,” he whispered.
 
   She sighed. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline took a minute to chat with the limo driver while Jack was trapped on a phone call with Greg. He hated being in the car with her when he hashed out campaign events, particularly when difficult topics were being discussed. Most of his discussions with his campaign manager seemed to involve negative press coverage. Greg couldn’t look her in the eye ever since he’d thoroughly examined (as Jack had put it) the footage from the hotel in Pittsburgh. Caroline had the sinking feeling that Greg now pictured her naked every time he saw her. She had yet to share this theory with Jack.
 
   Her husband slid his phone into his jacket pocket and motioned for the driver to open the door. “Let’s go.”
 
   She climbed into the back seat as delicately as possible. “Is everything okay?”
 
   His voice was clipped. “Fine.”
 
   Jack sat down beside her, loosening his tie. His good mood teetered on the edge. One phone call and her passionate speech to the press had been forgotten. She needed to get him to lighten up, and quickly. The security screen slid up as they pulled away from the hotel.
 
   “What’s that for?” He gestured at the screen.
 
   Caroline brushed back his hair and smiled at him.  “Told the driver to take the long way home.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Why?”
 
   Her smile grew wider. “Have you ever seen No Way Out?”
 
   Jack slid a finger under his shirt collar. “Uh, a long time ago.”
 
   She unbuttoned the top button of his shirt. “Is that better?”
 
   He let out a slow breath. “Yes.” Whatever had temporarily driven him to anger faded away, replaced by curiosity. 
 
   “That’s so cute that you’re nervous,” she said. “The King of Seduction, worried about what would happen if he banged his wife in a limo.”
 
   “You caught me off guard, sweetheart.”
 
   “I thought you needed to relax a little. You seemed so stressed out a minute ago.” 
 
   “That moment has passed,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline let her fingers drift from button to button. She would take her time with this part. “While I’m doing this, why don’t you check and see what’s in my purse?”
 
   Jack unzipped the small black bag, pulling out a pair of panties. “Are these-?”
 
   “No, Jack.” She tried not to laugh. “They’re someone else’s.”
 
   “Is this why you took so long in the bathroom before we left?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   He tucked the underwear into an interior jacket pocket. “You gave that impassioned, serious, downright self-righteous statement to those reporters while you weren’t wearing any panties?”
 
   She batted his hands down when he tried to reach around and unzip her dress. “Yup.”
 
   She slid a hand beneath his undershirt and raked her fingernails down his bare chest. Jack groaned. “Jesus, woman.”
 
   “You don’t like it?”
 
   “I do, I do. I just – you never cease to amaze me.”
 
   Caroline lifted up the shirt and kissed his chest. “I like to keep you on your toes.”
 
   “You were incredible with them. You know that, right?”
 
   “I was just being myself.”
 
   Jack kissed her. “You’re so much more than that. I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” He still seemed preoccupied. “What did Greg want to talk to you about?”
 
   “My campaign manager took issue with my assessment of your statement.”
 
   Caroline smiled. Though he was a fantastic operative, Greg got too hung up on the small stuff sometimes. “You know what I think of that. Fuck him.”
 
   Jack laughed. “I couldn’t agree more.”
 
   She let one hand drift down his stomach, toward his belt. She loved his suspenders but on some occasions the belt was much more practical. She unbuckled it slowly, never breaking eye contact with him. She didn’t need him to take off his pants for this, but there was something about an undone belt and a disheveled dress shirt. Especially on her husband. So fucking sexy. 
 
   She slid to her knees on the floor. “There are other things I can do that are just as incredible. Do you know what I’ve always wanted to do to you in the back of a limo?”
 
   He groaned as she started teasing his legs with her fingers, inching her way up his thighs. “I can take a haphazard guess.”
 
   Caroline laughed softly and unzipped his pants. “I bet you’d be right.”
 
   “Sweetheart, you don’t have to-”
 
   “I want to.” She nuzzled his abs with her nose. “You look so sexy in this tuxedo. You should really wear it more often.”
 
   Jack gripped the edge of the backseat as she tongued the area around his belly button. “I may sleep in it from now on.”
 
   “Sometimes I love fundraisers,” she whispered, taking him in her mouth. She finally started to feel the effects of the shots she’d done with Tom. Christine would be less than pleased. Not only had Jack and Caroline ditched out of her fundraiser early, but Caroline had done her best to get her husband liquored up.
 
   Of course she had very little shyness left when it came to Jack and their sex life, but she didn’t worry nearly as much about what she did when she wasn’t entirely sober. She could feel Jack’s hands gently stroking her hair as he tried to maintain some amount of control. If she hadn’t been occupied, she would have laughed. She stopped to look up at him. “Still having second thoughts?”
 
   He shook his head no. Good. She’d rendered him speechless. She teased the head of his cock for a few minutes before taking him in her mouth again.
 
   “Good thing we’re not in an elevator right now,” Jack choked.
 
   Caroline pulled away from him again. “No jokes. I want to be able to concentrate.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “Please, go back to what you were doing.” He gripped the seat again as she took him deep. “Fuck.”
 
   A stream of random obscenities tumbled from his mouth and he brought his hands to the back of Caroline’s head again, tugging on her hair. It stung a little but she found herself enjoying the pain, turned on by the sounds Jack made. She liked to think that she did things to him that no other woman had done, because he’d never had any complaints. His cock hit the back of her throat as he pulled her toward him, and she swallowed to keep from gagging, then drew back slowly and started in again.
 
   “I love you, Caroline,” he groaned. “Holy – fucking – shit. Don’t stop, baby. Keep doing that.”
 
   Jack wrapped his fingers in her hair, loosening her bobby pins. Caroline tried not to grin. She loved this. And he was distracted enough that maybe tonight would be the night when he’d finally let go, let her finish him off. She always wondered why he wouldn’t let her do that.  Most of the time it wasn’t an issue since she ended up enjoying whatever ride he decided to take her on, but for once she wished… 
 
   She felt Jack tugging at her hair again, this time pulling her backward.
 
   “On my lap,” he ordered. “Now.”
 
   Caroline resisted his request, continuing to suck him while teasing his balls with her hands.
 
   His hands were on her shoulders now. Every word took tremendous effort, which meant he was close. “Caroline, please. I want to be inside you.”
 
   She pulled back, about to tell him that technically he’d just been inside her, but he yanked her up before she had a chance to speak.
 
   Jack gazed at her with hooded eyes, a fine sheen of sweat on his forehead. “I want to take advantage of the fact that your undies are in my jacket,” he whispered. “Maybe I’ll leave them there for the next fundraiser, to give you something to think about.”
 
   When he said shit like that, she couldn’t turn him down. She climbed quickly onto his lap. Her thighs were damp.
 
   He smiled. “I see you’re excited about something.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes and sighed as he slid a finger inside her, then another. “Your voice does things to me.”
 
   Jack chuckled softly, starting to tease her clit. “I’m happy that my response to what you were doing turned you on.” She leaned into his neck as he pulled his fingers out but continued to stroke her clit gently. He pressed the tip of his cock inside her. “Such a good girl,” he said.
 
   “Please,” she whispered.
 
   “Have you been good?”
 
   She’d almost given him a complete goddamn blowjob in a moving vehicle. He could bet his sweet ass she’d been good. But it took too much effort to be cheeky. “Yes.”
 
   “Damn right you have.” He held her hips steady and slammed into her, groaning loudly. He gripped the back of her head with one hand, the other at her waist, and thrust into her once. “So fucking good,” he murmured, fingering her clit again.
 
   “Don’t stop,” Caroline whispered.
 
   “I won’t,” Jack said, caressing her slowly until she cried out and came hard around his cock. “Good girl. That one belongs to me.”
 
   That phrase. His voice. He killed her with both. He thrust up, shuddering as she rocked against him, until he bit her neck and shattered inside her.
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbled, trying to catch his breath. “Meant to last longer.”
 
   Caroline rested her head on his shoulder. Her legs were still shaking, and he didn’t strike her as being all that steady, either. “Don’t talk,” she whispered. “Enjoy the moment for once.”
 
   She hugged herself to him, listening as their heart rates returned to normal. Jack stroked her hair lightly, trying to avoid getting his fingers tangled in the random bobby pins that had come undone as a result of their passionate coupling. She winced as he accidentally pulled one a little too hard.
 
   “I’m sorry, baby,” Jack said. “Did that hurt?”
 
   “It’s fine,” she said softly. “I told you to be quiet.”
 
   “I’m sorry I kind of skimped out on you. I promise, once we get home-”
 
   Caroline sighed so that she wouldn’t laugh. Of course he would refuse to sit back for the rest of the ride. He couldn’t help but turn remarkably chatty when ordered to relax. “Didn’t you notice that massive orgasm I had?”
 
   “I might have,” he said. “But you always deserve more than one. Especially after that feat you just pulled.”
 
   “I know you’re good for it.” She let out another laugh. “Best quickie ever.”
 
   He kissed her neck. “Your silver tongue has many wonderful uses.”
 
   Caroline threw her arms around him again. “You’ve been saving that one up, haven’t you?” She held onto him for longer than she needed to, then pulled back to look at him. He looked spent but incredibly, dreadfully handsome. She wiped the rest of the perspiration off his face, fixing the part in his hair.
 
   “Maybe.” Jack grinned back at her. “Was it worth repeating?”
 
   She waved her hand. “Eh, moderately palatable. Although I do appreciate your acknowledgment of my many oral skills. If I were you, I wouldn’t whip it out unless I’d been drinking. I’m less critical when I’m not clear-headed.”
 
   “You’re a little more daring too.”
 
   “I go down on you all the time when I’m stone cold sober.”
 
   “I know,” he said hastily. “But holy fuck, you were…wow.”
 
   She grinned again. “There are no words?”
 
   “You heard the ones I used. There is no civilized way to describe the way that felt.” 
 
   Caroline batted her eyelashes at him. “Mr. McIntyre, you do wonders for a girl’s self-esteem.”
 
   He kissed her. “You’re fantastic, sweetheart. In so many ways.”
 
   “Am I your good girl?” she asked.
 
   Jack smiled at her rakishly. “I only use that phrase because it seems to turn you on so much.”
 
   It turned her on again just thinking about how he sounded when he said it. “It does. You have no idea what it does to me. What your voice does to me.”
 
   “Oh, I think I might have a clue.” He kissed her again. “I love you. More than you will ever know.”
 
   “I love you too.” She leaned her head on his shoulder again, tugging at his suit jacket. “You are going to give me my panties back, right?”
 
   He laughed. “Maybe.” 
 
   Caroline squirmed a little. Their enthusiasm had wrecked their wardrobes. His pants were probably ruined. “I think you better. In the interests of modesty.”
 
   “Guess I forgot about the practical effects of having unprotected sex in a moving vehicle.” Jack pulled her underwear out of his pocket and handed them to her, looking out the window. “Getting close to the house,” he said. “Apparently your long way home was just long enough.”
 
   “Good.” Caroline yawned. “I’m kind of tired.” She laughed when she saw the look on his face. “Don’t worry, I’m not too tired for round two.” She slowly moved off of Jack’s lap, smoothing out her dress and slipping her panties back on as delicately as possible.  He gave her an alarmed look. “What?” she asked.
 
   “Your hair is a little messed up.”
 
   He hadn’t noticed before? “Can’t imagine why.” 
 
   Jack tried to level out Caroline’s random flyaways. “I didn’t mean to wreck your hair. I guess I got a little overly aggressive.”
 
   She tugged at a random bobby pin, giving Jack her most solemn expression. “Do you think the limo driver will notice what we’ve been up to?”
 
   “Oh, shit.” He started moving his hands to the back of her head, trying to put the pins back into place.
 
   Caroline grabbed his chin. He looked so worried. “Monty, stop. I was joking.”
 
   “Oh,” he said. “I see.”
 
   His panicked face was too much. “You’re very amusing sometimes.” She leaned in for a hug. “Don’t worry about my hair. It’s fine.”
 
   Jack wrapped his arms around her. “You don’t know what you do to me. Sometimes I get carried away.”
 
   She laughed. “I know. It’s kind of fun. You can laugh. It’s okay. I won’t be offended.”
 
   “I don’t want people to disrespect you or make judgments about your virtue because I can’t keep my hands off of you.”
 
   Caroline kissed his cheek. “It’s okay. Give the driver a big tip and I’m sure he won’t see a damn thing. And I love when you get a little…cavemannish.”
 
   “Cavemannish? Did you just make up a word?”
 
   “Yes.” She leaned in to kiss his neck, unable to think of any good reason not to start seducing him again.
 
   “Hmm,” Jack said. “Might have to clarify the definition of that phrase once we get back to the house. I do owe you another orgasm.”
 
   Such language usually meant she’d get many, many more than one. “Can’t wait for that. Should be very illuminating.”
 
   He trailed a finger down her neck to her cleavage, slipping it under the top of her bra. “Indeed it will be.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   The Past
 
   It should have been a run of the mill Homeland Security hearing but as it progressed it turned into more. Committee hearings were broadcast on C-SPAN, if at all. Usually no one paid much attention to them. Once word got out that Representative Gerard was repeatedly laying into Representative Murdock, the press jumped all over it.  Caroline had to field questions from a number of reporters after the hearing ended and was getting a bit bored. She looked over at Katie, who gave her a giant thumbs up while typing frantically on her phone.
 
   Caroline was chatting with a young reporter from The Hill named Paul, if she remembered correctly. After standing there being bombarded with the same questions over and over, she hoped he would soon run his course.
 
   “Congresswoman, was there anything personal behind your exchange with Representative Murdock this morning?”
 
   How many times had different members of the press asked her that in the last twenty minutes? Hadn’t he been paying attention? “Nothing personal about it. Just doing my job.”
 
   “You’re not normally that aggressive with a member of your own party,” he said.
 
   “That’s not true.” Caroline tried not to sound too sharp. She had to start improving her tone. She’d been slipping lately. “I’ve made it clear during my time on this committee that given the sensitive nature of what we discuss and the potential ramifications of what we decide, I will not stand for other members or their staffers providing false information to Congress or to the American public. I’ve called people out before and I’m sure I’ll do it again before my term is up.”
 
   “So this had nothing to do with the Murdock ad containing footage from your speech endorsing your husband’s opponent during the last election cycle?”
 
   The ad had come out the week before, and Caroline still occasionally seethed about it. This kid was too antagonistic for his own good, but she assumed he didn’t know how he sounded. “Nothing at all,” she said calmly. “Although as I’m sure you know, that ad was incredibly deceptive.”
 
   “Is that why you finally appeared in an advertisement for your husband’s campaign?”
 
   Caroline was determined not to lose it with this kid. She glanced over at Katie, who motioned for her to wrap it up. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out why she issued the response, but she refused to give Murdock any more ammunition. She remained hesitant to take a larger role in Jack’s campaign, but the summer had taken a vicious turn.  
 
   Jack was bound and determined to stay away from negative campaigning, but Murdock took it upon himself to sling every bit of mud he could. After the Inquirer article gained traction, he contacted more old girlfriends, business partners, and former employees…anyone who had anything harmful to say about their experiences with John McIntyre. He claimed no responsibility at all but Caroline knew better. 
 
   Using Caroline’s speech against Jack had been the last straw. She demanded to appear in an ad by herself, responding both to the accusations posed by Murdock and to finally explain why her speech was in error. Jack hadn’t wanted to put her in that position but relented after Greg convinced him that it would provide the campaign with a nice bounce.
 
   “It was the right time.” She gave him a charming smile. “Can’t hide me away forever. You know how I love attention.”
 
   Paul actually laughed. “Fair enough.” His tone turned serious again. “Are you concerned about any blowback you may receive from engaging in what appeared to be a heated argument with a fellow member of the Democratic Party?”
 
   “Not concerned at all,” Caroline said breezily. “I call it like I see it. And you know that, Paul. Don’t go searching for something that isn’t there.”
 
   “How’s the gubernatorial campaign going?”
 
   “I can’t say too much.” An outright lie; she could say whatever the hell she wanted. Always had, always would. But what she wanted and what was best for the campaign were often different things. “The poll numbers look pretty good from where I’m standing.”
 
   “Is it easier to be the spouse than the candidate?”
 
   A half-truth wouldn’t hurt. Maybe if Paul spent more time in Washington he’d start to recognize them. “Infinitely easier,” she said. “Although hearing the criticism is sometimes hard. Jack has the experience necessary for the role and would make a very competent governor. And I’m sure the voters of Pennsylvania will make the right decision in November.”
 
   Paul made some notes. “One final question, Representative Gerard. Any comment on how the Cubs are faring this season?”
 
   She avoided all sports websites just so she wouldn’t be tempted to read about her beloveds at the bottom of the division. “You’re treacherously close to crossing the line,” Caroline said. Kathleen waved at her and pointed at her watch. Finally. The perfect out that she’d neglected to think of earlier. “If you’ll excuse me, I do have to get going.”
 
   “Thank you for answering my questions,” Paul said. 
 
   Caroline made a mental note to put him on her list of acceptable press people. He was young and a bit too pushy sometimes, but was cordial and polite. She liked that. “No problem,” she said. “Have a good one.”
 
   Kathleen smiled as she walked over to her. “Nice job, boss.”
 
   “What the hell were you doing all the way over there?” Caroline asked, trying not to lose her temper. “You’re supposed to come bail me out when shit like that happens. These small time recent J school grads are like fucking vultures sometimes.”
 
   “You know how to handle yourself. Calm down,” Kathleen said.
 
   Easy for her to say. She’d been playing on her phone for the last couple of hours. “I could have used that watch trick about ten minutes ago.”
 
   “You were fine. You’ve convinced the entire press corps that you went to charm school. I’ve been busy responding to some of your Twitter followers who, curiously enough, made the same observations as those reporters just did.”
 
   The room was almost empty. Caroline could vent. “There usually aren’t that many members of the press at these routine hearings.”
 
   Kathleen squeezed Caroline’s shoulder. “Most of them filtered in after the first time you criticized Murdock. Word gets out fast when there’s a juicy bit of gossip or personal conflict for them to write about.”
 
   She didn’t need that. Bad press for her translated to bad press for Jack. She’d been butting heads with Greg Keller for the past few weeks and didn’t want to poke the bear. “Was it that obvious?”
 
   Kathleen stepped closer to her. “Depends on who you’re talking to. It looked personal to me. You have to be careful, boss. Although you did a pretty good job regardless. I was live tweeting the entire thing. From your official account, of course.”
 
   “I hope you made it clear that I wasn’t the one doing the tweeting. What’s the verdict?”
 
   “It’s pretty evenly split between people who think you’re a giant bitch and people who think you’re the Second Coming. Oh, and there’s also a large contingent of people who think you’re now a DINO.”
 
   A Democrat In Name Only. Putting a demeaning label on her because she did her damn job. How clever and original of them. “Good, just the reaction I was hoping for.” She lowered her voice as the other members and staffers filtered out of the room. “You don’t think I went too far, do you?”
 
   “Hell no,” Kathleen said quietly. “That was fantastic. You made Murdock look like a total idiot and caught him off guard. I’d bet dollars to donuts there’s a giant teddy bear at your desk by the time we get back to your office.” 
 
   “Jack knows better. I’m wagering on chocolate or flowers.” Her breath caught in her throat as Jeffrey Murdock made his way to the door, followed by a very harried young female staffer. Caroline told herself not to smile but failed miserably, and she could tell Kathleen was holding back a laugh as Murdock pushed past them.
 
   He whirled around and headed toward Caroline. “Nicely done, Gerard,” he said. “Your husband must be proud.”
 
   “I’m sure he is, generally speaking,” she said. “I was just doing my job.”
 
   “Going head to head with a fellow party member is part of your job?”
 
   “No. Calling you out on your bullshit is, though. Next time make sure you bring accurate information to your committee hearings. Unless you were being purposely deceptive.” She smiled at him. “And I would never want to accuse you of that.” 
 
   “You’ve had an eventful couple of months,” Murdock said. “I saw that footage of you and Jack at the Fairmont. I bet you get around. Any chance we get to see you sucking some random guy’s cock in the elevator at the Dulles Airport Hilton? I’d hate to see you limit your skills to just one man.”
 
   Kathleen stepped forward. “Hey, now.”
 
   Murdock gave her a patronizing look. “Stay out of it, Ms. Thalberg. It’s not like you know much about male anatomy anyway.”
 
   “Don’t speak that way to her,” Caroline snapped.
 
   He scowled. “Oh, are you going to defend everyone’s honor today? Too bad you forgot about the ranking member on the committee.”
 
   Fuck it. Her professionalism could afford to take a short holiday. Especially after his disturbingly perceptive insinuation about her conduct in Pittsburgh. “You don’t deserve shit,” Caroline hissed. “You got exactly what you had coming to you, and you know it. I don’t like when people try to deceive the public. About anything. But especially national security.”
 
   Murdock sniffed the air. “You and your quixotic quests for truth, justice, and the American Way. Damn, but you’re naïve sometimes. I’m surprised you didn’t bake us all a fucking apple pie. It’s not my fault you can’t handle the big time, Gerard.”
 
   Caroline knew not to get in the mud with pigs but sometimes she couldn’t resist. “Jack is going to wipe the floor with you. And I can’t wait to see it.”
 
   “I hope you keep making ads for the McIntyre campaign,” Murdock said. “Your tits looked really nice in the last one.”
 
   She was about two seconds away from throwing down and rolling up her sleeves, and her chief of staff knew it. Kathleen grabbed Caroline by the arm and started yanking her out of the committee room. “This conversation, if that’s what you want to call it, is over,” she said, pushing Caroline out the door in front of her.
 
   Caroline shook Kathleen off once they were in the hallway. “You could have at least let me kick him in the balls,” she muttered.
 
   Kathleen straightened her jacket. “Believe me, that would have definitely come across as too personal.”
 
   “Jeffrey Murdock is a colossal turd.”
 
   “Can I stitch that on a sampler and put it on Etsy?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Kathleen glanced down the hall at Murdock’s retreating figure, the young aide slinking along behind him. “I think he might have issues with women.”
 
   Caroline choked back a sardonic laugh. “You think?”
 
   “I feel very bad for his female employees.”
 
   Caroline thought of the glum look on the aide’s face as she lagged behind Murdock in the committee room. She couldn’t imagine the type of work environment that existed in his office, especially for those who weren’t male. A culture of silence pervaded his employment practices and he had a huge amount of turnover, so there had to be a slimy fire hiding somewhere in the smoke. “So do I.”
 
   Kathleen patted her shoulder. “You okay?”
 
   As if she were the only one who’d caught one of his barbs. “I’m fine. I’ve heard worse. He didn’t offend you, did he? Fucking ass.”
 
   “Nope, I’m fine.” Kathleen grinned. “He’s yet another reminder of why I most often prefer the company of women.”
 
   “If he’d used stronger language with you, I might have kicked him in the balls then.”
 
   Kathleen pressed the button for the elevator. Murdock and his aide were long gone. “You know he wanted to. He might be a homophobe as well as a misogynist.”
 
   “No doubt.” Caroline’s expression turned serious. “Don’t tell Jack, or anyone else, what just transpired here. Okay?”
 
   Kathleen frowned at her. “Caroline, people deserve to know what an asshole that guy is.”
 
   Jack was hyperprotective enough. If Kathleen told him about the confrontation with Murdock, he was liable to send Caroline to committee hearings with a bodyguard, a pit bull, or both. “I think they’re starting to figure it out. He’s letting them know all by himself.”
 
   “You just don’t want Jack to retaliate.”
 
   “You’re right, I don’t. It would look very, very bad if a Republican candidate got arrested for pummeling his Democratic opponent. Jack almost did it last year when we first started dating, after Murdock made some icky remark to him.”
 
   “I remember. I think it’s sweet that you married a man as hot tempered as you.”
 
   Caroline smiled at Kathleen. She and Jack got into arguments more often than she cared to admit, but never about anything critical to their relationship.  They argued mostly about policy issues or with regard to Jack’s fiercely protective behavior toward her. Their heated quarrels always led to some pretty intense making up, so she wouldn’t dare complain about it. Jack had been quick to anger lately. She was starting to understand why some people thought he was a jerk, but knew it was because he was eager to defend her. The campaign had taken its toll on both of them, though she escaped it more often by correctly claiming that she had a responsibility to serve out her term. Jack was more likely to blow off his congressional duties while Caroline was still in Washington or her district on at least a weekly basis.
 
   Jack had exchanged words with a man at a campaign rally whom he overheard making a less than appropriate remark to Caroline after footage of the elevator incident leaked, and it hadn’t ended well. She noticed recently that there were a few more aides hanging around them as they worked campaign crowds, probably to keep him in check. It didn’t seem to be affecting his appeal to the electorate; to the contrary, they seemed to embrace his new identity as the doting husband shielding his wife from harm. Caroline thought it was funny since he knew damn well she could hold her own with anyone. But it was still comforting.
 
   “Want to grab something to eat before I head to Philadelphia?” she asked.
 
   Kathleen raised her eyebrows. “Got a campaign stop you didn’t tell me about?”
 
   As if Caroline didn’t know better. “It is my understanding that Candidate McIntyre has cleared his calendar for me this evening. And I really need a damn swim. I have some anger to burn off.”
 
   “You’re gonna have some calories to burn off, too,” Kathleen said. “Let’s go to that Mexican place I like.”
 
   She smiled and put her arm around Kathleen. “Sure.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline tossed her purse on the table and grabbed a small vase from the cabinet under the sink. Jack had indeed sent her roses. She filled the vase with water and arranged the flowers in it, then put it in the center of the kitchen island. It brightened the room up a bit. In hindsight, she would have preferred a box of gourmet chocolate, but she wasn’t about to complain. He must have moved lightning fast to get the florist to deliver them to her office so quickly after the hearing. She wasn’t about to take him or his many romantic overtures for granted. The campaign was wearing on him and it was starting to show. She was glad to have him to herself for the night. He needed a break.
 
   Caroline removed her makeup and slipped into her swimsuit. Jack would be home soon but she had time to do a few laps in the pool. She and Katie had devoured three baskets of chips and two giant chicken flauta plates before sharing some fried ice cream, and she knew she had to work some of that off. She grabbed a towel and her other swim gear and headed down to the pool in the basement.
 
   An extravagance, really. The backyard pool was plenty. Jack never really explained why he wanted a full size pool inside the house but it was a very nice perk of coming back to a place that Caroline still struggled to appreciate. She slid into the heated water, pulling on her swim cap and goggles. The exercise relaxed her and she swam about fifteen laps before stopping to take a break. She had just pulled off her goggles and swim cap and placed them by the side of the pool when she heard footsteps coming down the hall.
 
   “Hi, baby,” Jack said, crouching down on the tile.
 
   “Careful,” she said. “I may have splashed a little. Wouldn’t want to ruin those shiny shoes.”
 
   He reflexively looked down at his dress shoes. Still perfectly polished, as always. “They’re fine.” He smiled at her. “You beat me home.”
 
   “Of course I did. You were tooling around with some pollsters, weren’t you?”
 
   Jack rolled his eyes. “I was bored out of my mind but my aides kept me up to date as to what you were doing with your morning.”
 
   “Thank you for the flowers.”
 
   “I was told that you might have deserved more than that, but I didn’t have time to stop at a jewelry store.”
 
   That had to be a joke. His staffers were only interested in their relationship if it had an impact on Jack’s poll numbers. A meticulously monotonous bunch, as Caroline liked to say. But they knew how to run a campaign, despite their colorless personalities. 
 
   “Just doing my job,” she said. 
 
   He straightened up a little. “Not hardly. That was above and beyond.”
 
   “I called him out on his bullshit. Nothing else. Nothing more than what I’ve always done.”
 
   “You found another gear today, baby. It was magnificent to behold.”
 
   Caroline smiled shyly at him. “Now you’re going to make me blush.”
 
   “We both know it doesn’t take much.” Jack crouched down again to caress her cheek. “I know you did that for me. I appreciate your loyalty.”
 
   “Eternally devoted, I am,” she said. “To the country, of course.”
 
   He laughed again, a rich, booming sound that echoed over the tile. She hadn’t heard him laugh like that lately. It made her happy. 
 
   “And to you too,” she added, just to reassure him. Sometimes he needed reassurance more than she did.
 
   “I know,” he said quietly, then smiled again. “I think my favorite part was when you told Murdock, ‘Perhaps the gentleman from Pennsylvania has forgotten that this is a congressional hearing not a political ad, and he is therefore obligated not to mislead the other committee members.’”
 
   “Is that a direct quote?”
 
   “I watched it several times to make sure I got it right. I also enjoyed the phrase ‘duty of candor’ and that little jab at his ethics. You exposed him as the unprepared, corrupt jackass he is.” Jack knelt down to kiss her. “You’re incredible, sweetheart.”
 
   “You’re going to ruin your suit, darling. The tile’s all wet.”
 
   He kept kissing her. “Ask me if I fucking care.”
 
   A few more kisses like that and she’d forget about clothes entirely. “How are you doing?” she whispered, when they finally broke free.
 
   He resumed his crouching position. The chlorinated water had soaked through his pants. “It’ll get better, sweetheart. I promise.”
 
   Caroline sighed. A nice, neat sidestep. “I didn’t ask about myself, Jack. I asked about you.”
 
   “What affects me affects you, and vice versa.”
 
   She glared at him. He knew how much it bothered her when he avoided questions. He was a much better politician than he gave himself credit for.
 
   “It’s been a rough few weeks,” he finally said. “It’ll get better. And you really were phenomenal today. Even Greg was impressed.”
 
   Wasn’t that a compliment of the highest measure. Maybe Greg would give her a nice certificate to commemorate the occasion. With a gold star and everything. “Not sure that’s what the Twittersphere thought,” she grumbled, massaging the top of her head. “I’m a DINO now, in case you wanted to know. That, or a giant bitch, or the greatest politician in the history of the world.”
 
   “Is it an even three way split?”
 
   “I don’t know. Ask Katie.”
 
   Jack smiled. “I’m going to go with the greatest politician angle. But even if you’re a DINO, you’re my DINO. And those nerd glasses you were wearing made you look incredibly adorable.” 
 
   She couldn’t wait for the day when his perfect vision deteriorated and he had to get bifocals. She would never, ever let him hear the end of it. “They aren’t nerd glasses,” she said. “They’re totally stylish.”
 
   “Couldn’t get your contacts in today?”
 
   Caroline usually tried to avoid wearing her glasses when the cameras were on, but she’d had to do a ton of reading both before and during the hearing. They made her feel much more intellectual, and a little more threatening. Kathleen often told her that Caroline’s glasses were an indication that she meant business.
 
   “No.” She stuck her tongue out at him. “Thanks for noticing.”
 
   Jack grinned at her again. “That condescending look you gave Murdock while you slipped them down your nose was incredibly sexy.”
 
   “Now you’re lying through your teeth.”
 
   “Not in the slightest. Glad to see the sexy librarian make a reappearance. I’ve missed her.”
 
   “If my glasses slid down my nose, it was unintentional.”
 
   He leaned down to kiss her again. “You might have to work it into your routine. I kept waiting for the porn music to start.”
 
   “That’s a surefire way to improve C-SPAN’s ratings.”
 
   “I’d actually prefer if the sexy librarian only makes time for me, not the men on Homeland Security.”
 
   A hint of jealousy or maybe even fear clouded his words. He didn’t like when other people ogled her. It didn’t happen often since he was the main aesthetic draw out of the two of them. Caroline gave him a wry smile. “You’d better win, buddy. My political career is toast. And I don’t have a future as an eyewear model, either.”
 
   Jack’s grin faded to a look of concern. “I really want you to stay away from Murdock. Even when we’re at debates or other events where both candidates are in the room.”
 
   “I have a job to do. I can’t do that.”
 
   “I don’t trust him.”
 
   “I know you don’t. I don’t trust him either. But he’s harmless. Really, he is.”
 
   His eyes darkened. “Any harmless gnat can turn into a monster when granted access to power he doesn’t need or deserve.”
 
   “And you’re going to make sure he doesn’t gain any more than he already has.” Caroline pressed her fingers to his lips. “Don’t worry about it, Monty. Murdock is all hat, no cattle. Bluster without the backup. I’ve got it all under control.”
 
   Jack kissed her fingers and pushed her hand away. “I know you do, accomplished woman that you are. But I can’t help but worry about you.”
 
   Worrying about her was in his nature, and he did it too damn much. “I know. And I appreciate it. But I had my big girl pants on today and I’ll continue to hitch them up every time I have a conflict. All right?”
 
   “I have no worries about your ability to polish the floor with him, rhetorically speaking. I just wish you weren’t put in that position on a regular basis.”
 
   “It’s not that bad. And it won’t be that much longer. A few more months, if that.”
 
   “I still don’t like it. He’s a fucking prick.”
 
   “Please say that during one of your debates. Please.”
 
   “I’ll try to work it in somehow.”
 
   He was still upset and she tried to make her voice as soothing as possible. “You’re going to win, Jack. We won’t have to deal with him ever again.”
 
   He stood up and crossed his arms. “Are you wearing your contacts now?” 
 
   What an odd change of conversational course. “Nope,” Caroline said. “Can’t really see a damn thing save for the line at the bottom of the pool telling me where to go.”
 
   “For all you know, I could be naked.”
 
   Oh. Maybe the change of course wasn’t all that odd, after all. “I can see enough to know that you’re wearing a gray suit and red tie. It’s just blurry. And I can see your face pretty well.”
 
   Jack knelt down to kiss her again, and did it for long enough that she strongly considered yanking on his tie and pulling him into the water with her. Which may have happened before.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” he murmured against her lips.
 
   Caroline pulled away from him and sighed dramatically. “Honestly, you drag a fully clothed man into a pool with you once and he never lets you forget it.”
 
   “You wrecked a five thousand dollar suit.”
 
   “Your five thousand dollar suits are a dime a dozen.”
 
   “That sounds a lot like math. I thought lawyers didn’t do math.”
 
   She laughed. “I do. Only when necessary, though.”
 
   He crouched down to kiss her again. “This suit is probably destroyed anyway but I have no desire to be a sopping wet mess, if you catch my drift.”
 
   She made a pouty face. “You’re no fun.”
 
   Instead of laughing at her expression as he usually did, Jack gave her an intense look. “You know, this pool is awfully deserted. Might not be the safest place for a vulnerable woman to be alone. Any perverted old man is liable to come in here and have his way with you.”
 
   Caroline tipped her head back into the water and smoothed her hair out. He wanted to play. She could play. They hadn’t seen each other in several days. Nothing like getting back on the horse. “I should be so lucky.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, really?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Be careful what you wish for.”
 
   “I’ll take my chances,” she said, lazily gliding back into the water. She floated toward the middle of the pool, enjoying the silence, grinning when she heard a small splash. It only took a moment before the water churned and Jack’s arm was around her waist. She lifted herself up and he pulled her toward him.
 
   “Well, well,” he said. “Look what we have here.” 
 
   “May I help you?”
 
   “Just here to swim some laps.”
 
   Caroline felt him press against her hip. “In the nude?”
 
   “Does that bother you?”
 
   “Most people wear a suit to swim.”
 
   “Not me. And I lied. I’m not here to swim.”
 
   Her heart skipped a beat. “Why are you here?”
 
   “For you,” Jack said quietly. “I’ve been watching you.”
 
   “You have?”
 
   He ran his thumb along her jawline. “A woman like you really shouldn’t be left unattended. You’ve been in this pool all alone for hours.”
 
   “It hasn’t been that long.”
 
   “It seems that long.” 
 
   Jack gave a very convincing performance. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think a stalker had just waltzed into the pool. Caroline tried to keep her voice from shaking. “How did you get in here?”
 
   He smiled, enjoying the game. “I sneaked in through the back. You have lovely form.”
 
   “I – what are you going to do to me?”
 
   “Whatever you want.”
 
   “What if I want you to leave?”
 
   “I know you don’t want that.” Jack let his fingers drift down her neck. “I know exactly what you want. What you need.”
 
   “I’m a married woman,” she said.
 
   He tugged at her earlobe with his teeth. “What your husband doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”
 
   “It’s wrong.”
 
   “No.” He kissed her deeply, long enough that she was tempted to dip her hands under the water and tease his cock. Before she had the chance he pulled away, leaving her wanting more. “It’s completely right.” He traced an outline around her lips with one hand, tugging at the shoulders of her racing tank with the other. “Do you really need to be wearing this suit?” he asked.
 
   “It’s usually required when swimming, despite your opinion.”
 
   He nipped at her neck. “Not when no one else is around.”
 
   Caroline moaned softly. “You need to be careful. My husband will be home soon.”
 
   Jack chuckled. “How soon?”
 
   She gasped as he started to slip his hand under the bottom of her swimsuit, gliding his finger along her most sensitive areas. “Very soon, I’d imagine.”
 
   He leaned in to kiss her but pulled back at the last moment, chuckling at her little groan of frustration. “Then we’d better hurry.”
 
   “He’ll kill us if he catches us,” she said. “He’s a very jealous man.”
 
   “Tell me more.” He moved his hands back up to her collarbone, pulling the straps of her suit up and running them between his fingers.
 
   “He’s possessive. Very possessive. He could probably tear you apart with his bare hands.” Caroline cried out in surprise as Jack yanked her swimsuit off her shoulders. 
 
   “What about you?” he asked quietly. “What would he do to you if he caught you with another man?”
 
   She shivered as he continued to pull her swimsuit down her torso, brushing his fingers against her breasts. “I don’t know. Probably remind me whose property I am.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Property?”
 
   Caroline grinned back at him. Sometimes she had a hard time staying in character. “Come on, Monty. I’m trying really hard here. Go with it.”
 
   He kissed the top of her breasts and continued to pull her suit down. “I’m remembering that one. Wife as property. Hmm.”
 
   “Be quiet. See if I role play with you anymore.”
 
   He laughed again. Her suit had sunk to the bottom of the pool. “A little help?” he asked.
 
   She lifted up one of her legs, the suit dangling from it. Jack tossed it toward the edge of the pool and slid a finger inside her. She tilted her head slightly and he wrapped his arm around her waist, smiling as she moaned again. He slid another finger inside her, teasing her clit with his thumb.
 
   Caroline clenched her teeth. “Holy-” 
 
   “Are you distracted by something?”
 
   She bit his shoulder. “No,” she whispered.
 
   “Good.” Jack resumed teasing her clit. “Your husband doesn’t know what he’s missing.”
 
   She bit him again, harder this time. “I think he does.”
 
   He stopped what he was doing. “Is he a pervert like me?”
 
   “Much worse than you. He even had a fully equipped bedroom put in near the pool and weight rooms, with sex toys and everything.”
 
   “Why’d he do that?”
 
   “He likes me to take advantage of him after we’re done exercising in the morning.”
 
   Jack closed his eyes. “I bet he enjoys that.”
 
   Caroline ran her tongue up and down his neck, tasting pool water and salt. “As far as I can tell. Never had any complaints.”
 
   He pulled her chin up so that she was looking at him. “We might be able to have more fun in there.”
 
   That room always seemed to bring out the best in them. “Reverse cowgirl?”
 
   His eyes widened and he started to drag her toward the ladder. 
 
   “Although I’ve never done it in a pool before,” she said.
 
   He stopped short. “You haven’t?”
 
   “My husband hasn’t tried to seduce me in here yet.”
 
   Jack pulled her back into the water. “Reverse cowgirl can wait,” he said. Caroline inched her hands toward his cock. He stopped her, bringing them back up to his chest. “But so can this. Take it slow, baby. We have all night to enjoy each other.”
 
   She wrapped her legs around his hips, leaning into his neck again. “I love you,” she whispered.
 
   He pulled her closer. “Is the game over?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I just needed a hug.”
 
   “From your husband or from your secret poolside lover?”
 
   Caroline pressed her lips to his, toying with his wet hair. “Definitely my husband.”
 
   He swept his knuckles across her cheek. “Thank you for today. I really mean that.”
 
   “It was nothing.”
 
   “It was everything.” Jack planted a gentle kiss near her lips. “You’ve given so much of yourself to me and to this campaign, and you put yourself out there today for more than just objective policy reasons. You took a huge political risk to defend me. And I love you for it.”
 
   She pressed her forehead to his. “You’re welcome. I’ll do whatever I can to help you win.”
 
   “I hope all three C-SPAN viewers watching today could tell how much you loved me. I sure as hell noticed.”
 
   “As long as you know, I don’t care.” Caroline wrapped her arms and legs around him again, smiling as Jack twirled her around in the water. 
 
   He paused for a moment, nipping at her earlobe again. “This will pass, sweetheart,” he whispered. “We’ll get through this campaign and it’ll get better.”
 
   “It’s not that bad.”
 
   “It’s not good, either. I hate what all of this has been doing to you.”
 
   She had failed to mask her stress. Maybe she needed to try harder. “Being with you makes up for a lot of it.”
 
   He started twirling her around again, slower this time. “You make all of this worthwhile.”
 
   She leaned in for a long embrace. “This hugging in the pool thing is pretty nice.”
 
   Jack disentangled himself from her thighs and pressed against her hip so she could feel his erection. “Enjoy it while you can,” he said, winking at her. “Because in a few seconds, you’re getting much more than a hug.” 
 
   Caroline threw her head back and laughed.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty
 
   The Fed
 
   Caroline didn’t like euphemisms for sex. She’d been known to drop an f-bomb or twenty when the opportunity presented itself, since profanity was her default setting. Fuck you, fuck me, fuck my brains out, fuck me hard, fuck that shit. Sometimes she meant sex, sometimes she just punctuated her language with profanity. 
 
   But she never, ever referred to it as making love. Bringing love into it, even when you had valid reasons? It took all her effort not to giggle or roll her eyes. Sex accompanied by love could be wonderful, even divine, but to talk about it using foofy words and sappy metaphors? That part always made her uncomfortable.
 
   But that’s what Jack had done that night, after they’d finished having sex in the pool. Made love. To her, not with her. He barely needed fifteen minutes before dragging her toward the bedroom and starting in again. He tied her wrists to the bedframe with her swimsuit and teased her until she could barely take it anymore. Then he loosened her bindings and glided in and out of her for what seemed like forever, whispering his version of sweet nothings into her ear.
 
   They ruined the suit. She bought another one. Many more than one, if she remembered correctly. They ruined more than one swimsuit that summer. Not that she ever complained when he behaved that way; when he was in control she felt free and uninhibited, no matter what they were doing in the bedroom. She didn’t know if he was compelled by gratitude, passion, or need, but he spent so much time with his head between her thighs that she could barely crawl out of bed the next morning. She spent years trying to figure out how he could function after nights like that.
 
   It hurt just to think about it. Because there were times when he was tender and sweet, as if afraid he would break her. Other times he would fuck her so hard and fast that the delicious savagery made her want to split apart anyway. 
 
   Her brokenness was anything but beautiful now. No wonder, no delight in her eyes. Just a despair that threatened to overtake her spirit with each passing day. She knew she had to fight it. Once she gave in, the darkness would envelop her and she’d never break free.
 
   But it was hard. At night or whenever she neared slumber, reality blurred and her thoughts jumbled. She had no idea whether her visions or dreams were genuine or imaginary. The desolation was tangible and raw, and she knew that one day she’d wake up without even her fantasies to console her.
 
   That fact alone, more than anything else, terrified the fuck out of her.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The next morning Murdock dispensed with the pleasantries. He asked if she was willing to talk, she said no, and the process repeated itself with her right hand. This time, she cried. And hated herself for it. Powell and Fischer laughed when she started to weep. When Fischer grabbed her hands and forced them behind her back, wrapping her wrists in the handcuffs and tightening them until they cut off her circulation, she couldn’t help herself. Their sadism had reached its peak. Or so she hoped.
 
   Fuck hope. And its fucking feathers.
 
   The two guards laughed again when she struggled against them. They yanked her up as Murdock surveyed her. He grabbed her jaw between his fingers, pressing his way up to her broken cheekbone, and she cried out again. Murdock hadn’t laughed at her pain, just studied her expression as she writhed on the table. Yet another of his disquieting idiosyncrasies. She was surprised he didn’t jot down notes on his observations. 
 
   “You’re proving to be much more stubborn than I thought,” he said. 
 
   She glared at him. Was it worth it to waste her words? Probably not. A lone, fat tear slid down her cheek. He plucked it off her skin and finally laughed. A supercilious screeching noise worthy of a thousand knees to the groin. Fuck him. She tried to kick at his shin and the guards tackled her to the ground.
 
   Murdock stared down at her with undisguised glee. “We’re going to have to try a different angle with you. That much I can see.”
 
   “Fuck you,” she choked out.
 
   He kicked her in the stomach. Hard. With a fucking dress shoe. A wingtip, a steel toed boot, a sneaker. It didn’t matter. It hurt. It was humiliating. Demeaning. Degrading. Which was precisely the reason Murdock seemed to be enjoying himself so much, no matter what he did to her. He kicked her once more, then gestured at Powell.
 
   “I’m done with her.” He crouched down next to Caroline. “See you tomorrow, Gerard.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Lazy Fischer begged off his escort duties and left his partner to drag Caroline back to her cell. Powell heaved her through the door, pressing her face first against the wall. She could focus on nothing but the pain. Blinding, piercing pain. But she was damned if she’d let him see her fall apart. She just hoped he’d leave her cell as soon as possible, because she couldn’t contain herself much longer. 
 
   Before she knew what was happening, he shoved his hand under her shirt. Caroline closed her eyes. She had nothing to fight him with. She was cuffed and her hands were useless anyway. She had no energy to do much more than weakly protest. Maybe it would be over quickly. Maybe she could concentrate on something else, pretend it wasn’t happening. She still felt compelled to voice her lack of consent, even if the effort proved worthless. Words were the only weapon she had.
 
   “Stop,” she whispered. 
 
   Powell withdrew his hand, leaving an unknown item under her clothing. His voice was low. “You didn’t get this from me. I’ll deny everything.” He uncuffed her and shoved her on the bed. “Enjoy your evening,” he said loudly, before retreating and locking the cell door behind him.
 
   Caroline rolled over and angled herself away from the camera. She retrieved the item with a trembling, aching hand, biting the inside of her cheek the entire time. The lights were still on. She probably didn’t have more than a couple of minutes. She examined what appeared to be a small baggie containing an instant ice pack and a dinner roll. The lights flickered off right as she cracked the ice pack, feeling the coolness as the chemicals activated. She pressed it against her right hand. Not much, but better than nothing.
 
   She huddled in the corner of the bed, eating the roll as slowly as she could. She wondered whether she should trust it, then realized it didn’t much matter. Food was food at this point.
 
   Why had he done it? What kind of game was he playing? Was this another mindfuck?
 
   Caroline winced as the ice pack slowly lost its effectiveness. Both hands were swollen and distorted, but she couldn’t do much about it. She didn’t see any medical practitioners milling around. At least she had those few fleeting moments of relief.
 
   How much extra time would that bit of food give her? A few more minutes or hours of life before she starved to death? The ice pack was a tease too. The pain returned, more intense than before. She didn’t hold back anymore and burst into the hard and heavy tears she’d been suppressing all day. 
 
   They were going to tear her apart, smash her and break her bit by bit, bone by bone and day by day, until there was nothing left. The silver linings were fading to gray. She rocked back and forth on the bed, praying to pass out. To fall asleep. Anything. But it took forever for her to finally plunge into a fitful rest.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-One
 
   The Past
 
   Plane went up, plane went down. SUV drove north, south, east, west. When you were stuck in a moving vehicle all day, mileage didn’t matter. Trapped in a never-ending loop of terrible transportation, Caroline knew it wasn’t as bad as it could be. She chose her campaign outings carefully while Jack had to go to every single one. She preferred the county fairs, the manufactured pep rallies, the benign factory tours. But she wasn’t the one giving most of the speeches. She just got to sit on the stage or stand next to Jack and look pretty. 
 
   Lehigh County was a short distance from Philadelphia, but they’d been flying all over the state all day. Therefore, they were crammed inside Jack’s corporate jet. She hadn’t misheard him in the hospital. It had been a purely business move at first, purchased when his portfolio started to expand and his need for cross country travel grew more frequent. It was suitable for campaign jaunts from town to town, when the distance was greater and timelines were short. He used a bus for shorter trips. 
 
   Her husband owned a plane. Sometimes Caroline wasn’t sure whether her life was real.
 
   She curled up next to Jack, ignoring the sunset through the window. The man in the seat next to her was much more visually alluring than anything else she might be looking at. “I like Allentown.”
 
   Jack sighed and put his briefing book on the floor. “You know, you don’t have to sing that Billy Joel song every time we go there,” he said.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Caroline said. “I love that song. Hey, can we go to the Just Born factory the next time we’re in Bethlehem?”
 
   “Do you just Google random facts about the towns we visit?”
 
   “I do not,” Caroline said. “And I resent the accusation.”
 
   He stared at her. She’d have to work on her snooty self-righteous tone.
 
   “Sometimes I do,” she admitted. “But I’ve known about that Peeps factory since I was a kid. You’d better take me to the Chocolate World on your next trip to Hershey. That’s one factory tour I don’t want to miss.”
 
   “Are you going to eat chocolate the entire time we’re there?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “That’s probably not the best use of your time.”
 
   “Says you.”
 
   Jack grinned at her. “Remember that time I fed you chocolate while you were tied to the bed?”
 
   Caroline wasn’t a huge fan of food as foreplay, but she made exceptions for chocolate, strawberries, and whipped cream. She glanced around the plane. There were staffers everywhere, even if they were all busying themselves with tasks for the next day’s events. “Really, Jack. Someone might be listening.”
 
   “Oh, they can’t hear us. Calm down.” He winked at her. “I remember what I did to you afterward, too. Magic Wands are fun. I really need to get around to sending a thank you note to the product developers at Hitachi.”
 
   She shushed him again. “Seriously. Stop.”
 
   “I thought you were going to tap out, but you stuck with it.” He shook his head. “So many orgasms. I was banking on you using your safe word for sure.”
 
   She shoved him in the upper arm. “For God’s sake. Your campaign people don’t need to know that I have a safe word.”
 
   “They can’t hear us,” he reiterated. “It’s too loud in here and they’re working on political crap.”
 
   “You don’t know that. Some of them give me the side eye every time they see me. I just know they’re thinking about what happened in Pittsburgh.”
 
   “You need to stop dwelling on that, sweetheart.”
 
   “The media hasn’t.”
 
   “Well, fuck them.”
 
   As if she hadn’t used that expression a million times lately. “I’m the liberal floozy trying to undermine traditional American values. Can’t you see that?”
 
   “No, you’re the sexy wife trying to fuck her husband.”
 
   “That’s your opinion.”
 
   Jack sighed again. “Caroline, you used to never, ever pay attention to pundits or blogs. And now you’re almost obsessed with them. Why is that?”
 
   Some of the more radical blogs seemed to waver between grandiose pronouncements on the perverse nature of their sex life and the somewhat inconsistent and illogical conclusion that Caroline and Jack were both stunningly, flamingly gay and their marriage was one of convenience. Neither theory made any sense, therefore both had gained traction with internet crazies. 
 
   Caroline tried not to complain about such things, but Jack was required to listen to her. “I’ve never been talked about this way before.”
 
   He seemed to know what she was dwelling on. “And you need to let it go. Fringe people have no influence on the voters at all. You’re letting the small stuff bother you.”
 
   “Easy for you to say. You’re a man. The media and the internet never attack men the way they attack women. Fact.”
 
   “False,” Jack said. “I’ve had to deal with a lot of crap, too. Let. It. Go.”
 
   Caroline saw no reason to prolong the disagreement. He’d never give in because he also had a point. “It’s hard sometimes,” she said.
 
   “I know.” He ran his thumb over the back of her hand, kissing her lightly on the lips. She knew he wanted to do more than that but they tried not to do too much in front of his prudish staffers. “You have to stop dwelling on things you can’t control.”
 
   “I can’t help it. I hate that part of the game.”
 
   “I know. I don’t like it either.” He let one arm slip around her shoulder and pulled her to him. “Tell you what, I could give you a nice back rub when we get home.”
 
   He had more than that in mind. She could tell. “And what else?”
 
   “I thought you were worried that my staffers were listening in.”
 
   She’d take the odds. “What else?”
 
   “I could tie you to the bed again.”
 
   An intriguing proposition. “Go on.”
 
   “I could do that thing you like with my tongue.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “And then leave you hanging while I went for a drive in that Jaguar convertible of mine you’ve been lusting after.”
 
   Caroline thumped his chest with her fist. “Be nice.”
 
   “I thought it sounded appropriately sadistic.”
 
   “I’m not a masochist.”
 
   “You seem to like rug burn. And padded cuffs.”
 
   She tried not to laugh. “I’m not talking to you anymore. And since when do we have padded cuffs?”
 
   “Since…never mind,” Jack said.
 
   “I was going to make you a nice sandwich and go down on you at the dinner table but now I’ve changed my mind,” Caroline said.
 
   “You forgot to add a ‘harrumph’ when you said that.”
 
   “I thought it. Same thing.”
 
   “Always a lady.”
 
   She let out a short laugh. “I hope no one is eavesdropping on us.”
 
   “I doubt it. The acoustics in this passenger cabin are abysmal.”
 
   “It’s your plane. Buy a new one.”
 
   “You certainly have taken a liking to my many toys.”
 
   Caroline gave him a charming grin. “You’re my favorite toy.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Sweetheart, you’re awful.”
 
   “I was saving that one up. You’re not the only one with the cheesy lines.”
 
   “My delivery is ten times better than yours.” He kissed her. “What kind of sandwich were you going to make me?”
 
   “Whatever you want. Or whatever’s in the house,” she qualified. “I’m not running out to get you some fancy cheese or anything.”
 
   He waggled his eyebrows at her. “I don’t want food. I’m hungry for something else.”
 
   “Your delivery for that line sucks. What the hell are you doing with your face?”
 
   Jack crossed his eyes. “Turning you on?”
 
   She let him bring her into his arms for a big bear hug. “I love you,” she said softly.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I like you, too.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “You’re fun to be around.”
 
   “I think some of the people on this plane would beg to differ with you.”
 
   “They don’t know you like I do.”
 
   “You’re right,” he whispered. “They don’t. And I prefer to keep it that way.”
 
   His true personality was a well-kept secret, and she knew him better than anyone else. “I like having part of you all to myself.”
 
   “I like knowing that you do.”
 
   He’d let his political guard down enough that Caroline knew she could work in a compliment. “You gave some good speeches today.”
 
   “You were actually listening?”
 
   “Pretending to pay attention is far more difficult than actually paying attention.”
 
   “Feel like changing any of your own policy positions?”
 
   He’d focused mostly on tax cuts and other popular Republican approaches to economic growth. She wouldn’t be changing anything. “Let’s not go crazy, now.”
 
   “How can you say I gave a good speech if you don’t agree with it?”
 
   “I am an objective observer of well-plotted prose.”
 
   Jack laughed. “You’re really full of it. You know that?”
 
   She tugged at his tie, continuing to rest her head on his chest. “Only sometimes.”
 
   He stroked her hair, one of his favorite affectionate gestures. They must have looked a pair, the two of them wrapped up together at the front of the plane. “I think we’re attracting attention,” he said. “Is that okay?”
 
   She felt comfortable enough that she was tempted to crawl onto his lap and thumb her nose at his staffers. But she couldn’t give in to her poor judgment, no matter how exhausted she was. “Fine with me.”
 
   He chuckled again. She liked feeling the rumble of his laughter against her ear. “I never know what to make of you,” he said. “You change positions so often, you’re like a damn emotional whirlwind.”
 
   “Good. I like keeping you on your toes.”               
 
   The plane dipped. They were close to the airport. A wonderfully short flight at the end of a very long day. 
 
   “Almost home.” Jack squeezed her tighter. “Just you and me, for the rest of the night.”
 
   Caroline still wasn’t a huge fan of air travel. If they took several trips a day she couldn’t dope herself up, which was her preferred method of dealing with anxiety. Jack would hold her if she got uneasy when they were flying, especially during descents. His executive jet wasn’t nearly as good at smooth landings as a giant commercial flight, but she was unnaturally picky about such things. When he draped his arms around her during takeoffs and landings, she truly didn’t give a shit what his staffers thought.
 
   She let herself relax against his chest, glad to have him to herself for the few precious hours before the campaign took him away again. “Good.”
 
   


  
 





Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   The Past
 
   Ellen Goldman had a huge lead and a solid lock on her seat in the United States Senate but fundraisers and campaign events were still a fact of life, no matter how secure the political position. She insisted that Caroline still speak at one of the fundraisers she’d planned in Beverly Hills that July, although she made her promise to behave if Jack came along. The two of them had a reputation for being a little too lovey dovey in public when they had a few drinks in them. All the tabloid stories in the world wouldn’t change that aspect of their relationship.
 
   Jack and Caroline arrived in Beverly Hills a few hours before the fundraiser. He took her to Rodeo Drive first. She’d been there once sightseeing, never quite gathering enough chutzpah to step inside any of the stores.  Mostly because she was afraid they’d take one look at her and know that she didn’t belong there, even if it was a tourist haven. She expressed those concerns to Jack, who explained to her that things had changed. Walking into an expensive jewelry store as a member of Congress on the arm of a multi-millionaire was much different than when she traveled to Los Angeles as a young, impoverished prosecutor. Jack bought her a ruby necklace, which she now wore along with a lovely new tastefully low cut dress. She tried not to get used to being spoiled, even if Jack enjoyed doing it.
 
   Thankfully his staffers were nowhere to be found since this was Caroline’s show. They had ridden down to the fundraiser alone, making sure to stand several feet apart as a joke. One never knew if there were cameras in the elevator. There had been an unspoken policy in place the past month or so. Caroline and Jack were not allowed alone in any elevators, nor were they allowed to have more than one or two drinks a night while attending their own functions. A frustrating rule since Caroline hated fundraisers and preferred to get through them by not being entirely sober. 
 
   She found the media perpetually aggravating; the press couldn’t have cared less about normal people feeling each other up on the way back to their hotel room, and she had no idea how any of their private behavior was relevant to Jack’s campaign. The incident had soured what proved to be a very enjoyable evening once they got back to their room. And now she couldn’t kiss her husband in public and she couldn’t have her Moscato, which made her very unpleasant at times.
 
   “It’s nice that your little minions aren’t hassling us,” Caroline said.
 
   “They’ll be back from Sacramento later and you’ll still have to deal with them tomorrow.”
 
   “Does that mean we get to make out in the elevator tonight? I checked. No cameras.”
 
   “That you could see,” Jack said. “Big Brother is everywhere. And as much as I appreciated that elevator ride in Pittsburgh, I’m willing to wait until we get back to the room tonight.”
 
   “You can hold out for that long?”
 
   “I know you’ll put out.”
 
   “Yes, and the entire country knows I put out. Frequently.”
 
   Jack grinned. “Which makes me pretty damn happy. They know you wear a garter belt too.”
 
   “Thanks for reminding me.” Yet another thing the camera had captured. Even the grainiest of footage showed a lot more than she had intended.
 
   Caroline felt yet another surge of relief that the hotel they’d been staying at that night hadn’t been taller.  She had come very close to getting down on her knees and doing something to Jack that would have made the rest of her career in Congress an absolute nightmare. She had been much more intoxicated than she realized. Getting caught on camera blowing her husband wouldn’t have boded well for her potential future as the first lady of a major Rust Belt state, either. Funny how Jack hadn’t been the subject of nearly as many offensive blog postings and internet comments as she had. 
 
   She knew that when it came to the simpletons on the internet, women could only fall into two categories: virgin or whore. And possibly (once they became old and used up) crone. Even though the man she’d been fooling around with was her husband and they had every right to do whatever the two of them wanted, she was seemingly the whore. Better than being a crone, but not by much.
 
   Meanwhile Jack was portrayed as a very fortunate man. It hadn’t helped when he’d said as much at a press conference after the story broke. He was a lucky man married to a loose woman who did nothing but have sex and occasionally sponsor legislation. What a fucking double standard.
 
   They were walking down the empty hall to the ballroom when Jack spun her up against the wall. “When we get back to our room I’m going to fuck you so hard you’re going to feel me with every move you make tomorrow,” he whispered into her hair.
 
   She laughed lightly. “Perverted old man. Saying something like that right before I’m going to give a speech.”
 
   “Just giving you something to think about,” he said. “If I wasn’t concerned about hidden cameras in the elevators I’d stop between floors and fuck you there too.”
 
   “I’d do it if I didn’t think it would give those damn pundits and misogynistic male bloggers something else to leer over. And it may not be very gubernatorial,” she said. “I’m trying to be more of a lady. It doesn’t seem very ladylike to let you rip off my panties and have your way with me inside an elevator car.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Says you.”
 
   He pressed his hands against her backside, rubbing his palms against the soft material of her dress. Caroline knew what kind of mood he was in. 
 
   “Naughty girls get spanked,” he said in a low voice.
 
   She smiled seductively and tugged on his tie. “Don’t make promises you won’t keep.”
 
   “You know I’m good for it,” he breathed, squeezing her ass.
 
   He wasn’t lying. He always followed through on what he promised in bed, as long as they both consented to it. If he was true to his word, Caroline would have a very uncomfortable flight back to Philadelphia the next day. But it would be worth it. She got excited thinking about what the rest of the evening might bring.
 
   She brought her lips close to his. “If the public only knew, Mr. McIntyre. The dirty, nasty things you do to your wife when you know for certain that no one else is around.”
 
   “They’re almost always at Mrs. McIntyre’s request,” Jack said, kissing her softly. “Even if they’re borderline illegal in some states. I live to make her happy.”
 
   “I know you do,” Caroline whispered.
 
   She wrapped one of her legs around him subtly so that no one else could see. One of her more effective tricks. She pressed up against his hip and kissed him, feeling him start to get hard. 
 
   “You’re not playing fair,” Jack said against her mouth.
 
   “That’s what you get for distracting me,” she said silkily. “Now you’ve got something to focus on for the rest of the night. I’m going to be very, very bad. Be ready.”
 
   He reluctantly slid his hands off her ass. “I’m always ready.”
 
   Caroline heard voices nearby and practically jumped away from him. “I’ll see you in the ballroom, Jack,” she said in a loud singsong voice. She turned around and winked at him before striding down the hall, leaving him with a dazed grin on his face.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack wanted to give Ellen a huge, platonic hug, so Caroline dragged him along to the little mini-meeting they had planned before they walked on stage together. Ellen, who had been thrilled to see them both, didn’t waste any time laying down the law.
 
   “No politically incorrect jokes,” she said.
 
   “Shit,” Caroline said. “That’s half my damn speech.”
 
   “It can’t be. Surely you can work in some economic populism or something.”
 
   “I can charm my way through the offensive stuff.”
 
   “Populism and social responsibility. That’s what we agreed on.”
 
   It was, and those were the topics Caroline planned to cover. But messing with Ellen was one of her favorite pursuits. “I thought we agreed on tasteless juvenile humor and penis jokes. How can I be expected to keep all your requests straight?”
 
   “That text message was meant in jest, as you well know.”
 
   Senator Goldman was nervous, because she sounded a little panicked. Caroline decided to keep going. “What about razzing on your rich donors? I wrote up a little routine for us. I got us top hats and monocles and everything.”
 
   Ellen gave her an exasperated look. “Caroline, really. And where the hell are your notes?”
 
   She tapped her temple. “It’s all in here.”
 
   Ellen threw her hands up in the air. “Well, I’m screwed. Is it possible to lose money at a Beverly Hills fundraiser? I’ve never heard of it happening, but anything is possible.”
 
   Caroline grinned at her. She wouldn’t give Ellen such a hard time if she didn’t know that the other woman secretly enjoyed it. “I have this really good line about Jews in Hollywood. Can I use that?”
 
   Ellen glared at her. “Caroline, honestly.”
 
   Jack cut in. “She’s also got this great joke about a priest and a rabbi. They walk into a bar, see, and one of them is carrying a tiny piano and…”
 
   “And what?” Ellen asked.
 
   “I don’t remember. I was actually hoping you’d interrupt me before I got much further.”
 
   Ellen laughed. Her panic had given way to amusement. “You two are ridiculous. I’m not inviting you to any more fundraisers.”
 
   “Jack’s been helping me with my speeches lately,” Caroline said. “He knows all the good lines.”
 
   “Is that why you’ve started focusing on tax cuts and destroying the environment?” Ellen asked.
 
   Jack adjusted his tie. “We don’t need trees. Or clean water.”
 
   “What about all the stuff I have about your secret misandrist plan to throw off the shackles of our oppressors and take over the Senate in your second term?” Caroline asked.
 
   Ellen rolled her eyes. “Cut it out.”
 
   “But that’s the other half of my speech.”
 
   “Seriously. Just go in there and say how much you love me. And how much you love my ideas on how to strengthen the economy.”
 
   “You expect me to lie?” 
 
   Ellen switched her attention to Jack. “Does she act like this on the campaign trail?”
 
   Jack gave her the most beleaguered look he could manage. “All the damn time.”
 
   “And your staffers haven’t tired of it?”
 
   He smiled at her. “No comment.”
 
   “His campaign manager doesn’t like me,” Caroline announced.
 
   “That’s not true,” Jack said. “Greg just finds you a little too progressive and headstrong for his tastes.”
 
   “That’s code for strident feminist bitch,” Caroline said to Ellen in a stage whisper.
 
   “You left out man-hating,” Ellen said mildly.
 
   “Oh, yes. That too.”
 
   Ellen frowned. “Regardless, that’s still not terribly flattering.”
 
   “I know,” Jack said. “He’s a work in progress.”
 
   Ellen patted his shoulder affectionately. “At least you’re learning.”
 
   “I can be taught.” Jack winked at Caroline. “My wife says I’m a reasonably decent student of gender theory.”
 
   “He’s also good at sex,” Caroline said.
 
   Ellen sighed. “Are you two going to go the entire night without making a single serious comment?”
 
   Jack put his arm around her. “That’s the goal.”
 
   “I plan on being as facetious as possible,” Caroline said. “It’s the only way you’ll learn, as you said, not to invite us to any more fundraisers.”
 
   Ellen glanced over Caroline’s shoulder. “Daniel just arrived. Can he hang out with you tonight, Jack? He hates these things and I have to work the damn crowd all evening. You can talk about all the things men talk about when their wives aren’t around.”
 
   “Boobies,” Caroline said.
 
   “Tentacle porn,” Jack said.
 
   Ellen shook her head again. “You two. Someone help me get through the next few hours. And the correct answer is dinosaur erotica.”
 
   “I like her,” Jack said to Caroline.
 
   “So do I. Does that mean I get to hang out with you all night?” Caroline asked Ellen.
 
   “I need you to flirt with all the donors.” Ellen turned to Jack. “If that’s okay?”
 
   His lips turned up ever so slightly, and Caroline felt him pinch her ass. Of course Ellen was kidding, but still. She had absolutely no idea what the two of them had planned once the night came to a close.
 
   “That’s fine,” he said. 
 
   “All right,” Ellen said. “Let’s get you situated, Caroline, before you really do change your entire speech.”
 
   Caroline kissed Jack on the cheek. She’d string Ellen along for just a bit longer before she clued her in on what she really planned to say during her time at the podium. “You and Daniel have fun finding tasteful gifs on Tumblr,” she told him. 
 
   He just laughed.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   They behaved themselves when it came to alcohol, with only three drinks between them by the end of the night. Caroline spoke to as many younger men as possible, hoping that Jack was keeping an eye on her. The men all laughed at her jokes and enjoyed her sports small talk. Several of them appeared to be quite pleased that her husband was on the other side of the room while they were chatting. Fools, the lot of them. She’d never cross the line, and Jack knew that. 
 
   Half of the attendees at this sort of thing were concerned more about snapping a photo or indulging in the cult of personality, and nothing beyond that. Not the issues. Not the ideals. Caroline tried not to dwell on it because part of her did enjoy the superficiality, much as she hated to admit it. She liked working a crowd and knew that people were drawn to her charisma. A nice gift to have, though it sometimes made her feel a little frivolous. But she always made it clear through her body language and tone of voice that she was a harmless flirt. And Jack made it clear that he was fun but possessive. Caroline chatted up a number of random young men anyway, with the knowledge that Jack was watching her every move.
 
   They rode the elevator up to their room in silence, although Jack’s firm hand on the back of Caroline’s neck and his harsh breath in her ear made it clear where the rest of the night was headed. She wanted to beg him to start touching her in the elevator but she knew he wouldn’t do it. It was hard to stay quiet but verbalizing her demands would only make it worse for her later. 
 
   As soon as they got into the suite Jack pulled Caroline into the bedroom and forced her up against the wall.
 
   “How many men did you flirt with tonight?” he asked, his hands roaming under the bottom of her dress. He forced her legs apart with his knee and started teasing her through her underwear with his fingers. It was unbearable.
 
   “I don’t know,” Caroline gasped. “Maybe five?”
 
   Jack bit her earlobe and continued to stroke her. She couldn’t hide the evidence of her desire. Her underwear was soaked through and he smiled against her ear. “What could you have possibly been thinking about during that elevator ride? You spoiled your panties,” he whispered roughly. “And it was much more than five. Try again.”
 
   “Eight?” She moved her hips toward his hand.
 
   He pulled back, ever so slightly. “Your math skills are seriously lacking. And you’ve been very, very naughty.”
 
   The game was off to an intense start. He slid his finger back and forth over her wet underwear, smiling at her the entire time.
 
   “Please, Jack,” Caroline stammered. “I can’t – how many?”
 
   He squeezed her ass with his hands, letting her feel his cock against her hip. “Twelve. Maybe more. Those were just the ones I kept track of. I’m sure there were many more than that.”
 
   “It couldn’t have been that many,” she said, as he pushed her back up against the wall.
 
   He wrapped his hands around the back of her head. “Are you calling me a liar?” 
 
   “No,” she said urgently. “No, I’m not.”
 
   “Why do you throw yourself at all those men, baby?” He gripped her hair in his hands, and she winced in pain.
 
   Oh, fuck. Part of her wanted him to pull back a little but a larger part wanted to see where this was going. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You do know. Why?” He started teasing her through her underwear again. “Tell me,” he ordered.
 
   “I-” She started grinding her hips against him, clinging to his shirt, wanting more. Much, much more. “Oh, Jack. Please.”
 
   He pulled his hand back and grinned. “I like when you beg.” He grabbed her jaw between his thumb and forefinger, pushing her back against the wall. “Why do you spend all that time at fundraisers trying to disgrace me?”
 
   She could barely speak. “Because-”
 
   “Because what?” He shoved his hand down her panties and rubbed her clit. 
 
   Because of this. Because she could. Because he’d fucking do whatever he wanted to her and she to him, and they’d both always come back for more. 
 
   “Because I like pissing you off,” she choked out.
 
   “And why is that?” He tore at the top of her dress and thrust his fingers inside her again.
 
   Caroline glared at him, her eyes blazing, as he heaved her back up to her feet, one hand at her pussy, the other at her neck. She cried out. Whether from pain or pleasure, she wasn’t sure.
 
   “Why?” he repeated.
 
   She clawed at the hand at her throat. “Because I like what you do to me when you’re jealous.”
 
   Jack wrapped one of his hands in her hair again and pulled her toward him, kissing her deeply, pressing his hips to hers, grinding against her while his fingers were still inside her. “It’s not jealousy,” he said against her lips. “I’m a very possessive man. And I know you feel the same way about me.”
 
   They were both good-natured in public but if anything were to really threaten their relationship, one or both of them would be sure to bare their fangs. Jack pulled back slightly, their noses touching. Caroline struggled to keep her breathing steady.
 
   “Who gives you what you want?” he whispered.
 
   “You do, Jack.”
 
   “Do you think those little boys can give you what you need?” He started to caress her clit again. “Do you?” 
 
   She whimpered. His fingers were rough, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t want him to stop. “No, Jack. Only you.”
 
   He began biting her neck, stroking her harder. “They’re the ones who envy me. All of them. Do you know how jealous all those men are? They might get five minutes of meaningless conversation with you but I’m the one who gets to fuck you any time I want.”
 
   She’d been thinking about this the entire night, especially during that lengthy, laborious ride in the elevator and she wanted him to make her come. She knew it wouldn’t take long. She was so close already. 
 
   “They could never understand what it means when we’re like this together,” Jack murmured. “That it’s more than just sex. It goes so much…deeper,” he rasped, thrusting his finger inside her again. 
 
   “Jack, please,” Caroline said. He continued to use his fingers to bring her to the brink. Two fingers inside her, his thumb teasing her into oblivion. Her legs started to tremble and she leaned into him, desperate for that last touch to send her over. 
 
   He smiled, removing his thumb from her clit. “Not yet, baby. Even though I love it when you ride my hand.”
 
   He brought his index and middle fingers to her lips. Caroline opened her mouth, sucking on them, tasting herself. 
 
   “Does that turn you on?” he asked. 
 
   She bit down on his fingers in response and he pulled them back out. Caroline closed her eyes as Jack wiped the sheen of sweat from her brow, moaning again as he resumed teasing her through her panties. 
 
   “Tonight we’re going to go further than we ever have before,” he whispered, kissing her jawline. “I won’t do anything that both of us don’t want. Are you ready?”
 
   Jack never pressed her past what she could handle. She trusted him completely and remained forever eager to push her boundaries. But it was nice of him to check in. 
 
   “Yes,” she said. “Please.” She pushed her hips toward him again, needing one more little something and knowing she probably wouldn’t get it.
 
   Of course he pulled back. “You have such a hard time keeping control. Throwing yourself at me like that.” He kissed her again. “You have to learn patience.”
 
   “Oh, Jack. You make me crazy.”
 
   “I’m going to have fun educating you tonight.”
 
   “Please don’t make me beg.”
 
   “You’ve already started, sweetheart,” he said. “You aren’t going to be able to help yourself. You’re going to be pleading for mercy by the time I’m through with you.” Jack led her to the bed and sat down, loosening his tie. “Take off your panties. Leave your garters and shoes on.”
 
   Caroline smiled, knowing what was to come. She loved when they played this game. She stepped backwards and stripped off her underwear. Jack stared at her like a lion about to devour a gazelle.
 
   “Give those to me,” he said softly. 
 
   She stumbled forward and handed her panties to him. Jack raised them to his nose and she bit her lip, afraid that her knees would give out. He was going all out tonight.
 
   “You like that too, huh?” He tossed the undergarments on the floor, patting his lap. “Come here.”
 
   She laid down across his legs, feeling his erection against her stomach. Caroline tried to scoot forward so it would be closer to her lower body, where she needed to feel it the most.
 
   Jack lightly patted her backside through her dress and shook his head back and forth. “I know what you’re trying to do. You don’t get to come yet.” He slid a finger inside her and she moaned, grinding her hips against his leg, then raising her ass up against his hand. He pulled the finger back out and laughed. “No, you don’t get that yet either. Although I know that’s exactly what you want.”
 
   He lifted up her skirt to display her nakedness and caressed her slowly. “You’re in for a long night, my love.” Jack placed a gentle kiss on her backside, laughing as Caroline wriggled toward him again. “I bet I know where you’d like me to put my lips right now.” 
 
   “Please, Jack.” She twisted on his lap just thinking about it. He was so good with his tongue. It seemed a waste for him to neglect that part of his repertoire. She pushed her hips toward his cock. If she could move a little further, she could maybe grind against him, finish herself off without his help. She’d never been able to get off that way but she wasn’t sure she’d ever been this turned on before. 
 
   Jack lifted her thighs up so she couldn’t move, and her legs flailed. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re trying to do, sweetheart.” 
 
   He loved this part of the game. Pushing her toward the edge. Making her crazy. Forcing her to tell him what she needed. “Please, Jack. Touch me. Make me come. I don’t care how.”
 
   “No,” he said. “You get to writhe and beg and plead before I let you come.” He suckled on her earlobe, teasing the secretly sensitive part of her neck with his tongue in an agonizing imitation of what he usually did to her clit. 
 
   “I know this is what you want,” he whispered. “You want my tongue inside your pussy. But you’re going to have to wait for that until tomorrow. You’re going to be squirming in your seat the entire flight back to Pennsylvania just thinking about it. And I’m going to enjoy watching you every minute until we land.”
 
   Caroline felt a rush between her ears, a warmth between her thighs. The man knew how to use the English language to arouse her senses. Every word he uttered put her at a greater disadvantage. “Pervert,” she gasped.
 
   “You love it.” He slid his fingers inside her again, bringing them down to tease her clit. “You’re so wet, baby. You’re going to wreck my suit pants. That might get you in even more trouble.”
 
   Caroline gripped the sheet on the bed, her entire body trembling. “It’s all for you.” 
 
   Jack withdrew his fingers and brushed the back of one hand against her cheek. She turned her head so that her eyes met his. 
 
   “I know,” he said softly.
 
   “Please,” she panted. “Please do that again. Touch me.”
 
   “Oh, no. You have to earn your orgasm. That comes later.”
 
   Caroline realized the urge to slam her hands down on the mattress. “You’re such an asshole.”
 
   Jack laughed and resumed stroking her backside. “I know, baby. But you wanted to play.” 
 
   He reached for the back of her head, loosening the remaining bobby pins. After he finished he brushed her hair back out of her face. She turned to look up at him again. He gazed back at her with heat in his eyes, swallowing hard. She could see the muscles moving in his neck.
 
   “I love you, Caroline,” he said. “So very much.” 
 
   She turned back toward the front of the bed and grabbed a pillow, pulling it toward her head. “I know,” she said. “Believe me, I know.” Caroline clenched her teeth and pushed her face into the pillow. If they’d been at home she wouldn’t have bothered since he loved hearing her scream, but this was a high class hotel and they had to maintain a small amount of respectability.
 
   Jack chuckled at her effort to prepare herself. “Twelve is a lot. You should have exercised more self-control. You know what to do if it gets to be too much.”
 
   That was extremely doubtful. She loved when her husband did this to her and he knew it. Otherwise he wouldn’t do it at all. His hands could be gentle, his caresses unbearably sweet. But they could also be harsh and cruel. He didn’t waste any time, bringing his palm down hard on her backside. Caroline let out a muffled cry, then smiled. She wanted the night to last forever but she also couldn’t wait to get on that plane tomorrow. To go back to their home where they would truly be alone, free to do whatever they wanted. Away from prying eyes and the paltriness of the campaign. Where nothing else mattered but them.
 
   “That one was a warmup.” He tugged on her hair. “To make sure you were ready.”
 
   He wasn’t starting off easy. Usually he worked up to the really rough stuff. She mumbled an obscenity into the pillow.
 
   “That is no way for a lady to behave,” Jack said. “I think you might need fifteen instead of twelve.”
 
   He counted each one aloud until he got to fifteen. He had his fingers wrapped in her hair, keeping her neck steady. Caroline knew that if she moved too much he’d pull her head back again. She was expected to take her sweet punishment and stay as still as possible. Jack brought his other hand down harder and harder with each blow, giving her a few seconds in between to feel the pleasurable warmth that inevitably came after the pain. 
 
   Caroline’s backside was burning. He caressed her gently again. Her bottom was now incredibly sensitive, and she still wanted more. She arched her back, rising up toward his hand, whimpering as he tugged at her hair.
 
   “Fifteen wasn’t enough?” he asked, surprised.
 
   “Maybe it was twenty. I talked to almost every man downstairs under the age of forty.”
 
   Jack laughed and released her hair, tucking it behind her ear. “You’re still in no position to demand anything. I think you might have had enough anyway.” He gave her bottom one final gentle pat. “Undress me,” he directed.
 
   Caroline looked down at the pillow, no longer pure white. She’d shed a few tears as he spanked her. She likely looked a mess, her makeup ruined and mascara running. Such a disheveled appearance always drove Jack wild, so she didn’t bother doing anything to hide it. She stood up and smoothed her dress back down, wincing as the material fell over her reddened backside. He was right. Fifteen was more than enough, maybe too much. 
 
   Jack got up off the bed, pulling her to him and kissing her deeply, raking his hands down the back of her dress. He patted her ass affectionately. Appreciatively. “Okay?” he whispered, checking in again.
 
   Caroline managed a shaky smile. She smarted something fierce. “Okay,” she whispered back. 
 
   “You know what to do,” he said.
 
   She undressed him slowly, tugging at his tie with her teeth, pulling down his suspenders, intentionally leaving lipstick marks on his collar as she worked her way down his body. When she removed his pants and got to his boxers she nuzzled his cock through the silk material and looked up at him. Caroline was not to go down on Jack when they played their power games because he lost his focus too easily. She also suspected it was partly because Jack didn’t want her to feel degraded. A position with which she fervently disagreed, but he had never budged on the issue. Maybe all her attempts to broaden his thinking had produced a positive effect, even if it was one she didn’t particularly care for. But she wasn’t sure she could get through the night without doing it. 
 
   Jack saw the look in her eyes. “Caroline, don’t,” he warned.
 
   She ignored him, even though calling out her name was his signal for her to slow down. She pulled down his boxers and took him in her mouth.
 
   “Fuck.” He let his hand drift to the back of her head, leaving it there for a moment before grabbing a fistful of her hair. Caroline grinned. A sensible man never turned down the opportunity to let a woman suck him off, and Jack was no exception. “You know you’re not supposed to do that.” 
 
   His response to her performance was so impassioned that it was hard to make her grin relax. She knew he could feel her teeth against his cock. 
 
   “I mean it.” Jack swallowed a moan. “Don’t disobey me. You’ll only make it worse on yourself.” He pulled at her hair again. “Naughty, naughty girl.”
 
   Caroline looked up at him again, and the dangerous fire in his eyes distracted her enough that she pulled back a little. Oh, she would pay for that one. Jack yanked her to her feet.
 
   “I told you not to do that,” he scolded. “You know the rules.” He pushed her away from him and kicked off his boxers. He gazed over at her with lust, then took a step back toward the bed. “Shoes off. Garters and bra stay on.”
 
   Caroline stepped out of her shoes and walked toward him, her knees shaking slightly. She knew better than to speak. She was in enough trouble already.
 
   “Turn around.” Jack began tugging at what appeared to be a jammed zipper, muttering a curse of frustration. “I hope you’re not too attached to this dress, because it’s coming off. Right now.”
 
   She heard the seam ripping as the material gave way and pooled at her feet. “So much for designer quality,” she said. 
 
   He spun her around. She was going to laugh at her own little joke but when she saw the look on his face she stopped.
 
   “I’ll buy you a new one.” Jack gave her a surprisingly gentle kiss. “I promise.”
 
   Caroline began stroking his cock as they inched toward the bed, trying to pull him toward her, on top of her, inside her. He laughed and kissed her harder, their teeth clacking together. 
 
   “Not yet, sweetheart.” He pushed her down on the mattress. “Hands and knees.”
 
   She did as she was told and soon felt his breath against her ear again. Jack pulled her head up by her hair so that she turned to face him. He rubbed his cock against her still sore backside, slipping his finger along the narrow opening there. “I’ll fuck you here as soon as we get home,” he said. “But I’ll give you tonight and tomorrow to recover first.” 
 
   How unkind to tease her like that. Caroline gritted her teeth, thrusting herself back against him. “Please,” she said. “Don’t make me wait until tomorrow night. I’ve been good.”
 
   Jack laughed again, releasing her hair. “You were good up until a minute ago, baby. And now you have to wait. I didn’t come prepared for that, although I wish I had. But don’t worry. You’re going to get what you deserve. You broke the rules on purpose, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Jack lightly caressed her ass again. It was still warm and throbbing, and Caroline winced. She wasn’t sure how much more she could take. But she knew she’d asked for it.
 
   He kissed the small of her back. “Mine,” he whispered, squeezing one of her buttocks. “All. Fucking. Mine.”
 
   Caroline reached for the pillow. “Yours.”
 
   “I think five more ought to teach you how to behave yourself,” Jack said. “You get the twenty you wanted. Get ready. I may not stop after the first five even if you beg me to.”
 
   She barely had enough time to thrust her face into the pillow before he brought his hand down on her ass again. This time it really, really hurt, and the pleasure was far outweighed by the pain. She wailed, collapsing onto the bed. She wanted to beg him to stop but something inside her prevented her from saying the word. She sobbed into the pillow as he continued to slap her behind. She knew he’d given her many more than five before he finally stopped.
 
   Jack leaned over to Caroline’s ear, brushing her hair back and wiping her tears away. “I know you love my cock but you have to learn to earn your rewards. On your knees.” 
 
   Her entire body shook but she still pushed herself up again, feeling him position himself behind her. Without a word Jack thrust inside her as hard as he could, and she cried out in shock.
 
   “Does that feel good?” he whispered into her ear, fondling her reddened backside.
 
   “Yes.” Caroline gripped the pillow tighter, closing her eyes. “More.”
 
   “What do we say?”
 
   Her knees almost buckled. Fuck him for using that tone, that voice, that phrase. She gritted her teeth. “More, please.”
 
   “Good girl. But you really should be careful what you wish for,” Jack said. 
 
   He moved in and out of her at a feverish pace, enjoying every moan, every gasp, every whispered swear she uttered.  Her hair was matted to her face, covered in sweat. He thrust into her over and over, stopping when he knew she was close to orgasm, teasing her again and again. He finally pulled back into a sitting position, taking her with him as he wrapped his arms around her breasts. She was now on top of him, her back to him, his cock still inside her. He reached down to fondle her clit and she moaned.
 
   “No, Jack,” Caroline protested. “That’s too much.”
 
   “It’s not. You’re going to come like this when I’m inside you.”
 
   She tried to squirm out of his grasp but her legs were wrapped up in his and she couldn’t do much more than hold still. She was exposed, helpless. Jack held her steady to keep her from pitching forward. 
 
   “Stop,” he said. “Don’t hurt yourself.” He tweaked her nipples through her bra. “This is what you get for being such a bad girl earlier.”
 
   He let one hand drift down to slide his fingers over her clit, then moved his other hand over her throat, holding onto it loosely. Not enough to restrict her airway, but enough to remind her that she had no control over the situation.
 
   “You like when I do this to you, don’t you?” He stroked her faster.
 
   “Yes,” she gasped.
 
   “You like when I’m in control.”
 
   Caroline nodded as best she could, tears springing to her eyes again.
 
   He held her still, pulling one hand up to her waist, leaving the other around her neck. “You know you can stop me any time you want but you never do. Why is that?” 
 
   She whimpered, unable to speak as the tears ran down her face. She rubbed one of her shaking hands over his arm, trying to push his fingers back down.
 
   “No, baby. You have to wait a minute.” Jack kissed her tear stained cheek, moving his hand from her throat to her chest, holding her tightly. He kissed his way down to her neck, biting her gently. “That might leave a mark,” he murmured. He bit her again, smiling as she cried out, then pulled her face toward his.
 
   “Do you know how much I love you?” he whispered. “Do you know how unbelievable you look right now? Do you know what it does to me when you let me fuck you like this?” He brought his hand back up to her hair, pulling her head back and tugging her into another hard kiss. 
 
   “Please, Jack,” Caroline said, grabbing at the hand around her waist. “Don’t make me wait any more.”
 
   “I won’t.” His fingers trailed down her torso. “You’ve had this coming to you all night.”
 
   She lunged toward his hand, trying to will him to move it faster down her body, then cried out in pain. 
 
   “Stop, sweetheart,” Jack said, releasing her hair and putting his arm around her, under her bra. He broke character again, just for a moment. “I mean it. You’ll hurt yourself if you move too much.” He hugged her against him, his mouth at her ear. “Do you want me to stop?”
 
   She hadn’t even considered that as an option. They’d gone too far to stop now. She shook her head back and forth vigorously, unable to speak.
 
   His arms tightened around her. He knew what she meant. Game on. “I think you’ve learned your lesson. You’re going to get what you need now.”
 
   Caroline stiffened. She knew what would happen next.
 
   He loosened his grip just a little. “Calm down, tiger. You’ve earned this.”
 
   She made a primal noise, continuing to paw at his hands.
 
   “Who’s making you come?” he whispered harshly, his fingers at her clit again.
 
   Caroline moaned. “I can’t-” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   He had promised her. He had promised her and now he was teasing her again. “Please-”
 
   “Who gets to do this to you?” Jack sounded angry. Aggressive. Rigid and uncompromising. A pure alpha male had her trapped in his grasp. He’d been controlling in bed before but never like this. It made her want him even more.
 
   “You, Jack. Only you.”
 
   “Good girl.” He kissed Caroline’s neck softly, near where he’d bitten her. The skin was still tender. “You know what I like to hear.”
 
   She leaned her head back against his shoulder and closed her eyes as he kissed her neck again. 
 
   “I don’t think I can get you to twenty,” he said. “That would probably knock you out for a week. But I’d say more than one is enough.” 
 
   Jack continued to tease her with his fingers until her legs started to shake. He brought his hand up over her mouth to stifle her cries, bringing her to orgasm multiple times until she was crying out his name against his palm. He removed his hand and she started babbling, telling him how much she loved him, how good he felt, how much she needed what he gave her. She sobbed and thrashed back against his chest over and over until she finally begged him to stop.
 
   “We’re not finished yet,” he said. Caroline now hung limply in his arms. Her head drooped as he swept her damp hair back from her face. “Tell me what else you want.”
 
   She could barely form words. “I want you.”
 
   “Oh, baby. All that screaming and clawing and crying and you still can’t tell me what you want.”
 
   “Jack,” she whispered. “Please.”
 
   He pressed his finger to her clit and she cried out. After all of that, the slight contact was almost painful.
 
   “No more,” she said. “I can’t-” 
 
   He thrust up inside her and she moaned hoarsely.
 
   “What do we say, sweetheart?” he said.
 
   “Please,” Caroline pleaded. “Please fuck me.”
 
   “That’s better.”
 
   Jack pushed Caroline back down on the bed and she fell forward into the pillow, barely able to hold herself up. He began moving in and out of her again, harder and faster this time, until her hands and then her knees gave out. He held her hips, driving into her again and again. She knew he could hear her muffled screams, could feel her tighten around him as she came once more. He finally finished inside her with a yelp, collapsing onto the bed on top of her. He lay there for a minute before pulling out of her, slowly kissing a trail down her shoulder blades to her legs. She was still shaking.
 
   “I love you,” he murmured. “Fuck, that shit made me cross-eyed.” He gently ran reassuring fingertips over her sweat slicked back, then noticed she had stilled.
 
   “Caroline?” he asked cautiously, sweeping her hair out of her face.
 
   She turned her head and looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “I need a minute.” She tried to push herself up before crumpling back onto the bed. Her insides were still contracting from her last extraordinarily deep orgasm and she could barely move. “That was intense.”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek and wiped the tears from her face. “That was incredible, my love. You’re incredible,” he said. “Thank you.”
 
   He didn’t need to thank her for something she wanted just as much as he did. He could take exactly what he wanted from her but he always gave it back in equal measure. If she was incredible, it was because he helped make her that way. 
 
   Caroline smiled weakly. “I would do anything for you, Jack,” she whispered, right before she passed out.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   The Fed
 
   When Caroline woke up, she retched. Not that she had anything that could come back out. The dinner roll was long gone. She hadn’t had anything else aside from a few shaky handfuls of water. Procured using her useless fucking hands. Her entire body ached. Her bones, her head, her skin. Her stomach still throbbed from Murdock’s well-placed kick. All part of a purposeful plan. Dehydrate her. Break her bones. Break her spirit. Make her talk or fuck her up if she doesn’t. Make it as painful and agonizing as possible.
 
   She hoped her spleen hadn’t ruptured on top of how many other things were wrong with her at this point. Caroline doubled over in her bed, trying not to cry. She’d never been punched or kicked in the gut before. But then again, she’d never been pistol whipped, never had her fingers broken with a hammer, never been blindsided with a blow to the head…yeah, the past few weeks had been a revelation. Many things had been done to her that had never been done before. She doubted anything else that happened would be on her bucket list.
 
   Stockholm Syndrome was not a concern. 
 
   She’d dreamt about the night that she never wanted to forget yet was terrified to remember. Beverly Hills. That incredible, mind-blowing night when she and Jack had turned the corner and never looked back. 
 
   But even that wasn’t as bad as dreaming about food. Why did she have to dream about food? Not even real food, but mere mentions of food. Even when she was asleep she was a goddamn tease. Imaginary food was enough to set her off. A sure sign of pure desolation.
 
   Chocolate. Her kingdom for a piece of chocolate. A Hershey's Kiss. A chocolate chip. She'd choke down a teaspoon of disgustingly bitter baking cocoa at this point. Hell, she'd cut off one of her useless hands and offer it as a sacrifice if they'd just give her something to eat. That fucking dinner roll had tricked her body into thinking there would be more. Reactivating her hunger and giving her nothing in return. Maybe that was Powell’s mindfuck. He hadn’t been there to help but to make it worse, since she now considered bartering body parts just to nourish herself.
 
   How many times had she shoved half a meal into the trash or dumped something down the drain? So wasteful. So damn spoiled and picky. Funny how privilege could evolve so effectively into despondency. If the guards marched in and put a pile of rancid meat in front of her, she’d probably choke it down without a second glance.
 
   The lights flickered on and she shoved the now warm ice pack under her mattress. Hopefully they weren’t doing some sort of surprise cell search. They’d never done one before, but she wouldn’t put anything past them. They actively sought ways to draw her into further misery.
 
   The cell door swung open and Fischer dragged a small female figure inside. “I brought you a friend,” he said. “She just got here this morning. I’m sure you have plenty of catching up to do.” He shoved her to the ground, backpedaling and slamming the door behind him. 
 
   Caroline recognized her immediately. Dressed in khaki pants and a fitted white polo stained a dull red. Blood. Apparently she wasn’t important enough to deserve a change of clothes. A fresh tattoo on her arm with bruises to match. Senator Ellen Goldman was staunch in her devotion to the tenets of Judaism and hadn’t forgotten the fate her ancestors suffered under Nazi rule. How doubly oppressive to ink her skin in violation of her faith. 
 
   “Ellie,” Caroline whispered.
 
   The other woman raised her head. “Caroline?” 
 
   Was this how it was going to be? Murdock and the others parading her friends around, tormenting them all in order to torture her? Caroline felt as if she’d walked into a supremely fucked up version of This Is Your Life. 
 
   Ellen didn’t get up. She just crawled over to Caroline’s bed. She shook violently but managed to pull herself onto the mattress. “Dear God, what did they do to you?”
 
   Caroline fought back tears. “Nothing I can’t handle.”
 
   Ellen started to reach for Caroline’s hands, then shrank away, staring at the uneven numbers on her arm. The bruises were more pronounced than Caroline had thought. Ellen had fought back when they marked her. 
 
   “No need to be strong with me, kid,” Ellen said.
 
   “We might not have much time,” Caroline whispered. She brought her head up, nodding toward the cameras. 
 
   Ellen’s eyes widened. Of course she would understand. “Your hands. What did they do to your hands?”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. Not they. He. She didn’t need to tell Ellen the identity of the perpetrator. Her afflictions were great enough. “He used a hammer.”
 
   The other woman threw her arms around Caroline. “I’m sorry.”
 
   Both of them knew the apology didn’t really mean anything. But it was a comfort nonetheless.
 
   “How did you get here?” Caroline asked.
 
   “They caught us on a flight to Houston. Diverted back into U.S. territory, I don’t know how.”
 
   Was Ellen alone? Caroline had to ask. “Where’s Daniel?”
 
   “He’s…not here.”
 
   Oh. She probably didn’t want to know the details. Not when she struggled with her feelings about where her own husband might be. Caroline felt tears stinging her eyes. “I’m sorry, Ellie.”
 
   Ellen held her tighter. “Fat lot of good our words do us now, huh? Two brilliant speakers and not a single comforting thing to say.”
 
   Caroline ignored the pain in her hands and squeezed Ellen to her. Who knew how long they would have? It wouldn’t be nearly enough time for either one of them. “Did they try to question you?”
 
   “Not yet.” Ellen shuddered. “I haven’t been here that long.”
 
   “They will.” 
 
   When Ellen spoke again, her voice trembled. “Is that what they’ve been doing? Questioning you?”
 
   “Pretty much.” Caroline pulled back and managed a small smile. “This is what happens when you don’t cooperate.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   She knew she had to look a mess. Broken nose, shattered hands, a body all but denied bare necessities for what had to be weeks. She stank. Her bones cracked when she moved. Her hair hung down in matted clumps. Ellen tried to hide her expression but Caroline could see her pity. Her fear. Her despair. No sense in either one of them masking emotions.
 
   Not that she was one to give a pep talk, but Caroline knew she had to reassure her. “They enjoy fear,” she said. “They feed on it. They’ll figure out what makes you tick and use it to tear you apart. Don’t let them see any weakness.” 
 
   Ellen shuddered again. “Easy for you to say.”
 
   Caroline lowered her voice. “Don’t tell them anything, Ellie. Understand? Even small details. They don’t know as much as they want to know, and people like us are the only ones who can help them fill in the blanks.”
 
   Ellen pressed her nose to Caroline’s shoulder, fighting back more tears. “I’ll try.”
 
   “We have to be patient. Someone will get us out of here.”
 
   Ellen laughed mirthlessly. “Keep dreaming, kiddo. Our flight from California to Texas landed in Phoenix. A flight that was never meant to cross into American airspace. They swear it was a coincidence. A mechanical error that needed to be fixed. But they knew Daniel and I were on that flight. Someone made sure it happened. There’s no one coming for us. No one can be trusted. Not anymore.” She took a shaky breath. “We’re going to die in here.” 
 
   Ellen. Sincere, idealistic, far too liberal for her own good Ellen. Done with it all. Anything Caroline told her was irrelevant. Every word of encouragement and strength would vanish into the vapor. Damn it, they were fucked. 
 
   “Someone will help us,” Caroline repeated.
 
   “Keep saying it. Maybe you can make it happen. But I doubt it.”
 
   Caroline didn’t respond to that. She just kept holding Ellen, ignoring the pain in her hands, until the other woman spoke again.
 
   “Have I lived a good life?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Ellen broke their embrace. “Am I a good person?”
 
   What an inane question. “Of course you are.”
 
   “I don’t know if I am. I’ve made a lot of mistakes, made some missteps. I don’t-” 
 
   Was she getting reflective because of where they were? “You don’t get to dispute your goodness,” Caroline said. “Your worth as a human being isn’t subject to debate.” 
 
   “I don’t believe in Hell,” Ellen whispered. “But I hope Santos and the bastards in this building end up going there.”
 
   Caroline felt brave enough to ask the question that had been biting at her. Seeking the answer she dreaded. “What happened to Daniel?”
 
   Ellen started to weep. “They dragged us off the plane and took us to this cargo van. And they shoved me inside and…Daniel tried to get in after me. I think he knew what they were planning to do. They stopped him. And they shot him.” She put her face in her hands. “They killed him right in front of me and left his body on the runway.”
 
   There was no adequate way to respond to that bit of information, so Caroline put her arms around Ellen again. “You’re a good person.” She swallowed back her own tears. “And so was Daniel.”
 
   “I didn’t stop this.”
 
   “You tried. So did I.”
 
   Ellen wiped her eyes. “We should have stayed in California. Where we belonged. But we thought it was safer to get out entirely.” She shook her head. “How stupid I was. How stupid I am.”
 
   “Don’t say that. Don’t give up hope.”
 
   “There is no hope, Caroline. Can’t you see that?”
 
   Caroline heard footsteps coming down the hall. “We don’t have much time,” she said. “I may not – this may be the only opportunity we have.”
 
   “I love you,” Ellen whispered.
 
   Caroline leaned in for a hug, determined to never let go. “I love you too.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   The Past
 
   Election Night. Caroline was nervous as all hell. The summer passed in a blur, as did the fall campaign season. Their entire family spent most of the chilly November evening camped out in one of the hotel suites they’d reserved, with Marguerite and Sophie bounding around the main sitting area with seemingly endless energy. Christine was in a suite across the hall. Every once in a while she’d send Caroline an anxious text message. She wasn’t nearly as confident in her exit polls as Jack. Both of them were likely to win, but there were no sure things in politics.
 
   Around ten o’clock, the concession call came. Jack left the room to take it. He wasn’t gone long and refused to tell Caroline what was discussed. He didn’t waste any time after that, giving an emotional speech to a ballroom packed with supporters. Caroline shed just a few tears when it was over, whispering her encouragement and appreciation as the cameras flashed. 
 
   The newly elected governor had many people to thank. She and Jack shuffled the girls off to bed, leaving them with a staffer who would be well-compensated for her troubles. Caroline spent the remainder of the night with Kathleen, glued to the television as more returns came in. A good night for the Republicans since they weren’t currently occupying the White House. Typical for a midterm, but many Democrats were holding their own. There was still no word on Jen’s race. Maryland’s First District was solidly Democratic, so either returns were coming in slowly or Jen had run a poor campaign. Caroline refused to believe that it was the latter. 
 
   It was shortly after eleven when Jen’s face flashed across the screen. Caroline grabbed Kathleen from behind. They had their arms around each other as the camera panned back to the anchor, who confirmed the victory. After a quick cutaway to Jen’s victory party, the channel moved on to other races. Caroline and Kathleen started jumping up and down like crazy women, hugging and whooping. They were still hugging each other when Caroline felt a buzzing in her suit jacket. Her personal phone. The call she’d been hoping to get.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, Caroline.” It was Jen’s fiancé.
 
   “Hi, Eric. How’s my girl?”
 
   “Just finishing up with an interview. But you were the first person she wanted to call.”
 
   Caroline was touched, but amused. “Then why are you calling?”
 
   “You know how efficient she is. It’s going to be a busy night.”
 
   “And now she goes into full wedding mode.” The ceremony was a little over a month away, just before Christmas. “Are you ready?”
 
   He hesitated. “I guess so.”
 
   “Don’t let your enthusiasm overwhelm you, Eric. Try to contain yourself.” 
 
   “It’s been a long night,” he said. “Oh, here she is.”
 
   No doubt Eric was eager to hand off the phone as quickly as possible. A breathless voice came on the phone. “Caroline?”
 
   “Hi, Jenny. How’s it feel?”
 
   Jen sounded manic, but in a good way. “It’s incredible. Like I’m floating on a cloud. Did you feel this way when you first won?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “I did. Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I don’t remember a lot from that night. I think Katie spiked my drink.”
 
   “I was high as a flipping kite.” Caroline had been quite happy when she won the general election but most of the elation came during the primary, when her victory had been a huge upset. “Congratulations, kid. You deserve it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without your help.”
 
   Caroline might have pulled a few strings, called some donors on Jen’s behalf, made a few campaign appearances with her. But that wasn’t the deciding factor. Endorsements and behind the scenes work only took a candidate so far. “It was all you, Jenny. You’re very good at what you do. Hell, you managed to convince people I was marginally competent for six years.  You wrangled me and kept me in check. That’s a huge accomplishment.”
 
   Jen laughed. “Making you look competent was the easiest part of my job. I left the wrangling to Katie.”
 
   Caroline smiled at Kathleen, who still had her arm around her. She looked incredibly eager to talk to Jen herself. “Speak of the devil,” she said. Kathleen mimed yanking the phone out of her hand. “I think Katie wants to catch up with you.”
 
   Jen spoke in a heartfelt tone. “Caroline, thank you for hiring me six years ago. I had no experience. You really took a chance.”
 
   Jen and Kathleen were the only two people who’d shown any confidence in Caroline’s ability to make a serious run for Congress. Representative-elect Whitcomb wasn’t the one who needed to be grateful. “No, I didn’t. I was a long shot candidate with no money and you were cheap.”
 
   Jen laughed again. “I know. But you kept me around after you were elected and I really appreciate it. You helped me live my dream.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes, fighting back tears. She and Jen were very much alike. They’d always wanted careers in public service and had been terribly idealistic during Caroline’s first campaign. She was quite pleased that Jen had followed in her footsteps.
 
   “You’re going to do a fantastic job.” Caroline choked up a little. “I want you to know how incredibly proud I am of you.”
 
   “Thank you.” Jen couldn’t hide the emotion in her voice, either. “I’m really going to miss you.”
 
   Caroline didn’t want to think about that. In a couple of months she’d be in Harrisburg, living a very different life from the one she had now. Exciting but daunting. “Let’s not talk about that now,” she said. “We’ve got your wedding next month and in case I forgot to mention it, you promised me you’d help me pack up all the shit I still have in my office in Rayburn. You can skip orientation if you really want to help.”
 
   Jen laughed. “I’ll help you pack up, but I’m not missing the lottery. It’s my only chance to get a tiny sixth floor office assignment somewhere.”
 
   Her luck was good enough that she’d probably get one of the nicer suites on the first try. “Katie really wants to talk to you,” Caroline said. “I love you, Jenny.”
 
   “I love you too,” Jen said. “Give Jack and the girls hugs for me. You’re gonna make a hell of a first lady.”
 
   “They won’t know what hit them.” Caroline laughed. Kathleen was practically wrestling the phone out of her hand. It made it hard to speak coherently. “I’m going to hand you off to Katie before she beats the shit out of me.” 
 
   Kathleen and Jen chatted for a few minutes before hanging up. Caroline only eavesdropped a little, a significant improvement for her. 
 
   Her chief of staff handed the phone back with a grin. “Way to cry all over your electronics.”
 
   “My people are very emotional,” Caroline said defensively.
 
   Kathleen gave her a quick hug. “Believe me, I know. Jen’s people are emotional too. You two need to learn to keep your shit together.”
 
   Caroline stared down at the phone before tucking it back inside her suit jacket. Kathleen would leave her too, she just knew it. She had no reason to follow Caroline to the relatively small confines of the state capital, even if she was a Pennsylvania native.
 
   “So, does this make me a state employee or what?” Kathleen’s voice brought her out of her reverie.
 
   Caroline stared at her. “Huh?”
 
   “You still need a chief of staff, right? Even with a different job title?”
 
   She hadn’t really thought about that but instantly decided that if she needed to, she would push Jack until he agreed. “I guess so.”
 
   “Do I have to submit my resume and shit, or ask you nicely?”
 
   Caroline beamed. This was more than she had hoped for. “I’m really glad you don’t work that kind of language into my speeches. Asking nicely is fine. Maybe you should repeat your request, phrased a little differently, eh?”
 
   Kathleen got on her knee in a mock proposal. “Your First Lady Highness, may I have the honor of serving as your chief of staff?”
 
   She didn’t think she could feel any more elated than she already did, but Caroline was tempted to tackle her to the floor. She’d never been one to tactfully express her joy. “Of course,” she said. “But what about Liz?” Kathleen’s girlfriend still maintained an apartment in the District when she wasn’t traveling.
 
   “We talked. Harrisburg isn’t that far from D.C. We’ll have weekends, and we’ll figure something out if it comes to it. She knows this is important to me.”
 
   “You don’t-”
 
   “You don’t get to talk me out of it.”
 
   “I wasn’t. I was just going to say that if you needed to move on at some point, I’ll understand.”
 
   “First off, you won’t understand, because you’re too damn attached to me, and second, we’re not talking about that now. Because it won’t happen.”
 
   Kathleen’s devotion was too much. Caroline didn’t deserve such loyalty. “Has Liz managed to deal with your unrequited love for me?”
 
   “Oh yeah. She thinks it’s kind of sexy.” 
 
   Caroline suspected it wasn’t quite that simple, but didn’t want to ruin the moment. “This is awesome,” she said.
 
   Kathleen threw her arms around her. “Can’t break up a winning team so soon, right? We gotta shoot for the ten year mark at least. I assume that’s when you’ll start giving out bonuses like the rest of the world.”
 
   Caroline ardently returned the hug. “Thanks, Katie. This pretty much caps off my night.”
 
   “Well, I knew if you were going to miss Jen you’d miss me more, since I’m the more likeable of the two of us.”
 
   Caroline kissed her cheek. “You and I are going to have a lot of fun causing trouble at the Governor’s Mansion.”
 
   Kathleen smiled. “I can’t wait.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline and Jack said their goodbyes to the staffers and friends who gradually trickled out of the ballroom. They indulged themselves as the night wore on, as had just about everyone else who lingered until the early morning hours. Kathleen had already shuffled back to her room, mumbling something about a late check-out time. The girls were sound asleep in the suite next to theirs. Jack grabbed a final bottle of champagne as they headed for the elevator. The bartender looked happy, though. Folks in a celebratory mood tipped well.
 
   Caroline took one last look behind them. Drink cups and decorations everywhere. “This place is a mess.”
 
   “That’s why we gave them such a large deposit,” Jack said.
 
   “Not our problem to worry about, I guess. Let’s go upstairs.” She waltzed into the elevator as soon the doors opened, spinning around to face him. “Wanna make out?”
 
   Jack pulled her into his arms. “Fuck yes.”
 
   She could feel the cold champagne bottle at the small of her back as he leaned in closer. “Cameras?” she murmured against his lips.
 
   “Do you care?”
 
   She tugged at his hair. “No.”
 
   “We’re not moving,” Jack said.
 
   “You need to hit the floor.”
 
   He dragged her over to the side and pressed the button. “Good idea, sweetheart. You’re so smart.”
 
   “That’s why you married me.”
 
   He squeezed her ass with his free hand. “I married you for a lot more than that.”
 
   So loquacious after a night when all he’d done was talk. She was surprised he still had a voice. “Shut up and kiss me,” she said.
 
   Jack bit her bottom lip, granting her request. “You’re fucking sexy.”
 
   She could already feel his erection against her thigh. “And you’re drunk.”
 
   “Is that a problem?”
 
   Only if there were pictures to prove it. “I hope no one noticed.”
 
   “Everyone noticed. It’s three in the morning. Anyone still awake is drunk.”
 
   She let out a little whine as he bit her earlobe. “I’m not drunk.”
 
   Jack kissed her again, his hand drifting up her skirt. “You are. It’s okay. I won’t judge you.”
 
   The car started to slow. “We need-” It was hard for Caroline to think. Maybe she was a little tipsy. “We need to get to the room.”
 
   Jack straightened up as the doors opened. “I agree.” 
 
   He took her hand and marched down the hall, pulling off the sober candidate convincingly. Anyone who ran into them would be none the wiser. He even opened the door to their suite without fumbling the key. Caroline dragged him into the room by his tie, starting to remove his jacket.
 
   “Aggressive, aren’t you?” He tossed the bottle from hand to hand and wriggled out of his suit coat. “I forgot booze makes you horny.”
 
   She strode ahead of him into the bedroom. “Don’t shake the bottle. You’ll ruin it.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Jack said, pulling the foil off the top of the champagne.
 
   “Less talk, more kissing.” Caroline pushed him into a chair in the corner of the bedroom, straddling him and starting to loosen his tie. “Have I ever told you how attracted I am to powerful men?”
 
   “You may have mentioned it once or twice.” Jack pressed his thumbs against the cork and grunted. “This bottle is being stubborn.”
 
   Caroline grabbed the bottle out of his hand. “Let me do that.” She slid her thumb up the side of the cork and it flew across the room, barely missing an expensive lamp.
 
   “Nice job, sweetheart. We’d have a hell of a time explaining if you broke that.”
 
   She turned to him. “I did that on purpose. Aren’t you impressed?”
 
   Jack kissed her neck. “I’m always impressed by you.”
 
   She tugged his tie off and tossed it behind her before standing up and taking off her jacket.
 
   “Is this how you treat your powerful men?” Jack asked.
 
   Caroline lifted up her foot and used the sole of one of her pumps to push him against the backrest. She’d been waiting for this night for ages. All that time away from each other, all those campaign stops and puff pieces had led them to this. She was going to make sure whatever they did together would be seared into his memory forever. 
 
   Jack stripped the shoe from her foot, smiling when she lifted up her other leg for him to repeat the process. “Oh, baby,” he said. “I love when you get so insistent.” 
 
   “Then you’re going to have fun tonight.” She hitched her skirt to her waist and straddled his thighs again, leaning back to take a swig of the champagne straight from the bottle.
 
   He laughed. “Is that the kind of dainty behavior the people of the Commonwealth should expect from their first lady?”
 
   “Probably.” She took another giant slug and handed him the bottle. “This is good. Nice and sweet.”
 
   Jack set it on the table next to the chair. “Unlike you, my uncouth consort, I only drink my wine from proper stemware.” He started unbuttoning her blouse, peppering her with kisses.
 
   “Hey,” she said. “If you’re going to start undressing me, the least you could do is give me back my beverage.”
 
   He pulled the blouse down over her shoulders. “Plenty of time for that later. “
 
   “You don’t want to get drunk and screw?”
 
   “Again, plenty of time. The night is young. And I suspect you’re in a good place anyway. Isn’t this your second bottle?” He nuzzled her breasts through the lacy material of her bra.
 
   She’d lost count. Did Moscato count as champagne? “Maybe,” she said. She gasped when he tugged her bra down to suckle on her nipple. A very effective distraction while she attempted and failed to pull down his suspenders. “You make it hard for me to take advantage of you when you keep doing that.”
 
   Jack gave her another deep kiss.  “Patience, baby. Patience.” He picked up the bottle of champagne and took a long drink before setting it down on the side table awkwardly. 
 
   “Don’t spill it,” she warned.
 
   “I won’t,” he promised. “Got to keep you liquored up so I can do decadently sinful things to you all night.” 
 
   She could still taste the sweetness on his lips when he kissed her again. Caroline laughed against his mouth. “Are we classing up this joint or what?”
 
   He stood up with her in his arms, spinning her around on the floor before unzipping the back of her skirt. “Remember what I told you about talking too much?”
 
   “Not really. I try not to let you get in a word edgewise.”
 
   He let the skirt fall to the floor and patted her ass gently. “Maybe this powerful man needs to remind you that sometimes you need to hush and let him do his job.”
 
   “Do I have to call you Mr. Governor in bed?”
 
   He turned her around. “Not unless you want to. And I bet you want to.”
 
   “Maybe after the inaugural.” She ran her fingers through his hair. “I meant what I said tonight, Jack. I am so proud to be your wife.”
 
   One of the many things she whispered into his ear while she was trying not to get too weepy. She was proud, she was happy, she would follow him anywhere, she was so goddamn glad that the campaign was finally over. He laughed at the last one. Caroline hoped that would be the image on the front of all the papers tomorrow morning: photographic confirmation of John McIntyre reveling in a hard-fought, joyous victory. 
 
   Jack smiled. “I know. But I still like when you tell me.”
 
   Caroline yanked his suspenders down and unbuttoned his shirt. “It’s been a good night, huh?”
 
   He undid his cufflinks and let the shirt slide down his arms, then removed the white t-shirt underneath. “Indeed it has. About to get better, I hope.”
 
   She knelt down to work on his pants. “You bet it will.”
 
   “I haven’t taken off all your clothes yet.” Jack preferred that she get naked first so that he could take advantage of her. She generally wasn’t one to complain. 
 
   “Plenty of time for that,” she said absently, unzipping his fly.
 
   “Caroline-”
 
   She sighed, tugging his pants and boxers down. “What’s the problem now?”
 
   “I don’t think-”
 
   Her aggressiveness wasn’t ramped up nearly enough. If she was going to maximize the experience tonight, she’d have to up her game. She rose to her feet. “Get on the bed.”
 
   “What?”
 
   She shoved him in the chest, gently. For now. She’d get rougher if she had to. “Lie down. Arms above your head.”
 
   He sucked in a breath, his abs tightening. A glorious sight. She’d aroused his curiosity. Good. It pleased her even more when he actually did what she said, stretching out naked and magnificent on top of the sheets. Except he was still wearing his socks. Jack had the habit of wearing disgustingly old socks, and she hassled him constantly for it. 
 
   She took each sock off one by one. “Now that you’re a big important governor, will you finally wear those new dress socks I got you?”
 
   “My socks are fine,” he said, eyeing her breasts.
 
   He said that every time she brought it up. “They’re gross.”
 
   He reached for her and she leapt off the bed. “No one sees them,” he said. “I could have left them on.”
 
   “Not if you want to get laid. I’m all for acting out notable porn scenes but I’m not fucking a man wearing holey socks.” Caroline scanned the room. So many possibilities. What a time to leave the handcuffs at home. Inspired, she grabbed his suspenders off the floor and straddled him on the bed, grabbing his wrists. “Are you up for something different?”
 
   He had to know what was coming. And he was curious, but not necessarily eager. “Fucking try me,” he rumbled. 
 
   Caroline weaved the suspenders in and out of the wooden slats of the headboard, securing his wrists to the bed. “You’re going to learn what it’s like to lose control.” She rocked back against his cock, which was half erect. She’d remedy that situation soon enough.
 
   He closed his eyes. Jack would never admit whether he enjoyed himself in this sort of situation, but any questions on that topic would soon be rendered moot. She kissed her way down his abdomen until she reached his erection, full and exquisite. That hadn’t taken long.
 
   “Do you like being tied up?” she asked.
 
   Jack shifted in his restraints. “Not particularly.”
 
   “Your body tells a different story.”
 
   “My dick was like that before you lashed me to the bed.”
 
   She ran her tongue around the head of his penis, stroking his shaft with her hand. “You’re a liar,” she whispered.
 
   He pushed his hips up in what proved to be a fruitless thrust, and she sat back on her knees. 
 
   “Did you want something?” she asked sweetly.
 
   “Untie me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   He was practically growling at her. “Untie me so I can fuck you.”
 
   Caroline ran her tongue up and down his cock, kissing the head. “So impatient,” she murmured, changing course and straddling him, rubbing her clit against his length. He groaned. She knew he could feel her wetness even though she was still wearing panties.
 
   She smiled. “You like that, don’t you?”
 
   He yanked at the suspenders. “Need to touch you,” he grunted.
 
   “Not now,” she said, slipping back and forth against his cock. “Later.”
 
   “Caroline-”
 
   She slid back onto the mattress, teasing him again with her tongue. “Remember all those women who were throwing themselves at you during the campaign?”
 
   He groaned again. He hated that topic. Jack’s campaign manager had delicately removed several interns from the staff who had taken a less than professional interest in the candidate. Between the college girls and the middle aged swoony women, Caroline ran out of patience as the months wore on. 
 
   “I don’t see how that’s germane to our current position,” he said.
 
   “You mean, your current position?” she asked, trying not to laugh.
 
   “It’s not – they have nothing to do with us. They never did.”
 
   She alternated kissing and licking his shaft, and he groaned again. “Do you think they could have given you what I do?” 
 
   “Sweetheart-”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “I don’t-” He was gasping for breath, reacting to her touch. She’d reached another gear already and was pretty proud of herself. “They never stood a chance. I only see you.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   “Yes. Caroline, please-”
 
   “Please, what?”
 
   He glowered at her. Jack didn’t like when she turned his games around on him, but she still occasionally tried anyway. It was fun to shake things up, and the night always ended up with her getting fucked properly. 
 
   “You don’t want to go there,” he said.
 
   “Go where?” she asked innocently, licking his cock again.
 
   “Don’t play a hand you weren’t dealt.”
 
   Was he implying that she couldn’t make him lose control? She knew of only one surefire way to make him shut up. She sucked him deep to momentarily silence him. He was pissed, no doubt about it. But he was really fucking turned on and she wanted to see how far she could take things. And she was drunk enough not to care about the hardness hitting the back of her throat. All she cared about were the noises he made, which couldn’t be categorized as words.
 
   The headboard creaked. He struggled against his restraints, even now. She closed her eyes, concentrating on what she was doing. If she timed it right, he wouldn’t be able to stop her. She could blow his brains out using just her mouth and he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. And he was close, so fucking close. She knew the signs.
 
   She heard a snapping noise and a creak and felt a hand on her hair. Caroline opened her eyes to see Jack glaring at her. She tried to keep going, but he sat up and yanked her head backward, apparently not caring that her teeth were perilously close to his most precious organ.
 
   “You are very naughty,” he gasped, rolling on top of her on the bed, pinning her hands above her head. “I told you to stop.”
 
   “You didn’t mean it.”
 
   “You know I did.” He bit her neck. “You’re going to pay for that.”
 
   He wasn’t going easy on her. She hoped there wouldn’t be any teeth marks left behind. Those were hard to hide. “I-”
 
   “I think you should apologize,” he said. “Teasing the fuck out of me like that.”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “You will. By the end of the night, you will.”
 
   An enticing threat. Caroline decided to keep pushing it. “Not a chance.”
 
   “There are a few things you need to know,” Jack said, ignoring her protest. He slid his cock back and forth against her damp underwear. “Your jealousy is unwarranted, but extremely attractive. Your desire to control me is quite alluring, but unnecessary. Also, your knot tying skills are subpar.”
 
   She started to struggle in his grasp and he pressed her wrists back down onto the mattress. “Furthermore, I will always be stronger than you, but I will never use it to harm you. Understand?” 
 
   She went limp and he smiled, thinking he’d won. He lowered one hand and slid it inside her panties, starting to rub her clit. “You’re going to explain to the hotel staff how we fucked up the headboard,” he said.
 
   Was he serious? “I am not.”
 
   He laughed, removing his fingers and rubbing them together. “You are. And you’re so fucking wet, I think the idea excites you. You want to explain. Just so they’ll know what we do to celebrate happy occasions.”
 
   In actuality, that was one part of their lives she would always want to keep private. And she wasn’t entirely sure he was kidding. “You did it. You can explain.”
 
   He slid his fingers inside her again. “Maybe I will. Did you have fun, teasing me like that?”
 
   It was impossible not to smile. “Yes.”
 
   Jack withdrew his hand. “Why didn’t you stop when I told you to stop?”
 
   “I didn’t want to.”
 
   “That was very naughty of you. Are you sorry?”
 
   She smirked. “No.”
 
   He rolled off of her, still determined as all hell. It made her tremble, just a little. “Take your clothes off,” he said. “Now.”
 
   His voice was harsher than she’d ever heard it before. Maybe she had pushed him too far. “I-”
 
   “Get up. I’m not going to repeat myself.” He stared at her. “Do it.”
 
   Fine. He wanted a show, he could have a show. She scuttled off the bed onto shaky feet, taking a few steps backward. She started with her blouse and bra, took off her underwear, and began removing her garters, giving him an insolent look.
 
   “That’s how you want to play it?” he asked softly.
 
   Caroline was prepared to give the brattiest command performance he’d ever seen. “I’m sorry, did you want me to leave those on?” She rolled down her nylons and tossed them on the floor next to the rest of their clothing, then marched over to the bed and straddled his legs, tugging on his erection. “Fucking try me,” she whispered.
 
   He started to let her hair down. “You’re going to pay for that little trick a minute ago.”
 
   “You said you liked it when I was aggressive.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you to tie me to the bed.”
 
   “It was implied.”
 
   He moved his hands down to squeeze both buttocks simultaneously. A move she expected, but it still made her wince. “You only did it because I haven’t swatted your ass in ages.”
 
   She closed her eyes. Their near constant travel and frequent separation during the last two months of the campaign had taken its toll in more ways than one. “It has been a while.”
 
   “You don’t have to piss me off in order to get it.” He kissed her neck. “You can always just ask nicely.”
 
   She grinned. “It’s more fun to be bad.”
 
   “You might be sporting some painful bruises tomorrow.”
 
   Caroline enjoyed those physical reminders of their more intense nights together. And he was exaggerating. He never left more than light marks, even if they did sting a little. “I don’t care.”
 
   “We’re touring that parochial school in Harrisburg.”
 
   They’d decided not to waste any time when it came to making that trip. Too much to do before his inauguration. “So?”
 
   “So, you’re going to be focusing on how much your ass hurts instead of making wise decisions about our children and their educational future.”
 
   Caroline adjusted herself on his lap. “We could go to confession while we’re there. It would be a great introduction to the parish priest.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Bite your tongue, woman.”
 
   “We could do it jointly. Maybe we could give him a heart attack.”
 
   “We’d have to pick another school. Harrisburg is small.”
 
   “I could homeschool. I have all these books, see, and they’re all about liberal philosophers and economists, and-”
 
   “Get over my knee right now.”
 
   Caroline looked down at his cock, still resplendent and erect. “Are you sure? That might be painful.”
 
   He was pondering that possibility, she could tell. Thinking of some wicked way to tip the scales in his favor. To improve the game. “Bend over the edge of the bed,” he said softly.
 
   She ran her fingers through his hair. “Yes, sir.” Then, because she was still feeling cheeky, she added, “Mr. Governor.”
 
   That sent a rush of something to his cock, and she laughed as she scrambled off his lap. “Someone gets turned on when he hears his new job title.”
 
   “That earned you a few more slaps on the ass,” Jack said.
 
   She leaned over the side of the bed. “What else can I do to earn some more?”
 
   Jack crouched down to whisper in her ear. “Call me Mr. Governor while I’m getting you off.”
 
   “You’re a sick puppy.” 
 
   “No, I’m not. It’s hot as all hell when you say it.” He smacked her ass, hard. “I bet I can get you to say it again.”
 
   She’d happily accept that challenge. He swatted her again, too many times to count, and her knees started to buckle. He lifted her onto the bed and slid a finger inside her. An unexpected move.
 
   “What-”
 
   Jack shushed her. “Let me do this.” He chuckled softly. “Baby, you’re so damn wet. Spanking really does a number on you.”
 
   He slid the finger out and started rubbing her clit. As she started to moan, he smacked her ass again, refusing to let up. Tease her clit, spank her ass. Tease her clit, spank her ass. It took him a minute to get his timing down, but after that it didn’t take long; the combination of pain and pleasure soon sent her over the edge, and she screamed his name into the sheets, with wave after wave of heated pleasure scorching her body until she was hoarse and spent. She lifted her head up as he flopped down next to her and swept the hair out of her eyes.
 
   He couldn’t keep the grin off his face. “How are you feeling, sweetheart?”
 
   As if he couldn’t figure it out. She could barely speak. “How the hell did you do that?”
 
   “You get so fucking close when I’m slapping your ass that I figured it was worth a try. It was a lot easier when you weren’t falling off the bed.”
 
   Caroline tried to catch her breath. She hadn’t come that hard in a long time. “Can you do that again?”
 
   Jack kissed her. “Maybe later.”
 
   “Pretty please?”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “What if I call you Mr. Governor?”
 
   “Then all signs point to yes.” He caressed her now reddened backside. “Ready for something else?”
 
   She shifted on the bed, grabbing a pillow and tugging it under her chin. “What did you have in mind?”
 
   “I brought a few…supplies along.”
 
   That could only mean one thing. “You’re the most considerate husband in the world.”
 
   He went over to his suitcase and started rummaging around. “I learned my lesson from our trip to Beverly Hills. Never come unprepared, and never turn down anal sex.”
 
   “Smart man.”
 
   “You sure you’re up for it?”
 
   Caroline was tempted to tell him that she was always up for it, but if she said that, she’d probably never get sweet missionary style sex again. “Absolutely.” 
 
   Jack came back to the bed with a condom and lube. The condom meant he wanted to fuck more than once without leaving the bed. Good to know. She had a feeling he wasn’t going to let her sleep tonight.
 
   “I want to make you come first,” he whispered.
 
   “You already did that.”
 
   “It’s been a few minutes. You deserve another one.”
 
   “Far be it for me to argue with that logic,” Caroline said, rolling over on her side.
 
   He settled in next to her and kissed her lips. “Tell me what you want.”
 
   She reached over to grab his hand. “This’ll work.”
 
   He laughed as she guided it in between her thighs. “You don’t waste any time.”
 
   “Was I supposed to play hard to get? I just let you spank my ass.”
 
   “Coy and coquettish might have been a nice change of pace.”
 
   “Coquettish. Nice word usage.” She stroked his wrist, directing him further down. “Stop showing off your well-endowed vocabulary and finger fuck me.”
 
   “Why do you always pick my right hand? Does the left not suit your fancy?”
 
   He was good with both, but she had her reasons. “Your right hand is bigger,” she whispered. “You can do more with it.”
 
   His eyes widened. “Good god, woman.”
 
   “You liked that? I’m just being honest.”
 
   He wasted no time, slipping two fingers inside her, his thumb at her clit. “I love when you let me inside your dirty mind. And inside other places. Where else do I get to go tonight?”
 
   “Anywhere you want,” she said.
 
   He twisted his fingers toward her g-spot. “I was hoping you’d say that.”
 
   Caroline decided not to speak after that. She was much more partial to watching his eyes as he worked his fingers in and out of her. Seeing his lips curl up as she moaned. Leaning in for a kiss as she came again. God, he was beautiful.
 
   “You’re pretty when you come,” he whispered.
 
   She rolled over on her back. “You’re prettier when you’re fucking me.”
 
   “I can take a hint.” He sat up, giving her a solemn look. “I’m going to claim your ass now, Caroline.”
 
   She started laughing, awash in the glow of post-orgasmic bliss. “Really, Jack?”
 
   “I thought you liked dirty talk.”
 
   “That sounds so….” She was going to say it sounded awfully familiar, then narrowed her eyes as he laughed. “Have you-?”
 
   “You shouldn’t have left your Kindle out in the open like that. Anyone could see what’s on it.”
 
   She smacked his arm. She would have to set a password to keep his nosy eyes off of it. “Stop reading my smut.”
 
   He was trying not to laugh when he spoke again. “I’m going to take your anal virginity, baby.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You’re about ten years too late. That train has already left the station.”
 
   “I want you plugged,” he proclaimed. “Plugged for my pleasure.”
 
   That sent her into a fit of giggles, made even worse when he started tickling her. “Dear Lord, please stop. Which book did you read?”
 
   “I’m not telling.” Jack rolled her on her stomach, still smiling, and lowered his voice an octave. “I’m going to claim your ass now,” he repeated.
 
   As if he hadn’t done that countless times over the course of their relationship. “Just fuck me already.”
 
   His yawn was a tad too dramatic. “If you insist.”
 
   Caroline heard the snap of a bottle top. Finally. “Stop toying with me.”
 
   He spread a generous amount of lube over her ass crack. “You love it.”
 
   She got on her hands and knees, moaning as he worked a finger inside her. “Every minute of every day,” she gasped.
 
   “That feel good?”
 
   It felt so good she could barely stand it. She was relaxed enough that she didn’t need more than a minute or two of preparation. “Please, Jack. I need you inside me.”
 
   She heard the unmistakable sound of the condom wrapper ripping. “Anything you say.” He pressed into her slowly, like he always did. He might prefer to be firm and forceful most nights, but when he fucked her this way he always took his time. Not only because it helped him last longer, but because he’d learned quickly that she enjoyed herself more when he gave her time to accommodate his size. She pushed back and soon he was completely inside her. 
 
   He bent over to tuck her hair behind her ear. “Still feel good?”
 
   There were no words. Why did people get so hung up on anal sex? Done properly, it was one of the most deliciously forbidden sensations in the world. And if it felt that good for her, she could only imagine what it felt like for Jack. She nodded her head up and down.
 
   Jack grunted as he slid in and out of her. “So tight,” he said. “So good.” 
 
   Caroline lifted herself off the pillow she’d been grasping, locking her elbows. She turned to look at him. His hair was disheveled, and he had a look of intense concentration on his face. When he saw her looking at him, he reached over to tug at her hair, smiling when she grabbed his hand and pulled it to her throat. He tightened one hand around her neck, the other at her hip. 
 
   He wasn’t cutting off her breath; neither one of them was into that. He loved the control and she loved the feeling of helplessness, of being entirely at his mercy. Knowing that he would never, ever harm her. He buried his nose in her hair, mumbling random endearments as he worked, until he stiffened and came inside her with a string of obscenities.
 
   Jack released her from his grip, pulling out to let her relax. He tossed the condom in the garbage and sat back down on the bed. “Roll over,” he said.
 
   She was pretty comfortable, frankly, nestled in between the pillows. It was a big bed. “I don’t want to sleep on my back.”
 
   “You won’t be sleeping.” He nudged her over and settled in between her thighs.
 
   Again? He’d been crisscrossing the state for the past week. She couldn’t figure out how he hadn’t collapsed from exhaustion yet. And even though she figured sleep would be at a premium, she did need to rest in between orgasms. “I’m tired, Monty.”
 
   “Never too tired for this.” He leaned in to kiss her clit.
 
   If he wasn’t one to turn down anal, she sure as hell wouldn’t decline an offer for oral. She spread her legs wider. “I can probably stay awake a little longer.”
 
   He pulled his head up when he was finished. Her legs were still shaking. It had taken longer than usual but she’d already come twice already.
 
   “You didn’t have to feel obligated to do that,” Caroline said. “I enjoy when you fuck my ass almost as much as you do.”
 
   “I love to eat your pussy. I’d do it every night if you’d let me.”
 
   “You do it almost every night anyway.”
 
   “We can ramp up the schedule.”
 
   “You’re about to become a very busy man. Can you stick to that promise?”
 
   He kissed his way up to her lips. “I intend to keep all my promises to you.”
 
   She pulled him on top of her again, her fatigue fading. They didn’t need to sleep. Not yet. “I know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   The Fed
 
   Caroline woke up with a start.  She had to stop dreaming about those things. They once gave her comfort but now the memories cut her like a knife when she thought about where she was now. She wanted desperately to hold on to anything that still gave her hope but why did she have to keep thinking of Jack? Election Night. That had been more than just fucking. But almost everything they did had been more than sex.
 
   None of that mattered. Not now. Now all she did was look back, because she had nothing ahead of her.
 
   Ellie had begged to stay in Caroline’s cell when they came in to take her away. Caroline didn’t have the heart to speak. Her words would have done no good, and Ellen’s pleas only seemed to spur the guards on, and they laughed their way through the door. It took Caroline a long time to plunge into sleep after that, as it always did. She never knew how long it lasted. Half the time she’d wake up crying after remembering something particularly emotional. Especially if it involved her children. She hated dreaming about Mo and Feef. 
 
   Whatever sleep she had, it was never enough, her mind suffering from permanent fatigue. The combination of very little water, no food, and no proper rest had rendered her incapable of functioning properly. 
 
   Caroline heard voices in the hallway. She assumed it was morning but since she didn’t really have a clock nearby she could have been wrong. She steeled herself for another day.
 
   I am strong. I am invincible. I am –
 
   The lights flickered on. She ran a hand over her head. Her hair was such a mess that it wasn’t even worth trying to get any of her working fingers through it. She composed herself before the guards came in, struggling to sit up on the bed.
 
   All the feminist anthems in the world aren’t gonna get you through this shit, Gerard. Think of something useful.
 
   Fischer shoved through the door, smiling at her. “Just wanted to make sure you were awake.” He whirled around and locked her in again.
 
   What the hell was that for?
 
   She heard another clicking noise, the sound of another cell door opening. Then a familiar female voice. Ellen. In the cell next to Caroline.
 
   Why didn’t I know that?
 
   Ellen’s cell door slammed, a jarring noise that made Caroline wince. There were numerous guards in there with her. A number of voices. Was Fischer one of them? Powell? The other guards who never spoke to her but sneered when they saw her in the hallway or peeked through the door?
 
    Then she heard the thumping, followed by Ellen screaming. Incoherent, rambling cries. She couldn’t make out the words. Were they questioning her? Seemed peculiar that they hadn’t taken her to an interrogation room. But maybe they’d dispensed with any pretense when it came to their methods.
 
   Be quiet, Ellie. Calm down.
 
   She pressed her hand to the wall. The pain was a secondary concern. She knew damn well Ellen couldn’t feel her presence, but that didn’t stop her from reaching out. Caroline couldn’t understand what the guards were saying, but she knew the tone. She knew their routine. Ellen hadn’t been there long, and she was vulnerable in ways that Caroline wasn’t. Caroline knew what they were telling her…threatening her, her family, her friends. Her life.
 
   Don’t give them what they want. Don’t give in.
 
   “Ellie, please,” she whispered, resting her forehead against the concrete.
 
   The guards’ voices were coarse, caustic, and perhaps most disturbingly, excited. She knew something would have to give soon. Maybe they’d rough her up a little and be done. Try again. Come back later for what they wanted. That was their routine, right? But she felt the distress in Ellen’s voice. The terror. The tears. She could recognize it all, even muffled by the wall. It all happened so quickly that it was over before it began. 
 
   She heard the gunshot. Ellen was silent. 
 
   Caroline was not.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   She screamed for hours, it seemed. Her voice was almost gone. She wailed long after Ellen’s cell door opened and slammed again, after the guards laughed their way down the hall, after hearing the scraping noise that sounded like they were hauling something away. 
 
   Or someone. 
 
   As if all her yelling would bring Ellen back. None of Caroline’s pounding on the wall, shouting at the top of her lungs, or bawling into her shirt would help her block out what had happened.
 
   Murdock smiled when he came into Caroline’s cell later that day. “My deepest apologies,” he said. “Senator Goldman won’t be joining you again. She sends her regrets.”
 
   “You’re an asshole,” Caroline said.
 
   “Such cultured phrasing. I expected more. I gave you so much time to think of something clever, and that’s the best you can do?”
 
   “Give me a chance, I’ll use stronger language.”
 
   He laughed. “Give me a chance, I’ll break more bones.”
 
   That slowed her down. But not much. “One day you’ll pay for everything you’ve done. I hope you know that.”
 
   “Feeling pretty good about myself, to be honest,” Murdock said. “Boss is proud of my work.”
 
   “I’m sure he is. Are you angling for a better spot in his administration? Something a step or two above lackey?”
 
   His smile faded. Perhaps she’d touched a nerve. “My efforts will not go unrecognized.”
 
   “My mistake. You must be seeking a position more suited to a sycophant or toady.”
 
   “You’re in quite a bitter mood today. Suffer a recent loss?”
 
   If only she had the energy to rip his smug little face off. “Fuck you.”
 
   “Should I pass that message on to the president the next time I see him?”
 
   “You don’t have a standing invitation to the Oval Office yet? For shame.”
 
   Murdock lurched toward her, laughing when she flinched. “You’re fading, Gerard. Too bad.” He stepped back toward the door. “I’ll be nice today. No questioning. You can thank me later.”
 
   “Suck my dick.”
 
   He laughed again as he left.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   They left her in the dark again. What did her file look like? They had to have a file on her. Even the most horrific of interrogators would take notes. Hitler, Stalin, Mussolini, Franco…all of them documented all sorts of crazy shit. Absolute, unchecked power was almost always accompanied by a cartoonishly fiendish need to record every last detail of events. And she was sure that her file included her fear of the dark. They had to know at this point.
 
   The darkness seemed deeper after they killed Ellen. Caroline could sometimes hear the gunshot echoing, unsure if it was in her mind or if someone somewhere was discharging a handgun. The lights flickered on briefly at times. They occasionally pumped in sound. Continuous gunfire. Screaming. Caroline knew she didn’t imagine that. It couldn’t just be in her head. The sounds echoed through her mind, over and over, for hours it seemed. Like a record skipping on a song, bouncing off the four corners of her cell. She covered her ears. It didn’t help. The lights would go off again. She knew they were laughing at her. Everyone was laughing at her. She didn’t need to hear it in order to know.
 
   And the minutes…hours…days passed again. The past, the present…Caroline wasn’t sure what was which. Her thoughts began to blur. She screamed at the walls, clawed at them until her fingernails were as bloody and raw as her wrists. Time stood still yet moved too fast. Her fantasies and hallucinations ran together until she didn’t know what was real.
 
   Jack’s inaugural. Marguerite graduating from grade school, then starting high school. Sophie falling in love with parochial education. It was hard for her to think about her girls. About the time the four of them spent together as they learned to be a family. It hurt too fucking much. She couldn’t control her dreams but she could do her best to guide her few lucid thoughts toward less emotional topics. She tried to move on, felt her eyes drooping, prayed for a restful sleep free of sorrowful memories. Those first two years in Harrisburg passed by like a flash of light, just as she wanted, until she settled on why she was being held in the first place. And who was behind it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
   The Past
 
   Charlotte, North Carolina. A lovely city. Brutally hot in early September, but a perfect location for the Republican National Convention. Delegates and activists both young and old paraded around town in seersucker suits. A few could pull off the look. Most could not. Caroline was grateful for the air conditioned convention center, even though she would have much preferred to stay in the room at their hotel. Less hostility.
 
   She should have been happy. She was accompanying one of the most popular governors in the country. Jack had done well during his first two years in office, buoyed by a legislature supportive of his policies and party elders who were constantly encouraging him to spend more time in the spotlight. He’d resisted their tugs but wasn’t immune to the thrill of the national stage. When he made his plans to head to Charlotte, he wanted his wife by his side.
 
   “I feel out of place here,” Caroline said.
 
   Jack laughed. He’d been working the crowds inside and outside the building all day, with her in tow. She played her part well, taking pictures, smiling until her jaw hurt, shaking hands until her fingers were swollen. 
 
   “And why’s that?” he asked.
 
   Caroline glanced at an elderly white woman working a table near them. The woman wore an elephant hat and a giant American flag jacket. She looked constipated. “You know why,” she said. “This isn’t my scene.”
 
   “You did just fine at Democratic conventions.”
 
   “I tolerated them. Barely.” She spied a small group of college students. All white. Some of them looked a bit hung over, but they were all smiling. She couldn’t help but think they all had a robotic quality to them, even though they appeared to be perfectly pleasant young adults. “No, this is absolutely not my thing.”
 
   Jack smiled at her. “A bit too socially conservative for your taste?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.”
 
   “Is that why the girls didn’t want to come?”
 
   “Clearly their judgment is much better than mine,” she grumbled. “Plus they had that whole ‘second week of school’ excuse.”
 
   “It was nice of Katie to hang out at the mansion with them.”
 
   A man walked by holding a Bible and a protest sign. Caroline tried not to grit her teeth. “She had the good sense to stay at home too. I wouldn’t want to be around people who thought I was going to hell.”
 
   “That’s not what they think.”
 
   Who was he kidding? Their numbers were shrinking, but the vocal minority still dominated much of the Republican Party’s internal machinations. Jack was relatively progressive when it came to social issues, particularly marriage equality and LGBTQ rights. His growing friendship with Kathleen might have helped his approach. Caroline didn’t care either way. If personal experience was what it took for him to evolve, she wouldn’t complain. He was one of the few in the GOP who had the guts to speak out about it. “Please don’t pander to them, Jack. Promise me you won’t.”
 
   He laughed again. “I’m too moderate for the traditionalist wing, sweetheart. I’ll be lucky if they even acknowledge me.”
 
   His laughter was laced with a bit of resentment, so Caroline kissed his cheek. “Managed to wrangle one of the prime time speaking slots, so you can’t be that unpopular.” She fluffed her hair. “Still not as popular as me, though.”
 
   “Don’t start that.” 
 
   “Can’t help it if the public loves me.”
 
   “That’s why I brought you here,” Jack said. “To force you to interact with people who might not find you so adorable. You need to be taken down a peg.”
 
   “Just one?”
 
   “Maybe two. You could use some humility.”
 
   “You could teach me some.”
 
   Jack grinned. “We do have that giant hotel room to work with. Although I’m sure you’re well acquainted with most of it by now.”
 
   She was wearing a pantsuit for a reason, despite the heat. Rug burn. “Pervert.”
 
   “I do need to get some sleep before my big speech. We might need to take a nap tomorrow for most of the day, if you catch my drift.”
 
   “Oh, I catch it.” Jack loved to get laid right before big performances. It motivated him. It made Caroline blush.
 
   He rubbed her shoulder, a difficult task while walking. It still felt good. “Have you seen anyone you like today?” he asked.
 
   At least he acknowledged that she didn’t exactly encounter a lot of friendly faces at GOP events. “I did see Representative Capwell’s wife. We might indulge at that little afterparty tonight. And I’m going to spend some quality time with Chrissy.”
 
   “She’s speaking in prime time too, I see.”
 
   On a different night, thank God. Caroline didn’t want to have to deal with them sniping at each other over who got the better slot. “Pennsylvania’s rising Republican stars,” she said.
 
   Jack checked his watch. “I’ve got a little surprise for you. The candidate wants to meet you.”
 
   “The candidate?” she asked blankly, then did a double take. “Hendricks?”
 
   “Yeah. He told me something about trying to convince you to vote for him.”
 
   Governor Richard Hendricks of New York had been a surprising upstart candidate, streaking to the GOP nomination after a rough showing in Iowa. He’d struggled at first but caught on with voters who apparently appreciated his reasonable rhetoric and a record of successfully working with his Democratic opponents. 
 
   Caroline remained unenthused about the current president’s re-election bid, and had been noticeably silent during the summer campaign. She had received very few requests from Democratic groups to make endorsements, although she appeared with Jen a few times as a courtesy.
 
   “The Dems think I’m a sellout,” she said. “Hendricks thinks he can capitalize on that?”
 
   “I don’t get that impression. He’s not going to ask you for an endorsement. But I may have mentioned that you liked the cut of his jib.”
 
   “Oh, really?” Caroline asked. “Are we going to go watch some Jimmy Cagney movies later? Maybe take some nautical lessons?”
 
   “You don’t like my antiquated expressions?”
 
   “Keep trying, buddy.”
 
   “So we won’t be dancing the Charleston tonight?”
 
   She smiled at him. The late night parties made these events tolerable. “Maybe. I was hoping for a sock hop, but we do have a crowd to entertain.”
 
   “It’s been a while since a candid shot of us showed up on social media.”
 
   The best and worst part of the convention. The trending. Caroline hadn’t forgotten what had been dubbed #ElevatorGate by several opportunistic Twitter pundits. “I’m thrilled that people are hashtagging us as we speak.”
 
   Jack knew better than to dredge up old wounds. That footage still led many snarky articles and online posts about the two of them. One-note bloggers never forgot anything if they thought it would drive site hits. “Would you leave the door open for voting for Hendricks?”
 
   It didn’t hurt to be honest. He was a moderate, her favorite kind of Republican. “I don’t know. I haven’t ruled it out.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “I voted for you and Christine, didn’t I?”
 
   Jack motioned her toward a conference room. There were two Secret Service agents outside, so Hendricks had to be hunkering down nearby. He leaned into her ear. “That’s what you say but, secret ballot and all.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “Yes, I voted for your opponent. Because he was so qualified, likeable, and decent.”
 
   “You don’t feel obligated to vote for the president?”
 
   “No,” she said firmly. “I don’t. I don’t owe him anything. I’ve never voted straight ticket.”
 
   He gave her a skeptical look. “Really?”
 
   “I usually throw at least a Libertarian or Green in there just to shake it up a little, especially if I don’t know either major party candidate.”
 
   “But you know the president.”              
 
   They weren’t close, but they weren’t unfriendly. She hadn’t forgotten her keynote address nor the man who selected her to give it. “Yes, I do.”
 
   “He did present you with that nice shiny award.”
 
   Which he had, a few months after the incident at the Capitol. Robert Allen had pushed pretty hard for Christine and Caroline to receive a Congressional Gold Medal, an act that garnered a decent amount of media attention. Caroline was convinced that was the only reason the president did anything to recognize them; he didn’t want to be outshone by the legislative branch. The two of them were also feted by a whole host of organizations she never knew existed. Almost three years after it happened, various groups were still asking her to provide motivational speeches, and she never had any idea of what to say. The accolades felt misplaced somehow.
 
   “The president gave Chrissy a medal too,” Caroline said. “I don’t see her rushing to endorse him. She’s already appeared with Hendricks at least twice.”
 
   “She’s never spoken ill of him, either.”
 
   “She finds him weak on foreign policy. And on a few other issues that she will never mention in public.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   The president continued to struggle in the polls, and a post-convention bounce had never materialized. He had a dismal record, and spent most of his first four years caught up in a tug of war with Congress. “I’m more disappointed than anything else,” Caroline said. “I’m not all that awed with what he’s done so far. I think Hendricks will win.”
 
   “Tell him that. He’d probably enjoy hearing it, coming from you.”
 
   “You’ve talked me up that much?”
 
   Jack kissed her forehead. “Your actions speak for themselves, sweetheart. Most of the governors I’ve met find you very impressive.”
 
   “Personally or professionally?”
 
   “Does it matter anymore? I think those lines have been blurred.”
 
   Many of them seemed to have forgotten she’d ever been in Congress. Now she was just Jack’s wife, even if she had proven to be a quite engaging first lady. The perceived demotion didn’t necessarily bother her but it didn’t make her jump for joy, either. “Probably.”
 
   Jack gave her a disreputable look. “What kind of job do you think the Governor of Pennsylvania is doing?”
 
   Caroline kissed him. “Personally or professionally?”
 
   “Either one.”
 
   “Eh, he’s all right.”
 
   He wrapped his arm around her before nodding at the Secret Service agents, who must have been expecting them. “Behave yourself while you’re in here.”
 
   “Why, Mr. Governor,” she said. “I would never be anything but a lady while in the presence of genteel Republican men.”
 
   He glanced around the hallway then patted her ass, mumbling an indecipherable phrase that probably couldn’t be repeated in polite company. She didn’t ask him to translate.
 
   “The Secret Service could have seen that,” Caroline said.
 
   “They won’t say anything. It’s not like I ripped your skirt off. Come on.” Jack took her hand and led her into the room.
 
   Abuzz with activity, the space seemed smaller than it was. There were interns in the back going over paperwork, a big screen TV in the corner showing footage of the convention floor, and any number of agitated staffers who looked as if they hadn’t slept in days. Caroline didn’t envy their position. She had never aspired to national office. Too much stress. Too much fatigue. And too much damn pandering.
 
   But she didn’t have time to be distracted by weary politicos. Governor Hendricks spotted them and came over with a friendly smile. He was a nice enough looking man, with kind eyes and dark hair greying at the temples. He was only a few years older than Jack but didn’t look nearly as good. Of course, Caroline might have been a wee bit partial to the silver fox at her side.
 
   Hendricks shook Jack’s hand. “Governor McIntyre. A pleasure.”
 
   Jack laughed. “You don’t need to waste your time on formalities. Caroline doesn’t expect it.”
 
   “Jack,” he corrected. He turned to Caroline and kissed her cheek. “I figured you weren’t the type of woman to get caught up in that nonsense. You can call me Richard, obviously.”
 
   She smiled at him. “Obviously. What have you been working on this afternoon? Seems like your aides are freaking out over something.”
 
   “We’re addressing some of the more problematic parts of this year’s platform. Care to add your two cents?”
 
   In Caroline’s opinion, almost the entire platform was flawed. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “I’m open to constructive criticism.”
 
   “Governor Hendricks, do you want to know what I did the last time I criticized a Republican running for office?”
 
   His expression led her to believe he was about to guess her punchline. “What did you do?”
 
   She took Jack’s hand, weaving her fingers through his. “I married him.” 
 
   Hendricks laughed long and hard, as did Jack. “Do I get to beg for your vote?” he asked.
 
   “You can do your best. Do you always cut to the chase?”
 
   “My wife thinks it’s one of my worst traits.”
 
   Caroline glanced over at Jack. “My husband finds my brutal honesty off-putting as well. Maybe he and Ann should spend more time together.” She scanned the room. “Is she here?”
 
   “Already trying to back out of our conversation?”
 
   She laughed. “No, I just wanted to meet her. Commiserate. Gossip. Complain. You know.”
 
   Hendricks smiled back at her. “You can do that after you hear my acceptance speech. By the way, Lorenzo is here. I believe he’d like to speak with you both.”
 
   Caroline tried to school her features. One of her biggest concerns about voting for Hendricks: his newly selected running mate. Senator Santos was not on the list of people she wanted to encounter during the convention. 
 
   Jack squeezed her hand. “That would be great,” he said.
 
   She glared at him as Hendricks went to track Santos down. “I do not want to talk to that man,” she whispered.
 
   “It’s only for a few minutes,” Jack said.
 
   Representative Gerard and Senator Santos had encountered each other very few times during the time they served in Congress together. He was too brash, even with members of his own party. Caroline didn’t waste her time on those who were unable to play nice with others. It wasn’t even necessarily his political ideology, which seemed to be typical conservatism sprinkled with hypocritical faux libertarianism. She had plenty of friends who were devout in their faith, consistent in their ideals, and committed to a robust, classically conservative agenda.
 
   It was how he expressed himself – as if no one else in the world were as smart, as gifted, as worthy of respect. The way he seemed to always be hiding something, his words glossing over what he was really trying to say. Santos was an expert panderer, able to make the most banal statement sound profound. 
 
   During his first Senate campaign, he curried favor with some very questionable, borderline radical groups. Not an unusual move, especially in states where the ultraconservatives controlled the primary process. But these groups had gone beyond typical party politics, even beyond most grassroots movements. 
 
   One of them wanted to re-criminalize sodomy and overturn Lawrence v. Texas, and believed that Christianity should be the national religion. Another supported the sterilization of citizens on public assistance. A third seemed a little too avid about emphasizing the merits of the South’s ideological positioning during the Civil War. Santos claimed to disavow every controversial and unconstitutional position they held, but Caroline didn’t believe him. Others accepted his explanation and welcomed him with open arms. Hers was a minority opinion, one she usually kept to herself. The very moderate Hendricks selected him to placate the evangelical and conservative wings of the GOP but the decision rubbed Caroline the wrong way.
 
   Fortunately Governor Hendricks was relatively young and healthy. She didn’t want to imagine what would happen if Santos became president. Caroline pulled a chair out from behind a nearby table and sat down, tempted to sulk. This was not how she thought their meeting would go. She should have known better.
 
   She had to stand up again immediately when Governor Hendricks returned with the vice presidential nominee. He shook Jack’s hand first, then turned to her. His eyes were dark. Very dark. As if there were just one giant pupil with no iris for contrast. Like something out of a horror movie. It creeped Caroline the fuck out. A petty observation, but part of the whole unsettling package.
 
   “Ms. Gerard,” he said, extending his hand.
 
   Oh, for God’s sake. She bit back the words she wanted to say, deciding to behave herself. “It’s Caroline.” Maybe she could be charming. “You know that.”
 
   He seemed insulted by her amiable admonishment. “Of course.”
 
   Political small talk was excruciating, especially when you were surrounded by people with whom you disagreed, but Caroline managed to slog through the next twenty minutes. Hendricks was a strong, qualified candidate yet he let Santos dominate much of the conversation, which was not the way to Caroline’s voting heart. She remained mostly silent until Santos made a comment about a series of possible constitutional amendments, including one defining marriage as between a man and a woman. She couldn’t let that slide.
 
   “Governor Hendricks has never made that part of his platform,” she said, turning to the older man. “Have you?”
 
   He looked uncomfortable. “I haven’t. But we do what the people want.”
 
   “It’s a non-issue. The judiciary has already resolved it. And polls have consistently shown the vast majority of Americans in favor of marriage equality.”
 
   “Interesting phrase,” Santos said. “Not everyone has an equal right to be married. It isn’t a civil right.”
 
   “It is when you confer certain social and economic benefits along with it. Sacramental and civil marriage are not the same thing. A contract with the state should not be discriminatory in nature, and the courts have ruled as such.”
 
   “The courts were wrong.”
 
   Ah, some enlightenment as to his appreciation of the judicial branch. “So you’ve decided the best way to express your disagreement is to amend the Constitution? Because the Supreme Court made a decision contrary to your personal beliefs? Isn’t that a backwards approach to representative government in a republic?”
 
   Santos turned to Jack. “Seems like your wife misses the bully pulpit a little.”
 
   Could he be any more condescending? He didn’t even have the guts to speak to her directly. “One doesn’t need to be in a position of power in order to have an opinion on something.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.”
 
   The hell he didn’t. He didn’t like strong women. He’d made enough snide comments about female candidates from both parties to make the veracity of his statement questionable at best. Jack and Hendricks were standing back, willing to let them duke it out. Jack loved watching her get self-righteous. Hendricks always relished a good political battle, and appeared to enjoy her unwillingness to back down. 
 
   “If you have to amend the constitution just to implement your platform, doesn’t that say something about the constitutionality of your agenda?” Caroline asked Santos. “Doesn’t it seem contrary to the Rule of Law and two hundred years of precedent to amend timeless documents on a whim in order to suit a temporary goal? Wouldn’t it make more sense to embrace change, welcome compromise, perhaps even realize that, in fact, you may need to adjust your worldview?”
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jack hiding a smile behind his hand. She’d aimed well.
 
   Santos crossed his arms over his chest. “I just think it’s time for this nation to return to traditional Christian values.”
 
   “And whose values are those?” Caroline asked. “The deists who founded this nation, the Puritans who came over on the Mayflower, or the modern Pharisees who seem hell bent on misinterpreting the words of Jesus?”
 
   When Santos spoke again, his face was red. She’d pissed him off. “I see you still have all your secular liberal talking points.”
 
   “I’m Catholic,” she reminded him. “A desire for social justice influences all my talking points.”
 
   “Ah yes, a Catholic of the cafeteria variety, picking and choosing the bits of doctrine that suit your needs. I assume you’re also opposed to any constitutional amendments regarding abortion, or have you decided to be consistent and stop supporting that barbaric practice?”
 
   So help them all if he started talking about slut pills. Caroline dug her stiletto heel into the toe of Jack’s shoe and he jumped.
 
   “We should probably get going,” he said. “I do have a speech to practice.”
 
   They said their goodbyes. Caroline practically scampered out of the room, grateful for an escape. She should have done the shoe trick when they first got in there, but she didn’t like to interrupt her husband’s opportunities to mingle with party leaders.
 
   Jack put his arm around her as they headed down the hallway. “Thank you for almost breaking my foot.”
 
   He wasn’t even limping, but she’d probably have to apologize later. “You owe me so hard,” she said. “I don’t like that guy.”
 
   “Really? I couldn’t tell.”
 
   “He’s a jerk.”
 
   “He’s my party’s vice presidential candidate.”
 
   “God help us.”
 
   “Are you still considering voting for Hendricks?”
 
   “Yes.” It was a testament to the weakness of the incumbent that she could say that with a straight face and mean it. “Can we get out of here for a little bit?”
 
   “Sure.” Jack paused. “Do you think Santos hurts or helps Hendricks?”
 
   “Depends on who shows up at the polls, I guess. If the Dems don’t mobilize the base, they’re gone for sure.”
 
   “Come on,” he said. “I’ll give you a back rub when we get back to the hotel.”
 
   She let her arm slip around his waist. “Let’s go.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Her analysis had been simplistic, but two months later, Caroline was proven correct. She hadn’t been able to hold her nose and vote for Hendricks; the idea of Santos being anywhere near the Oval Office was too much for her. She even agreed to appear with the president during his campaign stops in Pennsylvania. Caroline caught a little heat for her very public endorsement, but not much. The DNC poured hundreds of millions of dollars into swing states, but their actions were useless. Her efforts also proved irrelevant. The Dems languished, losing seats in both houses and losing the White House by a landslide. And standing behind a respectful, even deferential President-elect Hendricks on Election Night was a very self-satisfied Lorenzo Santos.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline yawned as she stretched out on the bed in the master bedroom, trying to read. She looked at the clock. It was well past ten. Jack was late. He’d gone to Lebanon that afternoon to meet with some local business owners and give a speech for a dinner thrown by the Chamber of Commerce. She was miffed she hadn’t been able to go along, but she had a late luncheon with members of the state police and their families. One of her pet projects. Being able to talk shop with cops was one of her favorite pastimes, but she still wished she’d been able to go with Jack. Hershey was on the same route and she wanted to take another tour of the chocolate factory. Mostly because they showered her with free yummies every time she showed up since she gave them so much free advertising on her Twitter feed.
 
   She got up and walked to the window. The lights illuminating the exterior of the Governor’s Mansion had flickered on several hours ago. A few gardeners were idly tending to the flower beds near the entryway. Early summer meant weeds were plentiful, and their landscapers preferred to work at night. Caroline and Jack didn’t mind.
 
   Her phone flashed with a new text and she picked it up.
 
    
 
   The governor requests your presence in his office. Wear those shoes he likes. Panties optional.
 
    
 
   Caroline blushed. Jack would send her risqué messages like that constantly. They seemed to increase in frequency when the girls were at camp, and the two of them had dropped Marguerite and Sophie off the week before. She always looked forward to Jack’s escapades during the summer but worried that he’d deliver his love notes to the wrong person. They didn’t need that mess on top of all the other publicity they received. She dashed into the bathroom to freshen up, then grabbed her shoes and ran downstairs.
 
   The door to the Governor’s Office was shut. They’d besmirched just about every other inch of the mansion over the past two and a half years, when they knew they were alone. Caroline was still hesitant to do too much in his office. It seemed disrespectful and highly un-first ladylike, which made it incredibly tempting at the same time. Nevertheless, she slipped on her red patent pumps and knocked on the door on the off chance he wasn’t in there alone. The door swung open and Jack pulled her inside with one hand, pushing her against the wall and kissing her. He’d already taken off his tie and suit jacket.
 
   “I hope we’re the only ones in here,” Caroline said, laughing.
 
   Jack reached over to lock the office door. “We are. Especially now. After such a long, grueling afternoon on the road I told my staff to call it a day.”
 
   “How was Lebanon?”
 
   “Friendly, as always,” he said. 
 
   She looked around the room. “Bring back anything interesting?”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   He could easily fool reporters but failed at being evasive with her. Caroline pulled at his arm. “Why do you have your hand behind your back?”
 
   “Nothing. It’s nothing.” He turned his body so she couldn’t see what he was holding.
 
   She tried to reach behind his back. “No, it’s something. What is it?”
 
   “That depends.” Jack nudged her toward the wall again. “Did you follow my instructions?” He looked down at her feet and licked his lips. “I see you’ve got the proper footwear.”
 
   “It wasn’t a command so much as a suggestion, right? And you really need to stop sending messages like that. What if they end up in someone else’s inbox?”
 
   Jack slipped his free hand under her skirt, inching his way upward, smiling when he answered his own question.
 
   “Then I suppose someone else will be coming to greet me without wearing any undergarments. Naughty girl.” He pulled his left hand from behind his back, revealing a small gift bag. “Pour vous,” he said, still tickling her legs.
 
   “Stop that.” She grabbed the bag out of his hand. His French accent was terrible but she’d let that slide. “You stopped in Hershey.”
 
   “I did.” 
 
   “Wasn’t it too late?”
 
   “You know their hours?” He walked the fingers of one hand up her thigh.
 
   “I know everything about the Chocolate World by heart.”
 
   “I might have pulled some strings.” He fiddled with the collar of her blouse with the other. “Told them their number one fan had a craving.”
 
   “No doubt Greg was thrilled at the sudden detour.” Jack’s campaign manager turned chief of staff had softened toward Caroline, but they weren’t exactly close.
 
   “He spent most of his time hoping there weren’t any fangirl employees with camera phones nearby.”
 
   “I bet you looked positively charming weeding through piles of chocolate.”
 
   “The very attractive young female clerks were quite eager to help.”
 
   “I’m sure they were.” Caroline caressed his cheek. “Thank you for stopping.”
 
   “I felt badly that you couldn’t come along. I missed you. How was the luncheon?”
 
   “It was fun. You know I’m secretly a badge bunny.”
 
   Jack kissed her again. “Are you still going to try to talk me into letting you go on a ride-along?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   “The commissioner would be there too.”
 
   Jack shook his head. “No way.”
 
   “I’d wear a vest.” 
 
   “Even less of a chance, now that I know that. What else did you do with your day?”
 
   “Katie and I had some girl time after the luncheon.”
 
   “Did you paint nails and brush hair?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “We talked about you and Liz, mostly.” 
 
   “Tell her any dirty tales?”
 
   She laughed again. “She’s convinced you’re the greatest husband ever. You should be proud, you’re like her favorite straight guy. And definitely her favorite Republican.”
 
   “She doesn’t know many other Republicans, but I appreciate her affection. How’s Liz?”
 
   “She’s okay. I think Katie misses her since she’s been traveling so much. Doesn’t give them much time to spend together on the weekends. We dished about the two of you and then we watched 9 to 5.” 
 
   Jack rubbed her back. “You live such a rough life, Caroline. I don’t know how you manage it. What did you do after that?”
 
   “I made her dinner.”
 
   “And she’s still alive?”
 
   She cuffed his arm. “I’m not that bad a cook. Douchebag.”
 
   He pulled her in for another hard kiss. “I love it when you talk dirty. What gave you that idea?”
 
   “I didn’t want the staff to have to make an elaborate meal for just the two of us so I threw a chicken fajita dinner together. And there are leftovers and you can’t have any.”
 
   “Mean woman.” He made a sad face, then smiled. “I didn’t mean to malign your cooking skills. Your fajitas are pretty good.”
 
   “You just implied that I tried to kill off my beloved chief of staff via ethnic food conduit. Flattery will get you nowhere.”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “My deepest apologies, my lady.”
 
   He had to have pulled a hell of a lot of strings just to get her a few candy bars. The gesture would not go unappreciated. “Did you really have them keep the gift shop open for you?” she asked.
 
   She could swear he was blushing, even in the shadowed corner of his office. “Yes,” he said.
 
   “You shouldn’t abuse your power like that – ooh, so much candy!” she exclaimed, peeking inside the bag. 
 
   Jack chuckled. “There you go, getting distracted by something shiny.”
 
   “I’ll give you my speeches on privilege and ego later.” Caroline pushed past him and headed toward the door. “This will keep me occupied for hours. Thanks, Monty.”
 
   “Not so fast.” He tugged on her arm.
 
   She gave him a dazzlingly chaste smile. “Begging your pardon, was there something else the governor wanted?”
 
   Jack snatched the bag out of her hands and tossed it on the floor, bringing his lips to hers again. “I’ve been looking forward to this moment all afternoon. You’re not running off that easily.” He began caressing her neck as she tugged at his collar. “Do you want to know what I was thinking about during the ride home tonight?” he asked, trailing kisses down her throat.
 
   “How much chocolate you could eat out of that bag without me noticing?”
 
   “No, I was picturing you bent over my desk as I slowly slid your skirt up. Can you fill in the rest of the blanks?”
 
   She tried not to moan when he undid the first button of her blouse, his fingertips brushing against her breasts. She’d have to pace herself since they were likely going to be here for a while. “Did it involve me eating chocolate? I hope it involved me eating chocolate.”
 
   Jack chuckled softly. “No, but you might get to have some afterward. If you aren’t too worn out.”
 
   She straightened up. “Governor McIntyre, I am shocked at your bravado. Defiling your office with such brazen behavior. What would the voters say?”
 
   He undid another button. “Your insistence upon open government during my administration does not extend to our sordid encounters on my off time.”
 
   She swatted at his hand. There would be plenty of time for clothing removal and not nearly enough for witty banter. “So you won’t be conducting a poll? I’m concerned about the governor’s approval ratings. They’re so much lower than the first lady’s.”
 
   Jack changed course, snaking his hands up her skirt. “You talk too much,” he said. “And your numbers are not that much better than mine.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. “I’m way more popular than you. Almost thirty points more popular.”
 
   He reached between her thighs. Oh, the things he could do with just one finger. He deserved some sort of award.
 
   “Do you really care what all those strangers think of you?” he whispered.
 
   “No.” She gasped when his finger brushed across her clit. “I’m much more concerned about my standing with the chief executive of the Commonwealth.”
 
   He withdrew his hand. “I find the first lady’s job performance to be exemplary, particularly as it pertains to her ability to keep the governor happy.”
 
   Caroline tried to push his hand back under her skirt, but Jack yanked it away and grinned at her. “Begging your pardon, was there something else the first lady wanted?”
 
   “If you don’t put your hand back where it belongs I’m going to get myself off.”
 
   “I’d love to watch you do that,” he murmured. “But not tonight. Patience, sweetheart. I’m not done yet. And we don’t have to do it on the desk. We can do it right here. Look, I brought you another gift.” He pulled a condom out of his pants.
 
   “Ribbed for her pleasure,” Caroline read. “So thoughtful.”
 
   “It’s mostly to help me last longer.” Jack put the condom back in his pocket and slid his hands under her skirt again. 
 
   “You’ve never had any problems with that.”
 
   “Well, I intend to do this more than once. I’m trying to keep you looking somewhat presentable before I ravish you again upstairs, since you’re partially clothed and all. You didn’t want to go to bed any time soon, did you?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said softly. His hands moved further up her legs. “I’m fine right where I am.”
 
   “Are you wet?”
 
   If the answer was no, she’d join a convent straightaway. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?”
 
   Jack slid a finger inside her and she sighed. He smiled, pulling it out, starting to tease her again. “Very nice. Were you thinking about me tonight?”
 
   “I miss you when you’re away.” 
 
   He kissed her again, lightly fingering her earlobe. “I love that you’re always so ready for me. Why is that?”
 
   “You’ve had your hands up my skirt. Is your memory that faulty?”
 
   “It’s more than that.” He nipped her neck. “You are very, very excited. Were you naughty while I was gone?”
 
   “I was trying to read and I couldn’t, so I was thinking about what you were going to do to me tonight.”
 
   “You assumed I’d want sex?”
 
   Caroline moaned again as he flicked her clit. “You always want sex.”
 
   “So do you, wild woman. It’s part of the reason I was so excited to get back here.”
 
   She bit her lip. “I couldn’t wait until you got home.” 
 
   “Did you-?”
 
   “No, I managed to hold out. But I had some very nice daydreams.”
 
   “Good girl,” Jack said. “I’m glad you waited.”
 
   His hands were magical but his smooth, easy words of praise brought her even closer to orgasm. “I knew I’d get in trouble if I didn’t.”
 
   “It’s the kind of trouble you like. Maybe we can act out some of those daydreams later.” He glided another finger inside her. 
 
   “Maybe.” Her knees buckled. “Oh, Jack. I don’t think I can stand up if you do that to me much longer.”
 
   “Hold on to me.” Jack pushed her up against the wall, his thumb circling around her clit as he kept two fingers inside her. “You like that?” He groaned when she clenched his hair in her fists. “I’m taking that as a yes.”
 
   She closed her eyes, leaning her head back against the wall. “How do you always know what to do to me?”
 
   Jack kissed her collarbone. “I know you get off on the sound of my voice,” he whispered. “Everything else is dumb luck.” 
 
   Caroline gasped. How could he say that, knowing how she reacted to him? “This is much more than luck.”
 
   “Are you saying I’m good at what I do?”
 
   She gasped again as he quickened his movements. “So. Good.”
 
   He wrapped his left arm around her waist, holding her up. “I have been waiting for this all damn day.”
 
   Caroline buried her nose in his neck, whimpering quietly as he continued to stroke her.
 
   “You’re close,” he said, after an unusually short amount of time. “I want to be inside you. For as long as possible. Do you want that, baby? Do you want me to fuck you right here against this wall?”
 
   She arched against him, biting at his neck, clawing into his shoulders. He held her tighter, continuing to caress her gently as she came against his hand, calling out his name. He kept stroking her until her spasms subsided and she fell forward into his chest.
 
   “Jerk,” she panted. “You know what it does to me when you talk to me like that.”
 
   Jack wiped the perspiration from her brow. “Can you stand up?”
 
   Caroline took a deep breath. “Not really. But that doesn’t mean I’m totally non-functioning.” She knelt down on the floor, running her hand along his thigh until she reached his zipper. She stroked his erection through the tailored material of his suit pants.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about chocolate,” he said. “Can you tell?”
 
   “The hell you have.” She unzipped his pants, making an executive decision to dispense with any blow job foreplay. He was already hard as a rock. No need to waste any time using her hands. Caroline took him in her mouth.
 
   Jack tousled her hair. “You won’t need to do that for very long. Just until you can stand up straight again.” He groaned. “And I hope you can stand soon. Jesus.”
 
   She looked up at him, then at his pocket, and snapped her fingers. He took the condom out and handed it to her. She drew back and tore the package open, squeezing his cock in her hand.
 
   “Are you a mime now?” he asked.
 
   She laughed. “How fortuitous you didn’t say that while you were in my mouth or you’d have a very unattractive bite mark on your favorite body part right now.” She rolled the condom onto his length. “Mimes don’t snap, Monty.”
 
   He pulled her to her feet. “Good, because I expect you to make as much noise as you want. This part of the mansion is deserted for a reason.”
 
   “We should try to maintain some propriety in here,” Caroline said. “Don’t you think?”
 
   Jack pushed her against the wall, spread her legs apart with his knee, and thrust inside her. A slick, fluid motion without a hint of awkwardness or unease. Yes, the man knew what he was doing. He smiled when she cried out. “What the public doesn’t know won’t hurt them,” he said.
 
   A valid statement. She wrapped her arms around him. “I love you, Jack.”
 
   He stopped moving. “What was that?” 
 
   Caroline grinned. “I meant, oh Mr. Governor. Give it to me. Ooh baby. Harder.”
 
   He laughed. “You little minx,” he said, thrusting inside her again.
 
   She moaned as he plunged in and out of her. He started to breathe faster. She clung to his shoulders, panting with every move he made.
 
   “I love the sound of your voice, sweetheart,” he said. “But sometimes your nonverbal communication is a hell of a lot better.”
 
   Caroline leaned into his neck, her sweat mingling with his. “Faster, Jack,” she whispered. “Faster.”
 
   He pushed into her so hard that she flew off the floor, her shoes coming off her feet. Jack held her steady against the wall, kicking her pumps aside so that she stood there in just her nylons. He moved inside her, his pace increasing. She could hear the fulfilling slap of his skin against hers, could feel the sweet bite of his zipper against her pussy as the warmth inside her began to build and he drove her to orgasm again. Caroline screamed his name as he exploded inside her. Or inside the condom, to be precise. How the hell was that sucker still intact? She collapsed around him, her knees weak. 
 
   He held her up and withdrew from her slowly. “I think the first lady needs to visit me in my office more often.”
 
   “Don’t let go of me,” she said. Her legs were as feeble as her voice. “I don’t think I can stand up.”
 
   Jack guided her to the leather chair behind his desk. “I’ll be right back.” He disappeared into the washroom adjacent to his office and returned a couple of minutes later. Caroline had straightened her skirt and propped her legs up on the desk.
 
   “This is nice. Maybe I should have run for governor.” She snapped her fingers again. “Bring me my chocolate, serf.”
 
   He picked the bag of goodies up off the floor. “I’m nothing but a love slave.”
 
   Caroline rose from the seat. “Would you like your chair back?”
 
   “We can share.” Jack sank into the chair and pulled her down on his lap. He unwrapped a piece of chocolate. “Want one?”
 
   She opened her mouth. As if he even had to ask.
 
   Jack traced an outline around her lips. “Oh, no. You have to be extra nice to get me to do that. Give me a kiss first.”
 
   Caroline brought her mouth to his, lingering there, tasting him, until he tried to pull her closer to him and she broke away. “Gimme,” she said.
 
   Jack popped the chocolate into her mouth. “Tease.”
 
   They sat in the chair chatting about random topics and feeding each other chocolate. Caroline even threw in a neck rub since she hadn’t given Jack one in a while. Soon the bag was almost empty.
 
   “We’re a couple of little piggies,” she said.
 
   “We did work up an appetite. I think we earned a little treat in return. Want to burn off some more calories?” Jack unbuttoned her blouse the rest of the way, kissing her above her bra line. He held up the last piece of chocolate. “You’re gonna have to bend over the desk if you want this one.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   The phone on the desk rang. Jack checked the caller ID. “It’s Greg,” he said. “Just ignore it.”
 
   “Fine with me.” Greg’s late night phone calls always put her husband in a bad mood. Caroline quite preferred the good disposition Jack had right now. She kissed the stubble along his jawline. “What was it you were saying about me bent over your desk?”
 
   “First I’d take this off.” He pushed her blouse off her shoulders. “And then I’d-”
 
   His cell phone rang. “Jesus Christ,” he said. “Don’t these people know what it means when I say I don’t want to be bothered?”
 
   “Maybe you should answer it.”
 
   “No.” Jack turned his phone to silent. He pulled her blouse off and started to kiss her along her bra line again. “It can wait. I made it clear that I was off the clock tonight.”
 
   His staff very rarely respected their private time, so Jack often set unreasonable boundaries. Sometimes he forgot who and what he was. He had responsibilities that couldn’t be ignored. Caroline decided to gently remind him, even if it meant their night of highly degenerate sexual activities fell apart. “That doesn’t mean anything. If he took the time to try both lines it might be important.”
 
   He sighed. “You’re important. Fuck everything else.”
 
   She couldn’t very well argue with that, and moaned as he tweaked her nipples through her bra. “What would you do once you got my blouse off?” 
 
   “I’d march you right over to the end of the desk and push your skirt up.”
 
   Her nipples were hard peaks. It almost hurt to have them pressing against the lacy material currently confining them. “Why not just take it off?”
 
   “Pushing it up is so much sexier. Do you know what you look like from behind with your skirt up around your waist, no panties, wearing those garter belts and stockings, just waiting for me to touch you?”
 
   Caroline suddenly found it hard to breathe. “What about my shoes?”
 
   “You’d have to put those back on. And you might need a little slap on the ass or two, just because.”
 
   She squirmed on Jack’s lap, his erection pressing against her ass as she moved. “Still thinking about chocolate?” she asked. 
 
   His response was immediate. He slid the last piece of candy onto her tongue with his fingers. She bit down on them and sucked hard before opening her mouth again. 
 
   “I know you aren’t. What are you thinking about, sweetheart?” Jack asked, after she swallowed the chocolate. He kissed her again, and she knew he could still taste the sweetness on her tongue.
 
   Caroline kissed her way from his lips to his ear. He wanted a story. A good one. She’d leave out the part about sucking him off while he sat at his desk. That fantasy could wait for another time. “One of my daydreams earlier today, which coincidentally happened to involve you hiking up my skirt and pushing me onto your desk as you-”
 
   Jack started caressing her breasts again. “As I what?”
 
   He was trying to wreck her concentration, but the daydream was vivid enough that his efforts were for naught. “Well, it involves me sitting on the desk, as opposed to bending over it. I’m not wearing any panties. And you might have a very animated mouth.”
 
   “I can work with that.” He groaned as she wiggled her ass against him.
 
   “I have a rough idea of what that image does to you. Filthy old man.”
 
   “Wanna act that one out?”
 
   “Absolutely.” Caroline slid on to the desk, pulling her skirt up.
 
   Jack started to lightly caress her thighs. “You didn’t let me hike up your skirt,” he said. “Or push you on to the desk.”
 
   “Isn’t this close enough?” she asked softly. 
 
   “For this one time.” He knelt down and began kissing the inside of her thighs. “But I’m definitely going to act this entire scenario out again.”
 
   His tongue darted inside her and Caroline swooned backward. She caught herself on the desk with her hands, scattering a few documents across the polished mahogany. 
 
   Jack looked up. “Everything okay?”
 
   She laughed self-consciously. “In my daydream I was able to keep perfect balance.”
 
   He grinned. “But in reality you can’t, right? Hold on.”
 
   Jack walked around the desk and grabbed the suit jacket he’d draped over a chair. He slid the scattered documents and some other very important looking and neatly stacked papers onto the floor.
 
   Caroline frowned. “There’s no need to make a mess. Who’s going to clean that up?”
 
   “Baby, you worry too much. Just let it happen.” He folded the jacket and placed it on the end of the desk. “Lay back.”
 
   “Jack-”
 
   “Trust me.” He kissed her long enough to make her forget whatever objection she was ready to express, then eased her down until her head was resting on the makeshift pillow. “Stay put,” he said. “This works better for me too.” Jack came back around to the other side of the desk and bent over to kiss her on the lips, then traced a trail down her body with his forefinger. 
 
   Caroline shivered in anticipation. “How’s that?” she asked.
 
   He knelt down again and pulled her knees up over his elbows. “Easier access,” he said. “And you can’t squirm away, no matter how hard you try. You have no idea what you’re in for, Madame First Lady.” He began teasing her clit with his tongue. She grabbed the edge of the desk with her hands, gripping it as tightly as she could, trying to move closer to that tantalizing mouth.
 
   “Down, tiger,” Jack said against her thigh. “All in good time.”
 
   He zipped his tongue in and out of her, holding her steady. As he licked and sucked her clit she cried out, feeling herself almost sinking into the desk. He removed his hands from her thighs and replaced his tongue with the fingers of one hand, using his other hand to tease her ass, until she begged him to keep going, and later, after practically falling off the desk, to stop.
 
   Jack stood up and bent over Caroline, brushing the hair back from her face. “How was that?”
 
   “Did the earth just move?” she asked weakly.
 
   He moved in for a kiss. “You crack me up, sweetheart.” He pulled her to a sitting position and kissed her again until she grabbed at his clothes, trying to bring him closer to her. Caroline started unbuttoning his shirt, pulling it out of his pants, her entire body still trembling.
 
   “You don’t want to take a minute to recover?” he asked.
 
   When it felt so good to have him inside her when she was still so turned on? “No.” She tugged on his zipper. “Now.”
 
   “All right.” He pulled another condom out of his pocket. “Woman, you have no patience whatsoever.” 
 
   She ran a shaky hand through her hair. “What’s that for? You planning for another round tonight?”
 
   “Well, yes. But more importantly, while I think it’s perfectly appropriate and necessary for me to bone the first lady on my office desk, I’d prefer not to leave any DNA laying around.”
 
   Caroline tried to steady herself. “Did you just use the word bone?”
 
   “What about schtupp?”
 
   “Come on, now.”
 
   “Bang bang?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Bump uglies?”
 
   “Speak for yourself,” she said. “My cha cha is beautiful.”
 
   He chuckled. “Indeed it is. What about vertical bop?”
 
   “Stop, Jack,” she said, laughing.
 
   He bit her neck gently. “No matter what I do to you and no matter what we call it, I’d like to keep the evidence of our wantonness to a minimum.”
 
   “I see your point.” She grabbed onto his shirt again as he entered her slowly. “This is fine with me.”
 
   Jack placed his hands on her hips, holding her in place as he thrust in and out of her. “I love you, Caroline.” 
 
   “Forget the appearance of impropriety,” she murmured, wrapping her legs around him. “I waited too long to have gubernatorial desk sex.”
 
   “Over two years, you horrible woman. Are you saying we can do this more often?”
 
   The combination of the irresistibly verboten and the alluringly sweet was too tempting to pass up. “Definitely.”
 
   He pumped into her, moving one hand up to her neck, pressing his chin against her shoulder. “You feel incredible,” he panted. “Can you feel me?” He thrust again and she cried out. “Can you feel that?”
 
   Caroline whimpered into his hair, running her fingers through it. He kept moving in and out of her, faster and faster, slowing down to an almost agonizing pace until he shuddered inside her. 
 
   He rested his forehead against hers. “That was worth the wait.” 
 
   “I fully agree,” she whispered. 
 
   Jack moved down to kiss her neck, still panting heavily. “I want to savor this one a minute.” 
 
   He stood with his arms wrapped around her as his breathing began to slow. Caroline rubbed his back, wishing they could stay in the moment forever. That he’d stay inside her all night. That maybe no one would notice if they lived on his desk for a while. She was about to drift off into another daydream but was shaken back into reality by a pounding at the door.
 
   “Governor! Governor, are you in there?”
 
   “Shit,” Jack said. “It’s Greg.” His eyes widened. The lock was turning. “And he has a key.”
 
   He pulled out of her quickly and threw the condom into the small garbage can under his desk, tossing Caroline her shirt. He started to adjust his pants as she frantically tried to put her blouse back on. “Greg!” Jack called. “Wait-”
 
   They weren’t fast enough. Jack’s chief of staff barreled through the door. “Governor! Are you all right?”
 
   Caroline hopped off the desk, pulling down her skirt. Jack tried to shield her from Greg’s view.
 
   “Oh,” Greg said awkwardly. “Um-”
 
   Jack tucked his shirt back into his pants. “What can I do for you, Mr. Keller?”
 
   “Sir, I’m sorry. I – you weren’t answering your phone.” 
 
   Jack grabbed his suit jacket from the top of the desk and handed it to Caroline. “Put this on, sweetheart.”
 
   Greg looked around the room, his face bright red, pausing when he saw the mess of papers on the floor. “What happened in here?” He took a deep breath. “That desk is an antique, sir.”
 
   “You know damn well what happened in here,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline tried not to laugh. Greg was the kind of guy who would be more concerned about the furniture than the half-naked people standing in front of him.
 
   Jack attempted to smooth out his clothes, which were pretty much a lost cause. He was almost shaking with anger. A rare sight, even for him. “What the hell is going on?” he asked. “What part of do not interrupt me do you not understand?”
 
   “I’ve been calling you nonstop for almost forty-five minutes. I thought – I was about to call security to find you but drove over instead.”
 
   Jack still sounded annoyed. “Greg, what is it?”
 
   Caroline slipped his suit jacket on over her open blouse and picked his phone up. “Thirty missed calls,” she said. “It’s been ringing the entire time.”
 
   “Really?” Jack asked incredulously. “Good to know that silent feature actually works.”
 
   Caroline’s stomach tightened. “Greg, what happened?” 
 
   Greg was already over at the big screen TV next to the couch. “The president’s dead.”
 
   She finished buttoning her shirt. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me,” he said, turning the TV to CNN.
 
   The Breaking News headline flashed across the screen as Caroline moved closer to the television.
 
   ‘President Hendricks Assassinated By Lone Gunman At Los Angeles Event’
 
   Caroline pulled Jack’s suit jacket around herself. “Oh no.”
 
   Jack wrapped his arms around her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder. “I’m right here, sweetheart.” 
 
   “It just happened, maybe an hour ago,” Greg said.
 
   Caroline shushed him as the anchor began to speak.
 
    
 
   ‘Here is what we know so far, as this is a developing story and news is still coming in. President Hendricks left the dinner shortly after eight o’clock Pacific Daylight Time, surrounded by Secret Service agents and staffers. As he was walking toward the Presidential Limo, shots rang out from the crowd that had gathered nearby. The president was struck by two bullets, one to the head, and one to the chest. According to medical personnel at Cedars-Sinai, he was dead on arrival. His wife and other staffers were unharmed. LAPD and the Secret Service have taken a man in for questioning. An assault rifle was located in close proximity to the gunman. The crowd outside the hotel was searched prior to the event, and Secret Service personnel are trying to discern how such a powerful weapon could have been transported through security.
 
    
 
   ‘Vice President Santos was at his residence asleep during the incident. After being notified of the tragic event, he summoned the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court and took the oath of office a few moments ago. He and his family have issued the following statement:
 
    
 
   It is with regret that I assume this mantle of responsibility from my predecessor. My administration will do everything in its power to ensure that the person or people involved in this plot will be brought to justice and dealt with harshly. My wife Angela and I send our deepest condolences to President Hendricks’ family. He was a dedicated public servant who gave his all to preserve and protect the United States. May he be at peace tonight.
 
    
 
   President Richard Hendricks was fifty-seven years old. He leaves behind his wife Ann, two children, and five grandchildren. We will continue to update this information as we receive it.’
 
    
 
   “We need to make some calls.” Greg still looked uncomfortable and couldn’t make eye contact with either one of them. “I’m sorry I barged in like that.”
 
   “It’s fine.” Jack wasn’t fooling anyone. He sounded pissed as hell. He gave Caroline’s shoulders a squeeze and took his phone out of her hand. “I may be a while, sweetheart.” 
 
   “Is there anything I can do?” she asked.
 
   “Do you want to call Katie and have her come back over?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said. A phone call would suffice until they saw each other in the morning. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”
 
   “You shouldn’t,” Jack said. “The president was killed, for God’s sake. How could anyone feel good about that?”
 
   Caroline started to say something, then stopped. She knew exactly who felt good about it. He was probably happily packing up his belongings at Number One Observatory Circle as they spoke. But she knew Jack wouldn’t want to hear it. Not if she didn’t have anything to back it up. Creepy eyes and raw ambition did not an assassin make.
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry. I know you liked him.”
 
   “It isn’t that,” Caroline said. “He was a nice enough man. I fear what this means. For everyone.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that now.”
 
   “I guess there isn’t much we can do about it tonight.” She knew her presence in the room would distract him from the difficult tasks he now faced. She also knew that she wasn’t going to get the answers she wanted from CNN. And she definitely knew she had no desire to sit on the couch next to Greg while going commando. She squeezed Jack’s hand. “I’ll head upstairs.”
 
   “I’ll be up later,” he told her. “I know you’re upset but try to clear your head, okay?”
 
   Caroline kissed him lightly on the lips. Not likely. “I’ll try.” She tried to smile at Jack’s chief of staff, who pretended to be focused on the television. “Good night, Greg.”
 
   Greg nodded at her, still avoiding her eyes. “Good night, ma’am.”
 
   She couldn’t go upstairs without addressing the elephant in the room. “Greg,” she started.
 
   He looked at her. “Yes?”
 
   “Just be happy your boss is getting laid on a regular basis. Don’t feel bad for interrupting us, given the nature of what’s transpired tonight.” 
 
   “Although you may have a reasonable gripe about us sullying the taxpayers’ office furniture,” Jack acknowledged. “I’d still prefer if you hold off on entering my office before waiting for a response first.”
 
   “Those might be legitimate concerns,” Caroline said. “But we’re not going to deal with them right now. Other than that, no big. Okay?”
 
   Greg reddened again. “Yes, ma’am.” He turned to Jack. “Sorry, sir.”
 
   Jack’s expression finally softened. Apparently Greg was forgiven. “If it doesn’t bother the first lady, it’s not an issue for me. Let’s get to work.”
 
   As Caroline walked back up the stairs toward their bedroom, she knew it would be a long time before Jack joined her. And she wouldn’t be able to sleep, either. Not while her mind was running wild.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   The Past
 
   It was almost four o’clock when the door to their bedroom opened. Caroline had been laying on her side in bed for hours after watching another half hour of CNN and talking to Chrissy and Katie separately on the phone. She’d had a brief, terribly awkward conversation with Ellen, who had been scheduled to attend the event as a courtesy to the president but canceled after her daughter went into premature labor. Caroline didn’t want to think about what might have happened if Ellie had been there as well. She knew that nothing useful would start to develop until more facts started to come in. And even then, she wasn’t entirely sure that mainstream media reports would be accurate.
 
   Jack cursed softly as he hit his knee on one of the chairs in the master bedroom, and hopped into the bathroom. He was trying to be quiet, which was cute. Caroline kept still, burying her face in the pillow to contain her giggles. He continued to curse, starting the water to cover up the sound of his voice. Poor guy. The water ran for a few minutes more before he padded slowly out of the bathroom. He slid into bed beside her, wrapping his arm around her waist, holding Caroline close to him as he nuzzled her hair. He was only wearing boxers, and she smiled. He loved curling up as close to her ass as possible.
 
   She rubbed his hand. “How’s your knee?”
 
   He groaned. “Thank God you’re awake. That hurt like a motherfucker.”
 
   Caroline didn’t bother trying to hide her fit of laughter. The room wasn’t exactly dark but Jack always had a hard time adjusting his eyes when he came in from the hallway. “You could have turned the light on.”
 
   “I was afraid I would wake you up.” 
 
   Her highly intelligent husband had impeccable manners but was often clueless. “Did you really think I’d be able to sleep?”
 
   He kissed the back of her head. “I guess not.”
 
   “How’d the rest of your night go?”
 
   “Like shit. Are you prepared to go to the National Cathedral next week? I’m fairly certain we’ll be asked to attend.”
 
   Caroline sighed. “I guess so. I really hate funerals. Especially for people I actually like.”
 
   Jack held her tighter. “Were you okay up here by yourself?”
 
   She turned to face him. She couldn’t keep her voice from shaking, and there was nothing to be gained by lying. “Not really.” 
 
   “You didn’t spend the entire time watching CNN, did you?”
 
   “No. I talked to Chrissy and Katie. And I chatted with Ellen a couple of hours ago. Tried to go to sleep but I couldn’t. Ellie was supposed to be with him.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t know what I’d do if something had happened to her.” 
 
   He shuddered. “Then let’s not think about it.”
 
   “I don’t want to think about it at all but…the president was a nice man.” She started to cry.
 
   Jack pulled her into an embrace. “It’s okay, baby.”
 
   Caroline wiped her eyes. “I feel guilty because I’m not even crying over him. I barely knew him.” 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Do we have enough security? Can our troopers be trusted?”
 
   “I would trust them with all of our lives without reservation,” Jack said. “But Greg and I spoke with the head of our security team tonight, and we’re tightening things up to be safe. We’re sending a group of guys up to check on the safety procedures at camp.” He pressed a finger to Caroline’s lips before she could speak. “Don’t worry, it won’t change anything the girls are doing there. They probably won’t even notice a difference. And until we know how this all happened, I’d feel better knowing you had one or two more suits at your side.”
 
   “So I don’t get to run free outside of official events?”
 
   “Not for the time being.”
 
   Caroline didn’t want to divulge that she felt safer that way. Expressing her fears would probably make him more uneasy than anything else that had happened. She had complained about her security constantly since they moved to Harrisburg. She even sneaked out of the mansion unescorted a couple of times at first, to taste freedom. Jack had gotten so upset about it that she agreed to compromise: she wouldn’t need to take her troopers with her if it was personal business. And she’d always let Jack or one of her staffers know where she was going. One of the many aspects of being high profile that she hated. She never realized how much she enjoyed basic tasks like running to the grocery store or taking a random painting class before. Now that her husband was governor all eyes were on her, even more so than before. Her privacy had slowly been chipped away since her last eighteen months in Congress.
 
   “What about you?” she asked him.
 
   “My detail will increase as well.”
 
   Caroline ran her hands up and down his arms. “I don’t want anything to happen to you.”
 
   “Nothing’s going to happen to me. We’re merely taking precautions. There’s nothing to indicate that this was anything other than an isolated incident.”
 
   “Against the President of the United States,” she said. “That’s a pretty big incident.”
 
   He kissed her forehead. “You have nothing to worry about.” 
 
   Caroline wrapped her arms around his neck. The fear that had grown during the past few hours came crashing down on her. “I can’t lose you, Jack. I-” She started crying again.
 
   “It’s okay,” he whispered.
 
   He’d dealt with her seesaw emotions before. Past losses tended to come back to her whenever tragedy occurred. She didn’t want to think about burying another husband. “I can’t live without you. I mean it. I’m not that strong.”
 
   He wrapped her in his arms. “Nothing is going to happen to me. Or you. Or our children, or our friends, or anyone else we care about. I will never leave you.”
 
   An empty promise, though he’d try his damndest to keep it. Even the most controlling of men couldn’t cheat death. “Hendricks was only a few years older than you. Anything can happen.”
 
   One of Jack’s good friends from Wharton, Bill Neumann, suffered a heart attack and passed away during the gubernatorial campaign, and it affected Jack deeply. He’d been a few years younger than Jack, who responded by working out more, checking in with his doctor more regularly, and doting on Caroline even more often than he had before. At times it made her feel claustrophobic but she knew he meant well. And he’d managed to keep it up for the past three years.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Jack said quietly. “I’m in good health, I have an elite security team, and nothing is going to take me away from you.” 
 
   But Caroline knew from his tone of voice that he remembered what had happened to Bill, and the question of his own mortality had crossed his mind. He wouldn’t have talked to the troopers if it hadn’t. Maybe that was why he was so eager to prove himself in bed night after night. To show her he was young, virile, fully alive. He’d always had a blessedly high sex drive but she noticed a change in him ever since he turned fifty, right after he’d been sworn in as governor.
 
   Caroline sniffled. She needed to take a step back. “I feel like such a codependent freak. You can’t make those kinds of promises, Jack. I know better than that.”
 
   “I don’t want you to worry about this,” Jack said. “You have enough on your mind as it is. And you’re not codependent. You get attached. You live passionately. You believe in mutually supportive relationships, in the give and take between people. You lavish people with your kindness and affection even if you don’t know them. And you’re smart enough to appreciate what you have. It’s part of the reason I find you irresistible.” He grinned. “In other words, you’re a woman who loves too much.”
 
   She wiped her eyes. He always knew how to make her laugh. “That last line sounds like something out of a dime store novel.”
 
   Jack glanced down at the lacy nightgown she was wearing. “I remember seeing something like this in another dime store novel. Didn’t leave much to the imagination.”
 
   Caroline giggled when he fondled her breasts through the silky material. “You have a one track mind, you know that?”
 
   “You’re not pushing me away.”
 
   She flopped on her back as Jack pulled up her nightgown and settled in between her legs. “Sometimes I think you must put something in my food. You make me horny all the damn time, even when it’s not even remotely appropriate.”
 
   “Now is the perfect time to do this,” Jack said, trailing his tongue down her torso. “I want to forget all those phone calls I made, the difficult conversations I had. I want to bury myself inside you until I can’t see straight. I want to wake up next to you, remembering that you and you alone are the most important thing in my life. I want you to be reminded of how much I love you.” He grinned as he reached the apex of her thighs. “Still sans undies, I see. I believe I promised you a third round, Madame First Lady.” He started to kiss her clit.
 
   “You’re trying to distract me,” Caroline said, spreading her legs even further.
 
   He lifted his head up, but kept using his fingers, easing one inside her. “Is it working?”
 
   “Mmm,” she said.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered. He worked slowly, even slower than he had in his office. She wanted to tug on his hair and tell him that it wasn’t necessary, that all she wanted was him inside her…but his tongue, his hands, his breath felt so good. She still had difficulty concentrating. It took longer than it normally would because her mind was so unfocused. When she came, it wasn’t hard and fast but soft and comforting. Jack pulled up after he was finished, kissing his way up her body again until he reached her lips.
 
   “Clear your mind,” he said. “It’s you and me tonight. No one else.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry. Let yourself be distracted. Let yourself feel good.”
 
   “I’ll try.” 
 
   “I want to make love to you.”
 
   She wasn’t going to complain about him using that phrase. Not now. Maybe not ever again. “Wasn’t that what you were doing earlier?”
 
   His eyes were bright. “No. What we did in my office, what I did to you just now, that was nothing. That was fucking around. That was playtime.” 
 
   “Are you saying we won’t get to act out that scene with me bent over the desk?”
 
   “Oh, we’ll get to that,” Jack said. “Very, very soon. And that won’t be playtime. We’ll see if you can handle it.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes, imagining how it would play out. “You drive me insane, Jack. All that reckless abandon. You don’t know what you do to me.”
 
   “That isn’t what I want from you now. I want to feel close to you, as close as possible.” His voice was suddenly hoarse. “Please.”
 
   He started to remove his boxers. Were his hands shaking? She ran her fingers through his hair to calm him down. “My darling. My Monty. I love you so.”
 
   “I don’t want to think about anything but you right now,” Jack said. “You and me. You’re my heart, Caroline. Nothing else matters. Forget titles. Forget responsibilities. Forget the world. Just us. You will never, ever have to be without me.”
 
   She pulled him on top of her. She loved the feel of his weight. It reminded her that even in his moments of vulnerability, he was strong. Hard. Hers.
 
   “I love you, Mrs. McIntyre,” he said quietly. 
 
   Caroline closed her eyes as he entered her. “I know,” she whispered. “I know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   The Fed
 
   Caroline woke up howling his name, reaching for a warm, protective body that wasn’t there. When she remembered where she was, she wrapped her arms around herself and began to cry. 
 
   She wept in her cell often. Tried not to make it too loud or too obvious. It was never cathartic or healing but she did it anyway, as quietly as possible. A private act that she didn’t want to share with the men who spent their time monitoring her every move. She’d cry for her children, though it hurt too much to think about them for more than minutes at a time. For her friends, especially the ones she knew she’d never see again. For any number of dreadful things that had happened.
 
   But tonight, she cried for Jack.
 
   She didn’t sleep again for the rest of the night. Didn’t want to get up when the lights came on. She stayed curled up in a ball on the bed. For once she hoped to remain in darkness. It was easier than confronting reality.
 
   When he entered her cell Fischer yanked Caroline to her feet.  “Another day in paradise,” he said.
 
   Caroline glared at him. She had no more energy to hold her tongue. “Oh, I can’t wait to find out what you have in store for me today. I hope it involves more broken bones and psychological and physical torture, because that’s really been the highlight of my stay at this resort so far.”
 
   “Your attitude is still sorely lacking. And you aren’t fooling anyone with your false bravado.” He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “You can scream his name in your sleep all you want. He isn’t going to save you. Your white knight isn’t going to come in here and rescue his princess. So give it up.”
 
   She shuddered as he pulled back. Were they even watching her at night, in the pitch black? Were they in her cell?
 
   “I’ve got a little surprise for you. You enjoyed the last one so much that Mr. Murdock arranged for another visitor.” Fischer went back out into the hallway and shoved a trembling woman into the cell. “Enjoy.”
 
   She gasped as the woman lifted her head up. 
 
   No. No, no, no. 
 
   This was not supposed to happen. They were supposed to be far away. In Minnesota, in Canada, in Europe, anywhere but here. Caroline fell to her knees on the floor, bringing shaky hands to the woman’s face. “Jenny?”
 
   Jen looked around, confused. “Where am I?”
 
   Caroline couldn’t think of an answer to that question that wouldn’t result in Jen recoiling in terror. “With me,” she whispered.
 
   Jen locked eyes with her. “Caroline? What happened to you?
 
   “Don’t worry about that. What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in Canada.”
 
   “We got stopped in International Falls.” She started to cry. “I think Eric’s uncle sold us out. We never made it to Ottawa.” 
 
   Well, yeah. Caroline had figured out that much. And she was torn between a disturbing elation at seeing someone she knew, someone she cared about…and the realization that if Jen was here, it would not end well. 
 
   Jesus Christ, how many familiar faces were in this place? Or on the run, one step away from capture? The parade of agony continued. Jen had been brought here for an inevitable demise. The guards were getting desperate, though. 
 
   They’re going to run out of people soon. I don’t have many friends left.
 
   What a sobering thought. She closed her eyes, remembering Ellen’s screams. She shook her head. She was not to burden Jen with it.
 
   Caroline studied Jen’s clothes. They were dirty. Ragged. And the deep reddish brown stains could only be one thing. She shuddered as the other woman continued to cry, and turned so that Jen was facing the light. She was bloody and bruised from head to toe.
 
   “Calm down,” Caroline said softly. “It will be okay.”
 
   “The hell it will,” Jen snapped. “You’re going to sit here and tell me that, when I can see the condition that you’re in? When I know what they’ve already done to people I love?” Her voice broke and she stopped.
 
   Jen wrapped her arms around herself, shifting away from Caroline, who decided to start rubbing her back anyway. 
 
   “Are you thirsty?” she asked. “There’s a sink in the corner. I assume it’s safe. I haven’t gotten sick yet.”
 
   Jen didn’t respond, but began to shake violently.
 
   “Jenny,” Caroline whispered. “Please talk to me. I need – I just want to talk to you.”
 
   “About what? Want to relive old times? Maybe talk about what it was like when we had control over our lives?”
 
   “I just want to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “I’m not okay. And neither are you.”
 
   “It might not be this way forever.”
 
   “You think we’re gonna get out of this?” Jen asked. “Jesus Christ, Caroline. I can see your face. How long have you been someone’s punching bag?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Caroline said. “I don’t know what day it is or how long I’ve been here.”
 
   “You think it’s gonna end, don’t you?”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. “It has to. One way or another.”
 
   “No,” Jen corrected. “You think someone’s going to end this, get us out of here. Don’t you?”
 
   It was painful to be reminded that she was in the presence of someone who knew her so well. Who loved her. “Is it wrong to hope?”
 
   “When there’s nothing left to hope for, yes.”
 
   “Don’t say that, Jenny.”
 
   “There’s no good left in the world. Haven’t you figured that out? California and Texas cut bait. No one is going to stop this.”
 
   Caroline thought of the doctor who had tried to help her. Maureen. Her name was Maureen. It seemed important to her to remember a name instead of just a title. “There will always be goodness in the world.”
 
   “No,” Jen said. “Everyone’s out for themselves now. The sooner you come to terms with that, the better.”
 
   “They’re not. There are still small acts of revolution to be had.”
 
   Jen scowled. “That time will never come. I know what you’re thinking, Caroline. But all your sappy movie moments, all your inspirational quotes, all your idealistic visions of a greater nation aren’t real life. At all.”
 
   It had always boggled her mind how Jen could correctly analyze her words and read so much into them. “These things happen in real life,” Caroline said. “Not just in the movies. Tiananmen Square. The democracy movements in the Middle East. The overthrow of the communist regimes in Eastern Europe. People quietly fighting for change.”
 
   “That’s not going to happen here,” Jen said bitterly. “We’re complacent. Always have been, always will be. We threw together a document that was far too advanced and far too perfect and after almost two hundred and fifty years we’ve gotten used to being the beacon for the rest of the world. We don’t know any better. We’re like dandelions in the wind. We’ll latch onto something for a few seconds and then blink and the moment is gone. It’s over, Caroline. It never started.”
 
   Jen had never been a bleak person. But her words were stark, depressing. “What happened to you?” Caroline asked.
 
   “I could ask you the same fucking question. Maybe being in here has made you batty.”
 
   There was no doubt of that, but Caroline hoped a bit of her sanity remained intact. She shook her head from side to side and Jen laughed. At her. Jen was laughing at her. Jen had never laughed at her before, not really. It made Caroline feel ashamed.
 
   “There is no humanity left,” Jen said. “It’s all been snatched away. God knows how they managed to do it so quickly. Maybe we’ve been primed for this longer than we thought. I stupidly hoped we’d put up more of a fight.”
 
   “There are good people left,” Caroline insisted.
 
   Jen grabbed her arm. “Yeah, and they’re all in here sporting tattoos. Lambs for the fucking slaughter.”
 
   Jen was no cynic. Caroline had never heard her talk like this before. “There’s a rebellion,” she whispered, hoping the guards weren’t listening in. “There are people fighting to stop this.”
 
   “No, there isn’t,” Jen said. “The states that seceded are perfectly happy to leave the other forty-eight alone in exchange for not being bothered. Just like every NATO country, every disaffected and apathetic citizen, every person who’s somehow still allowed to live as long as they don’t mess with the status quo. There’s nothing left.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   “And neither do you. You don’t know what it was like driving across the country. It was surreal. It appeared normal, but it was like there was this weird film over everything. Nothing was quite what it seemed. But I noticed one thing – you don’t mess with the government and they won’t mess with you.”
 
   “As long as you’re not gay, or rich, or an atheist, or a member of a minority group.” Caroline grew frustrated. “Have you forgotten about Katie?”
 
   As soon as she said the words, she realized the obvious. Jen was alone. Where was Eric? And where was Kathleen? 
 
   No matter, for the mere mention of the name was enough to snap Jen back to attention. “Don’t talk about her!” she shouted.
 
   Caroline’s stomach churned as a wave of nausea swept through her body. “Where’s Katie?”
 
   Jen shoved away from her, leaning against the wall.
 
   “Where’s Katie?” Caroline repeated.
 
   Jen put her head in her hands and started rocking back and forth, humming to herself.
 
   “Where’s Katie?” Caroline yelled. She yanked Jen’s head up, the pain in her broken fingers forgotten. “Tell me where she is, Jenny.”
 
   Jen bit her lip. “No,” she said. “No no no.” She stared at Caroline, her eyes vacant.
 
   Caroline tugged at Jen’s shirt. “Tell me what happened.”
 
   It took a minute. A little more prodding. A few soothing words, a reassurance that Caroline, her friend, was here with her and they’d both be okay. A dirty lie, especially considering Jen’s previous statements, but it was enough to make her start rambling. At first Caroline couldn’t make out what she was saying. She could only hear bits and pieces through hiccups and sobs. A hail of gunfire as Eric tried to ram his way through the border stop. The bullets ripping through him when he reached for their weapons. Jen and Katie being yanked out of the car and hustled onto a plane. Being shackled together inside a transport van. Katie being given some highly offensive ultimatum, and resisting it all the way.
 
   Caroline grabbed Jen’s upper arms. “What did they tell her? What kind of ultimatum?”
 
   Jen took another heaving breath. “They called her names. Bad names.”
 
   It was like talking to a child, constantly having to repeat herself and speak slowly. “What kind of ultimatum?”
 
   “They have programs. Secret camps if you’re…not straight.”
 
   One rumor Caroline hadn’t wanted to believe. The idea of a government camp conjured up images too disturbing to perceive as real. “Because she’s gay?”
 
   The question broke Jen out of her daze, and she looked at Caroline as if she were quite unintelligent. “Of course because she’s gay. Jesus, Caroline.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Jen cradled her head in her hands. “She refused to go.”
 
   Of course she did. “And then what?”
 
   “She landed in my lap,” Jen said.
 
   That was a strange transition. “Excuse me?”
 
   “They gave her one more chance, put a gun to her head, told her she had to see a psychiatrist. And she rattled off exactly how she felt about their bullshit conversion therapy crap and they…got rid of her.”
 
   Jen had blood under her fingernails. In her hair. All over her, from head to toe. How had Caroline not noticed that before?
 
   “She landed in my lap,” Jen repeated.
 
   Caroline shook her head. Kathleen was fine. She was in another part of the building, in another cell. No, that wasn’t like her. She would have done more. Jen was mistaken. She’d fought off all those assholes and made a run for it. Kathleen was safe. And she’d come back with a boatload of rebels and get the two of them the fuck out of there. “Where’s Katie?” she asked.
 
   Jen tugged at the sleeves of her shirt, rubbing the material together. “She was in my lap, and I couldn’t move, and I was screaming at her to get up. There was all this blood and bits and pieces of bone, and they left her there for a really long time even though I was screaming, and then they finally took me out of the van.”
 
   Jen was rambling again. She’d keep rambling unless someone knocked her to her senses. Caroline slapped her face, ignoring the sting radiating through her mangled hand. “Where’s Katie?”
 
   “She’s dead.” Jen started crying again. “How many times are you going to make me say it?”
 
   Caroline didn’t have time for grief, but she could fit a little rage into her calendar. White hot, blinding, frenzied rage. Someone had to pay for this. Someone had to die. How could she trick an agent into coming back into her cell? She was ready to tear someone apart with her bare hands. Did she have anything she could throw, or break? She could tear her bedframe apart and make a shank and stab the hell out of all of them. Watch them bleed to death. Cut their dicks off and shove them down their throats. It wouldn’t be nearly enough justice, couldn’t satisfy her need for retribution, but it was a damn good start.
 
   Caroline started pounding on the wall, staring at the camera. She didn’t care about the pain in her hands. It was all relative now. Her voice was clear and strong, ringing through the cell. “Come in here, you bastards! Fucking cowards!” 
 
   There was no response, so she continued. They’d have to come in to shut her up sometime. And then there was no telling what she would do to them. Heinous crimes had to be avenged.
 
   Jen draped her arms around Caroline. “Stop.” She wrestled Caroline to the floor, hugging her tightly. “If they come in here they might take me away from you.”
 
   Caroline threw her arms around her and started weeping. She wasn’t sure how long they sat there with their arms around each other, choking out their sorrow. It didn’t matter. There was no bringing Kathleen back, no reconciling what had happened. That kind of heartbreak couldn’t be alleviated.
 
   Jen let out a small sob. “I’m sorry. I promised you I’d keep her safe.”
 
   She hadn’t had a whole lot of options when up against the vast resources of the government. The cards were stacked against all of them from the beginning. Caroline hadn’t wanted to admit that until now. “We promised each other. You tried, Jenny. You and Eric tried. So did Katie.”
 
   Jen started crying again. “I want to go home.”
 
   A pure and innocent desire, as simple as it was impossible. “I want to go home too.”
 
   The two women were only a few years apart, but Jen sounded decades younger when she next spoke. “We’re not going home, are we?”
 
   Caroline hated herself for even thinking what she was about to say out loud. She couldn’t deceive Jen. She had to be straight with her. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll let me stay in here with you?”
 
   Almost certainly not. Caroline was surprised they’d given the two of them what little time they’d already spent together. She leaned back against the wall with Jen in her arms and closed her eyes. “Don’t think about that. Let’s just appreciate what we have now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   The Past
 
   They were indeed invited to the president’s funeral, and spent most of a humid summer morning at the National Cathedral. After the services were over, Christine, Ellen, and their husbands met up with Jack and Caroline at their brownstone in Georgetown. The women were lounging in the upstairs sitting room with the men presumably doing the same thing downstairs. Caroline couldn’t explain the gender separation but suspected that Jack was keeping Daniel and Tom hidden away so that she could spend some time alone with Ellen and Christine.
 
   “Hell of a reason to get together,” Ellen said, nodding at Caroline when she handed her a glass of scotch.
 
   Christine settled into an easy chair with a drink of her own. “It was a lovely memorial, though.”
 
   “The president’s brother gave a nice eulogy,” Caroline said. “Better than I expected. Very Kennedyesque.”
 
   Ellen practically spit out her drink. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
 
   Caroline grinned. “Reaganesque?”
 
   Christine nearly choked on her drink too. “Clearly not.”
 
   Caroline sat down next to Ellen on the couch. “I’m glad you two are here. I’ve missed you.”
 
   Ellen gave her a little hug. “You too, kid.”
 
   Caroline stared down at her own glass of wine. Everyone was comfortable, which gave her the perfect opportunity to blow it all apart. “What’s your impression of Santos?”
 
   Ellen took a sip of her drink. “I don’t like him. And I get the feeling he doesn’t like me.”
 
   “I talked to him at the convention,” Caroline said. “He rubbed me the wrong way.”
 
   “In what sense?”
 
   “Like, creepier than Murdock, more ambitious than Langlade, more dishonest than just about everyone I’ve ever met. I can’t really put it into words.”
 
   Christine frowned at her. “Caroline, you spent about five minutes with the man.”
 
   “It was more like thirty. And I had a couple of interactions with him on the Hill.”
 
   “That was a long time ago. We all change.”
 
   “He hasn’t. Oh, and he has really freaky looking eyes. It’s like he has no irises,” Caroline added.
 
   “As if that has any bearing on anything,” Christine said. “One half-hour of total conversation and he’s a sinister charlatan with bizarre features. Fantastic analysis.” 
 
   “I spent less time than that with you and Ellen the first time I met you both. Was I wrong about you?”
 
   Christine smiled. “The jury’s still out on that one.”
 
   Ellen turned to her. “What do you think of him, Christine? You were on a couple of committees with him, weren’t you?”
 
   Christine shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “I wasn’t all that impressed.”
 
   A swift turn. “What does that mean?” Caroline asked. 
 
   Christine took a big gulp of her drink, a sign that she didn’t want to pursue the subject further. 
 
   Caroline decided to push a little. “Seriously, Chrissy. What gives?”
 
   “He’s said things. It may have just been my imagination.” 
 
   “You are naturally suspicious.” Caroline tried not to smile.
 
   “It’s not funny,” Christine said.
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   Christine lifted her drink to her lips again, then placed the empty glass on the coffee table. “I think I heard him use an ethnic slur once.”
 
   “Well,” Ellen said. “I guess that isn’t the worst thing in the world.”
 
   “He said it about you.”
 
   “Oh.” She stared down at her scotch. “I see.”
 
   “I could have been wrong,” Christine said hastily. “I might have misheard.”
 
   Caroline glared at her. “You’re one of the most observant people I know. You didn’t mishear anything.”
 
   “He’s a big supporter of Israel, Caroline. Maybe I did.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean anything,” Caroline said. “He probably holds that position out of political expediency. Doesn’t mean he’s not a racist.”
 
   Christine leaned back and folded her arms. “So now he’s creepy, dishonest, ambitious, and racist? Want to make him a misogynist just to be inclusive? Maybe throw in some homophobia?”
 
   He had made a number of troubling comments about what he dubbed the gay agenda during the campaign. But anything involving sexual orientation tended to be a sore spot for Christine, so Caroline decided to let it alone. “Don’t dismiss my interpretations.”
 
   “He’s a member of a minority group,” Christine pointed out. “What would he have to gain from bringing down fellow minorities?”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “Chrissy, I don’t mean to malign the Republican Party, but you’ve got some strange bedfellows in there. You really think he wouldn’t put his own ambitions and goals above those of other Senators, particularly those of different races or religions? Come on. You’re not that naïve.”
 
   Ellen stared down at the floor. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Christine gripped the armrest on the chair, barely able to conceal her discomfort. “I just – I wasn’t – we’re not that close, Ellen. I wasn’t sure if you’d believe me, and it felt weird to even say it to you, and I-” 
 
   “That’s such bullshit, Chrissy,” Caroline interrupted. 
 
   Christine whirled on her. “It’s so easy for you, isn’t it? I don’t think the two of you realize how well-liked you are. People want to believe you. They hang on your every word because they trust you. I don’t have the same reputation.”
 
   “We’re not talking about taking this to the press,” Caroline said. “You should have told Ellie.”
 
   “I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.”
 
   Ellen gave Christine a small smile. “It’s okay.” She turned to Caroline. “Don’t get mad at her.”
 
   “I’m not mad. I just wish she would have said something earlier.”
 
   “What did he say?” Ellen asked.
 
   “I can’t remember for certain.” Christine shifted in her chair again. “But I’m pretty sure the ‘k’ word was used.”
 
   “That’s it?” Ellen could barely contain her amusement.
 
   “It’s not an appropriate word to use,” Christine said. “Ever. I’ve never said it.”
 
   “I’ve heard worse, Christine. Really. If that’s the worst thing he said, he wasn’t trying very hard to insult me.”
 
   “It wasn’t just that. It was the way he said it. He must not have known I was within earshot. I can’t remember the specific words beyond that but…it was more than just unfriendly.”
 
   “Who was he speaking with?”
 
   Christine looked down at her drink.
 
   Ellen’s frustration broke through. “Oh for pity’s sake, Christine. Just say it.”
 
   “Senator Gunderson.”
 
   Caroline had to steady herself before she spoke. “You mean, the man he just nominated to be his Vice President?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   Senator Howard Gunderson was one of the most liberal members of Congress. Although he caucused with the Democrats, he identified as an independent and often endorsed economic policies that were far left of center. Two days after Hendricks died, President Santos announced his nomination of Senator Gunderson as his new vice president, hoping that Congress would act swiftly on the matter. He threw a lot of flowery words into his speech, mentioning that the time for reconciliation and healing was at hand. It was an unprecedented move, which meant it was gaining traction with the press. The public had responded well, giving Santos a healthy bump in his approval ratings. Gunderson seemed an unusual choice for such a starkly partisan man. 
 
   “Are they friends?” Caroline asked.
 
   Ellen spoke up. “I’ve seen them together quite a bit over the years. I don’t know if they’re close, but they have a good enough rapport.”
 
   Caroline felt like she’d been out of the loop. How had she missed that? She wasn’t hugely into following Beltway gossip, never had been, but still sometimes indulged. “An interesting relationship, don’t you think?”
 
   Christine picked up her empty glass and rolled it between her palms. “Caroline, there are still people in Washington who get along with members of the opposition.”
 
   Lorenzo Santos was incapable of genial behavior under any circumstance. “I don’t trust him,” Caroline said bluntly.
 
   “We figured that much out, thanks.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “Bully for you,” Christine said. “What are you going to do with that opinion?”
 
   “I don’t know yet.”
 
   “Caroline-”
 
   “Ellen was supposed to be with the president that night,” Caroline said.
 
   Christine almost dropped the glass. She spun to face Ellen, surprised. “Is that true?”
 
   “Yes.” Ellen rubbed her eyes. “Never thought I’d be so grateful for my grandson’s much too early arrival.”
 
   “Are you…dealing with that okay?” Christine asked.
 
   Ellen waved her hand. “It’s fine. It wasn’t my time.”
 
   “Maybe Santos wanted it to be,” Caroline said quietly.
 
   Both women stared at her. Shit. She’d meant to say someone, not Santos. Even though Santos was the someone she was thinking of.
 
   “Caroline, are you insane?” Christine asked.
 
   May as well go with it. “I’m dead serious,” she said. “Awful pun completely unintentional.”
 
   Ellen scooted closer to her on the couch. “No, really. You can’t be serious.”
 
   Caroline didn’t care if they thought she’d gone over the bend. “I am. It’s all too convenient.”
 
   The other two women started to speak and she cut them off. “Think about it,” she said. “A moderate Republican, attending an event with a liberal Democrat in a plain demonstration of bipartisanship. And then, bam, tragedy strikes as these two symbols of compromise are struck down by an apparent right wing nutjob who hates cooperation, and, oh, also hates religious and ethnic minorities.”
 
   Christine could barely conceal her acerbic tone. “Put down the crack pipe, Punky.”
 
   “I don’t care if you don’t believe me,” Caroline said. “I know I’m right.”
 
   Ellen put her arm around Caroline. “You can’t be right.”
 
   “Because it’s too horrible to comprehend, or because it makes complete sense?”
 
   Ellen rested her head on Caroline’s shoulder. “Don’t talk about things like that.”
 
   Christine studied her closely. “Have you told Jack about this?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “How did you come up with this theory? You’ve never been one to buy into anything that defies logic and reason. And this defies both.”
 
   “It just makes sense. I can’t explain it. I get this jarring vibe from him. Then the assassination happens. Then Santos picks Gunderson as his VP. It’s too coincidental.”
 
   “You think it was planned that way from the beginning?”
 
   It wouldn’t surprise her, but she had nothing to go on. Not yet. And if she was going to believe in any conspiracy, she may as well rush into it at full speed. But she’d already said too much. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You’re being absurd.” Christine turned to Ellen. “What do you think?”
 
   Ellen laughed softly. “This has thrown me for a curve. I don’t know what to think.”
 
   “You can’t repeat this to anyone,” Christine said. “I mean it.”
 
   “Because I sound crazy?”
 
   “That’s a consideration. But you also can’t go around making wild statements without proof.”
 
   “I suspect Jack will say the same thing.”
 
   Christine smiled slightly. “Every once in a while he’s right.”
 
   “When he agrees with you.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You don’t trust Santos, either.”
 
   “No.” Rare candor from Senator Sullivan. “I don’t. But I don’t think he’d arrange to kill the president. Just saying it out loud makes it sound even more nonsensical.”
 
   “He might be a racist asshole but that doesn’t mean he’s a total monster,” Ellen said. “You’ve had too much to drink, Caroline. It’s been a stressful week.”
 
   “Your grief is clouding your judgment,” Christine said.
 
   Caroline knew she’d said too much. Perhaps it was better for her to let them think she was spouting off buzzed nonsense or other dark fantasies rather than positing a legitimate theory. “Maybe,” she said. “I liked Hendricks. I thought he had a lot of potential.”
 
   Ellen stared down at her empty glass. “So did I. He was willing to reach across the aisle. That’s too rare. I was looking forward to seeing what we could accomplish.”
 
   Caroline got up. She would drop it, for now. It wasn’t worth Christine and Ellen worrying about her or anything else. Best to pretend the conversation never happened. She twirled the stem of her own empty wineglass in her fingers. “Anyone need a refill?”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Any person surfing the internet could easily stumble upon conspiracy theories on any topic, and that held true in the days and weeks after President Hendricks died. Of course many rumors pertaining to the assassination were dismissed as implausible, ridiculous, and unrealistic, but Caroline pored over every website and blog posting, searching for any tiny bit of legitimacy.
 
   She started researching other topics too. How to build an effective firewall. How to tap into existing wireless networks. How to really wipe the slate clean after an internet session. She found a few chatrooms, message boards, and websites and started to learn the coded language. It hadn’t been that hard to pick up; she’d been a drug prosecutor and many of the ideas behind the terminology were the same. She had some experience with IT issues and knew that nothing could be completely wiped from existence, but felt compelled to prepare herself. Just in case.
 
   Caroline tried to express her fears to Jack, who dismissed them almost immediately. She was concerned that it was a nightmare scenario; he told her she was jumping to conclusions. She thought it was potentially an inside job; he thought it was merely a tragedy, albeit on a grander scale than most. She got worked up; he said to calm down. Discouraged by his continual dismissals, she lost her temper one evening and they ended up having a knockdown, drag out fight. One of the worst she could remember. She ended up storming out of the room, pissed off enough to sleep in a guest bedroom that night. She felt terribly guilty about that after the fact.
 
   A week after the argument, Jack was still emotionally distant. Caroline knew he was considering what she said, not wanting to believe it. But he’d felt that way ever since the convention. It would take a lot for him to admit that she was right, not because he didn’t want to concede the point but because he would be apprehensive as to what it would mean for the future of the nation. At times Caroline thought she was being overly dramatic, but she was convinced that her instincts were correct. She just had to find the proof.
 
   She sat at her desk, rubbing her forehead. Her office was down the hall from Jack’s. He’d wanted it that way; no one had really confirmed it, but she had taken on the role of an unofficial policy advisor and was called in to staff meetings from time to time. This didn’t seem to bother anyone aside from the lieutenant governor, who appeared to think that his role was diminished. Which was true, but Jack and Caroline were much too nice to say it to his face. The LG knew what he was. He and Caroline were both glorified figureheads. Placeholders. Window dressing. No need to fool anyone about it. The only major difference between them: he’d actually been on the ballot.
 
   Fifty feet separated their office spaces, but Caroline hadn’t seen Jack all day. She thought about picking up the phone but didn’t. She missed him. They weren’t fighting, not really, but she missed him desperately. There were times when she’d be lying in bed next to him, listening to him breathe, wishing she could get closer to him, missing him even though he was right there. Jack was right; she wasn’t codependent. But she’d still come to depend on him more than anyone else, and that scared the shit out of her.
 
   She told herself that she should go upstairs, eat some dinner, do something with the rest of her evening. She was tempted to go see him but wasn’t sure what to say. They’d slept together that morning and Jack had been so tender, so kind, so loving…but then afterward he showered quickly, got dressed, and left the bedroom without saying a word. She wondered what he was thinking. Caroline impulsively picked up the phone and dialed his extension instead of walking down the hall, realizing her cowardice. 
 
   Jack picked up on the first ring. “Hey, baby,” he said.
 
   “Are you mad at me?” 
 
   He laughed. “Why would you think that?”
 
   “You haven’t spoken to me all day.”
 
   “I’ve been doing chief executive stuff, sweetheart. I have responsibilities, you know.”
 
   He tried to sound light. She didn’t buy it. “That’s never been a problem before.”
 
   “Why didn’t you walk down the hall to tell me this?”
 
   “I didn’t – I thought you might be busy.”
 
   “I am. But I’m never too busy to talk to you. I didn’t realize I hadn’t checked in on you today.” He sighed audibly. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to check in on me. It’s probably silly for me to be upset just because I haven’t seen you in a few hours,” Caroline said. “You’re the governor. You have shit to do. I’ll let you get back to work.”
 
   “Caroline, I’ve been sitting at my desk the last hour, pretending to work and thinking about you. I thought maybe you were avoiding me, not the other way around. I had no idea you were still downstairs. Have you eaten yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Have you eaten at all today?”
 
   “I had lunch.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   Her stomach had growled a couple of times but she still didn’t feel like eating. “Not really.”
 
   Jack’s voice softened. “I’m sorry that you thought I was mad at you. I swear I’m not. I’m-”
 
   He sounded hesitant. “What?” she asked.
 
   “Why don’t you come over here so we can talk?”
 
   “Okay.” Caroline hung up the phone and ran down the hall into his office. The door was open and she shut it behind her. One could never be too careful.
 
   Jack gave her a knowing smile. “That was quick.”
 
   “Did you want me to linger over the decision?”
 
   “No. Come on over to the couch and we’ll talk. I need a break anyway.” They sat down and he put his arm around her. “What’s really bothering you, sweetheart?”
 
   “You were kind of brusque this morning,” she said. “After we…you left and didn’t say anything.”
 
   “You don’t think me moaning your name into your ear was worth noting?”
 
   “That’s not what I mean, Jack. You seemed in such a hurry to get out of there.”
 
   “I had an early meeting. I wasn’t trying to be rude.”
 
   Caroline gave him a hard look.
 
   “I should have said goodbye,” he conceded.
 
   “I feel like things are weird between us,” she whispered. “Ever since I talked to you about-”
 
   “Don’t say it. I mean it. Let that bullshit go.”
 
   “I can’t. I’m hearing stories, reading websites, and I know-”
 
   “You don’t know anything, sweetheart. You are being paranoid. This is tinfoil hat territory and you shouldn’t be indulging in it.”
 
   “I think the conspiracy theorists may be on to something this time. I-”
 
   “Drop it, Caroline,” he said firmly.
 
   “Stop interrupting me, Jack,” Caroline said, in exactly the same tone. “You need to listen.”
 
   “No, you need to stop acting like you’re a rabid dog with a fucking mouse in its teeth. Where on earth does this random cynicism and hatred come from? That’s not the Caroline I know.”
 
   “Do you trust my judgment?”
 
   The question caught him off guard. “What?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   Jack took her hand and looked her square in the eyes. “Yes. Yes I do.”
 
   She finally had his attention. She had to make the most of her opportunity. “When have I ever been wrong about something like this?  When have I ever even said something like this before, about anyone?”
 
   “Caroline-” 
 
   “Was I wrong about Murdock?”
 
   “No,” he said softly. “But that’s not the same thing.”
 
   “I know it’s not. This is much worse. He’s up to something, Jack. Santos is not to be trusted. I knew it when I met him at the convention. He picked Gunderson as his VP and I know he’s waiting to do more. Something else. He’s trying to fool the country, lull us all into a false sense of security.”
 
   She listened to herself. The words sounded illogical, irrational. Downright kooky. And Jack would reiterate all his old arguments, dismissing her fears as unfounded, just as Ellen and Christine had. She waited impatiently for the other shoe to fall, but instead he started rubbing her palm. He only did that when he knew she was stressed.
 
   “Have you talked to Jen or Katie about this?” he asked. “I know you had a little vent session with Christine and Ellen.”
 
   Things were getting interesting in Washington. Nothing had really happened per se, but the atmosphere had shifted. Jen hadn’t been able to articulate it well the last time they chatted, but Caroline knew what she was trying to say. “Jenny has a bad feeling too, but I don’t think she really believes anything is wrong. I don’t want to say too much to Katie. Not yet.” She swallowed hard. “I know you think I’m wrong, Jack. I’m some silly woman who’s been spending too much time reading dystopian fiction. But this has been gnawing at me. I can’t explain it. And I hope I’m wrong, I really do.”
 
   “You’re not a silly woman,” Jack said. “I’m sorry if I made you feel that way. But let’s explore the hypotheticals here. What if you’re right?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You think Santos had something to do with Hendricks’ death. Is that correct?”
 
   Among other things. She feared that was just the tip of the iceberg. “Yes.”
 
   “You know that sounds crazy.”
 
   Her theories weren’t terribly easy to rationalize. Not yet. She knew damn well how she sounded. “Yes.”
 
   “But you still think you’re right.”
 
   “It’s crazy enough to make complete sense.”
 
   “Have you told anyone else this theory?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said. “I’ve been waiting until I had proof.”
 
   “Do you have any proof?”
 
   She’d been working on it. She had some leads, but didn’t feel comfortable sharing them with Jack. She knew he’d tell her to stop digging around. “No.”
 
   “How do you think you’re going to get proof? You think it’s floating out there on the internet, waiting to be found? Cover-ups are hard to discover for a reason.” 
 
   “There has to be something there, Jack. I used to be a civil servant. You wouldn’t believe the kind of shit we’d reduce to writing. And some agencies think they’re so safe that you’d be shocked as to what they’d do if they believed they’d never get caught.”
 
   “So it’s not just Santos now, it’s the entire federal government?”
 
   Caroline pulled away from him. “You don’t believe me. That’s fine. You can stop haranguing me about it. I get it.”
 
   Jack sighed and shifted back toward her. “Caroline, listen to yourself. Your credibility is on the line here. You have to be very careful about what you do with your time, what you say to people, what you let slip when you don’t realize it. What are you going to do about this?”
 
   “I’m going to find the proof I need.”
 
   “And what will it take for you to let it go?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said quietly.
 
   “What if you’re wrong?”
 
   “I would be thrilled to be wrong. And it terrifies me to think I might be right. And I know it scares you too.”
 
   Jack took her hand and started rubbing it again, avoiding her eyes. “You have to decide whether you want to do this. You are very high profile. You are a trusted public figure. You have to watch your behavior, particularly as it pertains to anything that might cause someone to question your loyalty to the United States and its current leadership.” His gaze met hers. “And if you are right, you are extremely dangerous to anyone who might want to undermine the stability of this nation’s government. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
 
   His implication was clear as crystal. “You believe me,” she said. “You know I’m right. I know you don’t want to believe it, Jack.”
 
   “I don’t. But I’ve been hearing things…probably very similar to what you have. God help us if what you’re saying is true. But you have no proof, sweetheart. And you have to decide whether it’s worth the cost to try to figure it out.”
 
   “What are you saying? We sit back and do nothing because we’re fortunate enough to have a certain amount of authority ourselves? That’s really selfish.”
 
   Jack pulled his hand back. “You think I feel this way because I’m being selfish?”
 
   Caroline winced. One of his greatest insecurities and she’d gone for it right away. “I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   “Yes, you did.”
 
   He sounded incredibly hurt. She’d taken all the doubts creeping up on her over the past several weeks and thrown them in his face. She knew better. “I didn’t. I know that’s a sore point for you and I hit it. Please don’t take it that way.” Caroline leaned into his shoulder, and Jack slowly brought his arms around her. It took a hell of a lot longer than it should have. 
 
   “Okay,” he said. “I won’t.”
 
   “We have power,” she said. “Money. Privilege. And we have very loud, influential voices. If this is truly happening we can’t let it go.”
 
   “I don’t want you to put yourself at risk, sweetheart. That’s all I meant. So help me if that makes me a selfish man. I don’t want you to fight this battle. Why can’t someone else do it?” He squeezed her tighter. “Never mind. I know the answer to that question.”
 
   Caroline smiled shyly. “Am I that predictable?”
 
   Jack started stroking her hair. “I don’t want you to be right about this,” he whispered. “I really don’t.”
 
   “I don’t want to be right either. But I can’t let this go. Not yet. And I need to know that even if you don’t want to hear about it, you aren’t resenting me for it.”
 
   “I’ll try harder. All right?” He tipped her chin up and kissed her lightly on the lips. “You want to call it a night?”
 
   A tempting idea. She could take a hint. “Sure.”
 
   But as they made their way upstairs to their bedroom, the cloud still hung over them. Caroline knew it wouldn’t dissipate for a very, very long time.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   The Fed
 
   Jen screamed all night in her cell. Maybe she didn’t realize that they weren’t soundproofed. Or that she was right next to Caroline. The guards had unquestionably concocted that living arrangement on purpose, since they’d gotten so much traction out of doing the same thing with Ellen.
 
   But they’d had time together. Precious little time, but time nonetheless. And Caroline would whisper in her ear, and Jen would whisper back. All the things they never said to each other. Soft, meaningful words. Words of determination, of cheap attempts at strength without any hope behind them. Maybe that was how people made peace with the universe. Caroline didn’t know.
 
   Her two favorite guards came in the next morning with Murdock trailing behind. Powell put two metal chairs in the center of her cell about ten feet apart, facing each other. Such a furniture arrangement could mean nothing good. Fischer dragged Jen in from her own cell and shoved her into it. She looked rougher than she had the day before. The guards hadn’t gone easy on her. She had fresh blood on her shirt, and they’d split her lip and broken her nose. 
 
   Powell shoved Caroline into the other chair, cuffing her hands behind her through the slats in the chair. No way to escape, no ability to fight back.
 
   This was not a good situation.
 
   Murdock turned to Jen. “You’ve been stubborn,” he said. “Just like your old boss.” He marched over to Caroline. “She didn’t tell us a damn thing, as I’m sure you intended.”
 
   Caroline swelled with pride. Her night had been ugly, but Jen had held out. 
 
   Murdock swung back around toward Jen. “Gerard here hasn’t been cooperative with us at all. Weeks of questioning and…other methods of interrogation have proven to be ineffective.” His lips twitched. “So I’ve decided there’s really only one option left.”
 
   Fischer drew his pistol, pressing it to the side of Jen’s skull.
 
   “One of my more brilliant ideas, I have to admit.” Murdock broke into a full smile. “I do enjoy when I’m struck with genius.”
 
   Jen didn’t react. Maybe she didn’t realize what was happening. Or maybe she didn’t care. But Caroline did. Her mouth gaped open as she stared at Fischer. His hand was steady, his expression bland. He wasn’t angry, he wasn’t sad, he wasn’t torn or confused or even all that focused. He was just there, indifferently pointing a gun at a woman’s head. 
 
   Murdock’s smile didn’t fade. “Last chance to talk. Perhaps the possibility of a bullet to Ms. Whitcomb’s brain may loosen your tongue.” 
 
   Jen leaned forward in the chair, her attention galvanized. “Don’t tell them anything, Caroline! I mean it.” 
 
   Caroline couldn’t give in now. She’d come so far, given up so much, and one of the few true things she had left was sitting in front of her, a deadly weapon practically glued to her temple. 
 
   No lady. No tiger. Only the barrel of a gun. 
 
   She gave Jen a desperate look, unable to verbalize her fears.
 
   Help me, Jenny. I don’t know what to do.
 
   Jen gave her head a quick jerk to the left, her eyes wide. And Caroline could see it in her expression, as plainly as if Jen had said it out loud. No. 
 
   She was telling Caroline no. Telling her to keep her mouth shut, just as Bob had. Fischer grabbed Jen around the throat, keeping the gun in place. 
 
   “Don’t do it!” Jen screamed. “Don’t give in to these fuckers.”
 
   Caroline should have been comforted by Jen’s bravery. But it made her feel sick. Overwhelmed. And guilty as hell.
 
   May God forgive me.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. “I don’t know anything,” she whispered.
 
   There was no way this was happening. Her entire prison experience had been bizarre and demented but there was no possible way that her life had come to this. 
 
   Powell yanked her up by her hair. “Open your eyes.”
 
   Caroline bit her lip as a tear trickled down her cheek. This had to be a nightmare. A dream. Anything. Anything to get her out of this. Anything to spare Jen. Powell pulled out his own sidearm and hit her as hard as he could in between her shoulder blades. She let out a moan and another tear slipped out. 
 
   “Open your fucking eyes.” He put the gun to her temple, yanking her up by her hair again. 
 
   “Kill me,” Caroline said. “Do it. Release her.”
 
   “You’ll get what’s coming to you.” Murdock was pacing. She could hear his footsteps. He was getting closer to her. “But first you get to watch a little show.” His breath blew on her face. It was not a particularly enjoyable feeling. He grabbed her shirt. “Open your eyes.”
 
   “It’s okay, Caroline.” Jen’s voice rang out with remarkable clarity. “I’m ready.”
 
   She blinked and saw Jen’s petrified face. Caroline knew the guards had purposely kept Jen in the clothing she’d been wearing when she was arrested, because it was covered in blood. Her blood, Eric’s blood, Katie’s blood – who knew?
 
   A scared stiff appearance coupled with a defiant voice. Her dear, fearless Jen. Caroline started crying. “I love you. I’m sorry. Please don’t hate me.”
 
   Murdock gave Caroline one final sneer. “Any other parting thoughts? Make them count. I want to hear all the pretty words.”
 
   She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. He wasn’t getting anything more than he’d already taken. “You’ll rot in hell for this,” she said.
 
   Caroline fixed her eyes on Jen, trying to tell her what she didn’t have the courage to say. To apologize without words. And she didn’t want Murdock and the others to be privy to such a private exchange. But she knew she had to say something, even if it was babbling nonsense. “I’m so sorry, Jenny,” she whispered. “Please forgive me.”
 
   Jen glared at Murdock. “You’re not the one who’ll need forgiveness.” She brought her gaze back to Caroline and tried to smile, tears in her eyes. “I love you. I could never hate you. Ever.” Her voice broke. “I’ll hug Katie for you.”
 
   Murdock nodded at Fischer and he pulled the trigger. And Caroline found herself screaming again.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   The Fed
 
   Caroline sat shackled to the chair. She’d been there all night. She assumed it was night. Time didn’t really have any meaning to her anymore. But they’d left the lights on. Not that she had any question as to why.
 
   She stared at the large puddle of red on the floor. Blood. Jenny’s blood. The guards dragged Jen’s body out of Caroline’s cell as she sat there shrieking at them to kill her. Murdock looked back, smiled, and shut the door behind him. None of them had returned.
 
   She didn’t know how long it had been since then. Probably hours. She screamed for Jenny at first. Not that it mattered. But it was the only thing she could do. She wanted her friend back. She wanted to rewind the clock. She wanted to redo any number of errors she made that culminated in a fate she no longer controlled. Her eyes were itchy. Her throat was dry. Her tangled hair hung down into her eyes and tickled her face, which she’d normally find bothersome, but it at least provided her with a mild distraction.
 
                 
 
   Red. 
 
    
 
   Blood. 
 
    
 
   Jenny’s blood.
 
    
 
   They knew what they were doing. She’d had hours, days perhaps, to focus on what they had done to Ellen. To think about what that meant for her. To dwell on anything she could have done differently. Then they brought Jenny to her with similar results.
 
   Murdock looked almost surprised in the immediate aftermath, studying her reaction as Fischer and Powell did their dirty work. She was certain that he was going to focus like a laser on any future efforts at making her suffer. Thinking up new and different ways to torture her soul before killing her body.
 
   They had their answer. They knew she wasn’t going to talk. But she yelled it out again anyway despite her fading voice. They had never listened to her before but they would have to listen now. She changed it up a little in case they hadn’t gotten the message. Sometimes referred to them by name. Tried to make it personal. Because they already had.
 
   Fuck you, motherfuckers. I’m not telling you shit. Fucking cowards. You’re all cowards and I fucking know it.
 
   She had to stop when she became too weak to continue. Her bones hurt. Her joints. Her cartilage. How was that even possible? Her stomach had stopped gnawing on itself a long time ago. How many days had passed since she had something real and substantial to eat? Dinner, the night they’d been run out of their home? How long ago had that been?
 
   Caroline shuffled somewhere between animal and human, wholly unaware of her existence. Caught between the primal urge to kill those who dared harm her friends and the childish desire to curl up in a ball and weep. She wasn’t lucky enough to be the mouse who got gnawed up right away. No, she had to stumble upon a destructive force that would toy with her, make her suffer, until it finally gobbled her up in mangled little pieces. The Fed had her by the tail, batting her around, baring one claw in a reminder that soon, very soon, she’d be lunch. And Murdock was the biggest predator of them all.
 
   Jack will find me.
 
   Ah, hope springing eternal. That thought, still tucked away in the back of her mind, rising to the surface at the most desperate times. The tiny glimmer of faith floating in a churning sea of doubt. Perhaps there was a feather left after all.
 
   He’s not coming, you idiot. He’s dead.
 
   Common sense was telling faith and hope to go jump off a cliff. She blew her hair out of her face again. Positivity. She needed positivity.
 
   Jenny will come back. Yes. With Katie, and Ellie, and Bob, and we’ll all sit around and have the loveliest conversations. Such wonderful company. 
 
   Was that possible? Maybe it was all a mirage. Maybe she was just having an incredibly vivid dream.
 
   Think logically. They’re dead. Everyone is dead, thanks to you.
 
   Her inner monologue had become a dialogue, a reminder that her mind was oh so slowly descending into madness. 
 
   Caroline closed her eyes but she could still see her cell inside her mind. Every inch of it. Every crevice, every corner. She’d spent enough time in there to have every single aspect of it memorized, even in total darkness. She tried to think of anything other than the stain on the floor. 
 
   How long had she been there? When were they going to stop this? How much more was she going to have to see? How many more people would suffer because of her? How much longer did she have before she’d be the one in a pool of blood on the floor?
 
   Soon. I hope it’s soon.
 
   She shook her head, trying to jar the disturbing thought loose.
 
   I want to die.
 
   She shook her head harder. It didn’t work.
 
   I want my mommy. My daddy. I want to see Nicky.
 
   Caroline stomped at the floor, telling herself to fight it. She could swear she could still hear Ellen screaming, could feel Bob’s grip on her wrist. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Jen’s face. Jen, who had been as strong as Caroline was weak. Even in her final moments, she’d defied them while her former boss took the easy way out.
 
   Caroline had betrayed one of the best friends she had. That bell could never be unrung. She twisted in the cuffs, knowing that the skin on her wrists was bleeding and raw, as it had been for the entire time she’d been there. A permanent reminder of her captivity, a visible wounding of her spirit. One more conspicuous scar to add to the tally. She wept and prayed for death.
 
   It seemed like hours before the lights finally went off, which made things worse. Sitting in the dark shackled to a chair was not exactly preferable to being bathed in light. She knew that the night had passed when the guards came back into the room and uncuffed her, upending the chair and dumping her on the floor before shuttering her into darkness again.
 
   She was a sack of bones. Aching, shattered, broken bones. Maybe they’d finally accomplished her goal. She was finally beaten down too much to go on. Ruined. Destroyed. Wrecked.
 
   Santos. That fucking bastard. The man had ascended without deserving it, and the entire country was paying the price. Her cell smelled like death. It was not preferable to the old odors of mildew and human filth. She kicked at the wall until her foot hurt too much to continue. Pain allowed her to refocus on her fatigue, and she tumbled into an emotionally exhaustive sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline Gerard – former state prosecutor, former Assistant United States Attorney, former member of Congress – had a burn phone. And a burn laptop, though that probably wasn’t the proper terminology. And a secret screen name, and a secret language, and a secret underground movement at her fingertips.
 
   She wasn’t sure how secure any of her movements were. But she’d gotten shifty. She’d sneak away from the Governor’s Mansion on a biweekly basis, slipping from open network to open network in an effort to keep her movements from being tracked. She traveled outside the city limits on occasion. It still amazed her that so many people were willing to leave their wireless connections vulnerable to hacking or as she liked to put it, the temporary borrowing of services, but she was grateful for their ignorance.
 
   She felt guilty for keeping this information from Jack. But he would have never let her leave the safe confines of their home without a member of their security team. Not anymore. 
 
   The political landscape transformed as summer changed into fall. Executive orders of dubious constitutionality, questioned by few. Random resignations from members of Congress. Judicial officials scheduling their retirements long before such announcements were due. 
 
   The rumors of what was to come, spread mostly on message boards and largely ignored by the general public, were worse. Tax rates on rich individuals raised to as yet unseen percentages. Burdensome regulations on small businesses and sole proprietors coupled with less oversight for large corporations and financial entities that cooperated with the government. Marriage equality and other civil rights laws wiped away. Militias assembling in each state, mobilizing in support of the Administration’s plans, searching for signs of dissention. Strange coalitions were forming between left and right, no doubt spurred by the chummy, sometimes parasitic relationship between the president and vice president.
 
   But those rumors were nothing compared to the others. That activists were being rounded up, disappearing into thin air. That membership in the militias would be the only way to maintain private gun ownership. That people on public assistance would be prohibited from receiving any benefits unless they were sterilized or baptized into select churches.
 
   The rumors were a blend of political ideologies…the radical parts of conservatism that bordered on fascism coupled with the most disturbing aspects of socialism. It wasn’t a terribly illogical alliance, if people stopped to think about it. If they considered that the political spectrum was not a straight line but a circle. But most Americans didn’t analyze things that deeply. 
 
   Some of the rumors seemed a little wild to Caroline, while many seemed consistent with the Santos she had come to know. She learned not to dismiss the knowledge passed on to her through the underground. She trusted the people in the movement. She never identified herself by name but based on multiple online postings, they had an inkling that she was involved somehow, if indirectly. Very few of them knew that the screen name they were communicating with or the person to whom they were sending documents was actually the First Lady of Pennsylvania.
 
   She grouped and tracked every bit of information she obtained, careful to transfer each damning bit to multiple drives. Paper copies were a risk. Anything done on a state computer or other easily monitored device was unwise. She and a handful of trusted friends developed a code when speaking on their personal phones and were careful never to say too much.
 
   Most of her life continued on as normal. She had a position of some importance, as did her husband. They were still safely ensconced in a little cocoon of political invulnerability, given Jack’s relatively stable approval ratings. She never spoke out of turn in public, nor did he. But those days had to end, no matter the consequences.
 
   She’d spent too much time hiding and skirting the truth with Jack. She had to come clean. Not only to clear her conscience but because she knew she finally had enough to spur him into action. He was confused when she dragged him down to the basement. No one, not even the staff, used that part of the mansion. It was the best place to store her no frills laptop. To edit and organize without being discovered.
 
   She brought him into her makeshift office, switching on the dim light. The room smelled faintly of mildew. It kept Caroline focused as she was working. The laptop was already on, the screen glowing in the corner of the room. She’d put all of her most incriminating discoveries in one master document, saved separately to the laptop and three small flash drives. She had hundreds and hundreds if not thousands of pages of documentation, but she knew Jack would want her to cut to the chase.
 
   “Where are we?” he asked.
 
   “This is where I work sometimes.” Caroline turned the laptop around. “I need to show you something.” 
 
   Jack skimmed through the documents. Caroline stood behind him, nervously tapping her thumbs together. When he was done he turned to her with a troubled expression on his face. “Where did you get these?”
 
   She knew better than to give specifics. Telling him her sources would make him vulnerable. “I don’t want to say. It’s better that you not know.”
 
   He grabbed her upper arms. “Where?”
 
   She flinched. His grip was tight, unexpected, angry. “Jack-” 
 
   “Who knows you have this?”
 
   “No one,” she whispered. “Jack, you’re hurting me. Let go.”
 
   He grabbed her in a fierce hug. “Are you sure no one knows you have this?”
 
   An impossible question to answer truthfully. “I’ve been keeping a low profile. No one knows it’s me.”
 
   “You can’t show this to anyone else. Understand?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Jack clutched Caroline to him, as if afraid she’d be snatched away at any moment. “There’s no way they don’t know you have this, sweetheart. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   She had never seen him sound so panicked. She’d really fucked up, compromised their careers and their safety in an unalterable way. How had she not realized it until now? “I’m sorry.”
 
   He held her closer, pressing his nose into her hair. “They’re watching you, Caroline. Watching us.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to-” 
 
   “Don’t apologize,” he whispered. “And keep your voice low. They’re probably already watching us because of who we are. I should have listened to you. All these months, you kept trying to tell me what was going on and I didn’t want to believe it.”
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   “We very subtly start making our voices heard. But you cannot show this to anyone, for any reason. Not even Christine or Katie.”
 
   Hopefully divulging the truth to Jack would be enough. “I know.”
 
   “I’ve heard rumors of my own. Not as bad as what you have, but concerning enough. I should have told you about them.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “States considering secession. Possible changes in the tax code that would affect almost every single American, but especially those of us with concentrated wealth. Bringing back long dormant morality laws and loyalty oaths. Government monitoring of political opponents. I wasn’t sure whether to believe any of it.”
 
   “But you do now.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She wasn’t in a place to judge his behavior. They’d both kept secrets. “I have resources. Connections. It’s a growing network.”
 
   “I don’t know how much I want you to use them. We need to choose wisely now. Make the feds go down trails that don’t lead anywhere, so they can’t make the connection between what we’re about to do and what you’ve already done.” Jack pulled back to look at her. “You know how to do that, right?”
 
   She’d learned a lot in the past few months. More than she ever thought she’d need to know. “Yes.”
 
   He wiped his thumb across her cheek. Caroline had unknowingly shed a few tears. “We can do this,” he said. “We will do this. Let’s formulate a plan of action.”
 
   Jack was taking this so much better than she’d hoped. “I didn’t mean to force your hand.” She sniffled. “I just didn’t want to lie to you anymore. I figured the less you knew, the better.”
 
   He gave her a small smile. “Don’t apologize. You don’t have to do this by yourself.”
 
   “I didn’t want to put you at risk.”
 
   “Caroline, we’re in this together. This marriage, this life. Everything we do, we do side by side. You aren’t going to do this alone.”
 
   “I didn’t really think I’d find what I did.”
 
   He pulled her into another embrace. “I know. Our lives will have to change. We’ll have to be careful, but we can’t stand on the sidelines any longer.”
 
   He didn’t sound terribly enthusiastic, but he didn’t sound like he hated the idea either. “How good are you at lying?” she asked.
 
   “I can practice. So can you.” He let go of her and sat down at the chair behind the desk. “Well,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “Looks like the revolution may indeed be televised. We best get started.”
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline and Jack sat in the formal living room in their home in suburban Philadelphia. It was shortly after the New Year. They didn’t come home much anymore, which was unusual, since they were arguably safer there than anywhere else. They had even debated whether it was still a good idea for them to stay at their home in Rockville or the Georgetown brownstone whenever they were in D.C., and settled on keeping away from the capital, for now.
 
   Caroline sometimes thought they were being exceedingly paranoid, though she knew better. There were a few members of Congress speaking out, some officials in individual states, but most politicians had been quiet. Maybe they’d been bought off or threatened, or maybe they just didn’t care. Not all were silent. Some tried to mobilize, tried to work within social networks and media outlets, but none had the sway necessary to really make an impact. 
 
   Except for Jack and Caroline, who had burned many bridges while speaking out about their opposition to the president’s agenda. The crushing force of the pressure they were feeling from outside was overwhelming. Both political friends and enemies were making it increasingly clear that their efforts were unwanted and unnecessary. 
 
   Santos hadn’t done anything too radical. Not yet. But each tiny change, each improbably phrased executive order had the opposite of a ripple effect. Members of the public were so jaded that they weren’t even paying attention anymore, especially if they had yet to personally feel any impact. 
 
   Caroline twiddled her thumbs nervously, waiting for Christine. They hadn’t seen each other much as of late; Christine tried to tread lightly in the Senate and Caroline did her best to travel less. Jack and Caroline had gone to the Sullivans’ annual New Year’s party, but they both ended up getting so drunk that Christine barely acknowledged them. She didn’t even bother saying good night when their driver took them home. Caroline couldn’t remember much of the party beyond that. But that was her goal. 
 
   Their friendship was noticeably strained although neither one of them had the audacity to admit it or provoke the other. It upset Caroline and she suspected that Christine felt the same way. But Caroline knew that even under the most laborious of circumstances, Chrissy was always worthy of her trust.
 
   Caroline heard the doorbell ring. They changed their gate code every time they came home, but she’d given Christine the new one earlier in the day. Their security knew that Senator Sullivan could come and go on the property without question.
 
   “I’ll get it,” Jack said. He knew enough to make himself scarce once Christine was inside.
 
   As Caroline expected, Christine entered the living room alone.
 
   “Hello, Caroline.” She was distant, formal. Christine used that tone frequently, but she only did it with those close to her when she really didn’t want to have to deal with them. It drove Caroline nuts.
 
   “Hi,” Caroline said. “Thank you for coming over.”
 
   Christine’s voice was terse. “I had some time this afternoon. What do you want?” She sat down on the couch and started staring at a freshly manicured hand. 
 
   Caroline wasn’t about to put up with being blown off. “Excuse me?”
 
   “I apologize. I meant to say, what can I do for you?” Christine used a much more polite phrasing but her tone was sharp.
 
   Caroline resisted the urge to swear at her. “You think I invited you here because I want something?”
 
   “Did you intend for us to bake cookies and talk about boys?”
 
   Holy Christ, was Christine in a mood. Caroline didn’t care if it was a defense mechanism or passive-aggressive bullshit; it infuriated her. She clenched her fists reflexively. “Is this how it’s going to be?” 
 
   Christine would never admit it, but she hated confrontation even more than Caroline did. Her mood changed instantly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I presumed this wasn’t a social call.”
 
   Caroline watched as Christine folded her hands into her lap. “Well, to be honest, it’s not purely social. Although I would much prefer if it was. And I hate when you’re right,” she added.
 
   Christine’s voice relaxed. “What is it?”
 
   “Did Susannah and her husband get off to France all right?”
 
   “Yes, thank God,” Christine said. “I was surprised she had the pull, but once she got the firm to agree to move her to Paris, she jumped on it. Smart girl.”
 
   “And you said fluency in French was a pointless skill.”
 
   “I guess I was wrong.”
 
   Caroline would save that one for later. She was fluent in both French and Spanish, the latter proving to be much more useful in political circles. Christine had made a number of jokes at her expense during the past couple of years, asking Jack when he was going to start sending his wife out to cultivate better relations between Pennsylvania and Canada. 
 
   “I, um, met with Susannah before she left,” Caroline said.
 
   Christine couldn’t hide the surprise in her voice. Caroline and Susannah were friendly, but not close. “About what?”
 
   Caroline retrieved a large envelope from the coffee table. “I probably should have asked you first,” she whispered. “I haven’t updated these documents in years. But I hoped – I took a chance that you’d be okay with this.” 
 
   She handed the envelope to Christine, who took the papers out and scanned them briefly, then rubbed her eyes. “You appointed Thomas and me as guardians of the girls,” she said.
 
   “The financial stuff is in there too,” Caroline said. “So you and Tom don’t have to worry about anything in that regard.”
 
   Christine continued to stare at the documents. “That is the least of my worries right now.” 
 
   “I should have asked, shouldn’t I?” Caroline hugged herself. “I’m sorry, I really shouldn’t have done this without talking to you beforehand.”
 
   Christine looked up at Caroline. The hand holding the papers trembled slightly, almost imperceptibly. “Caroline, it’s okay.” She reached over to pat Caroline’s knee. “It’s fine. It’s just unexpected. I thought your best friend from college was their guardian.”
 
   “She was,” Caroline said. “But I’m not sure she’s in the best position to serve in that role anymore. She’s so far away. And she hasn’t really kept a low profile either, if you catch my meaning.”
 
   Things were better in Chicago than they were in the northeast, but they were getting worse. Caroline’s best friend and her family were in the process of moving to London to stay with relatives. The UK and its former colonies, including Canada, had been mostly friendly to American ex-pats and citizens seeking political asylum or wanting out for the time being. The international community voiced their occasional opinions on the hypocrisy of the current American political situation, but also remained largely silent. An odd move, since it seemed as if now would be the time to gloat. Or take action. But if foreign nations were making any move to intervene, they’d done a good job of keeping it under wraps. 
 
   Christine flipped through the papers again. “Susannah drew these up for you? Seems a little out of her range of expertise.”
 
   “She was one of the few people I knew I could trust.”
 
   Christine made a grim face, putting the legal documents back on the coffee table. “I’m very touched by this gesture. Tom will surely feel the same way.” She cleared her throat. “I’m concerned about the motivation.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I feel like you’re only doing it because you’re afraid something might happen to you and Jack.”
 
   “Isn’t that what guardianship papers are usually about?”
 
   “You know what I mean.” Christine grasped Caroline’s hands tightly. “You and Jack need to be careful. You’re saying and doing reckless things, making it clear to Santos that you think he’s an interloper.”
 
   “He is.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter anymore. You’re engaging in dangerous behavior here. You need to keep your head down. Do it less obviously.”
 
   “We’re past that point. We were subtle last year and look where that got us.”
 
   Christine’s eyes got very bright. “I do not want anything to happen to you,” she said ferociously, slapping her hands on her lap. She always preferred her temper over her less desirable emotions. “You are going down a very treacherous path.”
 
   “Jack and I are aware of the risks. We know what we’re doing.”
 
   “I wish you weren’t so sure of yourself.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure of anything, but this wasn’t the time or place to broach that topic with Christine. “We don’t have any other options. We feel very strongly about this. We both love this country very much and what we see happening is increasingly disturbing.”
 
   “Your love of country isn’t going to mean jack squat if half of what I’m hearing in Washington is true. “
 
   “Have you heard anything about us?”
 
   Christine spun to face her. “You know they wouldn’t tell me a damn thing even if I asked. They know where my loyalties lie.”
 
   “Could have fooled me,” Caroline retorted.
 
   “Oh, fuck you,” Christine snapped. 
 
   Caroline shrunk back into the couch. Christine had never, ever used that kind of language with her. With anyone, really. It didn’t matter that Caroline herself used that linguistic expression all the time, more as a point of emphasis than as an actual slur. It hurt coming from Christine. She hung her head. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No,” Christine said, sounding appalled with herself. “I should not have said that. Especially to you.” 
 
   “It’s okay. I deserved it.”
 
   “No, you didn’t. No one should ever speak to you that way.” Christine looked away from Caroline, toward the dining room. “Sometimes I feel very guilty about the choices I’ve made,” she said quietly. “You must be so ashamed of me for not doing more to help you.”
 
   Caroline took in a sharp breath. It wasn’t fair of her to blame her best friend. For anything. She knew Christine only had goodness in her heart, which was all that mattered. It was one of the few things she allowed herself to hold onto. “I’m not sure there are any easy choices left to make,” she said. “We all have different battles we choose to fight. And you have your own family to worry about. You have Jess.”
 
   Christine’s younger daughter graduated from Lehigh the past spring but had come out of the closet her first semester in Bethlehem. She was laying low at her parents’ home for the time being, but the press and public knew who she was. Santos had made his feelings on homosexuality abundantly clear, though he had yet to take any affirmative steps to codify his views into law. Caroline had heard rumors, though, of outspoken activists disappearing into the night and never coming back. Too many rumors.
 
   “I know,” Christine said. “But I still feel badly about it. I feel like I’m betraying you somehow.”
 
   Maybe Caroline had imagined their strained relationship. And maybe Christine’s feelings were a little more complicated than she realized. Caroline should have known to give her the benefit of the doubt. “You’re not,” she said. “I love Jess as if she were my own. I understand why you’re trying to avoid causing a ruckus and putting her in harm’s way. Please don’t feel guilty about that.” 
 
   Christine turned back to Caroline. “It’s ironic, really. You were always the more conciliatory out of the two of us and now you’ve turned into some sort of firebrand.”
 
   Caroline sat up straighter, as if Christine had impugned her. “I don’t want to see the United States destroyed. I swore to uphold the Constitution when I was a prosecutor and a member of the House. Jack took the same oath when he was elected to Congress and when he became governor. I believe in this country, in its promise and its hope, its values and ideals, and I’ll be damned if that fucking fascist Lorenzo Santos is going to barge in here with his socialist sidekick, pulling the wool over the eyes of the nation and destroying over two hundred years of representative democracy in almost record time. I won’t let it happen.”
 
   Christine’s protective anger returned. “That is exactly what I mean, Caroline. Repeat that statement the next time you’re being interviewed by the press and you wait and see what happens. I hope you’re cutting back your public appearances.” Caroline glared at her, but Christine was unrelenting. “I mean it. I agree with you on everything but I wish you and Jack would try to get through this by keeping your heads down and your mouths shut.”
 
   “You know I can’t do that.”
 
   Christine sighed. “Yes, I know. It’s one of the more frustrating parts of being friends with you.”
 
   Caroline glanced down at the guardianship documents resting on the coffee table. She clutched her hands together, unable to look Christine in the eye. She’d gone over the inevitable outcome of this conversation many times. Mulled it over in her mind. Wrote it down while she stuffed the papers into that manila envelope. But she’d never been able to say the words out loud.
 
   “Chrissy,” she said, her voice catching. 
 
   Christine flinched and squeezed her eyes shut. She’d become unaccustomed to hearing Caroline use her nickname. She gripped the armrest on the couch, new manicure be damned.
 
   Caroline tried again. “Chrissy, I need you to promise me something.”
 
   Could fingernails actually pierce upholstered fabric? It was a long time before Christine opened her eyes to look at Caroline. “Anything,” she whispered.
 
   “I’m not very optimistic about how this will turn out. Something is changing, something dark and disturbing is brewing. I know you see it too.” Caroline willed herself to stay calm, trying to find the right words. “Jack and I…we’ve dug ourselves a hole. And we’ve probably said and done far too much to go back. But I need you to promise me, promise me that if anything happens to me or Jack or to the both of us, that you will keep my children safe. Or if the time comes, when I ask you to run, to get them to Canada, you will.”
 
   Christine seized Caroline’s hands and held on to them. “Caroline-” 
 
   Admitting her own missteps was hard enough. Christine’s tight grasp on her hands should have comforted Caroline but instead only fueled her anxiety. “Promise me. I know I can trust you to take care of them. I know it’s very conceivable that a day will soon come when it’s safer for them to be away from us than it is for all of us to be together. And I know it’s a huge sacrifice for you.”
 
   “It’s not.”
 
   “Let me finish. For you and Tom and Jess to pack up and leave on a moment’s notice. I know what I’m asking you to do. But I know you’ll take care of them. I know you’ll love them. I know you’ll raise them to be good people if I don’t-” Caroline’s voice broke. She still couldn’t look Christine in the eyes. “If something happens,” she corrected in a tremulous voice.
 
   Christine let her grip slip for just a moment before she spoke. “Please don’t do this to yourself,” she whispered. “You don’t need to explain anything to me.”
 
   “I have to. You need to know how important you are to me. How much I trust you. How very much I love you.” Caroline heard a small whimper and saw a tear fall onto their clasped hands, and she reached up to embrace Christine. “You need to know why I’m asking you to do this,” she said. “You and Tom are the best people I’ve ever known and I know you won’t let me down. You have to keep them safe. It’s the only way I can forgive myself for doing this to them, and to you.”
 
   Christine put both arms around Caroline and rested her chin on her shoulder, trying not to weep. She sniffled as tears ran down onto Caroline’s wool sweater. Christine hardly ever cried. She wasn’t all that huggy, either. 
 
   “You’re the closest thing to a sister I have,” she said, her voice quavering. “You know you can count on us.”
 
   “I know.” Caroline leaned in closer. “I just wish I didn’t have to.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   “You know,” Kathleen said. “For a woman who claims to be cutting back, I feel like you’re working me a lot.”
 
   Caroline glanced at the clock on the wall. Almost midnight. “Shit. I’m sorry, Katie. I didn’t mean to keep you here so late.”
 
   All lies, tumbling from her mouth with ease. She was getting good at hiding the truth. Every minute she spent with Katie was another minute that she knew one of her best friends was safe. She didn’t regret thinking of excuses to keep her at the Governor’s Mansion night after night. She was tempted to tell her chief of staff to just move in and be done with it.
 
   Everyone who worked for the governor and first lady had been decreasing their exposure as the winter wore on. Things slowed over the holidays and never picked back up again. Jack pressured Caroline to cull her staff. She refused at first until she realized it was to their benefit for them to cut ties while they could still market themselves to other employers. But Katie stayed on. Out of loyalty, out of friendship, and out of the knowledge that she’d have a hard time finding a job anywhere else. No one in government hired people who were openly gay. The private sector didn’t take risks either. Too dicey. It wasn’t the only form of discrimination. If you had any red flags in your background, even the most benevolent, open-minded employer was reluctant to take a chance. 
 
   A red flag could be anything. A letter to the editor. A paper written in college. Extracurriculars on a résumé. Past political activism or the wrong social status or racial background. There was no knowing what retaliation would come or whether a business could survive it. And there were few options when it came to proving bias. The EEOC and most other employment-related agencies had been all but gutted by the Santos Administration. Potential hires had little legal or economic recourse. 
 
   “Damn it.” Kathleen scrolled through her phone. “Liz called and I missed it.”
 
   Caroline did feel a twinge of guilt about that. The two of them had done little more than goof around for the past few hours, but it had been enough to distract Katie from anything other than their conversation. Kathleen and Liz spent almost no time together anymore due to the geographic distance between them and the potential danger of being seen together in public. Katie would never admit it, but they were also trying to play it safe. They’d discussed marriage the previous summer but tabled their plans as the year wore on. Kathleen hated it; she’d spent enough time hiding her identity in high school and college, and her parents had taken years to let go of their homophobia.
 
   Caroline’s guilt grew as she watched the expression on Kathleen’s face change while she listened to the voicemail. She had never, ever seen that kind of look in her friend’s eyes. 
 
   “Katie?” she asked.
 
   Kathleen handed her phone to Caroline. “Listen.”
 
   Caroline replayed the voicemail. Liz sounded tense. Tired. Her voice was tight. Forced.
 
   Coerced.
 
   “Katie,” Liz said. “I’m so, so sorry I missed you. I’m – I have to go out of town for a while. Work, you know. Last minute trip. You know how the boss is. I just…I love you. Don’t forget to feed your cat. I’ll see you soon.”
 
   Caroline ended the call. “You don’t have a cat.”
 
   Kathleen sank into a nearby chair and rubbed her eyes. “That’s our signal,” she whispered.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Caroline said, even though she did.
 
   “If one of us got in trouble. That was our signal to each other. Because-” Kathleen’s voice caught, and she cleared her throat. She waved Caroline away when she came over to comfort her. “We hate cats.” She got up and started pacing around. “They have her, Caroline. They-” 
 
   Caroline rushed over to her. “You don’t know that.”
 
   Kathleen gave her an annoyed look. “You know damn well they do.”
 
   “Maybe we shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”
 
   “It’s the only reason she would have said it!” Kathleen stepped back, smacking her hand against the wall. “We agreed we would only use it in emergencies. You’ve heard the rumors.” 
 
   Roundups. Arrests. It sounded like something out of Nazi Germany. Despite her desire to remain idealistic, Caroline knew the stories she’d been hearing were tinged with truth. She’d learned too much to doubt them. But she couldn’t let Kathleen see her fear. She had enough to dwell on already.
 
   “Sit down.” Caroline marched over to her desk and called the number of one of the few remaining state troopers she could trust. Casey was young, muscular, and bold. A man of few words who always managed a smile whenever Sophie drew him a picture or Caroline baked him cookies. And she knew he was still in the mansion. He hardly ever left, too concerned about the safety of the people he was sworn to protect. Sure enough, as soon as she hung up he appeared in her doorway.
 
   “I need you to escort Ms. Thalberg to her apartment,” Caroline said. “Help her gather up some of her personal items.” She lowered her voice. “I assume you have your service weapon?”
 
   His hand automatically drifted to his hip. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Kathleen stared at her. “Caroline-”
 
   “Don’t question me on this,” Caroline said. Thankfully, her voice stayed steady. “Casey will take you to get your things. Pack well. You’re staying here with us.”
 
   Kathleen tapped the back of her phone. Waiting for it to ring. Waiting for another call that would never come. Her hands were still trembling. She knew better than to argue with her boss. And it looked like she didn’t really want to.  She sprang over to Caroline and gave her a quick hug, then let Casey guide her out the door.
 
   Caroline put her face in her hands as soon as they were gone. She couldn’t fall apart. Not now. She had to put her plans into action. She picked up her phone and made one of the few calls she hoped she’d never have to make. The woman on the other line picked up right away. She knew there was only one reason the First Lady of Pennsylvania would be calling at such a late hour.
 
   “Jenny,” Caroline whispered. “It’s time.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The Governor’s Mansion was quiet in the early morning. Caroline and Kathleen waited in the kitchen for Jen and Eric to arrive. The back entry was safer. Less suspicious. There were very few members of their security around and none of them had eyes on the rear of the house.
 
   Kathleen fought the plan at first. Too risky, she said. Pointless. If people were gunning for her because of who or what she was, she couldn’t do much to stop it. She was a well-known, openly gay staffer for a prominent and still outspoken former member of Congress. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to apologize for any of it. She spent most of her time trying to convince Caroline that if she and Jen were leaving, then Caroline’s family had to get the hell out of Dodge too. An argument that, much to her disappointment, continued to fail.
 
   “It would raise too much suspicion,” Caroline said. “You three need to go on alone.”
 
   Kathleen wasn’t pleased about having to travel with Eric. She loved Jen but Eric hit some of the very few nerves she had. “You don’t think that the three of us disappearing at the same time will raise suspicion?”
 
   “It probably will. But you need to take that chance. Jenny and Eric know what they’re doing.”
 
   “Eric couldn’t think his way out of a paper bag. Does Ellen know he’s bailing?”
 
   Hopefully not until they were long gone. “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Great. Just great. One more fucking brick to add to the pile.”
 
   The past couple of days had been hard. Neither one of them had slept, even though the plan appeared simple. Jen, Eric, and Kathleen would travel to Minnesota to stay with Eric’s uncle. They would take their time driving across the country, switching their routes and redirecting until they arrived in International Falls. They’d settle in there for as long as needed before crossing the border. Jen thought it would be less likely that they would be recognized at a Midwestern outpost as opposed to one in the Northeast.
 
   Caroline still didn’t want to let them go, even if they were doing the necessary thing. “I need you to trust me on this, Katie.”
 
   Kathleen turned to her. “You think I don’t know what they’d do to me if they caught me? What they probably did to Liz?”
 
   Caroline leaned in to hug her. “I want to keep you safe.”
 
   Kathleen waved her off. “You can’t make those guarantees, boss. No one can.”
 
   “I’d like to try.”
 
   “You can’t save everyone, Caroline. That’s what you’re trying to do. You’ve tried to do it your entire political career.”
 
   That one stung, just a little. “Can you blame me for it?” she whispered.
 
   Kathleen pressed her knuckles to her lips. If she’d shed any tears during the last forty-eight hours, she’d done it in private. “No,” she said, her voice as low as Caroline’s. “Because I know you too well.”
 
   Caroline cleared her throat. “I don’t want you to leave. You know that.”
 
   “I know.” Kathleen finally leaned in for the hug she denied Caroline a moment before. “I don’t want to leave you either.”
 
   They’d been through so much, the three of them. Kathleen and Jen knew her better than she knew herself. And Caroline loved them desperately. Knowing that they would soon be gone made her feel like she’d been stabbed in the gut.
 
   “We’ll see each other soon,” she said, her voice a bit too emphatic.
 
   “Of course we will.” Kathleen hugged Caroline tighter. “I really love you,” she whispered.
 
   Her chief of staff was never one for serious declarations, and the sincerity in her voice was too much for Caroline to handle. “Let’s not do this quite yet.”
 
   Kathleen wiped her eyes. “Yeah, let’s wait until we can get Jen involved in the waterworks.”
 
   “I don’t have enough Kleenex for that.”
 
   Kathleen winked at her. “Is now the time to tell you that you’re my soulmate?”
 
   Jokester Katie was the one she loved best. Much better. Caroline smiled. “Seems as good a time as any.”
 
   “And it’s totally not about being attracted to you, either. Because I’m really not.”
 
   Caroline made a sad face. “You don’t think I’m maybe just a little hot?”
 
   “Objectively, yes. Subjectively, the fact that you aren’t attracted to women kind of knocks you out of the running. Sorry.”
 
   “I am devastated,” Caroline said. “If I was ever going to have an affair with another woman, it would have totally been you.”
 
   Kathleen started to laugh. “You can’t say that. Not when I’m about to leave.”
 
   “It’s true.”
 
   “Bullshit. You would have slept with Christine first. She’s gorgeous.”
 
   “Now you’re being ridiculous.”
 
   Kathleen stared down at the floor, gnawing on her lip. “I’m going to miss you. A lot. More than I can express.”
 
   They were both going to be a disaster before Jen even walked through the door. “Don’t do that,” Caroline said.
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Get all serious on me.” She threw her arms around Kathleen again. “That’s my job. You’re supposed to make fun of me for it.”
 
   Kathleen let out a tiny sob. “Keep doing good. Then get your ass out of here.”
 
   As if she had any idea when that might be. “I’ll keep fighting the good fight, but it’s going to be a hell of a lot easier if I know you’re someplace safe.”
 
   The knock at the door made them both jump. Caroline recovered first. “I think that’s your ride,” she said. “I’ll go get Jack and the girls. I know they want to say goodbye.”
 
   “See you later,” Kathleen corrected.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s not goodbye. It’s see you later.”
 
   Caroline patted her shoulder. “Go get Jen and Eric. I’ll get everyone else.”
 
   Tearful goodbyes were had. Jack, Marguerite, and Sophie tactfully excused themselves after doling out hugs and well wishes. The girls looked a little shell shocked; they had been hoping that Kathleen would stick around. And Jack…he was still a rock, but held on to Kathleen for a very long time before following the girls upstairs.
 
    Caroline tried to smile at Jen and Kathleen. “Guess you better get going, huh?”
 
   Jen held her husband’s hand so tightly that it turned white. “Guess so.”
 
   “I’ll go start the car,” Eric said.
 
   “Do I have to talk to him?” Kathleen asked, after Caroline gave him one final hug.
 
   Jen sighed. “Please be nice, Katie. It’s going to be a long drive regardless.” 
 
   Kathleen shook her head. “Don’t wanna. I don’t want to leave, either.”
 
   Caroline crossed her arms. “You no longer have a say in the matter.”
 
   “Are you trying to make me angry as a defense mechanism, so that leaving isn’t so hard?”
 
   Caroline would worry less if she knew Katie had a chip on her shoulder the entire way to Canada. She’d keep her wits about her that way. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.”
 
   Kathleen hugged her. “Stop. We’ll see each other soon.”
 
   The waterworks were about to begin. “Of course we will.”
 
   Jen put her arms around them both. “I’m not missing out on a group hug.”
 
   They needed to get this over with. Like ripping off a bandage. Let it sting for a second before the pain receded. “I love you both,” Caroline said. “So much.”
 
   “We know,” Kathleen said. “Or, I know. Not sure if Jen figured it out.”
 
   “I have,” Jen said. “Go get in the car. I’ll be there in a minute.”
 
   Kathleen squeezed Caroline tighter. “I love you.”
 
   Caroline smiled through her tears. “See you later.”
 
   Kathleen pulled back and saluted her. “Right on,” she said, then whirled around and walked out the door. 
 
   Caroline pulled a small black backpack from under the kitchen table. She and Jack had several of them. They were turning into hoarders, but they fully intended to hand the backpacks out like candy if need be.
 
   “What’s this?” Jen asked.
 
   “Something I hope you never have to use.”
 
   Jen looked inside the backpack. “For real? I’ve never, I mean-”
 
   “Plenty of ammo. Extra magazines. Point and shoot. You won’t care about training if you need to use them. Understand?”
 
   “Caroline-”
 
   “Jenny, don’t fuck around with this. The government isn’t.”
 
   “Katie is going to hate this.”
 
   Among other things. Caroline hugged Jen one final time. “I know. Just…keep her safe, okay? Keep yourselves safe.”
 
   They heard a car horn. Eric was getting impatient. Pretty dumb, since they were trying to keep their departure hush-hush.
 
   “Go,” Caroline said. “Be smart. Smarter than your husband, who thinks that honking at someone near the Governor’s Mansion at three in the morning won’t attract attention.”
 
   Jen smiled wryly. “I will. I love you.”
 
   All these words of affection were liable to cause her to have a nervous breakdown. Caroline hugged Jen a final time and shoved her out the door, waving as they pulled away.
 
   Maybe she could pretend they were going on vacation. A nice short jaunt. They’d be back soon. She’d see them all again. She was sure of it. She would ignore that nagging voice in her mind, the one that told her that people traveling to safe destinations wouldn’t need handguns in order to get there. She’d focus on the positive. Caroline stared at the door before locking it.
 
   “See you later,” she whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   The Fed
 
   “Sweetheart, wake up.” A gentle voice was at her ear. “Come on, baby.”
 
   Caroline’s eyes fluttered open. A dark figure knelt in front of her bed. “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   The figure chuckled softly. “You know who it is.”
 
   That voice. How could she have forgotten that voice? “Jack?”
 
   He stroked her cheek. “I’ve come for you. It’s okay.”
 
   Caroline blinked and tried to sit up, but she was strapped of energy. Jack held her steady, bringing her to a sitting position. 
 
   “Take a minute,” he said. “Orient yourself.”
 
   Had he any idea of where they were? Of who they were surrounded by? She tried not to sound too panicky. “We don’t have a minute. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I told you.” She could tell he was smiling, even in the dark. He seemed so happy to see her. “I’ve come for you.”
 
   “But-”
 
   He pulled her into his arms, breathing heavily, his hands tangled up in her hair. “I promised you,” he said. “And I would never break a promise to you.”
 
   Caroline buried her face in his shoulder, trying not to cry. “I knew you’d come,” she whispered. “I knew it.”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. Funny, she didn’t feel any pain when he did it. She wanted him to do it again. And he did, kissing his way to her ear. “I’ve missed you so much, my love.”
 
   Caroline grasped his shirt, trying to get closer to him. “My darling,” she murmured. “My hero.”
 
   Jack laughed softly. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I still have to get you out of here.” He gave her a critical look. “Are you all right? Can you walk?”
 
   She felt a spring in her step that had been missing for weeks. She wanted to get the hell away from this place. She’d crawl if she had to. “I’ll manage. Let’s get out of here. We have to hurry.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Caroline shuddered again, hoping he knew an easy way out. If he’d gotten in, he had to know how to get out, right? And he would keep her safe. Just like he promised.
 
   “They do bad things in here,” she whispered.
 
   “I know.” Jack pulled her into his arms again. “That’s why I’m going to take you someplace where no one can ever hurt you.”
 
   “I never told them anything,” she said. “I swear I didn’t.”
 
   He kissed her forehead. “I know, baby. I’m so incredibly proud of you.” 
 
   It wasn’t the time or the place, but she was desperate to tell him anyway. “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too.” He released her suddenly and got a strange look on his face. “There’s just one more thing we need to do.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Wake up.”
 
   She tried to straighten up. Was he blind? “I’m already awake.”
 
   “Wake up,” he said, louder this time.
 
   Caroline looked around the cell. “Jack, keep your voice down. Someone might hear you.”
 
   Jack moved closer to her ear and the lights flickered on, flooding the room. “Wake up!” he yelled.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline sat up with a start and found herself looking at a scornful Jeffrey Murdock.
 
   “Good morning, darling,” he mocked.
 
   She rubbed her eyes and stared at him angrily.
 
   “That was quite amusing.” He let out a cruel laugh. “The guards told me you talked in your sleep but I had no idea you spilled out all your fucking internal monologues.”
 
   “Fuck you,” Caroline snarled.
 
   “Did McIntyre put a muzzle on you at night? Jesus Christ.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around herself and didn’t say anything.
 
   “I imagine he did something else to keep you quiet. Maybe-”
 
   Jeffrey Murdock didn’t deserve the privilege of speaking about her husband. “Don’t you dare talk about Jack. Keep his name and everything about him out of your mouth.”
 
   “So defensive. Does it make your panties moist, dreaming about him?” Murdock asked. 
 
   What a disgusting, distasteful word. When it rolled off Murdock’s tongue, it sounded even more revolting. “You are truly vile,” she said.
 
   He laughed again. “Don’t worry. I won’t check for evidence. This time.”
 
   Caroline swallowed hard, trying not to think about all the horrible things Jeffrey Murdock could do to her. Her throat was dry. She looked over at the sink before she could help herself.
 
   “Oh, yes. You’re in for another long day. You might want to freshen up.” He gave her that disturbing smile again. “Be a dear and make yourself presentable for us.”
 
   Caroline shuddered. He made those comments on purpose, to keep one thing in the back of her mind. The one thing they’d never done. The one thing she hoped they would never do. Although considering everything else they’d done to her...
 
   “You have ten minutes,” he said.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   She wasn’t sure why the guards dragged her into the interrogation room and plunked her down at the table. She was cuffed but not immobilized. Would she thank them for that little concession? Not likely. 
 
   Murdock, Fischer, and Powell were all but ignoring her, although she knew full well that if she tried anything they’d spring into action. They were sorting boxes of personal property. Property confiscated from people crossing the border. Apparently even if you were allowed through, you still might have to bribe your way to ensure safe passage. 
 
   There were watches, necklaces, rings, baubles, heirlooms...likely the most precious possessions of those seeking a way out of the country. They’d probably been carefully chosen and packed because of their significance, then reluctantly handed over to the government in a time of terrible emotional trauma. All those memories, reduced to salvage.
 
   Powell and Fischer rifled through one of the boxes as Murdock stood watch.
 
   “I call dibs on that Rolex,” Fischer said, pulling it out of the box.
 
    “Why not? That’s how I got mine.” Murdock flashed the watch on his own wrist. He smirked at Caroline. “We didn’t all just stumble into money, you know. Some of us had to work for it.”
 
   Stealing wasn’t work, but Caroline decided to keep that observation to herself. She wanted no part of whatever game these men were playing.
 
   Fischer flipped the watch over. “It’s got something inscribed on it.”
 
   Murdock grabbed it out of his hand, gazing into the box. “I was hoping we’d get to this one. Hmm…what’s this? ‘To Tommy. Happy fiftieth birthday. All my love, Dr. Spencer.’”
 
   Caroline’s ears perked up. What had he said? She strained for a better look at the watch.
 
   Murdock handed the watch to Fischer. “Good choice. Although you might not want to wear a watch taken off of a dead guy.” 
 
   Fischer recoiled. “Good call.” He glanced over at Powell. “Want it?”
 
   Powell grabbed it out of his hand. “Not gonna turn down an expensive piece of shit like that. I don’t care where it came from.”
 
   Murdock brought the box over to the table by Caroline. “Shall we see what else is in here?”
 
   Coincidence. It was pure coincidence. Just some person married to a doctor, male or female, who had the same name as Christine. Who just happened to receive a very nice watch for his fiftieth birthday, the same as Tom. Just a coincidence.
 
    Murdock pulled another item out of the box and held it up. “What’s this?”
 
   A scarf. The material was stiff, after being soaked through with blood. But for the bits of gold and blue peeking through here and there and the embroidered interlocking MU on the bottom, it was almost unrecognizable.  
 
   No.
 
   He pulled out another item. A stuffed hippo, once a beautiful shade of blue, had large patches that appeared to be a dirty rust brown color.
 
   No. No no no no.
 
   Caroline let out a small cry and reached for the scarf and stuffed animal. She didn’t care what shape they were in. She had to touch them.
 
   Murdock pulled them back. “Oh, we can’t have that. No touchy. You just get to look.”
 
   “No,” she said. “No! Give them to me!” She threw herself on the table, trying to get to the scarf and the plush toy. Powell and Fischer yanked her down roughly on the metal chair, but she pushed away from them, continuing to try and claw her way across the table, stretching toward the items.
 
   “Those are mine! They belong to me!” Caroline’s screams echoed through the room as the men dragged her back to the chair. 
 
   Fischer pulled his gun out and put it to her head. “Don’t move.” 
 
   Murdock pulled the scarf up by its edge, and the animal by its tail. “Disgusting, really. I should probably be wearing gloves. So much blood. I don’t want to get any diseases.” He tossed them back on the table, stepping back with a triumphant look on his face. “I’m sorry, Gerard. Did those mean something to you?”
 
   Caroline shoved away from Fischer, toppling her chair. Like she gave a shit if anyone shot her now. She lunged at Murdock and they both tumbled to the floor. 
 
   He had to die. And she was going to kill him even if she lost her life in the effort. She grabbed at his face, catching him off guard just long enough to slide the links connecting her cuffs down against his throat. She pressed against his trachea and he made a gurgling noise, but the smile stayed on his face. He pushed her off him as if she were a rag doll.
 
   Who was she kidding? Her spirit was willing. More than willing. Her spirit wanted nothing more than to strangle every last breath out of Jeffrey Murdock. But her flesh was weak. Fischer and Powell pulled her from the floor, pressing her against the wall.
 
   Murdock had a split lip. Had she caused that? She hoped so. “You’ll pay for that,” he rasped. “Goddamn cunt.”
 
   Fuck him and fuck that word. She reached for Fischer’s gun hand. She needed a weapon and she needed it now. But Fischer knew she was weak, both mentally and physically. He pushed her away into Powell’s arms. She kept staring at the gun. Feet away from her. He held it irresponsibly, lazily by his side. A loaded gun. She stared at it. Could she go for it again?
 
   Murdock wiped at his mouth. “Try it and I guarantee you’ll be anything but dead, and you’ll be miserable.”
 
   She pushed Powell away from her, taking a step toward Fischer. The three men tackled her to the floor.
 
   “Don’t.” Murdock grabbed her by the throat. “Your suffering isn’t over yet, Gerard. I’ve got plans for you.”
 
   “You’re a bastard,” she choked out.
 
   “Yes, but I’m free and in fantastic health, unlike you.” Murdock released her, picking the bloody items up off the table, tossing them back into the box. “Oh, don’t worry. You’ll be with your children soon enough. I think we’ve had enough fun for today, though. Don’t you?” He gestured at Fischer and Powell. “She’s earned some alone time in her cell. Be extra cautious getting her back there. I’m not sure she’s in a very good mood right now.” 
 
    The guards dragged her down the hall as she tried to keep from losing control. Fischer still had his gun in his hand, and she again contemplated grabbing it and pulling the trigger, not at them but at herself. Would they have time to react before she got the job done? Probably not. She had nothing left. Everything that ever mattered to her was gone.
 
   The guards unlocked the door to her cell and pushed her inside. She caught herself on the wall and spun around with her last little bit of adrenaline, socking Fischer in the face. He shoved her down and she landed on the floor with a thud. When she looked up, he had his gun pointed at her.
 
   “Do it.” Her lip trembled. She didn’t bother trying to hold back her tears. What was the point? They had no empathy for her, no pity, not even a small shred of respect. “Please.”
 
   Fischer smirked and holstered his weapon. “Not today. Believe me, if I’m the one that gets to finish you off, I won’t be using a gun.” He kicked her in the stomach before crouching down to remove her cuffs. He knew she couldn’t fight back. “Not when this is so much more enjoyable.”
 
   Powell followed with a few swift kicks to her legs. Further humiliation, further proof that neither man had a heart or a soul. “Sweet dreams,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Six
 
   The Past
 
   The tension had been building over the past few weeks. It was now February. Caroline and Jack all but ceased going out in public. Going to Washington or even back to Philadelphia wasn’t a possibility. They’d made some moves, privately. Transferring money to foreign accounts. Communicating with the underground, focusing on low level recruitment. Coordinating with a growing secret rebellion in California. 
 
   They attempted to make one last official joint television appearance in late January with a respected local political commentator at the NBC affiliate in Philadelphia. They thought they’d put forth one more effort, make one final impassioned plea to the public, though they still hadn’t revealed the most seditious bit of information they uncovered. They wouldn’t be able to do that until they were someplace truly safe. They could only hope that the government hadn’t figured out that they knew about it.
 
   The studio didn’t have a large staff in place. A couple of cameramen, tech guys, production personnel, the makeup people, and the reporter. Caroline and Jack were adjusting their microphones on set when she caught a flash in the corner of her eye.  
 
   Nicky had hunted. They had numerous long guns and pistols in their home. She knew how to properly clean, load, unload, and operate a firearm. Jack tried to make her get rid of the guns after she’d been shot but Caroline vowed to hold on to them, even going so far as to sneak them out of her home in Rockville to a hiding place in the Governor’s Mansion. Time passed and Jack’s objections faded. The collection grew. She hated to think about it but the time would likely come, perhaps soon, when they would be very glad to have them.
 
   Caroline knew the gleam of gunmetal when she saw it, even in a dimly lit television studio. And she reacted in the same way she had in the Visitors’ Center all those years ago. She pulled Jack to the floor as fast as she could, the distinct sound of a shotgun blast fragmenting the backdrop behind them. 
 
   It happened so quickly that no one knew what to do. The cameramen panicked and ran out of the room. The reporter literally pissed his pants. Before they even had a chance to stand up and compose themselves, the gunman was gone, yelling out an unintelligible phrase as he slammed through the back exit. No one in the studio offered to make sure they were okay. Their security chose to check on their welfare instead of chasing after the man with the shotgun. Everyone else scattered.
 
   After that, they weren’t asked back for any more interviews. By anyone. The incident went unreported in the media.
 
   They mostly confined themselves to the Governor’s Mansion from then on. Their protective details increased. But they hesitated to leave central Pennsylvania. Jack still had a job to do, no matter how difficult it had become for him to execute his duties. They didn’t want to uproot the girls. They still felt reasonably safe sending them to school and took comfort in going to Mass every Sunday at St. Margaret Mary. Their family was surrounded by people who cared about them there. It was a strong Catholic community, and the parish had embraced the governor and his family when they arrived in Harrisburg. 
 
   Until the Sunday after the botched interview, when they went to a late morning Mass. Their security was tight but their men tried to remain inconspicuous. Jack, Marguerite, Sophie, and Caroline were sitting side by side in one of the rows near the center aisle of the church. Their security positioned themselves near the entrance, watching the other worshipers as they filed in. A man in a flannel jacket walked past their pew, then came back and stopped in the aisle. Caroline knelt in prayer and tried to concentrate, but felt his presence beside her. She smelled an indistinct waft of grain alcohol. She gave him a minute, hoping he was scanning the church, maybe searching for someone, then realized he was glaring at her and Jack.
 
   She made the sign of the cross and stood up. She could feel Jack’s eyes boring into her back. 
 
   “Caroline, don’t,” he whispered. 
 
   Jack motioned for Marguerite and Sophie to move further down the pew behind him. The man continued to glower at them both.
 
   Caroline crossed her arms over her chest, waiting for something, anything to happen. Jack stood up behind her, and she noticed out of the corner of her eye that he had placed his hands on both sides of the pew, shielding their children. He moved so close to her that his chest bumped up against her shoulders. 
 
   The man unzipped his jacket and tucked it behind his right hip. A large caliber revolver, a .45, possibly a .50, was strapped to his waist. He rested his hand on the handle of the gun in the holster, stroking it almost lovingly, not saying a word. He waited for her response. 
 
   Perhaps he thought she would cower or cry, or beg him to leave. Or he expected Jack to push their children down even further, leaving only the two of them exposed. Maybe he thought her husband would yank her to the floor. It wouldn’t have been an unusual act for Jack to take. But she continued to stand there, refusing to break eye contact, wondering where on earth their security could be.
 
   “This is a place of worship.” Jack said quietly.
 
   “Take your grievances elsewhere,” Caroline added, amazed that her voice was so steady. 
 
   “We’re watching you,” the man said, right before their security finally arrived to haul him out of the church.
 
   Caroline grabbed the railing of the pew for support. Jack put his hand on her shoulder to steady her. 
 
   “We’re leaving.” He started gathering up their coats. “Now.”
 
   They walked out as the organ started playing and the liturgists, altar servers, and the priest lined up to proceed toward the altar. Their pastor nodded solemnly at them as they whisked the girls out the door and back to the car waiting to take them back to the mansion. He looked very sad. Caroline felt bad they hadn’t been able to talk to him first. She very much liked him. She and Jack hadn’t wanted the beginning of Mass disrupted like that. The last place of refuge for so many people, and now it was one more precious thing that had been taken away. Faith couldn’t protect them anymore.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline paced across the master bedroom later that night. Jack sat on the bed removing dress shoes. His tie was askew, his shirt wrinkled. She’d been avoiding him for most of the day, although they both knew what they had to do.
 
   “We have to get them out,” she said. “Before it’s too late. It might already be too late. I told Christine and Tom earlier today. They’re ready. So is Jess. They’ll be here tomorrow. I-” She swallowed back tears. “I have to go tell Mo and Feef.”
 
   “Do you want me to talk to them too?”
 
   “No, this is something I need to do by myself. Although I know you’re going to want to talk to them at some point. I just need to be the one to say it first.”
 
   “I know.” Jack sounded a little hurt. He considered himself more than just a stepfather to them. “Are you sure that Santos won’t get wind of this?”
 
   “He probably will at some point. He may know now. I used code with Chrissy but they might still know something is up. I think it’s better for us to travel separately than together, don’t you think?”
 
   Jack nodded. “That’s probably one of the only safe assumptions you can make right now. Although none of what we’re doing is particularly safe anymore.”
 
   Caroline had been a federal prosecutor for years. She routinely filed requests for wiretaps, GPS trackers, and pen registers, and involved herself in other methods of surveillance. She would occasionally make jokes about being The Man or Big Brother, but her humor had a hint of veracity. She knew how much power the government had, even before Santos assumed the presidency. That aspect of her job always frightened her and made her incredibly uneasy, and she had been quite careful in wielding that intrusive sword. She never knew if she could truly be trusted with that kind of power. If anyone could.
 
   She had no doubt that very few of their communications were private anymore. Maybe not even in their own home. But it would make them both incredibly paranoid to think about that aspect of it, so she hadn’t mentioned that possibility to Jack. Although it had probably occurred to him too. Among other unsettling thoughts.
 
   “What if we waited too long?” she asked.
 
   Jack heard the fear in her voice and wrapped his arms around her. “Don’t worry about that. Let’s focus on the best way to deal with where we’re at now. It’s not as if we haven’t taken the steps to do this. We just have to change our plans a little.”
 
   Caroline leaned into his shoulder, and he tightened the hug. His arms were warm. Strong. Secure. The one place she still felt safe. 
 
   “Okay.” She kissed his cheek and tried to smile. “I’ll go talk to them.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline heard both girls talking in Marguerite’s room. Good. They were together. This would make it so much easier. She looked inside the small bag she had in her hand, willing herself not to cry. This was the hardest thing she’d ever done, aside from the night she had to tell them about Nicky. She wanted Jack with her, and contemplated going back to the bedroom to get him. She wished she hadn’t decided to do this alone. But she owed that much to her daughters.
 
   She knocked on the door. “It’s mom. Can I come in?”
 
   Marguerite flung it open, bowing theatrically as she did so. An old routine. “Of course you can. Aren’t you a taxpayer?”
 
   One of their little jokes. It wasn’t their house. It belonged to the people of the Commonwealth. Mo was growing up to be a goo goo. In a different world, she would have ended up running a federal agency someday.
 
   Caroline spontaneously kissed her on the cheek, ignoring the nonplussed look on her daughter’s face. “I need to talk to you both. It’s important.”
 
   Marguerite gave her an uncomfortable smile. Smart kid. She probably knew what was coming. “Okay.”
 
   The two of them sat down on Marguerite’s bed next to Sophie. Caroline reached into the bag and pulled out two small jewelry boxes.
 
   “I have something for you,” she said.
 
   Marguerite opened hers first. “It’s a Miraculous Medal,” she said. 
 
   “Just like yours.” Sophie pointed at her mother’s neck.
 
   Caroline’s parents had given the medal to her after she graduated from Marquette. It had held up for more than twenty years. She wore it off and on over the course of her life, but started wearing it on a more consistent basis after she was shot. Now she didn’t even think about it anymore. She just put it on every day, even though she was no longer sure whether she appreciated its significance. 
 
   “Exactly like mine,” Caroline said. “I got Aunt Chrissy one too.” 
 
   Their family wasn’t overtly religious, but all of them were still practicing Catholics. Since Mo and Feef had spent the past few years in parochial school, they were well catechized. Maybe more so than their parents. Caroline’s faith had weakened over the past several months and Jack generally only went to church to placate conservative voters. They weren’t exactly stunning examples of spiritual devotion. Which engendered a ton of guilt, at least for Caroline.
 
   She wasn’t even sure she still believed what she was about to say next, but her children would understand what she meant. “Our Lady will protect you,” she said. “She will always intercede on your behalf, even if Jack and I aren’t there.”
 
   “What are you saying?” Marguerite asked.
 
   Caroline took a deep breath. She really didn’t want to do this. She’d put them in so much peril already and she couldn’t guarantee that this decision was the right one.
 
   “Aunt Chrissy and Uncle Tom are getting you out of here,” she said. “Tomorrow night.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” Marguerite said incredulously. 
 
   Even quiet Sophie couldn’t let that slide without comment. “Mom, no!”
 
   Caroline struggled to keep her voice calm. “We don’t have any choice. It’s not safe for you to be here anymore. Look at what happened in church today.”
 
   “We’re not going to school tomorrow?” Sophie asked.
 
   “No. We’re going to pack. And talk.”
 
   Marguerite narrowed her eyes. “Does this mean you and Jack are coming with us?”
 
   Caroline lowered her head. She couldn’t look at either one of them. “No,” she whispered. “We’re staying here.”
 
   “That’s bullshit,” Marguerite said.
 
   “Don’t curse.”
 
   “I don’t care. Take away my allowance. Why aren’t you coming with us?” she asked.
 
   “You know why, Mo. It’s safer this way. It sounds awful, but it’s true.”
 
   Sophie started crying. “I don’t want to leave. Especially not without you.”
 
   Caroline wanted to keep herself in check but couldn’t help it. She started crying too. “I’m sorry, Feef. I am.” She threw her arms around her youngest daughter. “But we need to get you out. It’s better for you to be with Chrissy and Tom than it is to be with me and Jack. Being around us puts you in enormous danger. We can’t guarantee your safety anymore.”
 
   Marguerite scooted over and put her chin on her mother’s shoulder. “I want to stay here,” she said softly. “I want to stay with you.”
 
   Caroline wiped her eyes. “You both have to leave.” 
 
   Her eldest daughter sat back and clenched her teeth. “I don’t want to. I’m almost sixteen,” she pointed out, as if that somehow gave her a free pass.
 
   Caroline frowned at her. “This family isn’t a democracy. You don’t get to vote.”
 
   “What if I refuse to go?” she challenged.
 
   Of course Marguerite wasn’t going to make this easy. Not with her genetics. “I know you won’t do that to me.”
 
   Sophie broke in. “Mo, I don’t want to go alone!”
 
   “Listen to me.” Caroline grasped both their hands. The bag on her lap tumbled to the floor. “I need you to trust that I’m doing what’s best for you. Jack and I will meet up with you as soon as we can. Chrissy and Tom are going to get you up north and we’ll come right after that. I swear.”
 
   “Then why can’t you leave with us now?” Sophie asked.
 
   Caroline had a feeling that this was going to be a continuing theme for the next twenty-four hours, and she would never be able to give her a satisfactory answer. “We just can’t.”
 
   Marguerite yanked her hand away from Caroline’s. It took mere seconds before Sophie did the same, though her withdrawal came with a bit more reluctance. Caroline couldn’t blame them for being pissed at her. She was mad at herself. But she could do this without falling apart. She had to.
 
   “Jack and I are going to help you pack,” she said. “We’ll have tomorrow morning and afternoon to spend every minute with each other. And then you, Chrissy, Tom, and Jess will get to where it’s safe, where I won’t have to worry about you as much.”
 
   Marguerite folded her arms, avoiding eye contact with Caroline. “I don’t like this.”
 
   “I’m not thrilled about it either,” Caroline said.
 
   The three of them sat there for a few moments. Sophie cried softly. Marguerite subtly turned away from her mother, her shoulders set rigidly toward the wall. Caroline couldn’t stand the tension. 
 
   “I have something else for you,” she said. 
 
   Her words went unacknowledged. She wiped her eyes and picked the bag up off the floor. She was the adult. She had to act like it. Marguerite still had her back to her, so she turned to Sophie. Caroline reached into the bag and pulled out the stuffed hippo Sophie had given her after she’d been shot. She tried to give it back after she was released from the hospital, but Feef refused to take it, saying she really wanted the hippo to take care of her mommy for her. Caroline had taken it with her on almost every cross country campaign appearance when Jack wasn’t with her. It helped her feel less isolated.
 
   She handed the hippo to Sophie. “I know you’re probably a little too old for this now but-”
 
   Sophie took the soft plush from her mother’s hands and cradled it in her arms. “I want him,” she said. “Are you sure you don’t need him?”
 
   If only a stuffed animal could keep her safe. Caroline would damn near strap him to her chest. “I think he’s better off with you, don’t you think? You can give him much more attention than I can. “
 
   Sophie squeezed her eyes shut. “I will, mom.”
 
   Caroline placed a hesitant hand on Marguerite’s shoulder. “Mo Mo?”
 
   Marguerite slowly turned around to look at her. Her eyes were red. “Oh, I don’t think there’s anything in that black bag for me,” she said, and managed a weak smile.
 
   Classic movie humor. Caroline tried not to think about how much the two of them were alike in that way. She could always badger Marguerite into watching all of her old favorite films with her. They had a blast watching Disney flicks and classic film musicals together. Sophie probably could have quoted The Wizard of Oz just as easily as her big sister, but classic movies bonded Caroline and Mo together. Caroline reached into the bag and pulled out a gold and blue striped scarf.
 
   “That’s your Marquette scarf,” Marguerite said.
 
   A mistress of the obvious, her child. “Nothing gets past you, Mo.”
 
   “You love that scarf. You wear it all the time.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   Marguerite brought it up to her nose. “It smells like your perfume.”
 
   Caroline reflexively closed her eyes so she wouldn’t start crying again. “I want you to have it.”
 
   Marguerite held it gently in her hands. “Are you sure, mom?”
 
   She took the scarf and wrapped it around her eldest daughter’s neck. “Absolutely.”
 
   Marguerite leaned in on one side with Sophie on the other. Feef pressed the hippo into Caroline’s hand so that they were both holding onto him. The three of them sat on the bed crying and holding each other for a very long time. Finally Caroline looked at her watch. 
 
   “It’s late,” she said. “We should get some sleep. We have a lot to do tomorrow.”
 
   “Can I stay in here with Mo tonight?” Sophie asked. Marguerite had a double bed. 
 
   “I can’t think of a good reason why not,” Caroline said.
 
   Marguerite gave Caroline a hug. “Can you stay in here too?”
 
   Caroline kissed her forehead. “How about we all stay in the master bedroom tonight? It might be a little tight, but it would mean a lot to Jack. Let me go change. I think he wants to talk to you anyway before we go to sleep. Are you okay with that?”
 
   The firm hugs her daughters gave her were all the response she needed. Her beautiful, wonderful angels. She had no idea how she was going to get through the next day. 
 
   “I’ll go tell him,” Caroline whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
   The Fed
 
   What did those awful men do in the wee hours of the morning when they were monitoring that camera? That goddamn fucking piece of shit, that evil eye blinking at her erratically even when the lights were off. The guards loved that part of their job, no doubt. They were probably placing bets on what she’d scream out in her sleep.
 
   There had to be even odds that night on the names Marguerite and Sophie. Back in the day, when she’d been far more self-deprecating, she would have joined in on such an activity. But that was when she played with house money. Now she was in the red. Deep in the red, her idealism now permanently and painstakingly crushed by the unyielding fist of authority.
 
   She tried not to think about it. About them. But each attempt to push them from her mind led to thoughts of greater tragedy, greater agony…greater grief. She flashed back to that day in January so many years ago, when she arrived at her office to find Ellen, Christine, Jen, and Kathleen waiting for her. She walked in after a subcommittee meeting and her receptionist couldn’t even look at her. Caroline was in the process of leaving yet another voicemail for Nicky, begging him to call her back. Her heart thudded into her stomach when she entered her private office.
 
   Two Maryland State Police troopers were standing next to her desk. It didn’t take a genius to connect the dots. She figured it out right away. Why Nicky hadn’t called from Baltimore, why he hadn’t responded to her texts, why her calls had gone straight to voicemail. She almost keeled over at the sight of them.
 
   Jen or Kathleen must have called Ellen and Christine, to soften the blow. They all pulled her over to the couch as the troopers tried to explain what happened. At some point the men might have offered their condolences, but the words slipped into the ether, the roaring rush through her head too powerful to let them in. The four women had her wrapped up in a cocoon of sympathy, Ellen and Christine on either side of her on the couch, Jen and Kathleen kneeling on the floor with their arms around her. The voices in the room started to run together. Caroline started making some horrible guttural cry that didn’t even sound human, and wasn’t sure if the troopers stopped talking or were still trying to explain things through the sound of her agony. She’d never felt that kind of grief before, not even when her parents died almost two years apart.
 
   Ellen drove her car home, with Kathleen in the front passenger seat. Christine and Jen sat with their arms around her in the back seat. No one spoke the entire time. It was eerie. Christine somehow convinced Caroline’s doctor to prescribe her a sedative to calm her down, but by the time they arrived in Rockville she was too numb to take it. She sure as hell took one before the girls got home, though. 
 
   She sat them down in the room she and Nicky shared, told them what had happened, and could actually see their hearts ripping apart. They were both so young, particularly Sophie, but they knew what death meant. As the days passed, Caroline felt herself changing. There were moments when time stood still, when the world appeared to stop turning on its axis and reality ceased to exist. She had hoped never to experience those moments again. She’d dealt with enough, or so she thought. But it had been foolish to think she could cheat life’s most harrowing experiences.
 
   Now she had no one left. Her children were dead, which meant Chrissy, Tom, and Jess were dead too. The adults would have fallen first, defending Mo and Feef with their own lives if need be. And it was Caroline’s fault that they were all dead. Her soul split apart on that icy day in January when she became a young widow but that grief paled in comparison to the way she felt now. 
 
   Was it possible to die of a broken heart? She pressed a mangled hand to her chest, feeling the steady beat. The tempo a little faster than normal. She half expected there to be no activity at all. But no, that would be too easy. Too simple for her to suddenly ease into a permanent sleep, never to wake up. This was only the beginning of her payback for her sins. There was no way that the pain, the agony, the absolute defeat she felt would ever subside.  
 
   I want to die.
 
   For the first time, she heard no dissenting opinion.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   She didn’t know how much time passed. She stopped drinking from the sink, stopped getting up to use the bathroom. Her head pounded non-stop and she drifted in and out, never able to stay asleep or awake for any length of time. Caroline stayed curled up in a ball on the bed, hoping that death from dehydration wouldn’t be nearly as bad as she imagined it to be.
 
   The lights flickered on and Murdock and several guards came in wearing smiles. She didn’t recognize any of them. Night. It had to be nighttime. Fischer and Powell worked the day shift. One of the guards yanked her off the bed. Her knees buckled. He didn’t bother holding her up.
 
   Murdock knelt down beside her. He’d taken off his suit jacket and tie. Even at his most horrible, he’d always been wearing a suit. Because he was a pretentious tool.
 
   “They gave me the green light with you tonight,” he said. “I’m going to enjoy this.”
 
   Caroline looked over his shoulder. One of the guards carried a spool of rope, and her gaze was immediately drawn to the hooks in the ceiling.
 
   Oh no.
 
   She tried to fight back. Her brain told her to battle, to resist, not to cave. It didn’t matter.
 
   They ripped off her shirt and bra, bound her wrists, and hung the rope from one of the hooks, until she was standing on her tiptoes. Thankfully, that part was over quickly. The guards then exited the room, looking quite disappointed, leaving her alone with the biggest sadist in the building. They hadn’t been allowed to touch her aside from the clothing removal because as Murdock put it, “He wouldn’t want them to behave in an ungentlemanly manner.”
 
   They’d busted up her face, shattered her fingers, killed her friends, killed her family, psychologically and physically tortured her, tied her to the fucking ceiling with goddamn rope coiled so tight it tore into her already raw wrists, and Caroline was expected to be grateful that they hadn’t sexually assaulted her? 
 
   Fuck them. And fuck that twatfucker Murdock in particular.
 
   He came up behind her and placed a hand on her back. Cold as ice. His touch made her feel nauseated. 
 
   “It’s just you and me,” he said. “The guards turned the cameras off before we came in, although I assure you, they very much wanted to watch.” He pivoted to face her. “At least, they said they turned them off. Some of my friends may have decided to stick around and enjoy the show.”
 
   Her voice was weak, wiped out from the lack of fluids. “Fuck you.”
 
   He smiled. “You’ve had this coming to you for a long time, and I’m going to relish every minute. I’ve had a lot of time to plan. So many hours spent wondering what I’d do to you when I finally got you alone. Granted, I never had the opportunity until now. If only I’d been able to do this years ago.”
 
   She didn’t want to think about it. Caroline pursed her lips and didn’t say anything.
 
   “Cat got your tongue? I guarantee you won’t be silent for long. I heard rumors about how you and Jack used to get into some kinky shit. Nothing substantiated, mind you, but some really good stories.” Murdock walked around her slowly. “Tell me, Caroline. Did you like Jack to beat you? Whip you? Degrade you? Was that part of your little game, how you both got your thrills?” He laughed. “Such a shame he wasn’t captured along with you. Just think of what we could have done to you while we made him watch.”
 
   What an appalling idea. She wasn’t going to respond. He wanted that. Wanted to twist the knife again, throw something else in her face. But he seemed to read her thoughts anyway.
 
   “You think he’s still out there, don’t you? Fighting the good fight, helping your grand cause? Face it, Gerard. He’s only looking out for himself. Always had, always will.”
 
   Lies. Dirty fucking lies. Meant to play on insecurities, to wound, to stab, to kill her more than once. Caroline gritted her teeth. She wasn’t going to think about Jack. She wasn’t going to think about how much she missed him. How much she needed him. She wasn’t going to think about how much pain she was in or how much it might continue to hurt. And she definitely wasn’t going to think about what Murdock was going to do to her as he slowly undid his belt and removed it from his pants.
 
   She closed her eyes and prayed for strength.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   It could have been minutes. It could have been hours. He’d taken a couple of breaks, he’d gotten so tired. She didn’t cry out, didn’t say a word. Defiance was her last remaining weapon. Perhaps a tear or two slipped down her cheek, she didn’t know. Her stoicism made him angrier, and Murdock didn’t cease his actions until he accidentally hit the wall and the belt and buckle broke apart.
 
   “I think that worked quite well,” he said. “Don’t you?  I bet you loved every minute of it. Such divine marks.”
 
   Caroline tried not to retch as the pain radiated through her body. Her back was shredded. She didn’t know much anymore, but she knew that. The blood was pouring down her shoulders, over her spine, pooling near her waistline. She wanted to pass out, to die, anything. Anything to let her escape from this. She blinked rapidly. She didn’t want Murdock to get the sick satisfaction he’d derive from watching her break into a full-blown ugly cry. She would retain some self-respect, no matter how little she had left.
 
   “You put up a good fight. I tip my hat to you.” He circled her like a hawk eyeing its prey. “But still you lose.”
 
   It was a struggle to speak but words were the only power she had over him, even if they came out in a croak. “All this trouble just for me. You must really hate women. Or have a tiny dick.”
 
   Murdock reared back and backhanded her. “You’ve got a smart mouth,” he hissed. “If you were my woman, I’d have any number of ways to keep it occupied.”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “Don’t say that.” He trailed a finger down her torso, stopping at her stomach. “We could have had so much fun together.”
 
   Was this his version of foreplay? She didn’t want to find out. “If you try to take my pants off, I’ll puke on you.” Or piss. Or bite.
 
   He laughed. “You think I want a piece of you now? You’re a disaster.” He grabbed one of her breasts. “Although these are still nice. I’m glad the boys finally got to see them. Look but don’t touch. Had to throw them something, you know? It’s a shame you wasted them on McIntyre.”
 
   Murdock leaned in closer, his hand still clenching her breast.  His voice was a low whisper. “He’s dead. All of them are dead. Your family. Your friends. That kike Goldman, that dyke you hung around with, and that whiny bitch who took your seat. All because of you. Was it worth it?”
 
   Caroline struggled in the ropes, trying to get away from him, but it was no use. She cried out from the pain. Her shoulders were about to come out of their sockets.
 
   Murdock laughed again, withdrawing his hand. “You poor thing. And your night isn’t even over yet.” He pulled a small item out of his pocket. “Know what this is?”
 
   He held it up. Caroline tried not to panic as he flicked it open. It had an ornate carved handle, and the silver glistened in the low light in the room. 
 
   “This is one of my personal favorites. I have an extensive assortment of weapons in my collection,” Murdock said. “In case you thought I limited myself to – how did you put it? Oh, my pretty princess tool set.”
 
   Fuck. He’d latched onto that one. It was obvious from his demeanor. It didn’t matter now. She could have been as sweet as syrup and he would have found a way to turn it around on her. 
 
   Murdock twisted the blade in his hand. It had to be at least five inches long. “It’s one of my less expensive pieces, but it’s by far the sharpest.” He slid it along the top of her breast with the slightest bit of pressure. She could feel it drawing blood. He pressed it deeper, smiling at her. “Did I ever tell you how skilled I am with a knife?”
 
   Caroline bit the inside of her cheek as a new, more terrifying pain hit her. This was it. This was the end. She was going to die, probably in a very ghastly way.
 
   “I hope your principles are a comfort to you as you bleed out.” Murdock smiled at her wickedly. “They aren’t going to do you a damn bit of good once they throw your corpse into the incinerator with the rest of the traitors.” 
 
   He wrapped a fist around her hair and yanked up so she was facing him. “You’re going to die in this disgusting cell, Caroline. Alone. Slowly and painfully. It’s a shame I won’t be in here to watch you take your last breath, but I’ve got plans with a hot slut who’s far more attractive and much more pliable than you.” He slapped her face once more for good measure, the handle of the knife striking her cheek with startling force. Murdock laughed as he brought the tip of the blade to her stomach. “Shall we get started?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
   The Past
 
   “There’s enough American and Canadian currency to get you across the border. Fake passports are in the car. Prepaid phones are in the glove box.” Caroline handed Christine an envelope. “This is the information you’ll need to access the bank accounts we set up for the girls. There should be enough to last them until we can get up there.” She didn’t bother pointing out that the money, which would have been their inheritance, would likely last them generations over. 
 
   “Foreign bank accounts,” Christine huffed. “So much for your ethics.”
 
   They’d tossed out a lot of their standards over the past month. Breaking through firewalls, hacking into networks, thievery. Perceived tax evasion was the least of their concerns. 
 
   “We saw the writing on the wall,” Caroline said. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m carrying around a lot of guilt about that decision. But it was necessary.”
 
   “I was kidding.”
 
   Christine had copies of the trust paperwork and knew damn well how it had been organized. Caroline should have recognized the obvious joke. Her nerves were overriding her logic. “Oh.”
 
   Christine started to say something then abruptly turned away, fiddling with the medal around her neck.
 
   “Chrissy, don’t do this now. We can’t. You need to go.” Caroline knew that Christine was holding back tears and couldn’t look her in the face. “I need you to do this. Please.”
 
   Christine composed herself quickly, turning around and taking Caroline’s hand. “I know.”
 
   They walked down the foyer to where the girls were waiting with Jack, their backpacks in tow. He gave them both fierce hugs. “I love you,” he said hoarsely. “We’ll see you soon, I promise.”
 
   Jack cleared his throat, avoiding Caroline’s gaze. “Well,” he said. “I’ll be in here.” He dashed into the study and shut the door behind him. He’d be damned if he let Christine Sullivan see him cry. 
 
   Caroline turned to her eldest. “Mo, I need you to be brave for Feef. Aunt Chrissy and Uncle Tom are going to get you to where it’s safe. Jack and I will be there as soon as we can.”
 
   Marguerite studied her, still unconvinced. “Are you sure?” She looked down at her sister, who gazed upon their mother with fear in her eyes. 
 
   “Why can’t you come with us?” Sophie asked.
 
   Caroline kissed her youngest daughter’s forehead.  They tried to talk about it repeatedly, but to no avail. She’d been feeding both her children the same lines for the past day and a half. “Feef, we have some things we need to do here first.  Things to help make it right again. We-” She would never be able to adequately explain or justify why she and Jack couldn’t leave with them. Caroline turned again to Marguerite. “I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t think it was necessary. You know Christine, Tom, and Jess will do whatever it takes to keep you safe.” 
 
   She’d said a swift goodbye to Jess earlier, while Jack was still with the girls. She loved Jess, she knew how much Jess cared about her daughters, and the two of them didn’t want to dwell on it for too long. It was very hard saying goodbye to her. Jess made it quick so that she could take a few minutes to pull herself back together in the car before they left. She was determined to be strong for Marguerite and Sophie.
 
   Marguerite nodded. “I know they will.” She gulped. “Mom-”  
 
   Caroline willed herself to keep her emotions in check. “I love you and your sister so much. Don’t you ever forget that. Jack and I will be with you as soon as we can.”
 
   Marguerite leaned in for a hard hug. “Promise?”
 
   She prayed she could keep her voice from shaking. “Promise.”
 
   Tom came stumbling in, bringing a surge of snow with him. “We’d better get a move on. Word is that the borders here in the Northeast are a nightmare. May not be open much longer.”
 
   Caroline hugged her children tightly. “Go with Tom. No more time to waste.”
 
   Marguerite and Sophie were both crying openly now, with Sophie gripping Caroline’s waist. 
 
   “Mommy, I don’t want to leave you,” she cried. She hadn’t used that term for her mother in years.
 
   “I know.” Caroline’s voice broke. “But I need you to do this. This is the only way Jack and I can keep you safe.” She reluctantly let Marguerite go but held Sophie for a long time, drying her daughter’s tears and kissing her hair. She turned again to her eldest. Sophie refused to let go of her. It made her next words all the more important. “I’m counting on you, Mo. Take care of your sister.”
 
   Marguerite threw her arms around her mother’s neck in one last embrace. “I will, mom. I promise.” She kissed Caroline’s cheek. “I love you.”
 
   Caroline noted that Marguerite was now taller than her. How had that new development escaped her in the past few weeks? She clutched her tighter, not wanting to let her walk out the door. “I love you, my Mo Mo.”
 
   “I know.” Marguerite pulled back first, then squeezed her mother’s hand.
 
   Caroline turned to Tom and hugged him quickly, her hand still clasped with Marguerite’s. “Be safe,” she said.
 
   He held onto her long after she’d let go, kissing the top of her head. “Sure thing, Punky.”
 
   Sophie and Marguerite withdrew from their mother and Tom hustled them out the door. Caroline could hear Sophie starting to cry again as the door shut behind them. A small sob escaped her lips and she turned again to Christine. “I can’t-”
 
   “Then don’t.” Christine took Caroline in her arms and held her very tightly, a rare initiation of affection from an extremely reserved woman. But she’d been more effusive the past few times they were together. Caroline didn’t want to analyze it too much because she didn’t want to upset herself. 
 
   Jack came out of the study holding one of their black backpacks. His eyes were still watery. “There are four pistols in here with plenty of ammo.”
 
   Christine let go of Caroline and glared at them both. “Seriously?”
 
   Caroline pulled herself back together. “Promise me you’ll use them if it comes to that. The time for nonviolence is long gone. They aren’t going to treat any of us with kid gloves anymore. I know how you feel about guns but you’re going to have to readjust your perspective. I’ve been to the range with Tom; he knows how to use them. So does Jess.”
 
   “Are you telling me that my gay daughter is now a gun toting lesbian?”
 
   “Pretty much. She has a thing for women in uniforms. Be sure to use that if you need to slip by the Border Patrol.”
 
   Christine rolled her eyes. “You two do enjoy your little jokes, don’t you?”
 
   Jess had revealed her sexuality to Caroline before telling her own family. It was still a sore point with Christine, though she was trying to work through it. Her relationship with her youngest daughter was an ongoing ideological and emotional battle. Caroline could only hope that it wouldn’t cloud Chrissy’s judgment while traveling. 
 
   “You’ll have plenty of time to hash out your stereotypes of each other during the car ride,” she said.
 
   Christine took the bag as Caroline let out a shaky breath. Jack shifted over to put his arm around his wife. “Keep it together, now,” he whispered.
 
   Caroline gave Christine a despairing look. They’d waited too long. They had waited far too long and the road ahead was full of danger. “I’m trusting you, Chrissy. I know you’ll keep them safe. Don’t let the government take them. Don’t let them hurt them. Don’t-” 
 
   Christine cut her off and clasped Caroline’s hands. “Your daughters are safe with us,” she said clearly, in contrast to the brightness in her eyes. “You know that. We’ll get them to Ottawa.”
 
   Caroline grabbed her in a fierce embrace, not wanting to let go. “I love you. Please take care of my children. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   “I know you will, Punky,” Christine said.
 
   She couldn’t help but smile. “You almost never call me that. Not anymore.”
 
   “Maybe I should have said it more often.”
 
   Caroline tried to tamp down the panic rising in her throat. She didn’t want any of them to leave. She hugged Christine again, burying her face in the cashmere wrapped around her neck. It smelled like Christine’s perfume, and Caroline took a deep breath as her tears dripped onto the expensive scarf. “Be safe,” she said in a muffled voice. “Please, please be safe. We’ll be there soon, I promise.”
 
   Christine pulled back and delicately wiped the tears from Caroline’s face before wiping off her own. “I believe you,” she said. “America’s Political Sweetheart never disappoints.” She cupped Caroline’s face in her hands and kissed her on both cheeks, then leaned in until their foreheads were touching. “I love you, Caroline.” 
 
   She kissed Caroline’s forehead a final time before taking a deep breath and turning to Jack. Christine grabbed his shoulder harshly, not making eye contact. Her face was still wet. “Protect my girl,” she said.
 
   And then she was out the door, leaving a burst of winter wind in her wake. Caroline stood in the foyer with her arms crossed, staring at the grand entrance to the Governor’s Mansion. She lingered there for an agonizing amount of time, willing them all to come back long after she and Jack had heard the car pull away. 
 
   Jack squeezed her shoulder with a shaking hand and she came apart. Caroline collapsed onto the marble floor and began to hyperventilate, crying deep, racking, unbearable sobs. His strong arms encircled her from behind, lifting her up, pulling her toward him. She grabbed onto his sweater, sobbing hysterically until her throat hurt, holding on to him as tightly as she could. He rocked her back and forth on the cold marble, his tears blending with hers. Together they wept for what seemed like hours until they silently rose and walked up the stairs alone.
 
   Caroline could still smell the sweet flowery fragrance of Sophie’s hair, could feel her shaking as she clutched her hippo and held tightly to her mother’s waist. She could still hear Marguerite’s trembling yet confident voice, wondering how on earth she could have produced such an amazingly strong, mature child, who had held up better than any of them during the past twenty-four hours. She could still feel Christine’s arms wrapped securely around her, closer than she’d ever held Caroline before. In nine years of friendship she couldn’t ever recall Chrissy telling her that she loved her, even though Caroline knew how she felt. She was terrified that she would never hear Christine say it again. They were no longer there. Jack was all she had left.
 
   They were gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
   The Fed
 
   I lied. I lied to all of you. I’m so sorry. Please don’t hate me.
 
   She’d been standing on her tiptoes for an eternity, slowly feeling the blood leaving her body, taking whatever shreds of humanity she had along with it. The only thing keeping her knees from buckling was the knowledge that if she allowed herself to sag, the pain in her arms and wrists would be even greater than all the other parts of her that hurt. 
 
   Caroline remembered learning about the practicalities of crucifixion in parochial school. How they broke Jesus’ legs to force him to sag on the cross and suffocate.  What a terrible, awful lesson that was. She choked out a bitter laugh. 
 
   You’re no Christ figure, Gerard. Try again.
 
   She was ready. She recited every prayer she could remember. She begged God for mercy. She wondered if she was good enough to get into heaven. She questioned every policy position. Every press conference. Every statement she ever made on the House floor. Every bit of fluff she recited at campaign rallies. Every conversation she had with God while kneeling in the pew before Mass every Sunday. And she knew that God knew she was a liar and always had been.
 
   I’m so sorry. I should have tried harder. I should have done more.
 
   Her parochial school prayers came rushing back to her. Kyrie eleison, christe eleison, kyrie eleison. Every Mystery of the Rosary she could still recall. The Memorare. Once, twice, ten, twenty, thirty times. There were no tears anymore; she had none left. She had given her spirit to God and He wouldn’t take her. She knew that everyone she had loved and lost would be waiting for her in a heaven she didn’t deserve.
 
   She imagined Tom laying in the snow, Jess beside him, the guns now useless in their frozen hands.  Christine nearby, looking graceful even in death.  Marguerite in her puffy blue coat and Marquette scarf, red spilling out over the bright white on the ground.  Sophie with her mother’s beloved hippo wrapped in her arms, her face pale and cold to match the winter’s night.
 
   Jack’s body, riddled with bullets, face down in the woods.
 
   I killed them. I killed all of them.
 
   Bob. Ellie. Katie. Jenny.  
 
   This is my punishment. This is my fault. I’m not good enough. I didn’t do enough. I didn’t stop this.
 
   She’d let her friends suffer for her. Die for her. And she had done nothing to prevent it from happening. Sorrow turned to regret to guilt. Perpetual, overwhelming guilt. Guilt over her bad decisions, guilt for abandoning her children, guilt over the agony she caused Jenny and Ellie, guilt for wishing that she could have had a quick bullet to the head like them.
 
   She was a fiend, a charlatan, a leviathan of hypocrisy. Monstrosities like her deserved to suffer. She’d been so stupid to believe in hope. Hope was an excuse to be weak, to hold onto things that were never really there. Better to know the score, accept it was over. Jenny figured that out. She made her peace. But Caroline held on, never really wanting to believe that there was nothing left. Would she be in a different position if she accepted the truth? Maybe her family would still be alive if she never believed to begin with.
 
   She said the prayer out loud this time, even though her voice was almost gone. Maybe God or his mother would hear her better that way.
 
    
 
   “Remember, O most gracious Virgin Mary,
 
   That never was it known that anyone who fled to your protection,
 
   Implored your help, or sought your intercession,
 
   Was left unaided.
 
   Inspired with this confidence,
 
   I fly to you, O Virgin of virgins, my Mother.
 
   To you I come, before you I stand, sinful and sorrowful.
 
   O Mother of the Word Incarnate,
 
   Despise not my petitions,
 
   But in your mercy, hear and answer me.”
 
    
 
   Caroline still refused to give in to her interrogators but had no qualms about begging mercy from above. 
 
   “Our Lady, help me,” she whispered.
 
   She felt herself slipping into darkness, and this time she welcomed it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Forty
 
   The Fed
 
   The two men entered the cell, wheeling a gurney. One of them had a syringe concealed in his left chest pocket. He’d been practicing how to hide it, how to avoid the camera that constantly pointed at certain angles in the room. He knew the blind spots. He hoped he wouldn’t fuck this up. 
 
   He lost track of what he was doing for a moment and the gurney bumped the man in front of him.
 
   “What the fuck, man?” The other man’s voice was angry. “That was my dick. Jesus.”
 
   “The fuck it was. Not unless your dick is about a foot long.” 
 
   The second man gave him a lopsided grin. “You jealous?”
 
   “Oh, fuck you, Jones,” the first man said, his voice low. “Stop being a goddamn comedian. And keep it down. I don’t think those cameras are on but try not to make yourself so obvious.”
 
   “Alright, alright. Calm down, Saint Gabriel. Let’s do this.” 
 
   “Stop calling me that.”
 
   “Why? It’s your name.”
 
   “I’m no saint. And neither are you.”
 
   “We are tonight.” Jones caught a glimpse of the woman hanging from the ceiling. “Fucking Christ. What in the ever loving fuck?”
 
   A gruesome scene, to be sure. “Just leave that gurney here and come help me. You know what kind of shit goes down in this place. You’ve been here long enough. Don’t act so surprised.”
 
   “She’s a woman, man. A good one too. She doesn’t deserve to be treated like that. Jesus.”
 
   “Be quiet,” Gabe whispered. “Help me.”
 
   The two men stood on either side of the woman. “Ma’am,” Gabe said. “Can you hear me?” He put two fingers to her neck, turning to Jones. “Her pulse is slow but she’s still alive.”
 
   “Holy fuck, really? Look at all that blood. Christ.”
 
   “For God’s sake, Jonesie. I know you’re focusing on your giant dick but you really need to learn to expand your vocabulary.”
 
   The woman let out a soft moan, and Gabe leaned in closer. “Ma’am, can you hear me? We’re here to help you.”
 
   She opened her eyes. They were glassy. Her eyelids started to droop until they were barely open. He had no idea if she could really see him, and tried to make himself look as unintimidating as possible. Gabe put his hand on her shoulder, one of the few spots on her upper body that wasn’t drenched in blood, and felt her flinch ever so slightly.
 
   “We’re here to help you,” he whispered. “I’m going to need you to hold very still. I’m going to give you something to lower your heart rate so we can get you out of here. Understand? Blink once if you do.”
 
   She very slowly blinked her eyes.
 
   “Okay, good,” he said softly. “I need you to trust me, alright?”
 
   Jones was on her other side. “What do you need me to do?”
 
   “Move over by me. Try to put yourself between her and the camera, just in case. Start cutting her down. Do it, but don’t cut it all the way yet.”
 
   Jones grumbled, pulling out a small pocketknife. He was still surprised his employers let him take a weapon to work with him. But since they all had guns and other unpleasant implements of destruction, he assumed they thought his three inch blade was pretty benign. And he did have to use it every once in a while. For less than pleasant things. Working in the morgue was a bitch.
 
   Once Jones was in place, Gabe removed the syringe from his chest pocket and injected it into her neck. “I hope this works,” he whispered.
 
   “If it doesn’t, she’s gonna die anyway, whether that does it or something else. She’s gonna bleed to death if we don’t get her out of here soon. Look at that cut across her stomach. Can Crunch fix that?”
 
   “I sure as hell hope so.”
 
   “Anyway, no matter what happens you don’t have to feel all that guilty.”
 
   “Just shut up and cut her down.”
 
   “Don’t get your panties in a bunch, man. I don’t want her to die either.”
 
   Gabe held the woman steady as Jones cut the ropes. Her eyes were now shut, her head lolling to the side. Gabe wanted to take off his shirt to cover her up but didn’t want anyone to suspect anything. Political prisoners were shit, and they had to be treated that way whether they were alive or not. There was no dignity for the dead.
 
   Gabe and Jones laid her on the gurney inside the black bag. Gabe brought his fingers to her neck again, feeling a very weak pulse, almost unnoticeable. But if the drugs had done their job, the untrained monkeys he and Jonesie worked with in the morgue wouldn’t be able to detect it. He might have pushed her over the edge, taking her last moments of life with the drugs, but he hoped not. Merely a low dose of Propofol, enough to keep her from regaining consciousness as they wheeled her down the hall.
 
   Gabe looked down at the woman’s face. He remembered what she used to look like. She’d been cute. Not drop dead gorgeous, but attractive nonetheless.  Whenever he’d seen her on television or in pictures she wore a huge smile. It was hard for him to see what she looked like now. 
 
   “They fucked her up pretty good, didn’t they?” Jones said, helping him zip up the bag.
 
   Gabe tried to contain the fury he felt. “They sure fucking did.” He hoped she didn’t realize what was happening. “Come on, let’s get her down to the morgue. Crunch should be waiting.” 
 
   Jones repositioned himself behind the gurney. “If we don’t pull this off, it’s been nice knowing ya.”
 
   Gabe thought their plan was crazy enough to work, but he appreciated the sentiment. There was still a strong possibility that shit would go down. “You too, Jonesie.”
 
   They started wheeling the gurney out the door and down the hall, hoping that it wasn’t going to be the last thing they ever did. It was going to be a long night.
 
   


 
   
  
 

End of Part Two
 
   Caroline’s journey continues in Sojourn, which released December 7, 2015. The fourth book, Phoenix, will release in April 2016, with the final two books (Rhapsody and Triumph) to follow by the end of the year.
 
    
 
   Want to stay in the loop for all things Jack and Caroline? Maybe get access to new releases, special bonus scenes, and contests before anyone else? Join my mailing list here: http://eepurl.com/blEfDT
 
    
 
   Sojourn is available at all major outlets, and can be found on Goodreads as well.
 
   https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/26497658-sojourn
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Chapter One
 
   The Safe House
 
   The wooden stairs creaked under the feet of three men. And a woman who wasn’t conscious but added to the weight. Gabe hadn’t bothered repairing the stairs when he inherited the house from his grandmother. Perhaps he should have. He had no idea they’d be getting so much use over the past few months.
 
   The basement was dark and what little light that normally came in through the windows had vanished. Gabe led the way with Jones in the middle and Crunch taking up the rear.
 
   Crunch flicked the switch up and down but nothing happened. “Why the fuck aren’t the lights working?” he asked.
 
   “Rolling blackout again.” Gabe steadied himself and the other men came up short. “Gonna have to make do, buddy.”
 
   Crunch flicked the switch once more for good measure. “Fucking Christ.” 
 
   “Guys, less talk, more movement, all right?” Jones sounded impatient. “The lady ain’t too heavy but she ain’t dainty. And she’s wrecking my nice white shirt.”
 
   Gabe started moving around again, searching for his flashlight. He turned it on and they were no longer blanketed in darkness. “They’re five bucks for a pack of three at the drugstore down the street,” he said. “Get over it.”
 
   They’d planned ahead, though it had been done with haste…planned this for over a week. A rapidly plotted plan with a million to one shot, and it appeared to have succeeded. They reached the bottom of the stairs and Jones laid the woman down on the hospital bed, removing the sheet that was wrapped around her. The bed and medical supplies occupied one corner of the basement with Crunch’s makeshift bedroom in a small alcove adjacent to the washer and dryer. 
 
   Jones took off his bloody shirt and wiped a clean portion of it across his brow before moving over to the sink to wash his hands. “I can’t believe that shit worked.” 
 
   Gabe lit one of the lanterns near the bed. “We’re never going to talk about it again. Understand?”
 
    “Fuck, this is a lot of blood.” Jones lathered up, tipping his head at Gabe as he scrubbed. “You think she’s not gonna want some answers if she wakes up?”
 
   “When she wakes up,” Gabe corrected.
 
   Crunch stood next to the bed, taking in the condition of the woman lying there. “This is bad, guys. I can’t-”
 
   “You can,” Gabe said. “She’s barely bleeding anymore. She’ll be sedated for at least another hour.” 
 
   “But it’s so – that’s a very large wound. Jesus, Gabe. I’m not a fucking surgeon. It’s so deep. And long.”
 
   Gabe started cleaning the wound. It was pretty ugly. But the knife had been sharp, so it was a relatively easy fix. Wouldn’t hurt to give it a couple of passes before Crunch started to work. Her cell had been filthy. “It’s not as bad as it looks. Didn’t go below the muscle. It just bled a lot.”
 
   Crunch turned a shade of green. “It’s sickening. Like somebody tried to fillet her. What kind of despicable fuck would do that to another person?”
 
   Gabe cringed. “We don’t need to talk about that. You gotta stitch her up. It’s not going to magically heal on its own.”
 
   Crunch gave Gabe a hard look. “Tell me how this woman is still alive?”
 
   He shrugged. Fuck if he knew. “You got me. Let’s not lose sight of that bit of grace.”
 
   Crunch smiled but didn’t look too happy. “One more lucky break in this entire escapade, I guess. What are we going to do about the rest of her?”
 
   “We’ll worry about that later. I’ll start the IV and get a transfusion going.”
 
   “Look at you, Nurse Nancy.” Jones brushed back the woman’s matted hair and straightened her out. “Why’d you get a job in the morgue instead of someplace else where you might be useful?”
 
   “You know they don’t pay people to keep folks alive in there, Jonesie.” Gabe hooked up the IV. “I took what I could get. Good thing I did or Ms. Gerard would be dead right now.”
 
   Jones gave him a sly look. “Good thing for you I ain’t no snitch.”
 
   Gabe grinned at him. He’d hit it off with Jones immediately and was grateful for his friendship. Even though they’d been thrown together under less than pleasant circumstances. “I knew you could be trusted. And Crunch here, well, he’s got nothing to lose.”
 
   “You needed a fairy to flirt with the pharmacy tech in order to filch hard to find medical supplies.” Crunch started to thread a needle, his fingers shaking. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”
 
   Gabe’s smile faded. That was a risk he didn’t want his friend taking again, even if it had worked spectacularly. “Don’t call yourself that.”
 
   “Just reclaiming the language.” Crunch smiled. “I have his number if we need any more favors.”
 
   “No,” Gabe said. “You’re not putting yourself out there. Not if we can help it. It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “I’ll do what I have to do,” Crunch said. “That guy was an idiot. Total blackmail material. He doesn’t know any fucking better, that closeted hypocrite.”
 
   “You think he’s gonna get suspicious?” Jones asked. “It’s been a few days but shit, you never know.”
 
   “I’m so good he barely remembered my name. Or his own. He’s not gonna do anything.”
 
   Jones made a face. “Man, I don’t need details about what you did.”
 
   Crunch stuck his tongue out at him. “Someday you’ll get over your homophobia, Jonesie. Someday.”
 
   “I got nothing against you. I just don’t want to hear about other people having sex. No matter who they’re fucking.”
 
   Crunch laughed. “Mostly because you aren’t getting any right now.”
 
   “Bite me.”
 
   Gabe stepped between the two of them. “What do you need from us, Crunch?”
 
   “Get that lantern under the kitchen sink and bring it down here. Jonesie, I may need you to hold another flashlight or two.” Crunch examined the gash across the woman’s stomach. “This isn’t going to be easy. You got plenty of antibiotics?”
 
   Gabe checked the shelf. “I think so. I’ll go upstairs and grab that light.”
 
   “She’s gonna need drugs,” Crunch called. “Lots of them.” 
 
   “That’s covered,” Gabe shouted back, dashing up the stairs and returning quickly with another lantern.
 
   Crunch paced back and forth in front of the bed, holding the threaded needle in a trembling hand. “Let’s hope my crude stitch work gets the job done.”
 
   “Pretend she’s a designer suit,” said Jones.
 
   Crunch glared at him. “Don’t be a jackass.”
 
   “Just trying to motivate you.”
 
   “Work on your technique, because it sucks.”
 
   “You love me. I’m not working on nothing.” 
 
   “I don’t give a fuck about your shitty sense of humor. Show some fucking respect for this woman and what she went through,” Crunch said.
 
   That comment was enough to give the other man pause. “I’m sorry.” Jones hooked his thumbs into his jeans, rocking back and forth at the foot of the bed. “What do we do about her face?”
 
   “I can try to set her nose,” Gabe said. “Any other facial fractures will just have to heal on their own.” 
 
   “You a plastic surgeon too?”
 
   Gabe grimaced. “It doesn’t matter.  I don’t think the best doctors in the world could make her look like she used to. Those guards are big fans of beating the shit out of people with their toys. I don’t know what to do about her fingers. Splinting and taping them might help.”
 
   “They did just enough to her, didn’t they? Fucking bastards.” Crunch spat out the words as he started to stitch. Jones winced and looked away. “Can’t stand reality, Jonesie?”
 
   Jones stared at the floor. “You sure she can’t feel nothing?”
 
   Gabe knew that Jones was only making jokes to cover up for his own worry. “She’s out cold,” he said. “I’ve given her a bit more Propofol. She’s got enough in her system to last her a while.”
 
   His reassurances did little to soothe Jones, who began pacing. “You sure you know what you’re doing with that shit, Gabe?”
 
   “I know enough,” he said. “May as well add amateur anesthesiologist to my list of skills.”
 
   “As long as you’ve got it under control,” Jones said. “She’s alive, though. Right?”
 
   Gabe put his fingers on her wrist, timing her pulse with his watch. He tried not to look at the raw, reddened flesh. The outline of a handcuff, the rub of coiled rope. Likely permanent marks. He’d need to bandage her arms too. “Yeah. Not in the greatest shape but not crisis time, either.”
 
   Jones crossed his arms over his bare chest, looking at the stairwell. “I can’t believe we pulled that shit off. Fucking A. You sure no one knows we brought her here?”
 
   “No one knows about Crunch and no one followed us home, so I think we’re free and clear. We’ve got quiet neighbors. I pay my taxes. We’re miles away from downtown. We’ll have to show up at work for a while to deflect suspicion, but I really think we did it,” Gabe said proudly. “Sebastian, can you handle our patient alone while we continue our little scam?”
 
   That was enough to bring Jones’ eyes to his. “Huh?”
 
   Gabe laughed. “I meant Crunch. Sorry. Does that mean I can’t call you Marcus?”
 
   Jones made a face. “I hate that name.”
 
   “Marcus.” Gabe laughed again. “Marcus Aurelius.”
 
   “Fuck you, man. Don’t start that bullshit now.”
 
   Gabe marched over to Jones and took a seat on the stairs. “I’ll do whatever I want.”
 
   “Then I’m gonna start calling you Saint Gabriel again,” Jones said. “And I’ll make sure that lady over there knows all our nicknames for you, too.”
 
   “I don’t think she’s gonna be talking for a while.” Crunch said absently, distracted by finishing off his own work. He’d managed to complete his task in impressive time. “You just gotta tell me what to do when you leave the two of us here unsupervised. All done,” he said, snipping off the end of the thread and cleaning and bandaging the wound. “What’s next?”
 
   Gabe stood up and stretched before joining Crunch next to the bed. “Did you see what they did to her back?”
 
   “Do I want to?”
 
   He rolled her over. “Does that answer your question?”
 
   “God, no. Jesus.”
 
   “That’s what Jonesie said. With a few more adjectives mixed in.”
 
   “Are those belt marks?” 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “That’s a lot of - Jesus Christ. Buckle marks too.”
 
   “She looks like ground chuck,” Jones observed.
 
   Gabe gave him a harsh look. “Don’t be a dick.”
 
   “I’m not saying it’s not upsetting. I just-” Jones swallowed hard. “Whaddaya gonna do about it? I never saw anybody look like that before.”
 
   Crunch turned to Gabe. “What do you expect me to do about...that?”
 
   “Nothing.” Gabe started rummaging through the supplies on the shelf. “We just have to clean and bandage her up. Those wounds could get infected easily. I doubt we can do anything other than try to minimize scarring.”
 
   The men worked quietly, steadfastly, with Gabe doing the bulk of it and barking out directions when necessary. He bandaged her wrists. Set her nose. Replaced the blood transfusion with saline to start getting her hydrated again. Finally, he straightened her fingers. He wasn’t sure if the splint would work but was more focused on mobility than appearance. With any luck she’d heal properly. 
 
   Gabe looked at his watch and realized it was close to dawn. He took off his shirt and wrapped it around the woman, covering her up with a blanket. She was running a low fever, which could either be problematic or promising depending on perspective. He chose to believe her body was doing its best to heal itself. He connected a new bag of saline and gave her another dose of antibiotics.
 
   “Nice work, guys,” he said. “Why don’t you try and get some sleep.”
 
   “What about you?” Jones asked.
 
   “I’ll stay with her,” Gabe said. “She won’t wake up for a while.” 
 
   Jones studied her bandaged face. “Did they even feed her?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “At all?”
 
   “Maybe water. She’s got all the classic signs of dehydration. It’s not all that terrible.” Gabe glanced over at the machine keeping track of her pulse and blood pressure. Both were low, but steady. He gestured at the numbers. “Her low BP might have been the only thing that kept her from bleeding out before we got to her.”
 
   Jones shook his head back and forth. “By trying to kill her they kept her alive.”
 
   “The ironies of life, huh? Couldn’t have been good for her system but she’ll bounce back once she’s rehydrated.”
 
   “No food, broken bones, and a whupping to within an inch of her life.” Jones clenched his fists. “Those guys will pay. For everything. This is my country, man. Treating good people like dirt. Fuckers.”
 
   “All in good time, Jonesie. She’s gonna take a while to recover. Maybe months. Hopefully she’ll come around soon so we can get some nutrients in her, or we’ll be in trouble. This may be rough,” Gabe said.
 
   “We know,” Crunch said. “It’s not like this wasn’t a possibility when we started planning. There was no way she was going to come in here in tip top shape.” He put a reassuring hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “She’s not in this alone. None of us are anymore.”
 
   Jones walked around the bed again, placing a hand on one of her bandaged wrists. He was unable to keep the apprehension out of his expression.
 
   “She’s fine.” Gabe motioned toward the monitor again. “She’s alive.”
 
   “Barely,” he said. “Whaddaya think she’s thinking about?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Crunch broke in. “What would you be thinking about if you were hanging onto life by a thread?”
 
   “It’s not that bad,” Gabe said.
 
   “It’s not good.” Crunch cracked his knuckles. “Fingers are gonna be sore for a while. I’m gonna go pop some aspirin and try to forget why I hurt.”
 
   Gabe smiled at him. “Go rest up. Good job tonight. You were amazing.”
 
   “I’ll come down and relieve you in a few hours so you can sleep before work.”
 
   “Thanks, dude.”
 
   Jones rubbed his palm back and forth across the top of his head. “No well wishes for me?”
 
   “Nice job hanging back and trying not to puke, Jonesie.”
 
   “Fuck you, man. I’m going upstairs.”
 
   Gabe pulled a chair over to the bed and took the woman’s limp hand. “You’re gonna be all right, Ms. Gerard. We’ve got you now. You’re safe.” He closed his eyes, saying a silent prayer that she would recover. “You’re safe.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   The Past
 
   They were in the car on the way to Sibley Memorial. Caroline asked herself for the millionth time why they lived so far outside the District when it was so hard to get anywhere. The distance wasn’t an issue but the traffic was almost always unbearable. The hospital was maybe twelve miles from their house and it was taking an eternity to get there. Thank God it wasn’t rush hour. But it was the middle of the night, she’d been in labor for a good four hours, and she realized they’d left for the hospital about an hour later than they should have.
 
   “Nicholas Robert Baumann, if you don’t start driving faster I’m going to push you over and get us there myself,” she gasped.
 
   Her husband laughed. “How are you going to do that?”
 
   “I’ll think of something.” Caroline groaned through another contraction. “I’m not kidding, Nicky. Please speed up.”
 
   “Calm down,” he said. “Your water hasn’t even broken yet.”
 
   She could only imagine what he’d do if that happened in the car. “My contractions are like two minutes apart.” She grimaced again. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to have this baby in the front seat of your SUV.”
 
   “Okay.” Nick hit the gas pedal. “You’re going to be fine. Women have been doing this since the beginning of time.”
 
   Oh, please. He had to stop being so damn supportive. “Don’t give me that crap,” she sputtered. “I guarantee you’d feel differently if you were about to push a basketball out of your ass.”
 
   Nick was smart enough to know when his wife’s temper was getting short. “We’re never having sex again, are we?”
 
   She doubled over in pain. “Just. Drive.”
 
   Her husband accelerated again before stopping short at a red light. “Breathe, honey. Do those exercises we practiced at that birth and parenting class we took.”
 
   Those exercises had been bullshit. Caroline had just figured that out. She’d been totally duped. The hospital had taken their money while tricking her into thinking that laying down and holding a pillow would solve all of her labor pains. She lifted her head up. “What were we thinking? We’re not ready for this. Are you ready for this? Are you ready to be a parent? What kind of mother am I going to be?”
 
   Her desperate questions drew a small grin from her husband. “Seriously, hon. Breathe. All this talking is going to stress you out. You’ll be a great mommy. Look, we’re almost there.”
 
   She hadn’t been paying attention. Longest. Drive. Ever. “They’d better have an epidural ready,” she said. “I want drugs. Lots of drugs.”
 
   “You don’t want to do this naturally?”
 
   Was there anything in the passenger seat for her to throw at him? Caroline started to hope her water would break, maybe right when they pulled into the hospital parking lot. That would wipe the grin off his face.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Nick said. “Just wanted to double check.”
 
   She gritted her teeth. She didn’t want to start screaming. Not yet. She knew she had a long way to go. Breathing. She could focus on her breathing. On yet another bullshit technique that those nurses had taught her. Damn it, how much money had they spent on those classes? Caroline was going to demand a refund the instant she was wheeled into the delivery room.
 
   “Calm down. We’re almost there.” Nick made a right turn. “Want me to call your mother?”
 
   Now he was being an ass. “Stop it, Nicky. I thought you said you wanted me to stay calm.”
 
   He pulled into the circular drive of the hospital. “Just trying for some levity. Let’s go.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline could think of a lot of entertaining or even mundane things she could do in the span of twelve hours. Screaming her head off for the epidural man, sleeping off some of her fatigue, and discovering that the medication pumping into her spinal cord wouldn’t cut off all the pain…none of those made the list.
 
   She knew she was a wuss but gave no fucks. No one had warned her about how much childbirth sucked. A secret that every woman kept to herself, including those fucking nurses at those fucking classes. So help everyone if one of them happened to wander into her delivery room. 
 
   “I want this to be over,” Caroline spat.
 
   “Soon,” Nick assured her. He’d done his best to try and keep her calm. He hadn’t even flinched while holding her hands when they put the epidural in. Such a brave little toaster.
 
   “Your doctor is on her way,” the nurse said. She was a little too jolly given the circumstances. Damn it all.
 
   “She better be.” Caroline pressed the button for the epidural. The rush she felt earlier didn’t come. She’d maxed it out. Fuck. “Is it supposed to hurt this much? I thought this was why I had drugs.”
 
   “It doesn’t mask everything,” the nurse said. “But it could be worse, right?”
 
   She sounded apologetic. Probably because she’d already told Caroline about the time she’d been in labor and her painkillers hadn’t worked. She’d said it in the same sunny voice she’d been using all morning. It made Caroline want to smack her.
 
   “Right.” Caroline leaned back on the pillow and sighed.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Fifteen hours of contractions and thirty minutes of active labor. Yes, it could have been worse. Could have been better since she felt every push, but her very solicitous doctor gave clear instructions and kept her calm. Now that it was over Caroline debated whether or not she ever wanted to endure pregnancy and its many terrible side effects ever again.
 
   Marguerite Thérèse Baumann was perfect. Stunningly, wonderfully perfect. She screamed her head off as she entered the world, which meant her lungs were clear and her vocal cords worked well. She was, in no uncertain terms, the most beautiful baby who had ever been born. Caroline expressed this thought to the labor and delivery staff, who wholeheartedly agreed. 
 
   It was nice to be humored. Equally nice that Nick hadn’t challenged her on the name. A strong French influence coupled with a fierce German last name. His family would hate it. She didn’t care. She’d already capitulated and agreed to shorten their daughter’s nickname to Mo for expediency’s sake. Nicky didn’t like being bogged down by too many syllables. Full names were for disciplinary purposes only. Caroline didn’t like that approach, but he’d learn. That little girl was going to have him wrapped around her finger.
 
   “My vag hurts like a motherfucker,” she said.
 
   “It wasn’t that bad,” Nick said, a little too heartily. 
 
   He’d refused to cut the umbilical cord and had all but passed out during the final stages of delivery. Caroline might be a wuss but her husband was ten times worse. She was going to milk every ounce of sympathy while she could. 
 
   “I’m going to be sitting on an inflatable tube for weeks,” she grumbled.
 
   “It wasn’t that bad,” Nick repeated, giving her a proud smile. “You did great.”
 
   She’d let him compliment her. Because she had done great. She’d kicked labor’s ass and taken its name, even without effective painkillers. All she needed was a piece of celebratory bubble gum. But they’d taken Marguerite to the nursery and she wanted her baby back. Caroline didn’t relax until one of the recovery nurses returned a few minutes later with a freshly washed baby in her arms. The nurse handed Marguerite to Nick, who looked overwhelmed. Captivated by the sight, Caroline let her giddy fatigue overtake her.
 
   “We totally made that,” she said, and started laughing uncontrollably.
 
   Nick turned to the nurse. “I think it’s time to remove the epidural. She’s been saying some weird stuff.”
 
   The nurse stared at him. “They took it out over an hour ago.”
 
   “Oh,” he said. “Then I guess she’s crazy.”
 
   The nurse laughed. “It happens. Are you ready to fly solo when your wife passes out?”
 
   “I won’t pass out,” Caroline said. “I’m ready to go another ten rounds, yo.”
 
   “I give you fifteen minutes,” the nurse said. “I’ll be back to check on you before that.”
 
   Caroline was asleep in five.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   It took her almost four years. Four years of colic and terrible twos and worse threes and whiny toddlerhood before Caroline could talk Nicky into having another child. They were young. They could have waited. But both of them were advancing in their careers and Caroline didn’t want to wait much longer. She wanted Marguerite to be close enough in age to her new sibling to feel protective and affectionate as opposed to detached.
 
   The process hadn’t been easy. Her second pregnancy proved much more difficult than the first. More morning sickness. More fatigue. Caroline went into labor more than a month before her due date. Nothing was packed, no car seat was installed, no plans had been made. They scrambled to get to the hospital and sure enough, her water broke in the car. Nicky’s bemused anger turned to concern in the triage area when both Caroline and the baby had an unexpected dip in blood pressure.
 
   Sophie’s traumatic entry into the world had been entirely too hasty for Caroline’s taste. The emergency C-section scared the shit out of both her and Nick, but it was over and they had another healthy child. There was little to complain about except for the changes that would come with adding another outspoken newborn to the family.
 
   “Tell me why we did this again,” Nick said.
 
   “Because we’re wonderful parents?”
 
   “No,” he grunted, carrying the car seat up the stairs. Who knew why he hadn’t taken the baby out first? He was a glutton for punishment. “Tell me for real why we decided to do this.”
 
   The simplest explanation was probably the most exasperating. “Mo wanted a sister. It was only fair.”
 
   “Lucky for her I came through with the right sperm.” Nick unstrapped Sophie from the carrier. Marguerite came toddling into the room behind him.
 
   “Where are you putting my sister?” she demanded. “I wanna see her.”
 
   “You just saw her in the car,” Caroline said. “And you met her in the hospital. Remember?”
 
   Her eldest daughter made a face. “She cried a lot.”
 
   Caroline was afraid Sophie was going to be even more colicky than Mo. She was fine with babbling and eagerly observant eyes but crying for no reason was a stressor she didn’t want or need. It was the kind of newborn behavior that Nicky hated. His fuse was shorter than his wife’s and he wasn’t as good at blocking out the noise.
 
   Nick handed the baby to Caroline. “I’ll go downstairs and start organizing.”
 
   He was going to leave her there? Alone? “You’re abandoning me with two small children?” she asked. “I can barely walk.”
 
   “You can holler.” He grinned. “You’d never lose that skill.”
 
   She gave him a half smile as he headed toward the door. “Get out of here. Bring us some snacks.”
 
   Nick bowed. “Yes, your highness.”
 
   Marguerite scampered across the room to her mother. “I want to hold the baby. I’m big enough.”
 
   Caroline settled into the rocking chair in the corner of their unfinished nursery. Yes, they had certainly been on top of things. “You are?” she asked, trying not to grin.
 
   “I lifted a whole gallon of milk yesterday. Nana didn’t have to help or anything.”
 
   Nick’s parents. Who had agreed to stay in a hotel for the next couple of days. Caroline had reached her in-law quota for the year already. “Your sister’s a little different than a container of milk,” she said.
 
   Marguerite scowled. “I want to hold the baby!” 
 
   “Maybe in a little bit,” Caroline said. “You can come closer, though.”
 
   “What’s her name?” 
 
   “I told you yesterday.”
 
   “I forgot.” Marguerite put her hands on her hips. “I’m only four, mommy.”
 
   Caroline tried not to laugh. A very sharp witted and contradictory four year old. “This is Sophie,” she said.
 
   “So Feef?”
 
   “Sophie,” Caroline corrected. “Sophie Jeannette.”
 
   “So Feef Juh Net?”
 
   She wasn’t going to argue about it. Not when she hadn’t slept in two days. “Eh, close enough. Keep trying, kid. You’ll get it.”
 
   Marguerite leaned in and fingered the blanket draped across her sister. Caroline and Nick needed to work on improving their rusty swaddling skills. 
 
   “Hi Feef,” she whispered. She glanced up at Caroline when her prodding received no response. “She doesn’t do much.”
 
   “She’s little. She’s got some catching up to do. You’ll be bouncing around with her soon enough.”
 
   “Can we play tea party?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Maybe in a few years.”
 
   “I won’t feed her real tea. Just pretend.”
 
   Of course she’d be careful. She’d have to learn to play gently and remember that Sophie was a baby, but Marguerite would be just fine. 
 
   “Are you going to be a good big sister?” Caroline asked.
 
   Marguerite beamed. “I’m gonna be the best big sister ever.”
 
   Caroline tucked Marguerite’s hair behind her ear and kissed the top of her head. “Good.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline twiddled her thumbs, occasionally slipping from spot to spot on the couch. She stared down at her watch.
 
   “You need to stop doing that,” Nick said.
 
   “Doing what?”
 
   “Checking the time. It’s not going to make things go any faster. Or slower, depending on how you feel about it.”
 
   Her husband always noticed her nervous tics. “Do you think they’ll show up?” she asked.
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?”
 
   Because the last few politicos who’d returned her calls hadn’t bothered stopping by, even when they’d set up a meeting time. It was unbelievably dispiriting and even more unprofessional, in Caroline’s opinion. 
 
   “No one else has,” she said.
 
   “Those were flukes, hon. The kind of jackasses you don’t want anywhere near you, regardless.”
 
   A rather magnanimous statement coming from a man who was probably secretly hoping that the two women who were supposed to arrive in fifteen minutes weren’t going to show.
 
   “You should play this straight,” he said. “People aren’t exactly lining up on our doorstep.”
 
   Caroline hadn’t had the chance to show anyone much of anything. Nicky seemed to realize that this might be her only shot. “Are you saying I need to be more serious?” she asked.
 
   “Not serious. Be honest. Be forthright. Be yourself. You’ll know if they’re the right ones.”
 
   Or the only ones. Thinking about it made Caroline angry all over again. She didn’t like being blown off. And the big names hadn’t really been chomping at the bit to get to her.
 
   She hadn’t taken a leave of absence from her job but she’d heard the rumblings. She’d never gotten involved in local politics because of the restrictions placed upon her by her job. Couldn’t write impassioned letters to the editor. Couldn’t attend rallies or fundraisers. Couldn’t endorse anyone. Couldn’t do anything to imply that a representative of the Department of Justice was lending support to a candidate. She very quietly gave money, kept her mouth shut, and formed relationships with defense attorneys and court staffers who shared her views. They’d help her when the time was right because she’d earned their respect and trust.
 
   She was an upstart, a nobody. All she had to her name were a series of well-publicized trials against gang members, human traffickers, and potential terrorists. She was highly regarded in the legal community but an unknown in most political circles. That didn’t stop her from wanting to try. She’d been waiting for this moment and it had arrived, even if she was constantly second-guessing herself.
 
   Nick took her hand. “If you want to do this, I’m behind you. You’ll find the people you need.”
 
   Wonderful, supportive words, but they’d had more than one loud argument about her plans. She had a secure job. A great career. A quiet life. Did she want to disrupt it for a long shot campaign? She likely wouldn’t make it out of the primary. Though dogged by scandal, the incumbent was a Democratic member of Congress in a very blue district. It would take a miracle to pull off anything other than an embarrassing defeat. The kind that would leave her retreating with her tail between her legs, never to be heard from again.
 
   Caroline appreciated her husband’s change of heart even if it came with some reservations. He wasn’t quite there but she had time to win him over on the idea. The primary was almost a year away. “I have to try,” she said softly. “I can’t explain it.”
 
   “I know.” The baby monitor next to them started squealing, and Nick sighed. Sophie took terribly short naps. “Looks like our little angel has arisen. I’ll go get her and you check on Mo.”
 
   Their eldest daughter had been playing a bit too quietly in their supposedly childproofed living room. Caroline went to check it out. There were toys scattered everywhere but it looked like everything was in one piece. 
 
   Marguerite flounced over to her mother. “Wanna see the picture I drew you?”
 
   Caroline surveyed the mess. Maybe her children had too much stuff. “In a minute, Mo Mo. Can we clean this up a little? Mommy’s got guests coming over.”
 
   “Can I fix your hair first?” Marguerite held up a well-worn brush.
 
   She checked her watch again. T-minus twelve minutes. Plenty of time to let Mo play around with her hair then dash into the bathroom to fix it again. She felt badly about snubbing what was undoubtedly a fine piece of artwork. She owed Marguerite something before she ignored her for the next hour or so. 
 
   “Sure,” Caroline said, plopping down on the carpet next to her daughter. “Make me beautiful.”
 
   Marguerite started brushing her hair down in front of her face. “You’re always pretty, mommy.”
 
   The innocence of a child. “Even when I’m telling you that you’re being naughty?”
 
   Marguerite started rearranging Caroline’s part. “Maybe not then. Can I give you a ponytail?”
 
   “Do you know how to make a ponytail?”
 
   “I can learn. I’m a good learner. I kinda know how.”
 
   Indeed she was. Caroline and Nick had discussed testing her to see just how high her IQ was. She wasn’t bored in kindergarten, so they decided to put it off for a bit. But there were times when Marguerite amazed them with her capacity for retaining information.
 
   Caroline tried not to wince when her daughter yanked at her hair. “Slow down, darling. You don’t have to pull all of mommy’s hair out.”
 
   Marguerite giggled. “I’m not pulling it out. I’m making it look glamorous.”
 
   Glamorous? “Where did you learn that word?”
 
   “I read it in one of the magazines in the bathroom.”
 
   Caroline was going to have to stop leaving her old issues of Entertainment Weekly lying around where small children could find them. She made a mental note to hide her copy of The Joy of Sex. If Marguerite snooped in the master bedroom and found it, Caroline would have to plan discussions she wasn’t willing to have until her children were fully grown. She winced again, feeling a tight rubber band at the nape of her neck. She didn’t want to think about how many of her auburn hairs were now on the floor or stuck in the brush.
 
   “Finished!” Marguerite announced. 
 
   Caroline patted the back of her head. Not a bad job, but not all that good either. Half of her hair was hanging down. “You’re getting there. Do you think you can do that for yourself?”
 
   “I gotta practice some more on you.”
 
   Caroline would definitely be bald by the time her daughter finished her hairstyling lessons. As she tried to let down the hairdo, she discovered that the rubber band was stuck. Fantastic.
 
   “Mo, help me with this,” she said, motioning for the brush. “Get mommy a pair of scissors too.”
 
   “That’s dangerous. I’m not allowed to touch the scissors.”
 
   Caroline glanced at her watch, tugging at the back of her head. “It’s okay. Just this one time.”
 
   She heard someone clear their throat and looked across the room. Two young women were standing by her husband, trying very hard not to laugh. Her guests had arrived. Ninjas, the both of them, since she hadn’t heard a damn thing. Nicky and Sophie had managed to be quiet too, for some miraculous reason. How convenient.
 
   And the two women looked so incredibly not even close to her age. Were they in college? They couldn’t be in high school. Should she offer them a glass of wine as a test? She really was scraping the bottom of the barrel.
 
   Caroline straightened up. Her floppy hair was a lost cause. As was her political career, most likely. “Uh, hi.”
 
   The one who seemed better able to contain her laughter strode forward, extending a hand to help Caroline off the floor. “I’m Genevieve Whitcomb,” she said. “We spoke on the phone.” She gestured toward her companion, who was trying to hide a grin behind a not so subtle cough. “That’s Kathleen Thalberg.”
 
   The other woman rushed over, the grin remaining plastered to her face. “Katie,” she said. “Don’t call me anything else. And call her Jen. Genevieve sounds so pretentious.”
 
   Caroline tried not to glare at Nick. Her half undone ponytail made her look a mess. “You could have given me a little warning.”
 
   He shrugged. “They were early.”
 
   Kathleen smiled at Caroline. “I love your hair.” She crouched down by Marguerite. “Did you do that?”
 
   Marguerite couldn’t contain her pride. “I sure did.”
 
   “Can you fix my hair that way too?”
 
   Marguerite gave Kathleen a curious look. “It’s too short.”
 
   “You can do a bunch of little ponytails,” Kathleen said. “I’m planning on dying it blue next week so you can make it look super pretty.”
 
   Marguerite laughed. “Blue hair? I like the way it is now. It’s the same color as mine.”
 
   Kathleen blew out a breath that feathered her bangs. “I get bored with blond. I like to live on the edge.”
 
   Marguerite turned to Caroline. “Can she come over next week?” 
 
   “We can talk about that later,” Jen said. “We didn’t come here for a play date.”
 
   Kathleen stood back up after tweaking Marguerite’s ear. “Says you.”
 
   Professional. Caroline had to be professional. Even if a prospective staffer had been talking about hair dye with her five year old. She yanked the band free and pulled her hair into a proper ponytail. “Shall we go into the dining room?”
 
   “Sure,” Nick said, plopping Sophie down on the floor. “Mo, can you keep an eye on your sister?”
 
   At least one more disaster would occur before the afternoon was over. But they’d be able to see the girls from the dining room table. 
 
   Marguerite started picking out age appropriate toys for her little sister. “I’ll watch her, daddy.”
 
   Nick glanced back at them and settled into one of the formal chairs, taking the résumés he was offered. Caroline doubted he’d look at them. Not when he didn’t know what he was supposed to be looking for. She grabbed copies for herself and took the seat next to him, with Jen and Katie across the table. 
 
   She scanned the documents quickly. Kathleen was entering her senior year and Jen was working towards a master’s degree, though their backgrounds were impressive. Both of them had started working on campaigns before they could vote. Caroline admired that sort of behavior. “You’re still in school,” she said.
 
   Jen raised an eyebrow. “Is that a problem?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said hastily, desperate not to chase them away. “You have more experience than I did at that point in my academic career.”
 
   Kathleen pulled her Blackberry out of her bag and started typing. “Is it okay if I take notes?”
 
   Maybe Caroline and Nick were part of a sociology experiment. Or a rich practical joke. Because this was not starting well, at all. “That’s fine,” she said.
 
   “No point in wasting anyone’s time. May as well ask the big question first. Why are you running for Congress?” Jen asked.
 
   “Considering running for Congress,” Nick broke in.
 
   The eyebrow raised again. Caroline suspected that by the end of the conversation Jen’s forehead would be permanently furrowed. 
 
   Jen smiled. “Not quite on board yet?”
 
   Nick smiled back at her. He could turn on the charm when he had to. “Not quite.”
 
   “Well,” she said. “I appreciate your honesty. Can I count on both of you to be honest?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Caroline said. Honesty probably didn’t include busting out a monologue about why her visitors might think that latching onto her rapidly fading congressional dreams was a good idea. Unless that was what they wanted to hear.
 
   “Why are you running?” Jen pressed.
 
   “Do you want the cheesy reasons or the realistic ones that will sound good on a campaign flyer?”
 
   “I want to hear both,” Kathleen said. “I need to know what I’m up against here.”
 
   Nick looked up from the résumés. “Says here you interned for the Human Rights Campaign. Isn’t that the gay thing?”
 
   Caroline almost put her head in her hands. Her husband’s occasional heterosexism was bound to pop up during what was rapidly becoming a clumsy conversation. Kathleen had spent an equal amount of time both working for candidates and dedicating herself to social causes. She hadn’t limited herself to one type of political activity, which was a huge selling point. Caroline wondered if Nicky knew how offensive he sounded. 
 
   “Please excuse my tactless husband,” she said.
 
   Kathleen laughed. “I guess we know to keep him away from the press.”
 
   Jen started making notes too, except she was taking hers by hand. “He’s homey. That will play well.”
 
   “Are we already talking about how to play up my quirks?” Nick asked. “I like this.” He glanced back and forth between Jen and Kathleen. “Are you two, you know, together?”
 
   Oh, dear Lord. He was going to blow this for her before she even got started. Caroline wasn’t entirely sure if he realized he was doing it. He was either asking totally innocent questions without realizing the implications or subconsciously trying to run these two women out of their house. It wasn’t helping. She rubbed her forehead. “Nicky, can you please go check on the girls?”
 
   He stood up. “Fine. Have your party without me.”
 
   Kathleen laughed again when he slinked out of the dining room. She didn’t look up from whatever notes she was taking. “He’s trying to scare us off,” she said.
 
   Jen was frantically writing something down. “I caught that.”
 
   The two of them were taking the cynical approach. Pragmatic idealists. Caroline could work with that. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t-”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Kathleen interrupted, bringing her head back up. “It didn’t work. Takes more than a couple of ill-advised comments to get me to give up. By the way, I’m not attracted to Jen.”
 
   “And it breaks my heart,” Jen said dryly. She cleared her throat. “Tell us why you’re really considering political office. You can be straight with us now that he’s out of the room.”
 
   Out of the room, a few feet away, eavesdropping as he monitored their children…it didn’t matter. Caroline let her childhood dreams spring to the surface. These women made it easy to tell the unvarnished truth. “I’ve wanted it my entire life,” she admitted. “The natural course of things – law school, federal prosecutor, then a judicial spot or a public policy position. I feel compelled to make a difference with the gifts I’ve been given.”
 
   “And you chose Congress,” Kathleen said, scrolling through her Blackberry again. “Why not the Maryland General Assembly or the Rockville City Council?”
 
   Was she implying that Caroline had set her sights too high? “I’m not impressed with our current representation in the House,” she said. “I want a Democrat who sticks to his values, not one who decides that pay to play is the way to get ahead.”
 
   “You don’t care for the incumbent?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be considering challenging him if I thought he was doing a competent job.”
 
   Kathleen didn’t seem satisfied with her answer. “Why not start lower?” 
 
   Caroline figured it wouldn’t hurt to be blunt. “I have to take a leave of absence from a very well-paying federal civil position to do this. I can’t afford to do it for a spot on the city council or a seat in the General Assembly. Not with that sort of financial and professional risk.”
 
   “Do you think those positions are below you?”
 
   Caroline smiled. This woman was growing on her. Kathleen wasn’t pulling any punches. Jen was sitting back and watching their exchange. Judging Caroline’s every response, her tone, her mannerisms. They were the ones doing the interviewing, not her. That much was clear.
 
   “No,” Caroline said. “I do not. But I can do more in Congress with my experience in the federal system and to be frank, I’m not going to take a risk without the potential for a bigger payout.” 
 
   “Are you using this as a springboard to a career as a lobbyist?”
 
   Oh, shit. Kathleen thought payout meant kickbacks and political favors. The same practices Caroline had been railing against. “No,” she said hastily. “I meant that if I was going to play the odds, I wanted to go big.”
 
   Kathleen smiled at her. “I know. I was messing with you.” She laughed when Caroline blushed. “Congress is a big step. Pretty normal for ambitious types but you don’t strike me as that.”
 
   Although she’d never been terribly driven to get ahead, it stung when people pointed out her lack of ambition. It made Caroline feel like she wasn’t doing as much as she could. “What makes you think that?”
 
   Kathleen put her phone down. “Medium sized house, nothing flashy. Relatively quiet political profile. Line AUSA, not a supervisor, not a gunner.” She waved her hand at Caroline. “We checked you out before coming here. We’re not stupid.”
 
   “I didn’t say that you were.”
 
   Kathleen glanced over at Jen, who was still watching them both. “You thought we’d be older. Have more experience.”
 
   “I don’t know what I thought.”
 
   Kathleen waved her hand again. “None of that matters, to be honest. You seem like a nice woman. Real. Down to earth. You drive a Honda. You’ve got two cute but mildly misbehaving kids.” 
 
   “Nicky has a minivan,” Caroline added, trying to be helpful.
 
   Kathleen smiled. “You’re normal people,” she said. “Voters want normal. They’re sick of opportunists, of rich guys and elitists. You’re elite in the right way.” 
 
   She’d have to get Kathleen to explain that in greater detail. “How do you mean?”
 
   There was that grin again. “Are you fishing for compliments or do you really not know?”
 
   Caroline shrugged, her need to be professional overcome by her natural comfort in this woman’s presence. “Probably both.”
 
   Kathleen glanced over at Jen, who nodded at her to keep going. “You’re smart. Well educated. But you’re not an asshole.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because you didn’t hang up on Jen.”
 
   “Was I supposed to?”
 
   “Most people do.”
 
   “Most people haven’t shown up when I’ve called them to set up meetings. Jen was the first one to call me out of the blue.”
 
   Now it was Jen’s turn to speak. “It wasn’t out of the blue. We know people. People you’ve worked with, who know the type of person you are.”
 
   Maybe all those impassioned conversations with defense attorneys had paid off in more ways than one. “I see.”
 
   Jen lifted up her notepad. “I spoke with over fifty people who have worked with you, from defense attorneys to court staff to judges to anyone else I could find. From every legal job you’ve ever had. They all said the same thing. You’re ethical and earnest, and you don’t bullshit people. You don’t have baggage. You’re genuine.”
 
   Caroline had lived and worked in Washington and Baltimore before settling in Rockville and taking a job with the feds after she married Nicky. He owed her for the killer commute she made between their house and Greenbelt every day. But fifty different people? That was some serious dedication. How long had that taken Jen? 
 
   “How I behave in a courtroom or during plea negotiations might not be who I really am,” Caroline said.
 
   Kathleen smiled confidently. “It is. These people like you. They think you’re the real deal. And so do we.”
 
    Maybe her two visitors didn’t realize how small legal communities could be, particularly with regard to criminal practice. “We’re talking about an insular club,” Caroline said. “How does that translate to widespread appeal?”
 
   Jen flipped through the pages on her notepad. “Those weren’t just lawyers, remember? Trust me, it will.” 
 
   “What about the incumbent?”
 
   “That’s a high hurdle to overcome,” she said. “But it can be done. He’s been phoning it in for the past two terms. And as you said, he’s corrupt as hell.”
 
   Caroline hadn’t exactly phrased it that way, but Jen’s assessment was spot on. “I wouldn’t want to go negative.”
 
   “You don’t have to. Outside groups will be all over that.”
 
   “I don’t like that part of politics.”
 
   Kathleen crossed her arms. “Then distance yourself from it. There are ways around all of those things. That’s why you have us.” She tilted her head toward the living room. “We’ll even get your husband on board.”
 
   Caroline wrung her hands, another nervous tic they were sure to notice. “Does this mean you want to work with me? I don’t really have an infrastructure yet.”
 
   Jen leaned back in her chair. “You have one now. We’ll start putting out feelers, drumming up money, that sort of thing. I’ve got a few connections we can work. There’s an untapped market in the Democratic Party in this district. A lot of them will love latching onto a candidate like you.”
 
   “But to be fair, we don’t really know what we’re doing,” Kathleen said, yelping when Jen nudged her elbow. “What? I’m just being honest.”
 
   “You have the credentials,” Caroline said. “Even if you’re a few years behind the other guys. And you have some experience. More than me, in fact. I trust you to make a go at this with me.”
 
   “We don’t just have the credentials. We’ve got brass balls, too.” Kathleen yelped again and glared at Jen. “Don’t kick me. You told me to be myself.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “I think we’re going to get along spectacularly.”
 
   Jen smiled. “Then let’s do this. Let’s get you to the House.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
   The Safe House
 
   Gabe Morton didn’t think of himself as an activist. Didn’t keep up with the grand debates and great issues of the day. He’d only recently become, as he put it, a grownup. High school dropout, smoking pot and playing video games all day, he’d barely scraped by until he managed to catch a lucky break with free tuition to community college. Captivated by approaches to science he never considered before, he became an EMT then earned his nursing degree.
 
   He spent a few years working in Washington-area hospitals, doing none of the fun assignments like the maternity ward or the depressing ones like the ICU. He just did his job. Didn’t analyze it. Helped people when he could. Took the losses when they came. Nothing spectacular.
 
   Then the shit hit the fan.
 
   He saw coworkers shipped away for no reason, paraded out of the lounge or cafeteria by soldiers with big guns and bigger smiles. Several of his neighbors up and vanished, leaving his grandmother’s old craftsman home one of the only occupied residences on the block. Never with any explanation, though he assumed there had to be legitimate reasons behind the disappearances. Perhaps they’d stolen from their employer, or committed tax fraud, or done something to get the eye of the government on them. Innocent people weren’t carted away for nothing, were they? He ignored the rumors and continued to go about his life.
 
   He had no affiliations to speak of. No family still alive. A few friends, but not many. A benign, non-threatening man slipping his way through a society looking over its shoulder at every turn. When he heard about an opening at the federal holding facility inside the Beltway, he applied. He wasn’t sure why; he’d heard stories about what went on there, knew there was a good chance that it wasn’t the only facility of its kind. But the money was good and the third shift hours were tolerable. When he got the gig it shocked the hell out of him. It was a demotion in title but a huge increase in salary.
 
   He started in the morgue two days after he was hired. It was not enjoyable labor. But he was a hard worker and it didn’t take long for him to earn the supposedly honorable position of removing bodies from their cells. No one discussed why or how the prisoners had appeared, or why they all ended up in body bags. Gabe learned quickly that the well-oiled propaganda machine churning out favorable stories for the government was nothing more than a charade. His coworkers didn’t find it troubling. But he did.
 
   His quiet advocacy began. He saw the Speaker of the House first. Gabe wasn’t much into following politics but he knew who Robert Allen was when he saw him, even being shuffled down the hall in handcuffs. Other people came through, some he recognized, some he did not.
 
   When he found out they’d captured Caroline Gerard, he knew it was time to act. You didn’t have to be political to know who Caroline Gerard and John McIntyre were. The tabloid press and pop culture websites didn’t seem nearly as focused on their policies as on their personal lives. Gabe always thought it would be difficult to be that kind of person – someone who wanted to be in public service but was thrust into the seedier aspects of it without their consent. Gerard didn’t play any of their games. Unlike McIntyre, who was used to being on the society pages every week and relished the limelight.
 
   No, Gabe Morton didn’t follow politics. But he followed her. From the first time he saw her on C-SPAN to the news of her first husband’s passing to her keynote address and beyond. She seemed so approachable. Friendly. Likeable. Someone he’d enjoy meeting outside of a political context. He knew not to count on news clips or articles to glean information about a person, but she appeared to be genuinely nice. 
 
   When she and her second husband started speaking out against the Santos Administration, people noticed. Some were spurred to action. Most were not. When Gerard and McIntyre appeared on Meet the Press the previous December to discuss their concerns about potential overreach with regard to executive orders, Gabe’s interest was piqued. 
 
   He started searching message boards for the first time that Sunday, and his eyes were opened. Rumors of rebellion in California. Hints that Texas would secede. Snippets of information indicating that members of Congress, government workers, and other policymakers who had withdrawn from their positions had not done so voluntarily.
 
   He kept his research to himself. Kept his head down when he was at the grocery store, walking to get the mail, driving to and from work. Quiet, unassuming, nondescript. Some random white dude going about his life. That was how to do it. That was how to keep safe.
 
   Until he got sick of standing pat. He met a few people online. Learned the language, the secret codes. Crunch came to stay with him first. He needed a place to crash and Gabe didn’t have the heart to turn him away. He met up with Jonesie when he started working at The Fed. Jones had a lease ending and not a lot of cash to spare so he moved in as well. The plotting began.
 
   Amazing how it had progressed in a few short weeks. Maybe a month or two. Gabe had been working at that terrible job for three months before everything started to come together. He managed to stick out another three months after that fateful Sunday when his research had begun. He knew he’d have to make it last longer. If he and Jones didn’t time things properly, it would destroy everything they’d accomplished so far. Still, he felt guilty for allowing himself to be taken in for so long. The last few weeks could hardly make up for months or even years of ignorance.
 
   Gabe knew Gerard would be close to death when they snatched her from her captors; there was no other plausible way to get her safely out of the building. She was quite ill and had a constant low grade fever threatening to break into the type of bodily defense mechanism their meager supplies couldn’t address. Crunch was getting frustrated. He had virtually no medical training and couldn’t contact Gabe when he was working his shift at the Fed. He confronted Gabe when he returned from work, two days after she’d arrived.
 
   “She needs to be in a hospital,” he said.
 
   Jones had already slinked out of the kitchen, sensing an argument was coming. Gabe set down his keys and got two beers out of the refrigerator. “And which one of us is going to take her there? I’m sure she’ll receive the finest treatment.”
 
   “She’s sick, Gabe. Sicker than I’ve ever seen anyone.”
 
   “She’s hurt. She’s fighting off infection. It’ll be fine.”
 
   “What if she dies?”
 
   Gabe shoved the beers into his backpack and started down the stairs. Crunch followed him. Despite his fatigue, he barely took his eyes off his patient if he could help it. 
 
   “She won’t die,” Gabe said. “She’ll die if we take her to a hospital. And you’re as good as gone if you spend too much time on the outside. You know I’m right.”
 
   Crunch kept his voice quiet but his anger was evident. “You need to be here with her. Keeping track of stuff. I have no idea what to do when you’re at work.”
 
   “You’re doing everything you can.”
 
   “What should I be focusing on aside from her vitals?”
 
   Gabe pulled up one of the chairs next to the bed, checking Caroline’s pulse. Steady, just as the monitor said. One could never be too sure. The equipment was old and sometimes unreliable. “I don’t know. Does she talk at all?”
 
   “Sometimes. She fades in and out.” Crunch paused. “That fever needs to be brought under control.”
 
   “It’ll come down. I’ll give her another shot of steroids.” 
 
   Crunch rubbed his eyes. “This is bad, man. Really bad.”
 
   Gabe pointed at the machine. His friend needed encouragement. The nights were long since Crunch was with her alone. Daytime was so much easier with the three of them around, even though he and Jones slept most of the time. 
 
   “It’s okay,” he said. “She’s got a strong heartbeat, blood pressure is steady…she just needs time to recover. She probably didn’t sleep when she was in there.”
 
   Crunch didn’t look all that reassured. “Is that IV drip good enough to keep her going?”
 
   “For a while. Few days, maybe. We’ll see. I promise it’ll be all right. In the condition she’s in, it’s better that she stays asleep for a while. That way she doesn’t have to think about what happened to her.”
 
   Crunch shuddered. “That shit gives me the heebie jeebies.” 
 
   Gabe patted his shoulder. “All the more reason to park your ass next to her and stay the course. We’ll get to the finish line soon enough.”
 
   “Doesn’t she need food?”
 
   “Eventually, yes. When she wakes up, give her some soup or juice or something. Keep it easy.” 
 
   Crunch hunched over, putting his head between his legs. “This would be a lot easier if you were around. I don’t know what I’m doing.”
 
   “Jonesie and I gotta keep up the routine. You know that. I’m home most of the time.” Gabe started digging through the backpack. “And I always come straight downstairs after my shift.” 
 
   “Yeah,” Crunch said. “But if something happens when you’re not here-”
 
   Gabe put his hand on his friend’s back. “Then you’ll know what to do.” 
 
   “That’s the thing,” Crunch said impatiently. “I don’t know what to do. We can’t treat her injuries properly. She needs all sorts of stuff we can’t provide. All those broken bones. The bruises and the belt marks and the knife wounds. I’m keeping an eye on those stitches but I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.”
 
   “We can help her gain strength and get her well enough to travel. That’s all we need to worry about.”
 
   He’d found the magic words, because Crunch appeared to relax. 
 
   “You been talking to Gig?” he asked.
 
   Gabe’s contact in the Underground. Another fortuitous relationship formed before he realized it would be useful. “Yeah. He knows it might be a while.” 
 
   “You were hoping it would be easier, weren’t you?”
 
   Gabe frowned. “Wouldn’t have been able to get her out if we hadn’t been able to convince those assholes that she was dead. But yeah, I suppose I was.” 
 
   “You think she’s got the intel we’re looking for?”
 
   That wasn’t the reason they rescued her, but he hoped so. “We can’t stay here forever, Crunch. It’s not safe. You took a big risk with that pharmacy tech and we can’t pull that kind of trick again. We gotta run with whatever she knows.” 
 
   Crunch shrugged. “It had to be done. I was careful.”
 
   Gabe handed Crunch a beer. He looked like he could use a drink, which was why he’d brought the booze downstairs in the first place. “I haven’t told you this but…some really serious shit goes down at The Fed.”
 
   Crunch twisted the cap off the bottle. “More serious than, say, slicing a woman open and leaving her for dead?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t joke,” Gabe said. “Serious fucking shit, man. We need to get her healthy and get the fuck to California or Texas or wherever the fuck we’re gonna go. None of us are safe here but the two of you will always have targets on your back.”
 
   Crunch drank about half the beer before he spoke again. “The price we pay for being who we are. Fuck.”
 
   Gabe pounded his beer down in a few gulps. A fitting end to his night. Topping it off with some alcohol. “Like I said, stay the course. Keep an eye on her. I have a feeling she’s gonna be just fine.” 
 
   Crunch threw his bottle into the trash can next to the bed. “Whatever you say. What should I do to pass the time?
 
   Gabe rummaged around in the backpack again, tossing a book in his direction. “Here. Read this to her.”
 
   Crunch looked at the cover. “The Decameron? Really?”
 
   Gabe laughed. “I read in some article a couple of years ago that she liked classical literature. Something about having a bunch of old books in a library in her house.”
 
   “You sure she might not want to hear something a little more…modern?”
 
   “Is it gonna make you fall asleep?”
 
   Crunch gave him an insulted look. “I have read more than just the back of cereal boxes. Give me some credit.”
 
   Gabe patted his shoulder. “It’ll keep you occupied. You might learn something.”
 
   “I haven’t read out loud since grade school.”
 
   “Who knows? Maybe she’ll be able to hear you. Doesn’t hurt to try.”
 
   The other man flipped through the pages. “I’m gonna bore her to death,” he said, then blanched. “Sorry. Probably not the proper joke to make.”
 
   “Just read it.”
 
   Crunch sighed. “I bet she’ll wake up and tell me to read her something more engaging.”
 
   “We can dream,” Gabe said, zipping up the backpack again. “You okay down here?”
 
   Crunch punched him lightly on the arm. “You’re tired. Go. We’re fine.” He opened the book. “I’m doing your silly exercise and reading to her. Here we are: third story, tenth day. I’m sure it will be sufficiently engaging.” 
 
   Gabe laughed and headed up the stairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   The Past
 
   She might not have cared for most of the estate but Caroline loved the library in their house in Philadelphia. Cherry wood lining the walls, stacks and stacks of hardcover classics, bookcases as tall as the ceiling, and rolling ladders so that the most voracious reader could reach the books perched at the top of the shelves. She had gotten in the habit of sliding across the room on one of the ladders from time to time, pretending that she was flying from section to section, until Jack caught her doing it. She thought for sure she’d been busted, that he’d find some way to keep her from doing it again, but he just laughed and told her to try not to damage any first editions that might be in her way.
 
   Jack was in full election mode and the Pennsylvania gubernatorial race had ramped up after the spring primary. It was their first summer weekend alone as a married couple since they’d dropped the girls off at camp. They’d had their fun, sneaking in naughtiness and general misbehavior once Jack got home from the campaign trail, but they’d never had hours to dedicate to those ventures. Until earlier that evening when Jack surprised her with a homemade dinner and dessert right before he led her into the library.
 
   The room was awash in a dusky glow from the setting sun. There were couches and chairs throughout the large space. In his quirkiness Jack had put an antique desk in the center of the room and a piano in the corner. He said they gave the place character. Caroline thought they were ostentatious but had to admit the library as a whole was breathtaking.
 
   Jack switched on the small desk lamp, guiding her over to the piano bench. “I want to play you something,” he said.
 
   She gave him a surprised look. Was he going to break out some Beethoven? “I assumed the piano was mostly for show.”
 
   “Oh, it’s definitely for show,” he said. “I like a sense of majesty in my interior decoration.”
 
   Caroline couldn’t tell whether he was being facetious or just plain obnoxious. “Whatever,” she said, taking a seat on the bench next to him.
 
   He cracked his knuckles, placing his fingers on the keys. “This is very special.”
 
   The notes came out slowly and erratically, and Caroline laughed. Jack kept up the painful routine until she laid her hands over his. 
 
   “You’re full of shit,” she said. “Is that supposed to be ‘Heart and Soul’?”
 
   “I can do ‘Chopsticks’ too.”
 
   “A baby fresh from the womb can play that song. You lied.”
 
   He grinned. “Did you think all rich guys knew how to play the piano?”
 
   She sighed dramatically. “I guess you’re just not tortured enough.”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Most aloof romantic heroes are tortured souls. Didn’t you know?”
 
   “I must have missed that memo.” He kissed her again. “Do you really think I’m aloof?”
 
   “Not aloof,” Caroline said. “More, you know, emotionally unavailable.”
 
   Jack looked offended. “That sounds much worse than being aloof. I'm completely emotionally available to you.”
 
   “Not all the time.” 
 
   “Well,” he said. “I'm working on it.”
 
   “You're sometimes dark and brooding, too. Especially when you’re focusing on Republican economic policies.”
 
   He laughed. “Now you sound like you've been reading du Maurier novels.” 
 
   She did adore a good romance. And she was pretty sure she’d spied more than one copy of Rebecca on his shelves. “You know how much I love going to Manderley.”
 
   “I do appreciate your literary references.” Jack put his arm around her. “Do you really think I’m emotionally unavailable?”
 
   He seemed preoccupied with that issue. It was cute. She leaned into another kiss. “You’re getting better.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Can you kiss me again?”
 
   “No, you have to wait.” 
 
   If he wasn’t going to kiss her, she could press for more childhood secrets. “Do you play any other instruments?”
 
   “Still angling for some depth?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “You have plenty of depth. I was just curious. Most kids try music lessons.”
 
   “Spent most of my childhood playing sports,” Jack said. “Kind of hard to pick up anything else. I suppose you can do better?”
 
   She shoved him over to the end of the bench and began to play. The tune was in her head and she slipped from note to note automatically. It wasn’t a tremendously impressive piece, but it would do. 
 
   “That’s how you play ‘Heart and Soul,’” she said, right before she launched into a tepid rendition of the theme from Terms of Endearment. Her skills needed some refining. She’d spent hours in the library and had never once played the piano. Maybe she’d have to change that.
 
   “You sound like you’re choking Debra Winger to death,” Jack said.
 
   Caroline stopped playing, giving him her most annoyed glare. “Be quiet. I love that movie. Shirley MacLaine earned that Oscar with her scenes at the hospital.”
 
   “I agree. But you won’t be winning any awards for that little ditty.”
 
   “I can improve with practice. That’s how you play real music, you see. It involves more than two fingers.”
 
   He grinned at her. “I can think of a lot of things I can do with just two fingers.”
 
   Ah, now she knew why they were in there. “Pervert. We’re in a library. Isn’t some reverence required?”
 
   “It’s not a church, sweetheart.”
 
   “It is to me. Books are holy.”
 
   “I suppose they are.” He got up and walked over to the desk. “As are baby grand pianos that go largely unused.”
 
   “At least you learned how to dance,” Caroline said, trailing behind him.
 
   He pulled her to him and kissed her again. “A much wiser decision, in my very humble opinion. But I didn’t bring you in here to play me movie soundtracks. I have a surprise for you.”
 
   Such talk usually resulted in him giving her a book that cost way too much. “Please don’t tell me you blew the girls’ college fund.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Jack said. “I’d have to waste money for years to do that.”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You have more money than sense.”
 
   “Probably.” He pulled a tiny box out of his pocket and put it on the desk in front of them. “Open it.”
 
   Strange. The box was rather small. She’d assumed he was giving her a book but perhaps she was mistaken. She opened the box. Inside was a small skeleton key. Caroline held it up and looked at him. “Um, thank you?”
 
   “Know what that is?”
 
   “Am I supposed to wear this or something?” There wasn’t a chain but maybe there was another box laying around that she’d missed.
 
   His expression turned serious. “It’s the key to my heart.”
 
   She stared at him until he started to laugh, then stomped her foot. “That’s twice now. Not fair.”
 
   Jack smiled. “You’re so easy to mess with, Caroline. I had to do it.”
 
   She rolled the key over in her hand. “Seriously. What is this for?”
 
   He pulled a sizeable wooden box from under the desk. “First rule: always look on the floor for larger gifts.”
 
   It had to be a book. She was going to give him a lecture on the showering of unnecessary gifts but a free book was a free book. He wouldn’t have brought her into the library for a pair of shoes.
 
   She slid the key in the lock and opened the box. A set of five books lay inside, arranged in order. She stared at the binding. “Le Decameron de Boccace,” she read. 
 
   “Very good,” Jack said. “I was afraid you’d forgotten how to read French.”
 
   Caroline was tempted to smack him but contained herself. She examined the books closer. “This set is exceptionally old.”
 
   “1757, I believe. One of the more valuable 18th century editions.”
 
   It would have been too easy for him to pick up a paperback copy from a normal bookstore. “Why French?”
 
   “You are fluent,” he pointed out.
 
   As if the classics weren’t challenging enough in English. “You bought me Boccaccio in a foreign language?”
 
   “I do love how you enjoy the oldies,” Jack said.
 
   “The Decameron is more than an oldie. It’s one of my favorite books.”
 
   “I know.” He smirked. “I read that interview you did for Philadelphia magazine.” 
 
   “You set up that interview,” Caroline said.
 
   “I remember. Did you tell them you only mentioned that book so you could sound intellectual?”
 
   She very rarely spouted off about that sort of thing but they’d asked about it and she’d answered. She’d also mentioned her favorite childhood reads and a host of dystopian tales, but Jack had clearly forgotten that part. “It’s a wonderful example of medieval literature. Hush up.”
 
   He glanced at her nervously. “What do you think?”
 
   Was he worried that she would be disappointed in such an incredible gift? “Do I even want to know how much you spent on this?”
 
   “I’m not going to tell you,” he said. “Not without a little bit of prodding or a lot of sexual favors.”
 
   She could work on that later. The book set was in near perfect condition for its age. “This is beautiful,” Caroline said.
 
   He looked a little too proud of himself. “I thought you’d like it.” 
 
   “I want first editions of Harry Potter next,” Caroline said. “The U.K. versions.”
 
   “Instead of telling me to stop buying you things, you’re giving me ideas?”
 
   “Damn right.” She leaned in to kiss him, long and hard. A gift like this deserved more than a peck. “Thank you, darling.”
 
   “Read it to me,” Jack said.
 
   He didn’t speak French. That request made no sense. “What?”
 
   “Read it to me,” he repeated.
 
   Maybe she’d misheard him. She was thoroughly confused. “In French?”
 
   He moved behind her and leaned toward her ear. “Bend over the desk and read it to me,” he whispered, taking one of the volumes and carefully turning the pages to where a bookmark marked the spot.
 
   Caroline scanned the words, swallowing hard. She recognized the tale immediately. Rustico and Alibech in the desert. The randy monk exposing himself to the curious virgin and seducing her. Possibly one of the most salacious tales in the entire book. “You want me to read this to you?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. “If you promise to translate it correctly and are very, very good, you might even get a reward.” He slid his hand under her skirt. “You can do that, right?” 
 
   She tried to keep her voice from shaking. “I guess.”
 
   “Bend over,” he said. “Hands on the desk.”
 
   Oh, shit. She was fairly certain she knew what was coming. His fingers teased up her legs and tickled her underwear, starting to stroke her back and forth through the material. 
 
   “You’re wet,” he said. 
 
   It had to have happened in the past two minutes. Not that it took much. The bastard knew what he was doing. Her knees buckled. “Yes.”
 
   He steadied her hips, pressing a hand to her back. “Spread your legs a little wider. We don’t want you falling over.”
 
   Caroline did as he said, almost by reflex. His pleased chuckle made her blush. “You’re making it hard for me to do this,” she said.
 
   His mouth was at her ear again as his fingers slid back to her thighs, teasing them even farther apart. “Start reading.”
 
   Did he have any idea what he was doing to her? “I’m trying to concentrate.”
 
   “Reading doesn’t require concentration.” 
 
   “Translating does.”
 
   “I have faith in you,” Jack said, his fingers continuing to glide back and forth. Pure torture.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. “For a man with a library you have a very primitive concept of what it takes to appreciate the written word.”
 
   “And we’re in said library, and I’m telling you to start reading.” His voice was firm. “Go.”
 
   He slid a finger inside her underwear and she gasped. How could she possibly do what he was asking of her? “I can’t-” 
 
   “Read,” he commanded. “Or I’ll stop touching you. And I won’t lay a hand or a finger-” He flicked her clit, drawing a low moan. “-on you again for the rest of the night.”
 
   He had a remarkable amount of self-control but there was no way he’d be able to follow through on that promise. “You wouldn’t be able to stop yourself,” she whispered.
 
   “You think I can’t?” The finger slipped inside her, to the first knuckle. “I’ll hide all the vibrators, too.”
 
   She didn’t want to find out whether he was kidding. He’d probably be cruel enough to jack off in front of her and leave her hanging, if he was in the right mood. He’d never done it before but there was a first time for everything. Caroline wiped her palms on her skirt before placing them on the desk again.
 
   “Good girl,” he said. “You can start now.”
 
   Another smooth compliment and another request that sounded more like an order. It took her a minute to register the sentences, rearrange them in her head, figure out the tenses, the mood, the fucking modern English equivalent of eighteenth century French. It was even harder to verbalize them. Oh, he was going to pay.
 
   And the story he’d selected. Sweet baby Jesus. She knew it was intentional. On the page he marked the monk was already undressed and so was the virgin. Nature was taking its course. She started to read.
 
   “‘In this posture, the girl’s beauty was displayed to Rustico in all its glory, and his longings blazed more fiercely than ever, bringing about the resurrection of the flesh. Alibech stared at this in amazement and said-’” Caroline moaned as Jack pressed a finger against her clit. Her voice cracked, just a little. “And she said-”
 
   “Having trouble, sweetheart?” He was easing her panties down her thighs.
 
   She blinked, trying to refocus. “No,” she whispered. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Good.” The underwear reached her ankles. “Lift your legs up one at a time,” he said, tossing her panties to the side. “Keep going.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure she’d ever worn a skirt without undergarments before. It felt odd. Her husband’s hand crept up the inside of her thigh again. She took a deep breath. “‘Rustico, what is that thing sticking out in front of you, which I do not possess?’”
 
   Jack chuckled and slid a finger inside her. He must have seen her hands trembling on the desk. At least her voice was steady. Translation was proving to be more difficult than she anticipated. 
 
   She took a deep breath. “‘Oh my daughter,’ said Rustico, ‘this is the devil I was telling you about. Do you see what he’s doing? He’s hurting me so much that I can hardly endure it.’”
 
   Jack slid a second finger inside her, his erection hard and heavy against her leg. “Do you feel the devil?” he whispered.
 
   Filthy, perverted, terrible man. Caroline wanted to tell him any number of things but kept her eyes glued to the page. Her breath hitched. “‘Oh, Dieu soit loué,’ dit la jeune fille, ‘je vois que je suis mieux-’”
 
   “That’s not English, sweetheart,” he murmured, his fingers now massaging her clit. “Try again.”
 
   She was finding it very hard to remain upright. “Jack-”
 
   He withdrew his fingers and pulled her skirt up around her waist, smacking her ass with a firm palm. He’d only recently started doing that, and he never did it often enough or hard enough. She restrained herself from asking him to do it again. 
 
   “Try again,” he said. “I’d hate for you to have to start over.”
 
   The hell he would. The man was a sadist. A pure sadist disguised as a bibliophile. And God, she loved him for it.
 
   “If you want my cock inside you, you’ll start reading again,” he whispered.
 
   Caroline widened her stance, no longer encumbered by her skirt. She whipped her head around to give him a defiant look. “Do your worst,” she said.
 
   “I will.” He ran the back of one hand under the curve of her chin, swatting her ass again with the other. “Back to work.”
 
   It took longer to refocus this time around. “‘Oh, praise be to God,’ said the girl, ‘I can see that I am better off than you are, for I have no such devil to contend with.’”
 
   Jack twisted his fingers inside her. She could feel every slight movement, could hear the sounds her body made as he brought her closer. And he knew damn well how turned on she was. 
 
   He laughed. “You’ve definitely got something to contend with. How are you feeling, sweetheart?”
 
   “Fuck you,” Caroline choked out.
 
   He brushed her hair off her shoulders then leaned down and started kissing her neck. “Did I say you could stop?”
 
   Now he was being unfair. “Please, Jack. I-”
 
   “I like when you beg,” he whispered. “But I really want to hear the rest of the story. Go on.”
 
   She stared down at the page and the words somehow arranged themselves in her head. Who knew that being brought closer to orgasm wouldn’t negatively impact her translation skills? Was that something you could put in a CV? “‘You’re right there,’ said Rustico. ‘But you have something else instead, that I haven’t.’” Caroline inhaled sharply, feeling Jack’s hot breath in her ear. He wasn’t as in control as he thought. That tiny concession was enough to keep her going. “‘Oh,’ said Alibech. ‘And what’s that?’”
 
   Her voice started to hitch as she stumbled from word to word, with Jack toying with her clit with one hand, stroking her hair with the other. “‘You have Hell,’ said Rustico. ‘And I honestly believe that God has sent you here for the salvation of my soul, because if this devil continues to plague the life out of me, and you are prepared to take sufficient pity upon me to let me put him back into Hell, you will be giving me marvelous relief, as well as rendering incalculable service and pleasure to God, which is what you say you came here for in the first place.’”
 
   Jack chuckled. The delicious movement of his fingers ceased. “Having trouble?”
 
   She’d almost given in to the pleasure but wasn’t done reading yet. A request was a request. An order was an order. The distinction was irrelevant. And the story wasn’t over yet. 
 
   “Please don’t stop,” she whispered.
 
   “I won’t.” She could tell that he was smiling. “You’re almost done, sweetheart.”
 
   He had no fucking idea. She was so close she could barely stand it. Caroline gritted her teeth. She’d get even with him. Maybe in an hour, maybe in a day, but she’d get her payback. The words blurred again and it took her a minute to register where she’d left off.
 
   “‘Oh father,’ replied the girl in all innocence, ‘if I really do have a Hell, let’s do as you suggest just as soon as you are ready.’”
 
   Jack lifted her left hand up off the desk and guided it to his cock. “Do you think I’m ready?”
 
   She sure as hell was. So. Goddamn. Close. She kept her hand pressed against his pants. “‘God bless you, my daughter,’ said Rustico. ‘Let us go and put him back, and then perhaps he’ll leave me alone.’”
 
   He continued to tease her with his fingers. “One more line, baby,” he said softly. “Then you can let go.”
 
   Caroline moaned. His words were worse than his touch. “‘At which point he conveyed the girl to one of their beds, where he instructed her in the art of incarcerating that accursed fiend.’”
 
   Jack wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer to him as his fingers caressed her clit. “The devil wants into Hell,” he whispered.
 
   That was all it took. Caroline came so hard that she saw stars. She grabbed onto the edge of the desk for support, careful to avoid the delicate pages of the book. Jack brought them both to the floor with her sprawled on his lap.
 
   She leaned into his chest, struggling to catch her breath. It had been a while since she’d had an orgasm that intense, which was saying a lot since Jack always made sure to take care of her. 
 
   “Je t’aime,” she said softly. “Merci.”
 
   “Did you forget how to speak English?” he asked, brushing her hair out of her face.
 
   Everything was jumbled up in her head. “Oui,” she said.
 
   Jack kissed her forehead. “Well, de rien.”
 
   You’re welcome. Caroline gulped some air. “When did you learn to speak French?”
 
   “That’s the only French phrase I know. I figured it was the only one that mattered, what with you and your screaming orgasms.”
 
   If she had the energy, she would give him a speech on alpha male ego. But she felt so good that she decided to let it slide. She felt even better when he flipped her on her back and pulled her arms over her head.
 
   “Did you like that game?” he asked, releasing her wrists. “Because that was fucking hot.” 
 
   Caroline wouldn’t object to playing another version of it in the future. “Yeah.” She heard him unzip his pants. “What game are we going to play now?”
 
   Jack pressed into her, just the tip. A little tease, he was. “The one where we fuck on the floor of your library?”
 
   She gasped. “My library?”
 
   He fisted her hair, biting her earlobe. “Your library,” he emphasized. “It’s been here since I bought the house, just waiting for you.”
 
   Forget concentration. She was barely able to breathe. “You say the most romantic things when you have me pinned down on the carpet.”
 
   “The devil still wants into Hell,” he said.
 
   If she had to wait any longer she’d probably pass out. “Then take him there.” 
 
   The words barely passed her lips before he thrust inside her. There was something about sex on the floor. In the library, surrounded by antique books and polished wood. Fucking in the most elegant of environments, the two of them almost fully clothed. It was raw and primal.
 
   She cried out with his every movement, partly because he drove the sounds from her and partly because she knew it spurred him on. During their games he never tired of her, of them, and they moved outside themselves when they played. Staying at that safe emotional distance, the agony and passion, the longing and desire.
 
   His tie fell into her eyes. His grunting grew louder. She clawed at his shirt, trying to get him closer to her, begging him not to stop, until he came inside her with a torrent of swears that would have made the raunchiest sailor proud.
 
   He lay on top of her, cheek to cheek, their sweat mingling together. Jack didn’t say a word. Sometimes he never did. On those nights Caroline would follow his lead. The games weren’t romance. They were animalistic urges. The romance always happened in the bedroom.
 
   But tonight felt different. Tonight she felt that deeper connection, the one that had been building since the summer had started. The one that scared the shit out of her because she was starting to realize she had him always. That his heart was hers. She swallowed back tears, wrapping her arms around him, hoping that he’d doze off and she could enjoy the feeling of him on top of her for just a moment longer.
 
   She wanted him inside her. Forever. She dreaded the thought of being without him. Without his touch, his voice, his smell. But she bit back the urge to soften the moment by saying anything. 
 
   Later on, when they were in bed, she wondered if he’d wanted her to speak. To tell him how much she loved him. How much she needed him. How desperate she was for him. But he never said. And she never asked.
 
   And in hindsight, she wished she had.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
   The Safe House
 
   “She said her husband’s name the other night,” Crunch said.
 
   That brought a sharp look from Gabe. “She did?”
 
   “Yeah. Mumbled it a couple of times, then went right back to sleep.” 
 
   “Well,” Gabe said. “That’s good, right?”
 
   “You tell me.” Crunch rubbed the back of his neck. “She’s burning up with fever. Those steroid shots aren’t doing shit. How can we keep her in decent health if she doesn’t wake up long enough for us to get some real food in her?”
 
   “It’s only been a few days,” Gabe pointed out.
 
   “I know.” Crunch yawned. “A few really long days.”
 
   “In case I haven’t mentioned it, you’re doing a fucking amazing job, dude. It makes me feel better to know that she’s in good hands when Jonesie and I are gone all night.” He clapped Crunch on the back. “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
   “Fuck, I am too,” Crunch said. “Might not be in such good shape if you hadn’t taken me in.” He glanced over at the bed. “And we both know where she’d be. I’m not gonna let anything happen to her. I just don’t know if what I’m doing is making a difference. If what we did mattered.”
 
   “She’s not going to die,” Gabe said.
 
   His friend seemed to always know what he was thinking even before he said it. Crunch shook his head back and forth in disbelief. “You might need to face some hard facts, man.”
 
   “She’s not going to die,” Gabe repeated. “She went through too much in that place. We aren’t gonna let her die.”
 
   “Not sure what we can do about it besides pray. Are you a praying man, Gabe?”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   Crunch smiled wanly. “Me neither. We’d better find another angle, then.” But he said a silent prayer anyway. He hadn’t been to church in years but maybe his words had a little more impact since he wasn’t making a selfish request. 
 
   And miraculously, over the next few days she started to improve. Slow differences. The fever dipping down. Attempts to speak, to open her eyes. He even managed to get a bit of juice into her a few times. But she never quite woke up.
 
   So he waited.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline shifted in her bed. She was laying at an angle. That was weird. All she remembered was the lousy mattress and no pillow in that dank cell at The Fed.
 
   Someone was feeding her minestrone soup. Did she like minestrone? She couldn’t remember. If she asked the person to give her something else, would they? She tried to speak. Heard a male voice in return. Opened her eyes.
 
   She saw the smile first. It wasn’t manufactured. The man was happy to see her awake. He had light brown skin. Eyes the color of honey. Kind, beautiful eyes. He was young, maybe mid to late twenties. And he was speaking to her. She couldn’t make out the words. He spoke again. She read his lips.
 
   You’re okay.
 
   Was she? Was she safe? Was she free? What had happened? She closed her eyes again. Juice. She wanted some juice. Would he give her some juice? She tried to form the words.
 
   A straw inside a cup containing cold liquid. Tasted like grapes. Slow to go down but it made her feel better. She wanted more to eat. Why wouldn’t he feed her more? She was so hungry.
 
   She was hot, then cold, then hot again. She could hear people whispering about her. More than just one voice. Back and forth. Debating something. The whispers weren’t harsh. They seemed sympathetic. Concerned.
 
   Tender, shaky hands fed her. Soup. Juice. Milk. Never as much as she wanted but enough to keep her going. She’d open her eyes when she had the energy but was so tired that she’d often fall asleep while eating. Sometimes it would be too much and she wouldn’t be able to swallow. Her body wasn’t responding properly. But she was never chastised. She heard no laughter at her expense, only compassion.
 
   She slept. Awoke. Dreamt. Heard the male voice again. He was always speaking to her in gentle tones. She was so exhausted that sometimes she couldn’t make out the words.
 
   He was reading to her from Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix. One of her favorite books. Pure coincidence, or intentional? She wanted to thank him. She struggled to wake up. She wanted to see him again. 
 
   She tried and tried until she succeeded, blinking at the young man with the beautiful eyes. He smiled and smoothed a bookmark between the pages, setting the novel down. No dog ears. That won him points. This time when he spoke, she heard him.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he said. “You’re safe.”
 
   Could she move? She felt like she should try to move. She tried to shift in the bed and groaned. The pain caused her eyes to water and he helped her lay back down.
 
   “It’s okay,” the man said reassuringly. “Don’t move too much. You’ve been in and out for a long time.”
 
   She did as she was told. She wasn’t exactly in a position to do otherwise but felt like a coward for obeying so quickly. Even if he was right she made a mental note never to acquiesce so easily again.
 
   “My name’s Crunch,” he said. “You’re safe. We got you out of that place. Don’t move around too much or you’ll dislodge that IV and I don’t know how to reconnect it.” He patted her arm. “You’re going to be okay. I promise.” 
 
   Could she talk to him? Would he answer her questions? There was so much she wanted to know. She swallowed and tried to speak. “Okay?” she rasped.
 
   “Yes,” Crunch said soothingly. “You’re in a safe house. No one knows you’re here.” 
 
   How could he be sure? “Safe?” Caroline repeated.
 
   There was that smile again. “Yes, ma’am. You’re safe.”
 
   He was so courteous. And calm. She had to believe him. She closed her eyes again. She’d barely spoken at all and already felt drained. But she wanted to talk to him. So badly. 
 
   “Safe,” she said softly. It was hard to process everything she wanted to say. “What happened to me?”
 
   He looked like he didn’t want to answer the question, glancing at the splints on her hands. Oh yes. The hammer. She had forgotten. The belt, the knife, the pistol whipping, the mental and physical torture…maybe it was best not to try to remember. Not when there were so many other things to be worried about.
 
   “We tried to fix you up,” he said quietly. “Gabe did your fingers. I don’t know how long you’ll have to keep them wrapped up. I, uh, stitched you up. Your stomach, I mean. Does it feel okay?”
 
   Gabe? Who was Gabe? How many other people were there? If she asked Crunch, would he tell her? She swallowed again. “It feels empty.”
 
   “You haven’t been eating much,” he said. “Do you want something to eat?” 
 
   Caroline tried to think of the proper words. She was so sick of liquids. “Can I have real food?” she asked.
 
   He laughed. “But you seem to have such an affinity for apple juice.” 
 
   Her lips curled up, a gesture of sociability she thought she’d forgotten. It was so difficult to say what she wanted. Why was she having such a hard time expressing herself? “I-”
 
   He patted her arm again. His hand was warm. “It’s okay,” he said. “It might take a while before you’re back to normal.”
 
   Normal. What was that? The standard, the routine, the familiar? What was her ordinary? Everything she knew was gone. She couldn’t fathom what it would take to feel normal again. Caroline thought back on what he said about her stomach, which felt tight. And oddly numb, like when she had her C-section. 
 
   “Are you a doctor?” she asked.
 
   Again with the uncomfortable look. “No,” he said. “I’m, uh, a tailor.”
 
   She must not have heard him correctly. “A what?”
 
   “I used to work at this place on K Street. Alterations and such.”
 
   Holy goddamn shit. Her splinted hand immediately went to her torso. She could feel the jagged line across her upper abdomen, even though it was bandaged. Crude but effective. “You seem to have done okay,” she whispered.
 
   That didn’t stop him from looking guilty about it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You got here and you were so hurt, and we knew we had to do what we could and-”
 
   She had a vague recollection of her final conscious moments at The Fed. She knew he’d done his best. How could she get mad about it? She was alive, wasn’t she? 
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.” She tried to smile. “I’d be dead if it weren’t for you, I’m sure.”
 
   “How does your back feel?” he asked.
 
   Now that she thought about it, that was the part that hurt the most. She flashed back to her torturer holding his belt in his hand. Her former colleague and fellow member of Congress turned Santos ally. Jeffrey Murdock, ready to strike. She quickly tucked the vision away. None of that. Not right now. 
 
   “It feels warm,” she said.
 
   Crunch automatically put a hand to her forehead. “You have a fever,” he said. “Battling some infections, I suppose.”
 
   He was doting and protective. It was rather touching. But she had to figure out who she was dealing with. “Are any of you doctors?” she asked.
 
   “No.” 
 
   Of course they weren’t. Had she expected a bunch of educated professionals to bust in and carry her to freedom? Some highly skilled A-Team coming in with guns blazing to break her out and liberate every other political prisoner at the same time? No, those people were looking out for themselves and their privileged friends. 
 
   Crunch started to talk again before she could speak. “I cut your hair too. It was such a mess and I knew it was a lost cause. I couldn’t get the tangles out. I’ll clean it up a little once you can move around better. Make it smoother.”
 
   She reached up to check. Oily and disgusting like the rest of her. She wondered when she’d be physically able to bathe. The cut was short and uneven, but manageable. Just below the ears. Like she gave a shit about that. What did hair matter when her body was in such disarray? But her default was politeness, even now. 
 
   “Thanks,” she said. “Who else is here? I feel like I’ve been hearing more than just your voice.”
 
   “There are three of us,” he explained. “Me, Jones, and Gabe. Jones and Gabe got you out and I helped them with transport. We all live here.”
 
   He’d answered one question. But she had so many more. “Where are we?”
 
   “Outskirts of the District. Nothing fancy. You and I share the basement.” He looked a little sheepish. “I hope that’s okay.”
 
   Caroline stared at the machine monitoring her blood pressure. Surprisingly normal even though she felt increasingly unsettled. “You seem all right,” she said, trying to encourage him.
 
   Crunch rose to stretch his arms. How long had he been at her bedside, feeding her and reading her books? Probably longer than she thought.
 
   “I’m gonna get you something to eat. Jones and Gabe will be home soon. I’m sure you’ll be thrilled to meet them,” he said.
 
   She didn’t have much choice, did she? And right now the prospect of food, any food, calmed her down a little. “Sure,” she said.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Crunch gave her some saltines and soda. Didn’t want to chance anything else, he told her, after she seemed so disappointed at his selection. As they continued to talk, her unease began to fade. Maybe it was just three random guys who had gotten her out. And maybe they were more than they appeared. Caroline had to trust that things would work out. Her situation had vastly improved and she knew she shouldn’t complain. 
 
   He yawned a few times and she feared she was boring him until he told her he was tired. He tried to sleep whenever he could but the past few days had drained him. She hoped he’d let her tell him to get some sleep soon. There was no point in him fussing over her if he was suffering for it.
 
   Flimsy drapes shuttered the windows in the basement and she had no concept of time. When Crunch pointed out that it was the middle of the night, she believed him. As long as he didn’t leave her in complete darkness, she’d be fine. Embarrassing to admit but he didn’t seem to judge her for it, just gestured at the light on the table next to the bed. He’d leave it on all the time, he said. Crunch seemed unfailingly polite, kind, and generous. She hoped that her initial impression of him held.
 
   He’d begged off to search for his own food when she heard a commotion coming from above. Voices speaking excitedly. A profanity or two. Seconds later an African American man wearing a huge grin tromped down the stairs, a sidearm on his belt. He had a downright joyful look on his face and for once the sight of a gun was encouraging, not frightening.
 
   “Well, look who’s awake,” he said, pulling up the chair by the bed and plopping himself down. He patted her splinted hand. “I’m Jonesie. You’ve been asleep for a while. Crunch been feeding you?” 
 
   She tried to smile at him too. She needed to be friendly. These men had saved her. Caroline gestured toward the empty plate on the side table. “I had some crackers.”
 
   “Shit, that’s boring. That guy says he can cook but I haven’t seen it. You want something else? I can make you some pancakes. I got the mix and syrup and everything.”
 
   “She doesn’t want fucking pancakes.” Crunch had magically appeared behind him. He punched the other man’s arm. “Give her some space. She just woke up.”
 
   “How do you know she doesn’t want pancakes? You ask her?”
 
   Caroline felt a laugh bubbling up in her throat. An unfamiliar feeling. It was funny watching these two guys banter back and forth. Their easy relationship shone through despite her fatigue.
 
   “If she wants pancakes, I’ll make her pancakes.” Jones straightened his shoulders, practically taking a fighting stance even while sitting down. “That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   “You’re gonna turn into a goddamn pancake,” Crunch said.
 
   “Do you want some pancakes?” Jones asked Caroline. 
 
   “You gotta take it slow.” Crunch frowned at him. “She just graduated to solid food and I’m sure she doesn’t wanna puke it all back up.”
 
   “Fine.” Jones jabbed a finger at Crunch. “This guy sucks the fun outta everything. I get the feeling you’re gonna hate being stuck in the house all the time with him. I’m much more entertaining,” he announced. 
 
   “No pancakes,” Crunch said.
 
   “Did I say I was gonna make the pancakes? Shut the fuck up. You want some cheese and a few more crackers?” he asked Caroline before turning back to Crunch. “Surely she can handle some cheese.” 
 
   Caroline managed to find her voice. “Cheese sounds awesome,” she said.
 
   Jones stood up and shoved Crunch in the shoulder. “I’m gonna get the lady some cheese. You look tired. Take a break. We’ll have a little wine party while you’re taking a nap.” He put the last phrase in air quotes. 
 
   Crunch laughed. “Say what you mean, Jonesie.”
 
   Jones grinned. “We’ll hang out while you’re jacking off in the shower. Wouldn’t want to disrupt your nightly routine.”
 
   Crunch tried to look annoyed, but failed. “We weren’t going to reveal our bathing proclivities until after she got comfortable with us.” 
 
   Caroline gawked at them both and a tinny laugh broke through. They turned to stare at her. “Sorry,” she said. “You’re kind of funny.”
 
   “We’re gonna take our act on the road,” Jones said. “Soon as you’re strong enough to travel.”
 
   She’d pursue that later. Conversing and eating had made her punchy and she settled back on the pillow listening to the two men continue to tease each other as they shoved their way up the stairs. More than a few minutes passed before Jones came downstairs with a fresh plate of cheese and crackers in one hand and a beer in the other.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “I was starving. Wolfed down some food real quick.” He tipped the beer at her. “I’d offer you one of these but Crunch would probably beat me up.”
 
   She didn’t want any alcohol. “You don’t have to alter your routine for me,” Caroline said. “If you need to eat, eat.”
 
   “It’s all right. You’re our priority right now.” Jones smiled at her again. “Gabe will be down later, I suppose. He’ll be real happy to see that you’re awake.”
 
   The elusive Gabe. Both Crunch and Jones spoke of him as if he were the one in charge. Strange that he hadn’t been the first one to greet her. 
 
   Crunch was a sweetheart, there was no doubt about that. And Jones was so easygoing…in an extremely familiar way. It sounded terrible, but she didn’t know many black men his age. She’d had plenty of minority interns and staffers, almost all female. It hadn’t been an intentional move, it had just worked out that way. Women of all backgrounds applied and she hired them. She didn’t think much about it beyond that.
 
   The odds were good that she knew him from circumstances that were less than favorable for either one of them. She thought it might sound racist to point that out, so she kept it to herself. But she felt like she knew him.
 
   He put the plate down on the table next to her. “You recognize me?” he asked.
 
   Good. He’d addressed it first. “Should I?” she asked.
 
   “If you do, I’m impressed. It’s been a while.” 
 
   Oh, shit. That meant... “I prosecuted you.”
 
   He laughed. “You sure did.”
 
   Was the laugh a good thing or a bad thing? “Did I-?”
 
   “You were very fair.” 
 
   It couldn’t have been too long ago. He didn’t look that much younger than her. But she was never all that skilled at picking out ages. She’d guess he was in his early thirties. Jones smiled at her again and the memories came rushing at her so fast that she almost pressed her index fingers to her temples to keep them from falling out of her head.
 
   He’d been just a kid, really. Dealing crack cocaine on some street corner in one of the rougher parts of Prince George’s County. The drugs hadn’t been the issue. They were some small weight shit, didn’t even meet a federal threshold. But he had a gun on him and was under indictment on a state charge at the time, which meant he was prohibited from receiving a firearm. The detectives elicited his confession quite effectively, as was their job. He was young and dumb enough to tell them exactly when and where he’d gotten the gun. The gang units in his neighborhood wanted to send him a message, so Caroline adopted the case and took it federal.
 
   She could tell right away that he wasn’t as bad as she’d been told. She could have jacked him up, moved for a higher sentence, done any number of tricks with the federal guidelines, but she didn’t. Caroline thought there was hope for him. When his attorney asked for a lower sentence than usual, she didn’t object.
 
   His mother cried at his sentencing, her sobs echoing through the courtroom as the judge announced the length of his prison term. She had her boy at a very young age and was only a few years older than Caroline at the time her oldest son was sent to federal prison. He’d been young at the time of his offense, barely eighteen. One of the youngest adult defendants Caroline had ever prosecuted and one of the last cases she handled before she took a leave of absence to run for Congress. She remembered almost every detail.
 
   Jones stared into his beer bottle. “You visited me in jail,” he said quietly.
 
   A horrible, dingy, depressing place. Most federal pretrial facilities were. “I remember.”
 
   He raised his head. “You and my attorney sat there for hours, reasoning with me, asking me questions about my life. You acted like you gave a shit. Treated me with respect. I’ve never forgotten that.”
 
   Caroline felt so dirty afterward that she took the rest of the day off and went home to take a shower. The conversation was uplifting in a surreal way, but the setting did her in. It was her first real experience spending time in a facility meant to confine human beings. Defense attorneys did it all the time and would tell her horror stories but there was nothing like experiencing it for yourself. She never wanted to repeat it again.
 
   Funny how life worked. That jail conversation and the environment in which it took place seemed rather tame now.
 
    “Where did they send you?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Bastrop,” Jones replied.
 
   That place was in Texas. Nowhere near Maryland. There were plenty of closer facilities. “How the hell did that happen?” she asked. “Your attorney asked for you to be placed somewhere near your home and I didn’t object.”
 
   He started tearing at the label on the bottle. “I don’t know. Overcrowding or something.”
 
   That was complete bullshit. East Coast guys suffered major culture shock when they were shipped out to unfamiliar places. It did little to help with morale or rehabilitation. “How long did you end up staying there?”
 
   “With good time and the credit for when I was in jail before I pled, maybe two years. I didn’t see my family again until I got out.”
 
   Caroline didn’t like that at all. Some folks advocated sending convicted felons far away from their bad influences but she was inclined to believe that family support was better in the long run than complete isolation. She knew her next words would seem empty but felt compelled to say them anyway. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault,” Jones said. “I wrote to you a few years after I came home. Do you remember?”
 
   Another connection clicked in her head. “You did, didn’t you? You asked me to help you get a pardon. What happened on your state case?”
 
   “They junked it. Made it a misdemeanor or something.”
 
   Wasn’t that another pile of bullshit. “My case was your only felony.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Caroline shivered, not sure what to say next. She’d been goaded into indicting a kid who didn’t get a second glance from state authorities after she’d gotten ahold of him. One more shift in responsibility. She was only a tiny cog in the machine but she didn’t have to be happy about it.
 
   “You cold?” he asked. “I can get you another blanket.”
 
   She shook her head. She was actually quite warm. “It’s fine.”
 
   “You wrote a letter to the president,” he said. “I think that’s the main reason I got my pardon.”
 
   Caroline pointed to the gun on his hip. “So you’re carrying that weapon legally?”
 
   Jones grinned. “In a manner of speaking, seeing as I’m sitting next to a dead woman who’s Public Enemy Number One. But yeah, I got no restrictions. For now. Never know what these assholes are gonna do next, you know?”
 
   He’d heard the rumors too. It was all pretty damn relative, given their present situation. “Point taken,” she said. “I hope that firearm is of higher quality than that piece of shit you had on that street corner. A Davis, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” He removed the gun from its holster and presented it to her. “This one’s a Glock.”
 
   She took another look at her bandaged hands. “I’d better not.”
 
   “Don’t worry.” He kept one hand on the gun, maneuvering her splinted fingers on top of it. “Just wanted to remind you that it’s your friend.”
 
   Caroline almost laughed at his turn of phrase. “I’m touched that you’d trust me with your piece.”
 
   “You’re not gonna hurt me,” he said, taking the gun back and reholstering it. “Don’t tell Crunch and Gabe I did that. You probably shouldn’t be around guns just yet.”
 
   If they kept her safe, Caroline would swim in a pile of firearms. “Probably not. That’s a good weapon, though.”
 
   “Sure as fuck is. I bet there’s one just like it with your name on it. It’ll be a while before you can test your grip. How’s that trigger finger?”
 
   She wiggled her right index finger. “Still works,” she said.
 
   “Good. That’s all you got to worry about, right?”
 
   What an optimist. “I guess so,” she mumbled.
 
   Jones was quick to switch gears. “You got a good memory and you know a lot about guns. And you’re right. That pistol was a piece of shit. I don’t even think it worked.”
 
   “The ATF couldn’t get it to fire, so you’re probably right.” Caroline shook her head. What a fucking waste all around. The more she thought about the case and the man sitting next to her, the angrier she became.
 
   She stared at the gun on his hip again. Did he wear it all the time? She tried not to think about the last time she’d handled a gun. Her gun, with her initials scratched on the bottom of the grip. And she didn’t want to think about the man she’d given it to. That pain had to be pushed aside. Permanently. 
 
   “I used to have one of these myself,” she said, shaking off the foul memory. “Did Glock’s sterling reputation factor into your firearm purchasing decision?” 
 
   It had factored into hers. She had insisted that she and Jack buy multiple Glocks before it became impossible to do so. She liked the way they felt. They were smooth, slick, reliable firearms.
 
   Jones laughed. “Nope. Gabe gave it to me when I got here. He’s got a stockpile upstairs. Can’t take them outside. Too risky. But I make sure I’m ready for anything once I get home from work.”
 
   Caroline didn’t think that a single semi-automatic handgun would be any match if government agents came calling, but his willingness to put up a fight was admirable. He’d mentioned work. On the outside. In a city she wasn’t sure she’d recognize anymore. Her expression must have been one of thorough confusion, because he quickly spoke again.
 
   “Gabe and I are the ones who got you out of that place,” Jones said. 
 
   “I know,” she said. “Crunch told me.”
 
   Jones grinned again. “I guess Crunchy can get some credit too.” He glanced toward the stairs. “Thought Gabe would have come down here by now. He was real eager to make sure you were okay.”
 
   So many questions and not nearly enough time to ask them. She was getting tired. “How did you get inside The Fed?”
 
   “We work there.”
 
   Again she was certain her hearing was failing. “You what?”
 
   “I know it sounds bad,” he said. “But I can explain.”
 
    “Please do.”
 
   “We work in the morgue. Both of us. Not the best job in the world but they pay really well.”
 
   Of course they did. There was no shortage of work. A tailor stitched up her stomach after two low level government employees rescued her from a federal torture chamber. The story kept getting better and better. “I see.”
 
   He didn’t seem put off by her downright bitter response. “Funny, isn’t it?” he said. “Damn hard for a black man to get a job nowadays with a criminal record. Didn’t matter how piddly my shit was or that the pardon canceled out the bulk of it. I applied anyway. I was applying to anything I could get my hands on.”
 
   It was hard to keep the disbelief out of her voice. “You applied for a job at The Fed.”
 
   “Don’t look at me that way,” he said hastily. “I didn’t know how shit went down at that place. Learned pretty quickly, though. I applied and they called the next day. Fast turnaround, right?”
 
   Jones didn’t sound all that enthused about his employer. He seemed rather eager to talk about his frustrations, too. No doubt he didn’t get many opportunities to vent. 
 
   “You seem suspicious of their motives,” she said.
 
   He polished off the rest of his beer, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. “Black man can’t find a job. Black man has a criminal record, which makes it even harder. Doesn’t matter that it’s a misdemeanor. Applies for months to normal places and doesn’t hear a peep. Government creeps who like to torture inmates hire black man who knows damn well what prison is like. Like they think he’ll be okay with their behavior or something. Like he has no values. Like he doesn’t have a soul. You read?”
 
   This guy was a lot more introspective than she’d assumed. She was damn fucking lucky that he’d even been near that place. What were the odds? 
 
   “I read,” she said. “Do you think they knew about your pardon?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised if they did. Those fuckers know everything. They probably know stuff about me that my mama doesn’t know.”
 
   It was hard not to be paranoid. If they knew about the pardon, they probably knew who had helped him obtain it. And who had prosecuted him. And they had assumed that even though he’d been pardoned, he harbored bitterness toward her. Thankfully that didn’t appear to be the case. 
 
   “What made you risk your neck for me?” she asked.
 
   He rolled the bottle back and forth between his palms. “Gotta do the right thing when you can. Not a whole lot of that anymore.”
 
   “You could have been killed. They might catch up with you.”
 
   “Everyone’s gotta die sometime,” he said, a little too nonchalantly. “Gabe and I are keeping a low profile. We haven’t been figured out yet, have we?”
 
   Yet being the operative word. “I feel like I remember you being there. I don’t remember much.”
 
   “I’m kinda glad you don’t. That was a bad night.” Jones looked uncomfortable. “I’m sorry they did that to you. They shouldn’t treat good people that way. Especially a woman as nice and beautiful as you.”
 
   Caroline didn’t know what to say to that. She hadn’t looked in a mirror in ages but suspected she looked awful. Since she wasn’t getting out of bed any time soon, she didn’t have to worry about it for a while. Maybe Jones would change the subject again. He seemed to pick up on her mood pretty quickly. He and Crunch were good at that. Very high emotional intelligence.
 
   “Gabe’s gonna want to talk to you,” he said. “About secret stuff.”
 
   “What kind of stuff?”
 
   He lowered his voice to a dramatic whisper. “About the movement. He talks about that shit all the time. How do you think we got you out of there?”
 
   Her spirits lifted. Maybe their numbers were larger. Maybe there was a network. Maybe there were other people. Some sort of Underground Railroad of political activists waiting to take her somewhere she could truly be safe. “You had help?”
 
   “No.” His voice faltered a little, the disappointment evident. Maybe he wasn’t as in the loop as he wanted to be. “But Gabe’s been poking around on websites and stuff. He’s hoping you can help us get the fuck out of here, go someplace where we can do something.”
 
   It struck her as odd that a few ragtag misfits could get her out of a government facility without anyone figuring it out. “You didn’t have any help at all?”
 
   The disappointment quickly turned to pride. “Nope. Did it all on our own.” He tilted his head. “We’re just that skilled, lady.”
 
   Or that crazy. She liked his cockiness. He’d need it if they were going to get anywhere. “But how-”
 
   “Don’t ask. I promised not to tell.” His expression darkened. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. Let it go. You got enough shit to deal with right now.”
 
   Well, that sounded ominous. He had a point. Busted up hands, torn up back, stitched up stomach...and all the other things she didn’t want to think about. The people. Bob and Ellie and Katie and Jen. Her emotions were already on high alert. She wouldn’t want to know how everything had gone down. 
 
   “Okay,” she whispered.
 
   “How ya feeling, though? I know those hands are sore but Gabe thinks that you’ll be able to use them all right. You were in pretty bad shape when we brought you in here.”
 
   No shit. Her abdomen, though rather numb, felt okay. Her stomach gurgled but didn’t appear to be in unusual condition. Her ribs and back hurt, as did her nose and cheekbones, but it could have been worse. 
 
   “Did you help Crunch and Gabe fix me up?”
 
   “Kinda.” He laughed. “I’m not all that skilled with the medical stuff, you know? You’re real lucky that blade didn’t go any deeper. I mean-” He stopped. “Sorry. I bet you don’t want to talk about that.”
 
   His mention of it triggered another set of disturbing flashbacks that she immediately pushed aside. She’d have to work on that. “No. I don’t.”
 
   “Then we won’t,” he said breezily. “Whaddaya want to talk about?”
 
   Anything but The Fed. She didn’t want to think about that place ever again. Caroline stared at the empty bottle in his hand. “Do you want to get another beer first?”
 
   “I could stand to have another.” He stood up. “You want something else while I’m upstairs?”
 
   She’d nibbled on the cheese as they chatted and it appeared to be sitting well. “Maybe some more crackers? And juice?” Christ, she had the appetite of a toddler. Hopefully that would improve.
 
   He smiled at her. “Sure.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   It didn’t take long for him to run up the stairs and down again. Caroline envied his energy. His strength. The ease with which he was able to move around. 
 
   Jones slid onto the chair next to the bed and put her food on the side table. “Let’s get to it. Gabe and Crunch will be down at some point so if you want me to tell you their secrets we need to act now.”
 
   His humor was endearing but her practical questions were a more pressing concern. “How long have I been here?” Caroline asked.
 
   Jones paused, mentally calculating his answer. “I dunno. A couple of weeks? You’ve been out of it for a while. You were struggling the first couple of days and we weren’t sure if you were going to pull through.”
 
   Delirium. That rang a bell. Two weeks was a long time for her to be sitting in a hospital bed without moving around. Not that she hadn’t done it before. She seemed in remarkably good condition.  
 
   “Crunch took care of you most of the time,” Jones said. “Doing, you know, the, um, awkward stuff.”
 
   Caroline blushed. She had a catheter and didn’t have any bedsores, so Crunch’s best efforts had been largely successful. She didn’t want to pursue that topic at all. “I’ll have to thank him.”
 
   “You don’t gotta worry about him touching you weird or nothing. He’s a fag.”
 
   Her head shot over to him. A slur, the trigger she didn’t need. Even if he’d said it in an affectionate tone. “Don’t ever use that word in front of me,” she snapped.
 
   Jones was taken aback. “Sorry. He uses it all the time. I didn’t think-”
 
   “It’s deeply offensive.” Caroline gave him a stern look. “You should know better.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “How would you feel if someone used a derogatory term for people of color in front of you?”
 
   He smiled slightly. “I’d kick their ass.”
 
   “So there you go.” She returned his smile. “For future reference, you probably don’t want to use nasty words to describe women, either.”
 
   He laughed. “I don’t ever do that.”
 
   “Good. Because I’d kick your ass for that.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it, even if you are sitting in a hospital bed. Don’t like those slang words for black folks, either. Never said them myself.”
 
   Caroline thought back on their earlier conversation. “I have a vague memory of listening to some jail calls you made when you were much younger than you are now. I beg to differ with that statement.”
 
   He looked a little ashamed. “What I meant to say was, I don’t use them anymore.”
 
   “Well,” she said. “Good.”
 
   It took him a while before he made eye contact with her again. “Whaddaya say we talk about stupid shit for a while? I’ve had a long night.”
 
   They’d get back to the deep stuff soon enough, and inane conversation seemed like the best way to regain her mojo. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stay awake, anyway. “You’re on.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline and Jones chatted about trivial topics for another couple of hours before he went upstairs to get some sleep. She felt badly that she’d kept him so long. She’d have to remember that he and Gabe worked an overnight shift. But she’d been asleep for so long that she wanted to talk to someone. Anyone. 
 
   She found herself revived by their conversation. Jones made her laugh a few times and insisted she call him by his nickname, which sounded friendly and playful, so she agreed. Once he went upstairs she nodded off for a bit. When she woke up Crunch was sitting next to her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. “I must have fallen asleep.”
 
   He smiled. “You might do that again from time to time. I bet you’re exhausted.”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “You don’t have to rush into anything. We’re here for whatever you need.”
 
   He and Jones kept saying that and their actions had more than backed up their words. She knew he wasn’t blowing smoke. “Thanks.”
 
   Crunch had an amused expression on his face. “I hear you laid into Jonesie for calling me a fag.”
 
   Caroline shrugged, then winced. She’d been emboldened by the past few hours of borderline human functioning and had forgotten that she was in pretty terrible physical shape. That amount of movement had been a serious mistake. “I did.”
 
   He rubbed her shoulder gently. “It’s not a big deal. I should have told you.”
 
   “Your sexual orientation is none of my business.”
 
   “He wanted to let you know that you can trust us. We aren’t going to do anything bad to you.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. “I know.” She had a feeling about these men. They would make sure that no harm would come to her. She just hadn’t figured out why they were doing it.
 
   “I use that word myself,” Crunch explained. “He probably didn’t realize it would set you off like that.”
 
   “The two of us might have had a nice discussion about reclaiming language,” Caroline said. 
 
   She wondered if that was what drove him off to bed. It had gotten a little intense. They hadn’t argued but they both felt passionately about social issues, agreeing on most major points. It had been a most enlightening conversation.
 
   Crunch smiled. “Jonesie’s no dummy. He might talk a good game but he’s a smart guy. Not sure if he can keep up with you but I bet he tried.”
 
   Caroline smiled back at him. “He did. He also said that if I wanted to piss you off, I should call you Sebastian.”
 
   He made a face. “Don’t call me that. Don’t call him Marcus, either.”
 
   She made a mental note to keep that gem in her back pocket for later. “Why don’t you guys like your names? They’re nice. And they suit you.”
 
   “Jonesie just doesn’t like his, for whatever reason. Sounds too old school for him, I think.”
 
   “What about you? Sebastian is a beautiful name. Why wouldn’t you want to call yourself that?”
 
   “I won’t bore you with all the details, but I’ll give you a little something else. Want to know why people call me Crunch?”
 
   She could go for a good story. It meant she could rest her voice. “Yes.”
 
   “I was a pretty scrawny kid,” he explained. “I grew up tall and lanky, never all that comfortable in my own skin. When I was in junior high I realized I wasn’t into girls. It didn’t help that I was really devoted to books, art, you know, all the ‘soft’ stuff. Not a big sports fan, either.” He paused. “It was hard for me. I had some friends I thought I could trust and I came out to them near the end of the spring. They told the entire school.”
 
   “How old are you?” Caroline asked.
 
   “I’m twenty-eight.”
 
   She calculated backwards. “Huh,” she said. “Nice friends you had.”
 
   “Yeah. I try not to think about that. I thought we’d made progress in the past couple of decades but-” He bit his thumbnail.
 
   Caroline knew what he was going to say. All that progress had been wiped away. Unless they’d imagined some of it. Maybe hearts and minds hadn’t changed as much as the law. She didn’t want to divert their conversation so she used a standard lawyer technique for when a witness got sidetracked. “What happened after that?” she asked.
 
   “The guys in my class were assholes,” Crunch said. “I got beat up a lot. No one really did anything about it. I knew I had to learn to stand up for myself. There was this guy who gave boxing lessons in my apartment building. After the school year ended I asked him to teach me. Didn’t take us long to figure out that I’d found something athletic I was really good at. I worked at it all summer and was at a stage in my life where my body developed accordingly.” He laughed at the expression on Caroline’s face. “As you can see, it kept responding as I got older.”
 
   Her eyes widened as he flexed his arms. Now that she took a good look, he was stacked. “Yes. I can see that quite clearly.”
 
   His cheeks reddened, just a little. “I came back to school and the classmates who had fucked with me learned real quick they couldn’t push me around anymore. I started hanging out with a new group of guys who ended up being my best buddies in high school. They didn’t care about all that macho crap.”
 
   “I’m sure it didn’t hurt that you could beat the shit out of them,” she said.
 
   “No, it didn’t. They were great friends. One of the hardest parts of going underground was having to leave without telling them goodbye.”
 
   He was staring down at his hands. She knew better than to ask him the details. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. We all make choices. It’s safer for me here. And it’s better for them not to be around me.”
 
   Caroline swallowed back tears. She didn’t want to think about why she and Crunch were safer holed up in a basement than wandering the streets of the most powerful nation in the world. “Sebastian is the patron saint of athletes,” she said. “Maybe the name suits you better than you think. And you never specifically explained why they call you Crunch.”
 
   “That started my last year of junior high,” Crunch said. “Got it from the noise that came when my fist connected with a bully’s nose.”
 
   She was familiar with the sound of broken bones. But she was glad he got his. “You were good at what you did, I guess.”
 
   Crunch sat up proudly. “Still am.”
 
   “Can you teach me to box?”
 
   He cracked his knuckles. “That’s the plan. You got any background in self-defense?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “You have a ways to go before we start,” he said. “You have to gain a little weight and a lot of strength before we even consider training you.”
 
   “We?”
 
   He grinned. “You think Jonesie doesn’t know how to fight? Gabe is the brains. We’re the brawn.”
 
   Caroline would have to hassle Jones about that later. “The two of you. Hell on wheels, I suspect.”
 
   “We want you to be as safe as possible,” he said seriously. “Part of that will be schooling you on the finer points of how to fight dirty.”
 
   She grinned at him. Something to look forward to. “I like the sound of that.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Gabe didn’t come to see her until early the next morning, after he and Jones got home from work. She wasn’t sure how to react when she saw him. Jones and Crunch had spoken of him with such respect and reverence that she had pictured an older man. Wearing a business suit, maybe carrying a paper and a glass of scotch. A silly image since she knew he worked at The Fed with Jonesie. Caroline could hardly be expected not to let her mind drift every once in a while. To other things, other times. Other people. Husbands, in particular.
 
   Gabe was in his early thirties with dark blond hair and brown eyes, with a nice guy look she’d never been able to fully articulate. He looked nervous. When he sat down in the chair next to her bed, his hands were shaking.
 
   “Hi,” he said, smiling at her.
 
   Caroline recognized that kind of smile. She hadn’t received it very often over the course of her life but she knew what it meant. And she hadn’t expected it from any of the men in this house. Shit. He liked her. Like liked her. Broken nose, splinted fingers, stitched up and scarred body and all. 
 
   What. The. Fuck. No wonder he’d been avoiding her. Oh, she was going to have to nip that in the bud, and fast. Maybe pointing out the obvious would calm him down. 
 
   “You must be Gabe,” she said.
 
   He smiled again. “Guess I’m the only one you haven’t met.”
 
   If her math was correct, yes. “You got me out.”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “It was my pleasure.”
 
   His hands weren’t shaking anymore but he couldn’t hide the fact that he thought he was in over his head. Maybe she could get him to relax a little faster by asking the hard questions. 
 
   “How long was I in there?” she asked. “Do you know?”
 
   He looked like he didn’t want to answer the question. “I’m not sure. Maybe a couple of weeks. It’s the middle of March now.”
 
   She and Jack had started running at the beginning of February. Barely a day later she’d been caught. “A couple of weeks?” she echoed. It had seemed so much longer than that.
 
   Gabe clearly didn’t care for the topic. “We had to wait until things were nearing the, uh, end before we got you out. That was February 28, I think.”
 
   Oh, she wasn’t concerned about actual dates. She just needed to regain her bearings. She must have been delirious for a long time if that many days had passed. “It’s March already?”
 
   “Cold and nasty as hell but yeah.” 
 
   He was still giving her that look. She didn’t want to think about The Fed. Not now. Not ever. She wished the guys would stop mentioning it. Caroline had multiple reasons to change the subject and there was no sense in wasting time. She needed to make things clear. 
 
   “Jonesie says you want to talk to me about secret squirrel stuff,” she said.
 
   He laughed shortly. “I guess so.”
 
   What did he know? Was he connected to anyone? Maybe he knew the same people she did, knew all the passageways and codes. Knew the most important person, the one who’d never broken a promise to her, ever. A small spark of hope rose out of the ash, one that hadn’t occurred to her in her earlier, muddled state. 
 
   “Did my husband send you to rescue me?” Caroline asked.
 
   Gabe averted his gaze. He must have known she would ask him that. As soon as he broke eye contact she had her answer. Her momentary flash of faith crumbled away.
 
   “No,” he said.
 
   He’s dead. Let it go. The fire was gone. She had to throw some water on it and move on. “Are you part of the Underground?”
 
   “Marginally. I’ve heard rumblings about some people, some activities. But I haven’t, I mean, it sounds like no one’s heard from him, so no one knows if he-”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” she said. Caroline didn’t want to talk about Jack. Not with Gabe. Not when it reminded her that he was gone. “How much do you know about…things?”
 
   “A little, from what I’ve heard online. Rumors in the wind. Stuff from The Fed.”
 
   In other words, not much. That was discouraging. “What is it you want from me?”
 
   He tripped over his next words, like he’d been practicing them in front of the mirror without success. “We want to help you get better. Then we want to get you someplace safe. We all want to get someplace safe.”
 
   A little illumination. He thought she had the answer to that question. “Where would that be?” she asked.
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me that.”
 
   She could tell from his demeanor that his information was severely limited. It wasn’t fair to judge him for that. Or maybe she could. Just a little. Because if he’d had the guts to get her out, she had hoped he was a little more plugged in. This was not a good development. 
 
   “You want me to tell you where the rebels are,” she said.
 
   Gabe shifted in his chair. “I guess.”
 
   Caroline lifted up her bandaged arms, gesturing to her stomach. “I can tell you some of what I know, but we won’t be going there for a while.”
 
   “I know. You’re going to take a while to recover from all of your injuries, particularly the broken bones. I put the splints on your hands.”
 
   She’d never really looked at them, but when his eyes drifted to the bandages hers did as well. Two solid splints. Fresh dressings on her wrists. His handiwork was comparable to the care she’d received after she’d been shot in the arm. In other words, pretty damned impressive. 
 
   “You did a decent job,” she said.
 
   “I’m a registered nurse. Don’t use my training much anymore, but I do all right.”
 
   No doctors, but they had a nurse. Good to know. “Do you think I’ll be able to use them again? My hands, I mean.”
 
   “Fingers usually heal pretty well.”
 
   A nice evasive answer. He hadn’t relaxed enough to be straight with her. That would have to change. “I wasn’t asking about generalities. What about my fingers?”
 
   “You might lose some mobility but as long as you can hold a gun-”
 
   Yeah yeah yeah. They wanted her armed. Partially disabled but armed. “I know. That’s all I need, right?”
 
   “We want you to be able to defend yourself.”
 
   “Crunch said he and Jonesie are going to teach me to fight.”
 
   “They will. And they’ll do a damn good job.”
 
   Caroline had to give him credit. He had an answer ready for everything, even if it wasn’t entirely truthful. “What about you?” she asked. “What’s your job? Aside from patching us up when we get hurt.”
 
   Gabe smiled again. “I’m your cruise director, planning all your activities and helping coordinate our travel routes. I just need a little input from you. But it can wait. We want you to get better first.”
 
   “Okay,” she said. “Let’s work on that. And take a breath. Being around me isn’t that bad.”
 
   He hung his head a little. “Is that how I’ve been acting?”
 
   “You seem a little jumpy. Unless you’re that way all the time.”
 
   Gabe twisted his fingers together. “Do you know what the government would do if they found you in my house?”
 
   She shuddered. “I have a vague idea.”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Can I be honest with you?”
 
   About fucking time. “Please.”
 
   “I’ve always admired you,” he said. “This is a little nerve-racking for me.”
 
   “I’m just a person,” she said. “There’s no need to be nervous.” 
 
   He laughed. “Easy for you to say. I’ve got a lot of competing emotions right now.”
 
   Okay, that was a little funny. “Pretend I’m one of your patients.” 
 
   “I’ll try,” he said. “You need anything?” 
 
   I need my fucking life back. Caroline bit her tongue. She had to be careful not to say things like that out loud. “Go get something to eat. I bet you’re starving.”
 
   His stomach growled on cue and he chuckled. “It can wait a minute. I need to talk to you about one more thing first.”
 
   She didn’t like the way that sounded. “You don’t seem too pleased about it.”
 
   “It’s not a big deal,” he said. “But I’m starting to plan our trip and I can’t spend too much time online coordinating it. So I need your help.”
 
   “Don’t you have a firewall?” Caroline asked. How else could he have tapped into the Underground? 
 
   “I do,” he said. “Now that you and Crunch are here, I’m trying to stay away from that stuff. I’ve got one contact and we speak in code, and that’s it.” 
 
   “What do you need from me?” she asked warily. 
 
   “You’ll need a new name,” he said. “A new identity. All of us do. We aren’t taking any chances.”
 
   She’d figured that much out. “What else?”
 
   “We’ll change your eye color, maybe bleach your hair. Even out the cut. Make it look neater.” He gave her the once over. “I think that’ll be enough.”
 
   Could he tell she was itching to get out of bed? She’d been doing some stretches, trying to regain some strength. Managed to walk to the bathroom a few times. The kind of insignificant action that now seemed a grand victory. She didn’t have nearly enough energy to think about moving around any more than that. Pain was her constant companion along with the fatigue she couldn’t shake. Bed to bathroom and back. That was the extent of what she could handle, and she needed help to do it. She hated feeling weak.
 
   She’d looked in the mirror in the bathroom earlier in the day. A grievous error. She was almost unrecognizable. Face gray and gaunt. Circles under her eyes. She looked old. Not giving a shit about the healing process, she wrenched the splint off her nose so quickly that she probably undid any good it had done. Aside from everything else that was wrong with her, she was stuck with an almost completely transformed face. Facial structure could change as a person aged, but these alterations had been brought on by more than time. They’d been rendered by fists and guns and walls and elbows. 
 
   Contacts and lighter hair would be enough. With a crooked nose and sunken cheekbones along with blond hair and eyes that were anything but brown, she wouldn’t look a damn thing like herself. 
 
   “I think you’re right,” she said. “Crunch and I can work on the hair. I need to cut it better anyway. He said he was going to help me shape it up.”
 
   Gabe stared at her again, in that way that made her feel uncomfortable. He wasn’t overly attentive or creepily attached to her; she just wasn’t accustomed to being looked at as if she were an actual woman. As if anyone would find her attractive. But he did. 
 
   “We’ll need a photo, too,” he said. “For the IDs. The rest of us have ours but I didn’t have one of you.”
 
   Maybe that was why he’d been so hesitant. Maybe he knew how much she hated looking at herself. She’d tolerated campaign head shots and family photos but had never been a big fan of driver’s license and passport pictures. Getting in front of a camera and pretending to look happy was more than she could handle. But she’d do it if she had to. For the guys. They were counting on her to help them get out of this place, and she fucking owed them. Even if she had to suppress every urge to scream or cry or yell out in anger, she’d do it.
 
   “I can handle that,” she said.
 
   “We don’t need it yet,” Gabe said. “Once you’re up and moving we’ll formulate a plan. It’ll take a while for me to get things taken care of.”
 
   He didn’t need to specify. Black markets had always existed and they were likely more prevalent now. And more expensive. She didn’t want the details. 
 
   So many things she didn’t want to know. So much oppression, so much greed, so many illegal acts that were necessary to get around a system that was equally corrupt. She’d already done so many things she never thought she’d do, and eventually she’d be asked to do even more. Skirting her ethics to maintain her values. Lying in order to get to the truth. Breaking the law to defend it. 
 
   “I understand,” she said.
 
   “All right,” Gabe said. “Get some rest, and we’ll figure it out as we go along.”
 
   Caroline let her head sink into the pillow. The road ahead of her was long and rest seemed like a great idea. She closed her eyes. She could do this. She could overcome this shit. Even if it took the rest of her life. A glass half full thought. An unexpectedly optimistic determination from a woman stuck in a hospital bed in a poorly lit basement in a house on the edge of the nation’s capital, who was always one step away from being recaptured or killed. One single, solitary positive thought. But she’d focus on it anyway, because it was all she had.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   The Safe House
 
   It took months for her to regain any sort of strength. Months of embarrassing setbacks, of needing to ask for help, of continuing to struggle with simple tasks like feeding herself or getting up to go to the bathroom. Crunch stepped in whenever she asked or whenever he thought she needed assistance, and never complained once. Their bond grew as time passed. 
 
   Caroline learned not to let the details bother her. Not to focus on the whos and wheres and whys and hows. All her questions could eventually be answered. She’d always been the type of person who needed every bit of information in order to make a decision, whether it involved handling a case or voting on legislation or even deciding what to order for dinner. But she let that part of her go. 
 
   She was starting to understand why there were more followers than leaders. Why people would go with the flow and not question the reasons why. It was easier to trust when you didn’t have the luxury to think about the drawbacks.
 
   She didn’t talk much, but Crunch did. He’d regale her with stories of growing up in Columbia Heights, an area of Washington that Caroline knew well but never spent much time in. He’d make her laugh or keep it serious depending on how he felt she was doing. He’d push her, but never too hard. She was continually strapped of energy but he’d help her walk around the basement day after day in an effort to regain her stamina.
 
   She slept almost all the time aside from that. Partly from fatigue and partly from what had to be depression. Crunch never asked her about The Fed and she didn’t volunteer information. Best to forget everything that had happened. There were times when she was so blinded by pain that she’d almost forget the reasons behind it. It was easier to clear her mind, try not to think about anything relating to her old life. She’d left that part of her behind and moved on to something else.
 
   Jones and Gabe went to that horrible place night after night, coming home in the wee morning hours. They hadn’t decided when they would quit; there was too much heat to do it without waiting until closer to the holiday season. Gabe hadn’t asked her about the trip or the rebellion again, mumbling something about how she needed to get into better shape first. Caroline wanted to get the fuck out of Washington and get some goddamn answers. That meant eating better, building muscle, and making herself moderately presentable. 
 
   It was September before she had the ability to start recapturing her previous form. Six arduous months of anger and pain. She thought she’d be happier about reaching a turning point, but she wasn’t. Every step forward was another reminder that she was starting miles behind the life she used to have.
 
   Her fingers had healed. Maybe that wasn’t the most appropriate word. They were almost as crooked as her nose. She could move them just fine but they ached at inopportune times and didn’t lay flat when she placed her palms against a hard surface. Her stomach bore no ill effects from the knife wound, though the scar remained. 
 
   She kept rubbing her wrists in the useless hope that she could make those wounds disappear. They seemed like the sort of thing that she could force into nonexistence. Put some healing lotion on them and forget about it. The rope burn. The handcuff scars. The number tattooed on her forearm. Unnerving remnants of her captivity.
 
   The slightly raised welts on her back brushed against her shirt with the tiniest movement. She hated to look at them. She’d catch glimpses as she got out of the shower. Buckle marks and deep red scratches that might have faded with proper treatment lingered as a permanent reminder that she’d been whipped both literally and figuratively. 
 
   Caroline didn’t have a choice when it came to her face. Or most of her body. Her time at The Fed and weeks of fever had strapped her not only of energy but of muscle mass and weight. She was skinny for the first time in her life. Too skinny. And generally unhealthy. That would have to change.
 
   But today was a big day. Her first day upstairs. She finally had enough chutzpah and strength to climb the basement stairs into the living room. She and Crunch would be taking it easy – watching TV, reading, and doing whatever they could to keep themselves occupied, since she wasn’t quite ready to start her training. And she’d been promised an upstairs bedroom. Caroline had protested at first. Crunch had been there longer. He deserved whatever space was up there. But he disagreed, saying he’d enjoy having some privacy in the basement. Then he laughed and she knew he was being sincere.
 
   She’d have to take steps to protect herself. Wouldn’t spend much time near the windows, wouldn’t answer the door, wouldn’t step out into the backyard. The blinds and curtains were always shut, in keeping with the other houses on the block. She wouldn’t be throwing them open to greet the day. Wouldn’t sit in the sun relaxing. Wouldn’t do anything to let the neighbors know there was a mysterious woman in the house. 
 
   But to have privacy again. The thought was almost enough to make her giddy. To get rid of that hospital bed and be able to curl up with a book or anything else and just exist. She was desperate to regain the sense that she had something that belonged only to her.
 
   At Gabe’s insistence, there was a lock on the inside of the bedroom door. And a nightlight inside. Caroline had already decided to leave the lamp on the nightstand lit whenever she slept. Even if she wanted to be alone, darkness was a step she wasn’t willing to take.
 
   The prospect of moving on to a new and different part of her recovery was enough to get her up those stairs, ever so slowly. Crunch gave her a short tour. There wasn’t much to the house. Three small bedrooms, a living room, a dining room, a bathroom, and a kitchen. Pretty standard for a home of its age. 
 
   He grinned at her when they settled onto the couch in the living room. “Feels pretty good, huh?”
 
   It was amazing how something as simple as climbing a flight of stairs could be so empowering. “Yeah,” she said. “You come up here much?”
 
   “Not really. I fix our meals here and stuff but I’m much more comfortable downstairs.”
 
   She didn’t want to tell him that she’d already picked up on that. “Why is that?”
 
   He shrugged. “Dunno. It’s not my house but downstairs feels like it’s mine. My parents’ apartment was tiny and the spaces I rented in D.C. before I moved here were nothing special.” He let out a little laugh. “Even tucked next to the laundry room, my place is fucking huge.”
 
   She’d seen his bedroom. It was pretty damn small. Yet another reminder that perspective was everything. “Now the entire basement is yours.”
 
   He patted her shoulder. “You’ve done good so far. Gonna keep improving. It’s better for you to be up here.”
 
   She’d have to wait and see about that last part. “Every day is a winding road,” she said.
 
   “I kept all the books I read to you,” he said. “If you’d like to put them in your room.”
 
   She only remembered bits and pieces of The Order of the Phoenix. “How many are there?” she asked.
 
   Crunch’s expression brightened. He enjoyed literature. “Oh, I breezed through Harry Potter once I started. I read you the first four and was in the middle of the fifth when you woke up but we’ve got copies of all of them.” He laughed. “And I read to you from The Decameron. Jesus Christ, that was boring as fuck but Gabe said he read somewhere that you liked it.”
 
   Caroline bit her lip. She remembered dreaming about a piano playing. Now she realized it had been much, much more. “I do,” she whispered, praying that he would switch topics. 
 
   Crunch leaned back on the couch. “You know, I’ve done almost all the talking since we’ve been hanging out together. You feel comfortable changing that?”
 
   No. But it was easier to lie than to walk away from him. He seemed so excited about the idea. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I guess so,” she said.
 
   “Good, because I’ve got loads of questions for you that I’ve been dying to ask.” He mimed unrolling a scroll of paper, and she couldn’t help but smile. 
 
   “Fire away,” she said. “Clearly this has been on your mind for a while.”
 
   He cleared his throat. “I think nicknames can reveal a lot about a person. Both the ones people give them and the ones they give to others.” Crunch cocked his head at Caroline, holding out a pretend microphone. “Do you have any?”
 
   It didn’t matter that he was being glib. That he was trying to keep her in a good mood. His words triggered something inside her that she’d been suppressing for months. Pain had given her something to focus on, something to distract her. Something to keep her from thinking about the past. When she’d been struggling to move around she had shed no tears, only throwing around a few curse words. His innocuous question broke the dam. Caroline closed her eyes tightly, hearing Jack’s voice in the back of her mind.
 
   “Nicknames are a big step. Do you have any?”
 
   She tried not to think about anyone else. Caroline blinked and smiled at Crunch, shrugging her shoulders. She had to focus on anything other than the past. Clear her mind. Keep it a blank slate. “Nope,” she said. “I’m pretty boring.”
 
   Crunch smiled back at her. “I guess I’m stuck with just plain Caroline.”
 
   “Guess you are, unless you can think of something a little more snappy.” Her attempts to channel her thoughts into safe directions failed, and her tone didn’t sound nearly as light as she hoped it would. She had to get out of that room as quickly as possible, even if it hurt Crunch’s feelings. Caroline kept the smile on her face. “Will you excuse me for a moment?” 
 
   His smile turned to an expression of concern. “Sure.”
 
   She lurched toward the bathroom the best she could, in no condition to move swiftly. She shut the door behind her, locking it.
 
   “Christine’s husband Tom calls me ‘Punky.’”
 
   She grabbed a hand towel hanging on a rack and pressed it to her lips, stifling a sob. She turned the overhead vent on for good measure, trying not to hyperventilate.
 
   “You call Representative Sullivan ‘Chrissy’?”
 
   “She’s one of my best friends but I don’t know how I get away with it. She would smack the hell out of anyone else who called her that, except her husband.”
 
   Caroline practically stuffed the towel into her mouth, leaning against the door and sinking to the floor, willing herself to calm down.
 
   “It would be my honor to give you away, sunshine.”
 
   No. She had to stop thinking about them. Thinking about Jack and Chrissy and Tom was bad enough. She couldn’t-
 
   “Don’t tell them anything, Ellie. Understand?”
 
   Not The Fed. She needed to pretend that place didn’t exist. Forget everything that happened there. Everything she’d lost. Everyone-
 
   “Katie. Don’t call me anything else. And call her Jen. Genevieve sounds so pretentious.”
 
   She couldn’t stop them. She tried but they kept coming. She’d bat them back and they swelled forward no matter what she did.
 
    “You called me Monty before. Did you notice that?”
 
   Caroline cried out, telling herself to stop, but nothing worked. All the memories she’d spent months trying to quash were suddenly knocking around inside her mind, and the stuff she was anxious to remember floated away. She started rocking back and forth on the tile. Not Jack. She didn’t want to think about him. Or about anyone else precious to her.
 
    “Be good, Feef. You’re my favorite munchkin.”
 
    “I love you, my Mo Mo.”
 
   She hated herself. Hated that she didn’t have the strength to forget, hated that she was such a goddamn weakling, hated that she’d singlehandedly annihilated so many lives with her blind stupidity. She’d tried so hard to let go of that guilt and it now roared at her with a vengeance. Served her right considering everything she’d done. Caroline jerked at her hair, hard enough that she yelped in surprised pain. The towel dropped to the floor. She heard a soft knock at the door.
 
   “You okay in there?” Crunch asked.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, thankful she kept her voice steady. “Just another minute.” 
 
   She ran her fingers through her hair, trying to regain control. She must have been in there longer than she thought if Crunch had come to check on her. She stood up shakily and looked in the mirror, seeing that same, almost unrecognizable reflection gazing wearily back at her. A mess of puckered skin, scabs, and scars with a busted up face to boot. Caroline put her head in her hands.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You’ll never know how sorry I am. I never meant to hurt any of you.” She ran the water for a moment, letting it trickle through her fingers, using it to scrub the tear streaks from her cheeks. She put the towel back on the rack and opened the door.
 
   Crunch looked worried. “You sure you’re okay?”
 
   She’d never be okay. Not with the ghosts of the past dogging her every step. She had to do a better job of trying to leave them behind. Caroline shook her head up and down, knowing he wasn’t buying her fake enthusiasm. Not when it was so obvious that she’d been crying. “Fantastic. Want to watch a movie?” 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   They were sitting on the couch watching The Legend of Billie Jean. A movie featuring two of her favorite Slaters, Helen and Christian. Just the sort of distraction she needed. Totally anti-establishment while being totally fluffy at the same time. 
 
   “Have you seen this before?” Caroline asked.
 
   Crunch smiled at her. “No. But I’ve heard of it. I appreciate the classics.”
 
   Caroline tried to think. Simple things like backwards math took more time than she cared to admit. “This movie came out before you were born, didn’t it?”
 
   “Yup.” His smile got a little more obnoxious. “Don’t get all upset or anything, but you’re the oldest person in this house by far.”
 
   Her early September birthday had passed with nary a mention. Just the way she wanted it. “I’m only fourteen years older than you. And you’re still a baby.”
 
   He chortled. “Hardly. I am the youngest one here, though. Don’t forget it.”
 
   Caroline tugged at her uneven hair and looked at the TV. Helen Slater’s character had just cut her hair. “See, that’s what I need. A nice aggressive haircut.”
 
   Crunch looked remorseful. “I feel pretty guilty about that appalling cut you have now. I couldn’t get the tangles out, no matter how hard I tried.” He looked back at the TV. “You really want your hair styled like that?”
 
   “Why not?” Caroline asked. “New life, new hair. I need to bleach it too.”              
 
   “You’re going blond?”
 
   She and Gabe had agreed to it. “They have more fun. So I’ve been told.”
 
   He eyed her thoughtfully. “I can make it work, if you trust me.”
 
   “Now you’re a hairstylist, too?”
 
   “No. But I can try.”
 
   She knew he’d do his best with a high quality eighties movie to guide him. “I trust you.”
 
   “It’ll be easier when you’re alert and awake.”
 
   “And sitting upright in a chair?”
 
   Crunch laughed. “You don’t want to be prone in a bed when I hack at your head?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said. “I’d prefer not.”
 
   “Do you want me to get out Pat Benatar’s Greatest Hits to inspire you while I do my work?”
 
   Caroline gave him a sly look. “Invincible” was one of her favorite motivational songs. “You have seen this movie before. Dirty liar.”
 
   “Honey, if we weren’t liars and thieves you wouldn’t be here.”
 
   Didn’t she know it. “Does this mean we can watch more Christian Slater movies?”
 
   “I’ve got Gleaming the Cube cued up and ready to go,” he said. “I know all the great movies for disaffected youth. I was once one myself.”
 
   She laughed. She could get through this. She just had to keep from thinking about anything too substantive. “Weren’t we all.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Movies and popcorn weren’t enough to distract her, no matter how hard Caroline tried. That night the dreams started. Or nightmares, more appropriately. It didn’t take much after that. The wind blowing a certain way. The expression on Crunch’s face when he told a joke. A phrase or a word used by Jonesie or Gabe. 
 
   She dreaded the night. Bad things happened at night. Not only because of the never-ending darkness, even though she always left the lamp on…but because of what she saw when she fell asleep. She was trapped – caught between the nightmares that made her scream and the memories that made her weep. Tormented and bombarded with both, neither was an agreeable alternative. The memories that comforted her at the Fed now shook her awake with pangs of guilt so deep she thought they would cut her open. 
 
   “Where’s Katie?”
 
   “She’s dead. How many times are you going to make me say it?”
 
   She’d find herself screaming out in the middle of the darkness for Bob or Ellen or Jen or Katie. Or Jack. Every nightmare snapped one of the few rubber bands holding her together. There was one in particular that stalked her night after night, and it always ended with a gunshot echoing in her head.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Jenny. Please forgive me.”
 
   “You’re not the one who’ll need forgiveness. I love you. I could never hate you. Ever. I’ll hug Katie for you.”
 
   She’d killed one of her best friends. It didn’t matter that someone else had pulled the trigger. How could that be forgiven? Jen’s words didn’t matter, sweet though they sounded. Caroline knew the truth. So many people had suffered because of her. Because she’d done too much, or too little. It didn’t matter anymore. She learned not to sleep. Or to sleep as lightly as possible. 
 
   Being awake was oftentimes as bad as drifting off. Nothing could save her from the images in her mind. Of what had happened in the woods or at The Fed or before she’d made all the terrible decisions that left her with an unknown and unhappy future.
 
   “Those are mine! They belong to me!”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry. You’ll be with your children soon enough. I think we’ve had enough fun for today, though. Don’t you?”
 
   Fucking Murdock. And those fucking guards. She wanted to forget their voices, and forced herself to focus on whatever she could. The repetitious exercises she did to gain strength. How many pushups she could do without stopping. How many steps she’d taken on the treadmill that morning. She’d repeat them in her head as she lay in bed, counting them silently before she’d lose track and have to start over again. Sometimes it would work and she would drift off into a dreamless sleep, but most of the time it failed. She kept trying.
 
   The day that Crunch evened out her hair and bleached it blond, she bit her lip the entire time. He had to have noticed; he squeezed her shoulder after he was finished and left her in the bathroom alone. She looked in the mirror once he was gone, studying that same crooked nose, that drastically altered appearance. With short blond hair and broken bones, she could take on an entirely new persona. One she didn’t necessarily like. 
 
   She lingered in there for close to an hour before coming out and agreeing to a head shot. It took three requests from Crunch before she broke down and smiled. An empty smile. The kind she’d throw out when she was at some sort of political function she dreaded, or speaking to a colleague who was making it clear that she wasn’t worth his time. She might have been able to force a smile before, but now that she knew what she looked like, really looked like, she had no desire to act happy about it. 
 
   During the day she and Crunch built a routine. Weight training in the morning, light cardio in the afternoon. They did it all in the workout room in the basement, careful not to wake Jonesie and Gabe before they had to go to work.
 
   Caroline came to relish it. She could focus on her technique, her breathing, and her form, carefully avoiding anything too intellectually or emotionally demanding. Going through the motions and improving herself physically while pushing her identity further and further away from the surface. Soon she would no longer exist. Caroline Gerard would be gone and the strange blond haired woman she saw in the mirror every morning would be there to take her place.
 
   Or so she hoped.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nine
 
   The Safe House
 
   Sometimes she’d catch herself doing random things that used to make her happy, like humming songs. College fight songs. Songs she and Jack had danced to. Songs she’d sung to her children. Then she’d realize what she was doing and stop, feeling nothing but shame and guilt. Maybe the songs were too much, the way they triggered memories like that. The way they slashed her open. Sometimes she'd do that, unintentionally flay herself. Unless she was actually doing it on purpose.
 
   She could never hide the sour expression on her face when that happened, and her need for distraction was obvious. The first morning he noticed it, Crunch wasted no time in marching her down to the basement workout area.
 
   He grabbed a soft mat leaning against the wall, unfolded it, and flopped it down on the floor. “I think it’s time we started teaching you to fight. You ready to get started?”
 
   Something new meant something else to keep her occupied. Listening to instructions meant she could focus solely on Crunch’s voice. “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.
 
   “You told me you had some self-defense training. Give me an idea of what I’m working with.”
 
   “Some Krav Maga, other basic tricks. What to do when grabbed from behind, pressure points, how to fight someone off from a prone or kneeling position, that sort of thing.” She grinned. “And I’m quite good at kneeing men in the crotch.”
 
   Crunch grimaced. “We won’t be practicing that one. I’ll take your word for it. Any sparring or other basic boxing techniques?”
 
   “I’ve used a heavy bag.”
 
   He squeezed her bicep. “You were pretty strong at one point, if I can guess. Right? I can see it in your posture. We’re gonna get that tone back.”
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “My h-”
 
   She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t say his name, or even what he was to her. Thinking about Jack and the workout room in their home in Philadelphia made her feel ill. She looked at her feet.
 
   Jack had once told a journalist writing a piece for Men's Health that she could bench press her exact weight. Fortunately she'd been in the room with him at the time and quickly told him not to tell the guy the number of pounds she could lift. Not that she wasn't proud of her strength or ashamed of her weight, because she wasn’t. It seemed too personal, even if it was pretty damn cool to be a woman who could handle free weights. She'd never been interested in that sort of routine but Jack was such a zealously good teacher that he sucked her in. He loved her muscles and wanted to make her stronger.
 
   All that strength had done her no good when push came to shove. Not when she’d been outnumbered or confronted with deadly weapons. She had to regain it anyway.
 
   Crunch put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “We’re gonna get that tone back,” he repeated. 
 
   Caroline took a deep breath. She must have drifted away for a minute. “I’ve done some pretty intense free weight and cardio routines before.”
 
   “You ain’t never worked with me before.” He pointed toward the shabby heavy bag in the corner of the room. “And if you ever need to beat the shit out of that for any reason, none of us are going to stop you.”
 
   A delicate gesture on his part. Crunch hadn’t pushed, yet she knew it was a matter of time before he started pressing her to talk about The Fed. As long as they were training they didn’t have to discuss the difficult stuff. Maybe she could keep him distracted until he forgot. Caroline saluted him. “I read you.”
 
   “I thought you would. Let’s talk more about how we can improve on your previous training. We need to play to your strengths. The time for being dainty and demure is gone. You’re gonna get down and dirty with me.” He winked at her. “Figuratively speaking, of course.”
 
   Light jokes were easy when she knew they wouldn’t be taken seriously. “Why, Crunch. I’m a little disappointed you didn’t mean that literally.”
 
   He laughed. “Stop it. Let’s get cracking already. What’s the most powerful part of your body?”
 
   “I’ve got a decent core,” Caroline said. “And strong legs. Or, I did.”
 
   “All of that will improve with time,” Crunch said. “What do you do with that?”
 
   “I use those muscles against my opponent, right?”
 
   “Right. Any man you face is going to have more upper body strength than you, no matter how much you train. But you can catch him off guard with speed, or movement, or even plain old luck. If a dude tried to take you out and came straight for your head, how would you respond?”
 
   “I’d duck. Use my leg strength to scramble away or push him off of me.”
 
   “Dude wraps his arms around your shoulders from behind, what do you do?”
 
   She mimed her movements to see if she remembered correctly. “Stomp down on his toes, shove both elbows back into his stomach while he’s caught off guard.”
 
   “Best way to break a guy’s nose when he’s on top of you or reaching for you?”
 
   “Palm to the face.”
 
   He smiled again. “Good. That’s a start. Solid defensive techniques. I’m going to teach you how to be the aggressor. We’re gonna have you scratching eyeballs and rupturing eardrums by the time I’m done. Or breaking jaws. Does that work for you?”
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “That works.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Crunch didn’t end up asking about her scars until a couple of weeks into their training. Caroline always wore long sleeves because she hated looking at her arms. The poorly working furnace served as a suitable excuse and no one questioned her clothing choices. She’d sometimes pull her sleeves up when they were working out. An unintentional reflexive move that she undid once she detected it. But she’d forgotten to pull them back down and didn’t even notice until they were upstairs and in the kitchen taking a break.
 
   Crunch reached across the table and touched her left arm. “You feeling all right?”
 
   She yanked her sleeves down. “Fine.”
 
   “I wasn’t sure,” he said. “You rub your wrists a lot and I didn’t know if they hurt or not.”
 
   “My fingers hurt more,” she said, which was the truth. It didn’t sound much better. 
 
   “Do you have much pain?” he asked.
 
   “Not really. I get tired after we work out, but it’s mostly muscular.”
 
   “Oh,” he said. “Good.”
 
   Caroline knew what was coming. “Just ask me and get it over with, okay?”
 
   He stared down at the table. “Do you want to talk about it? The stuff that happened to you?”
 
   “No,” she said curtly.
 
   “It might help,” he said.
 
   She couldn’t think of any scenario in which that statement would be true. “Sebastian, I know you’re trying to help, but I’m not in a place where I want to talk about it.”
 
   Her use of his given name was enough to get his attention. He brought his head back up. “I thought it might help a little. You know, with processing stuff. You can’t bottle that shit up, Caroline.”
 
   Crunch very rarely addressed her by name when they were speaking. The issue had been bothering him if he hadn’t corrected her when she had used his.
 
   “It’s too hard,” she whispered.
 
   “It’ll get harder the longer you wait,” he said.
 
   He needed to stop making sense because that made her feel bad for not telling him anything. “They fucked me up,” she said. “But what they did to me physically was nothing compared to what they did to me emotionally. And I just-” Her voice caught. “I can’t talk about it.” 
 
   Oh God. It was going to happen. Her protective cocoon was about to crumble apart. She was going to start crying, really crying, and she didn’t want to do it in front of him. Caroline covered her eyes with her hand.
 
   Crunch squeezed her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have pushed. Please forgive me.”
 
   Further explanation might keep the tears at bay. “They took people away from me,” she said. “People I cared about. And that hurts more than any knife to the gut or belt on my back.” She shook off his hand and stood up abruptly. “I need to be alone for a while.”
 
   She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He looked incredibly guilty. She could mumble a false reassurance but that would encourage him to raise the topic in the future. Caroline left the room without a word, and he let her.
 
   Crunch never asked her about The Fed again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline didn’t want to think about how much decently rendered fraudulent documents would cost. It took until mid-October for them to show up. Not that she knew the proper timeline for black market items. They now had their golden tickets, as Gabe put it. 
 
   “Welcome to your new life,” he said, handing Caroline a birth certificate, social security card, passport, and driver’s license. All the tools to pretend she was someone else.
 
   “Diana Marie Pascal,” Caroline read.
 
   “I thought you’d like to keep it French,” Gabe told her.
 
   The guy was thoughtful. Very thoughtful. And thorough. “Thanks,” she said.
 
   “Go over the information and memorize it. You never know.”
 
   She looked at the photo Crunch had taken of her. She would force herself to look in the mirror every morning but had a hard time doing it. Caroline could remember quite clearly what she used to look like. Before those assholes fucking destroyed her. But there was no changing it.
 
   “Born in Wausau, Wisconsin,” she noted.
 
   “Can you manage the accent?”
 
   Four years of college in Milwaukee and a childhood in suburban Chicago. She could damn near master any Midwestern affect she wanted. Caroline nodded at him and flipped through the passport. It felt and looked completely legitimate. All that blank space for stamps and she doubted she’d be getting any special visas. 
 
   “Good,” Gabe said. “We wanted to keep things close but far, if you know what I mean.”
 
   It was easier to fake a new identity if it wasn’t that off to begin with. “Why ‘Diana’?” she asked.
 
   “She’s the goddess of the hunt. I thought it sounded empowering.”
 
   Caroline looked at the driver’s license. Just as convincing as the passport. The birth certificate and social security card were spot on, too. Whoever he’d paid to produce these identifying documents had done a phenomenal job. “I see.”
 
   “There is one thing you should know, though.” Gabe sounded worried.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The guys might have taken the name another way. I’m just warning you.”
 
   Jones poked his head in the room, flapping his own passport at her. “Hey, Princess Di!” he said loudly. “Ready to get going on our cross country trip?”
 
   Caroline glared at Gabe. “You gotta be fucking kidding me.” 
 
   Gabe shrugged his shoulders, oblivious to the man in the doorway. “I don’t think he reads a lot of Roman mythology. Despite his mother’s devotion to that part of history.”
 
   She turned back to Jones. She would have a good attitude about this. She would. “Drop the ‘Di’ and we’ll be fine,” she said.
 
   Jones smiled. “I knew it. Tough lady likes the cute nickname. I’ll let Crunch know.”
 
   Caroline shoved the documents into her back pocket. No matter what Jones said, they wouldn’t be leaving Washington for a while. She wanted to accelerate the process as much as possible. “Let’s figure this out,” she said. “I’m sick of spinning my wheels.”
 
   “You gotta get stronger. Crunch will continue to help you train and so will Jonesie, but we’re not going to rush into anything.”
 
   “Tell me what I need to know, then ask me what you need to find out.” 
 
   “The Underground thinks you’re dead,” he said. “I haven’t bothered correcting them.”
 
   He appeared to be willing to answer her questions, and she wasn’t going to waste the opportunity. “What about the general public?” she asked.
 
   Gabe averted his eyes, his standard tactic when he was trying to avoid saying something. “That’s, uh, a little more complicated.”
 
   “Just tell me,” she said.
 
   “The major networks and the Santos Administration are working hand in hand at this point. No one knows if that’s because of the president’s undue influence or because the mainstream media is that easy to manipulate. They showed documents on TV claiming to have proof that your family fled to Europe.”
 
   Family. She tried not to think about it, about them, and forced herself to sound as undaunted as possible. “Why would we do that?”
 
   “Tax evasion. Betraying your country because you wanted to keep all your money. That’s how it’s being played. Rich people not paying their fair share.” 
 
   How clever to cover up a lie with a half-truth. “The public bought this?”
 
   “Apparently so. The Underground knows better.” 
 
   Dare she ask the question again? “What does the Underground think happened to Jack?”
 
   Gabe shifted his gaze. He knew something, but he wasn’t telling.
 
   “Spit it out,” she said.
 
   “No word from him,” he said. “Some people think he was captured, others think he must have been killed.” He stopped. He had seen her face fall. “There’s been nothing positive at all. I’m sorry.”
 
   She had to stop hoping that his answers would change. He’d told her the same thing multiple times and she refused to let go. Maybe it was time to deal with reality.
 
   “There’s something else you should know too,” he said.
 
   He made it sound like there could be something worse than losing her husband or being labeled a traitor. “What’s that?”
 
   “Santos commuted the rest of the sentence for the guy who shot you at the Capitol. Pardoned him too.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Dude is free and clear.”
 
   Caroline clenched her fists. “Dude had a fucking fifty year sentence,” she said.
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   The man pled out so she didn’t have to testify. She didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about him, especially since so much else had happened in the past few years. Because a fifty year sentence was supposed to be fifty actual goddamn years in the federal system. She wanted to scream and yell and cry about injustice and indecency but what did it matter? 
 
   “I see,” she said. 
 
   “Rumor is he may have been involved with the Santos machine from the beginning,” Gabe said. “That the shooting might have been planned.”
 
   Caroline hadn’t heard that rumor. She’d heard about other underhanded and illegal activities tied to the president, but this was news to her. Again, it was all relative. If a would-be congressional assassin was on some secret presidential payroll, the mainstream media would never call attention to it.
 
   “If it helps, the Underground knows that story is complete bull,” Gabe said. “I guess you can hold onto that.”
 
   Oh, yeah. That would be her metaphorical teddy bear. A fuzzy bit of cold fucking comfort while she tossed and turned trying to stifle her uncontrollable nightmares. Caroline remained unsure as to how anyone could be expected to wage a war of words or otherwise with a government that held so much sway over public opinion. “Do people have any clue as to what’s really going on?” she asked.
 
   “If they do, they’re turning a blind eye unless it affects them directly.”
 
   Given the smallest amount of so-called proof, they’d turn away even quicker. “What kind of documents did they show?”
 
   “Evidence of overseas bank accounts.”
 
   How interesting. She’d have to see if she could figure out which ones. Maybe Gabe could get her screenshots. Or she could view them for herself. Surely she could be allowed to do that. “The country doesn’t know what happened to me. What happened to the others.”
 
   “No,” Gabe said. “Like I said, heads in the sand.”
 
   “But that’s-” 
 
   She was going to say it was ridiculous, then realized it wasn’t. People saw what they wanted to see, heard what they wanted to hear. They’d readily believe the easiest story. An Occam’s Razor of ignorance. She’d always been warned that her idealism would turn into the worst kind of cynicism. Now she knew that had been an accurate assertion. Any scrap of her political romance with the American public was gone.
 
   Gabe cleared his throat. “A lot has changed, if you’re paying attention. We’ve got rolling blackouts and brownouts in most metropolitan areas. The Santos Administration has blamed it on declining infrastructure but rumor is it’s part of some bigger plan. We’re not sure what. It might end up being a red herring but the Underground monitors all things. Most folks go about their business willfully ignoring the news or pretending that what they’re hearing isn’t true.”
 
   “Why aren’t people more upset?” she asked. “The economy was falling apart a few months ago.” 
 
   “Santos came up with a brilliant plan to address any economic concerns. A tax credit.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “He made all those cuts to government programs and all of a sudden there was all this revenue so he, you know, gave it back to the people.”
 
   “That’s not a tax credit,” Caroline said. “That’s a payoff.”
 
   Gabe laughed. “That was my interpretation.”
 
   How incredibly fucking duplicitous. “Santos is into redistribution of wealth now?”
 
   “Seemed to get the public off his back.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure whether she should be more upset about the rank hypocrisy or about the fact that all the citizenry needed to be reassured was a small check and an empty smile. The Santos Administration’s genteel form of bribery had assuaged them in a manner that no honest political action ever could. 
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ,” she muttered. 
 
   “Yup,” Gabe said. “Another day in paradise.”
 
   In other words, the economy hadn’t really improved. Santos had simply given himself more time to avoid any retribution, if any was coming at all. Unbelievable. 
 
   “Has the Underground had any effect?” Caroline asked. “Are there other media outlets? Twitter accounts, websites, anything?”
 
   “None of them have gotten much traction,” Gabe said. “Those who have are shut down and wiped from the Internet.”
 
   “But the Internet is forever.”
 
   “Not anymore.”
 
   This was some serious Orwellian shit. “Have you ever heard of Jan Karski?” she asked.
 
   Gabe shook his head back and forth. Not surprising. She’d expected him to say no.
 
   “Karski was a member of the Polish Underground during World War II,” Caroline said. “He helped smuggle documents detailing some of the horrors of the Holocaust to the United Kingdom. The officials he met with refused to believe that what he was describing was actually happening. Maybe they didn’t want to believe the worst. It wasn’t for lack of proof. Many of them were reluctant to act, even though we all know that they eventually did.”
 
   “Think about where we are now,” she continued. “We’re more engaged in some ways but distant in others. We’re a disaffected society, unconcerned with the plight of our neighbors or of those we don’t know. You think if a Jan Karski were to show up now, anyone would believe him?”
 
   “I don’t know. But he kept trying,” Gabe said. “Right?”
 
   “Right,” Caroline agreed. “That’s what we’re going to do as soon as we get the chance. Do you know much about what’s going on in California?”
 
   “No. I just know there’s something to be found. Not sure exactly what.”
 
   Another unusually hopeful thought crossed her mind. Maybe she’d been asking the wrong questions. There was a possibility he’d neglected to mention any research he might have been able to do while she was recovering. Maybe things had changed. “Any word on who’s leading the rebellion?”
 
   “Not a one. But we have to go west. It’s the only safe spot for you and Crunch. Even if the rebellion turns out to be nothing, your odds are better in California than anywhere else.”
 
   Caroline bit her lip and turned away from him. What had she expected him to say? That her husband was rallying the troops to victory? Gabe would have told her straightaway if he’d been privy to such information. He’d all but confirmed that Jack was gone. And she’d all but forgotten that he’d done it earlier in their conversation. How disquieting.
 
   Jack’s not in California, you chump. He’s dead. Stop holding onto foolish dreams.
 
   She didn’t want to get caught up in memories again. Not now, when they plagued her in her sleep. She tried to maintain some sense of normalcy when she was awake.
 
   “So,” she said. “What’s the plan for getting there?”
 
   Gabe rubbed the back of his neck. “Not as easy as you’d think.”
 
   Caroline tried not to laugh. “I didn’t assume it was going to be easy. Not with Crunch and me along for the ride.”
 
   “It’s not that,” Gabe said. “We’ll find a way to make you inconspicuous. It’s hard to cross into California or Texas now. There aren’t border patrols or anything, but flying direct is out of the question.”
 
   If Caroline could avoid getting on a plane, she’d take it. “What are we going to do?”
 
   “Short version?”
 
   “I guess.” 
 
   “Train to Chicago. I’ve got a buddy there who’s gonna help us out. Knows a trucker in Oklahoma who can get us into Texas. We’ll fly to Tijuana and cross over into California on foot.”
 
   That seemed like a pretty damn long version to her, with plenty of opportunities for failure along the way. “Why not go through Canada?” she asked. “That was-” 
 
   That was what I tried to do with Jack. 
 
   Things were different now. Everyone she knew who’d tried to get to Canada had failed. Everything she mentioned to Gabe brought up thoughts of her husband. She didn’t want to walk down memory lane with those particular recollections at all.
 
   “We thought of that,” Gabe said. “But it’s nearly impossible to cross the border into Canada unless you’ve got proper, detailed paperwork. And we aren’t going to have that. Not with our batch of fake IDs, convincing though they are. This plan has the greatest chance of success.”
 
   Caroline didn’t see how that made sense at all, but maybe whoever he was plotting with had more connections than Gabe. “We’re going to sneak across the border?”
 
   “Technically, we’re going to do it more than once.”
 
   Great. Fucking great. “That sounds extremely risky.”
 
   “We don’t have a lot of options.”
 
   Though convoluted, it did seem like a very specific course of action. “You’ve got this all planned out.”
 
   “Gig did most of it.”
 
   “Gig?”
 
   “My friend Steven. Most folks call him Gig. He’s my buddy in Chicago.”
 
   She’d skimmed over that first part when he mentioned it. “We’re going to Chicago?”
 
   “Yeah. Got friends there?”
 
   For all of his devotion to her political career, Gabe was rather clueless about her background. Caroline swallowed hard. “That’s where I grew up. Don’t know if I have any friends there anymore. Is the train safe?”
 
   “Safer than a plane. It’s expensive but we can swing it. We’ll make sure we don’t attract any attention either.”
 
   The more she thought about it, the more she hated this plan. “We’re going to fly to Mexico?”
 
   “Don’t like airplanes?”
 
   Not so much. She hated puddle jumpers and tiny aircraft, and they wouldn’t be taking a 747 across the border. But coupled with everything else, the plane was the least troubling part of the journey. “I can get past it,” she said. 
 
   Gabe drummed his fingers on the table. “So, uh, Gig and I have mapped out most of the trip. We just need you to tell us where to go in California.”
 
   “San Diego,” Caroline said. She waited for the follow up question. The request for specifics. But none came.
 
   “All right.” Gabe got up and clapped his hands. “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The news was filled with lies. Dirty, dirty lies. Caroline used to watch the media with a critical eye, searching for the needle of truth that existed in a haystack of spin. After Santos took power, the truth became harder and harder to find. She assumed that everything she heard had been manipulated somehow. Transformed. Rewritten. The Orwellian overtones were deeper than she’d anticipated.
 
   She’d been in a vacuum for months, only getting snippets of information from the guys, who were probably afraid to tell her the truth. She and Gabe hadn’t discussed much beyond the bare bones of their travel itinerary. Caroline hoped that this Gig person was open to change if things blew up in their faces. It was impossible to have concrete answers but they’d have to stay alert and be flexible once their journey began. 
 
   So even if it was heavily edited, she watched the news anyway. It was best to know what they were facing once they started making their trip from state to state and border to border, and secret message boards and word of mouth didn’t fully encompass the national mood.
 
   She knew the Santos machine had done its job when some shaky footage flashed on the screen. A building she recognized instantly from her time as a member of Congress and occasional jaunts to D.C. for lunch and dinner dates with Christine. Half of the Dirksen Senate Office Building was gone. The commentator rambled on about anti-government rebels and ongoing inquiries while the camera zoomed in on dramatic pictures of people being dragged out of the rubble.
 
   “The matter remains under investigation,” Gabe’s voice repeated behind her. It was late but he hadn’t left for work yet. “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Has this been happening often?” 
 
   “They haven’t run a story like this in a while,” he said. “They did it more frequently before the big fake push to improve the economy.”
 
   “They must have needed another distraction,” she said.
 
   “No way the rebellion did this,” Gabe said. “No fucking way.”
 
   She hadn’t thought so, but was glad he confirmed it. Even though it was becoming more and more apparent that he wasn’t as attuned to the movement as he had initially implied. Caroline pointed at the screen. “Who are those people?”
 
   “New staffers, new Senate appointees, whatever.” Gabe muted the TV and took a seat next to her on the couch. “They claim there were elections to replace whatever senators fled the coop, but how can we know if they were valid?”
 
   “The people counting the votes decide everything,” she said.
 
   He shook his head. “Pretty much.”
 
   She wasn’t quite sure how to phrase her next question. Every time they had a conversation she remembered about ten things she needed to ask him. “Is anyone from…before there?”
 
   He didn’t look all that keen to answer her. “Not to my knowledge. But I don’t know what’s real and what’s fake.”
 
   She stared down at her hands. It didn’t matter. The only two senators she cared about weren’t there. Weren’t anywhere. She tried so hard not to think about them. The friends who’d gotten her through so much before she betrayed them. With Ellen she could lock things down but with Chrissy…
 
   Caroline stood up. “I’m going to call it a night,” she said.
 
   Gabe looked puzzled. Usually she stayed up well after he and Jones left for work. “Uh, okay.”
 
   “I’m tired,” she lied. She assumed he would have caught on to her sudden exits by now, but maybe he was pretending she was improving. 
 
   “Sleep well,” he said.
 
   She could only shake her head as she walked down the hall. Not likely.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   The Past
 
   Marguerite and Sophie were none too happy that their mother got to go to Aunt Chrissy’s swearing-in without them. Rules were rules and all she had was one precious ticket. They’d gotten spoiled going to congressional events with Caroline. She would sneak them in and no one would say anything because the Speaker of the House was too busy hugging the girls and ushering them into whatever party or gathering had been organized. 
 
   When it came to the staid and storied United States Senate, things got a little more…distinguished. It wasn’t quite Caroline’s style but as a soon to be first lady of some sort, adjustments had to be made. She rushed the girls off to school and broke any number of traffic laws to ensure she’d get to the ceremony in time. 
 
   Christine’s office was tastefully decorated in deep reds and hints of silver and gold. A bold look, one that only Senator-elect Sullivan could pull off. Jessica Sullivan pulled Caroline into a hard hug as soon as she saw her, but Susannah was a little more aloof. An odd response since she and Caroline had done a New Year’s fun run a few days previously.
 
   Caroline wasn’t about to let that pass. She turned to Jess. “What’s with Susannah?”
 
   Jess frowned. “Oh, she’s not pissed at you.”
 
   “The hell she isn’t. What was that?”
 
   Jess pulled Caroline over to the corner of the office. “Mom gave you the ticket she wanted for Jacob.”
 
   Oh boy. She reddened. “Jacob didn’t come?”
 
   “Four tickets, four people. Do the math. Don’t be upset about it. You didn’t know.”
 
   Caroline could practically feel Susannah shooting daggers at the back of her head. Christine had almost certainly told her eldest daughter at the last minute. 
 
   “If I had known I wouldn’t have come,” she said.
 
   Jess smiled. “Which is why you weren’t told. Guess we know who Senator-elect Sullivan considers to be family.”
 
   Caroline had enough to worry about without this on top of everything else. “I really, really don’t want to get involved in the drama between your sister and your mother. Like, at all.”
 
   “There’s no drama,” Jess said, laughing when she saw Caroline’s skeptical look. “Okay, there’s some drama but nothing major. Mom’s not sold on Jake. Even if she was, it’s not like you weren’t coming today. Susie’s husband was going to sit at home regardless. It just thickens the tension a shade.”
 
   Caroline glanced over at Susannah, who was chatting with her father. She looked like she’d swallowed something distasteful. Their seating arrangements in the Senate gallery would be very interesting indeed. 
 
   “How are you getting along with your mom these days?” Caroline asked.
 
   Jess tried to look indifferent. “Same old, same old.” 
 
   That could mean any number of things, but they weren’t exactly in a private place. She and Jess could hash it out later. “Everything cool at school?”
 
   “For the most part. Basketball season is a strain. I literally have to go back up there this afternoon so I don’t miss anything.”
 
   “Mo and Feef and I want to come to a few of your games once we get to Harrisburg. Know anyone who can hook us up with courtside seats?”
 
   Jess laughed. “Have you seen our attendance numbers? I don’t need to hook you up. Just show up five minutes before tipoff.”
 
   “How’s everything else?”
 
   Jess lowered her voice. “It hasn’t been easy. I mean, being away from home is okay but mom and dad are a little weird about things.”
 
   It had been over a year since she’d come out to her parents. With Jess living in Bethlehem over the summer, they hadn’t had much family time. Tom and Christine weren’t happy that their daughter had refused to stay at home, but it wasn’t an unusual act for a college student. And Jess had put in a healthy amount of volunteer hours for her mother’s campaign, all while juggling two part-time jobs. 
 
   “Give them a little longer,” Caroline said. “They’ll get used to it. Maybe you can find a nice girl who isn’t lazy like Jake.”
 
   Jess laughed softly. She and her girlfriend Leah had recently broken up but were fast friends. “Baby steps. Let’s find a nice girl they won’t throw out of the house.”
 
   “You talking to Katie?”
 
   “Yeah. It helps. Thanks for letting me know she was willing to chat.”
 
   Kathleen had seemed quite eager to talk to Jess. Probably because her own relationship with her parents was strained. “You’re welcome,” Caroline said. “And you can come visit us any time you want at the Governor’s Mansion.”
 
   “You getting excited?”
 
   “Hard not to be.”
 
   Jess gave her a pensive look. “Mom has been in a mood since you weren’t around all that much during the holidays. I think this has thrown her off.”
 
   Caroline felt a little bad about that. What with packing up bits and pieces of three different houses, tidying up loose ends, and prepping for their move to the middle of Pennsylvania, she’d slacked off on her best friend duties over Christmas break. Still, she tried not to laugh. “I doubt that very much.”
 
   “She’s really attached to you.”
 
   Caroline’s Catholicism was good for many things, but perpetual guilt was her most reliable spiritual takeaway. Stupid parochial school. “I know,” she said. “But we both know she’s not going to talk about it.”
 
   Jess laughed as Tom motioned them toward the door. It was time to leave. “No doubt.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline sat next to Jess at the swearing-in. Tom provided a very solid buffer between her and Susannah. It made Caroline a bit sad. The two of them had never been best buddies but they’d always had a cordial relationship. It was only a matter of time before Susannah threw her mother’s decision back in her face. Caroline hoped Christine had prepared herself for the possibility that it might happen when the family was at lunch and she was long gone. She had a feeling Susannah wouldn’t say anything in front of her.
 
   Caroline and Christine didn’t speak much as the morning and early afternoon wore on, mostly because Caroline didn’t want to take away from Christine’s time with her family. She also got the distinct feeling that Chrissy was starting to keep her distance. Caroline made a quick stop to say hi to Ellen then ran over to the other side of the Capitol to meet up with Jen. 
 
   When Caroline returned to Dirksen, Christine was flitting around, starting to fit into her new role. Caroline glanced at her watch and cursed under her breath. She’d lost track of time again. Did they make some sort of human alarm? She could use one of those. 
 
   “I need to get going soon,” she said. “Traffic is going to be terrible and I swore that I’d pick the girls up when school got out.”
 
   Jess smiled. “Practicing your stay at home mom bit?”
 
   Christine would die if she saw her acting childish, but Caroline didn’t care. She stuck her tongue out at Jess. “Don’t go there.”
 
   “I won’t,” she said. “When do they start school in Harrisburg?”
 
   The dramatic farewells had already begun, which was part of the reason Caroline had promised to pick them up from school every day until they moved. “End of the month. I didn’t want to pull them out for more than a week or so. They’re saying their goodbyes in Rockville for the next couple of weeks.”
 
   “You’re so demanding,” Jess said. “Not even giving them time to catch their breath.”
 
   “I know. And they have to start wearing uniforms, which they aren’t very happy about.”
 
   “You gonna run a Brownie troop when you get to the state capitol? Maybe be Sophie’s room mother?”
 
   “I’m debating it. Might be some good opportunities for photo-ops. You know how much I love those.”
 
   Jess knew exactly how much Caroline hated faux feel-good camera-ready projects. “Do you already have the convent school picked out if they rebel against the wearing of the plaid?”
 
   “Jessica,” Tom said sharply. “Stop hassling Caroline.”
 
   Caroline put her arm around Jess. “It’s okay. It’s a mutual appreciation society.”
 
   Jess gave her a half hug. “No doubt.”
 
   Christine hustled into the office. She already seemed stressed. “I need to get started on some things,” she said. “Maybe we should get lunch out of the way now.”
 
   Caroline looked at her apologetically. “I’ve got to get going. Mo and Feef need to be picked up.”
 
   Christine sounded surprised. “So soon?”
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “I promised.”
 
   “I see.” Christine’s voice was stiff. “I was hoping we could spend a little more time together before you left.”
 
   Caroline had already quite theatrically signed her guest book and told her that she had some serious constituent concerns that needed to be addressed. Clearly Christine hadn’t realized she was kidding. “The three of you will be fine,” she said, her voice a little heartier than her mood.
 
   “Of course we will,” Tom said, as he and Susannah got up from the couch. “In fact, I think-”
 
   Susannah gave Christine a hard look. “Mother, are you crying?”
 
   Christine cleared her throat. “I am not.”
 
   Susannah took a step toward her. “No, you definitely-”
 
   “Let’s give your mother a minute,” Tom said, pushing his daughters out the door. “Jess, Susie, let’s figure out where we want to go to lunch.”
 
   Caroline shut the door behind him. Christine had shifted behind her desk, staring out the window at the Capitol with her hands clenched. Caroline came up behind her and put a hand on her shoulder. “Chrissy, it’s just us.”
 
   Christine spun around, blinking rapidly. “Sorry,” she said. “Didn’t mean for that to happen. I’m sorry Thomas foisted me on you like that.”
 
   As if she didn’t know damn well that Caroline would understand why Tom had given them privacy. Sometimes Christine’s insecurities were too much. Caroline smiled. “You know it’s okay. I wish I could stay, but-” 
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Her words were contradicted by her behavior as well as her body language. Christine didn’t understand at all but would never break down and ask Caroline to stay. Caroline squeezed her shoulder and turned to face Christine’s desk, picking up a photo of the two of them. Right next to the one of Christine and her family. 
 
   “This is a nice touch,” she said.
 
   Christine glanced at it before turning toward the window. “It seemed appropriate.”
 
   “We can replace it with one from the inaugural in a couple of weeks,” Caroline said. “My dress looks spectacular.”
 
   Christine laughed shortly. “I’ll bet.”
 
   “And if yours looks like crap, we can always Photoshop it or something.”
 
   Christine tried to hide her eye roll, but Caroline caught it. “I assure you that I will be dressed appropriately for said party. Tell me more about your outfit.”
 
   “It’s totally Scarlett O’Hara,” she said. “I don’t know how I’m going to swing dance in it, but I’m sure Jack will think of something.”
 
   Christine wrapped her arms around herself. “I’m sure he will.”
 
   Caroline inched closer to Christine. “Are you okay?”
 
   Christine lowered her head. “Just a little cold. Is it cold in here?”
 
   It had to be at least seventy-five degrees in the room, maybe warmer. And Christine was wearing a winter suit. “Maybe a little,” Caroline lied.
 
   Christine looked over at Caroline. “This is harder than I thought it would be.”
 
   She closed her eyes. “I know.”
 
   “Please don’t start crying,” Christine said, her voice cracking. “If you do then I don’t think I’ll be able to get through this.”
 
   Caroline sniffled loudly, then laughed. “That’s pretty much a guarantee that I’ll start the waterworks.”
 
   Christine unwound her arms and brought one around Caroline’s waist. “Susannah is mad at me because I gave you Jacob’s ticket.”
 
   She admitted it. That was refreshing. “It didn’t have anyone’s name on it,” Caroline said, squeezing Christine’s shoulder. “But I appreciate that you thought of me.”
 
   “I like Jack much more than Jacob. You can tell him I said that.”
 
   Christine was going somewhere with this. Caroline just wasn’t sure where. She decided to play along. “He’ll consider that a huge compliment. That’s like saying you like broccoli better than beets.”
 
   “Probably. I’ll eat broccoli if it’s prepared properly. Beets are a hard no.”
 
   Caroline made a face. She hated beets. “I’ll keep that in mind if I ever serve you fancy pasta salad.”
 
   “It’s been hard for me,” Christine said quietly. “These past couple of years. Sharing you again. I knew how to share you with Nick because that was how I found you. I got spoiled having you to myself and I haven’t transitioned very well.”
 
   She was getting introspective. Caroline wasn’t going to stop her. Who knew when it would happen again? She raised her eyebrows, beckoning her friend to continue.
 
   Christine rubbed her forehead. “I got used to being the most important person in your life. I didn’t like knowing that someone else was taking over that role. That’s not Jack’s fault. It could have been anyone and I would have felt the same way.”
 
   “You’re so important to me, Chrissy. You always have been and you always will be.”
 
   Christine shivered even though the room was warm. “I’ve missed living with you,” she said. “It’s hard sharing you with other people when I don’t see you as much.”
 
   It had been a rough transition. After Caroline and Jack got engaged, Christine didn’t need any direction. She packed up her stuff and marched back to her apartment on Capitol Hill, kicking her subletters out. Caroline wasn’t entirely sure if she bought off the contract or just yelled at them until they moved. Even though she and Christine had done their fair share of joint appearances during the past election cycle, they hadn’t seen each other as much as they would have liked.
 
   “I’ve missed you too,” she said. “You came to live with me under some tough circumstances, but I’m glad you were there.”
 
   “Do you remember the first time we went to lunch together?” Christine asked.
 
   Caroline laughed. She’d had Jen lie for her so Christine thought it was a giant gathering of various female members of Congress. Caroline wanted to pick Christine’s brain during a one-on-one session to see if she was as aloof as she appeared or if it was all an act. “I was pretty sneaky back then,” she said.
 
   Christine smiled. “You still are. I almost canceled, though. I’m so glad I didn’t.” She squeezed Caroline a little tighter. “You’re my best friend too,” she said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You and Tom,” she whispered. “You’re who I can count on. You’re who I’ve got.”
 
   Caroline leaned in closer. “You have a lot more than that.”
 
   “You know what I mean. You’re the ones.”
 
   “Chrissy-” 
 
   Christine pivoted awkwardly and grabbed Caroline in an unexpectedly fierce hug. “I don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   “Sure you can. We’re still going to see each other. As often as we want. And you can call and text and email until you’re sick of me.”
 
   “It’s not the same.”
 
   “Did you expect everything to stay the same?”
 
   Christine pulled back a little. “That would have been nice.”
 
   Caroline tightened their hug again. “Everything is going to be fine. You’ll see.”
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” Christine said softly.
 
   Caroline let out a shuddering breath. If she lost it, Christine was liable to go crazy. “I’m going to miss you too. Maybe I can get Jack to put you on some statewide committee or something. Then you’d have excuses to visit.”
 
   Christine laughed. “I don’t care if it would look bad. I’d take it.”
 
   “I am so proud of you,” Caroline whispered. “I want you to know that. Proud of who you are, not just of what you’ve accomplished.”
 
   “You always know the right thing to say,” Christine said.
 
   “I’m a skilled politician.”
 
   Christine laughed again. “You’re hitting them all today. May I come visit you while you’re in Rockville for the next couple of weeks?”
 
   “Dinner every night, if you want.”
 
   “Are you doing the cooking?”
 
   “Jack will be in Philadelphia, so probably.”
 
   Christine freed herself from their embrace. “I might not be that desperate for food. Though I hear the Senate dining room leaves a lot to be desired.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “What is it with you people and your constant joking? My cooking is not that bad. My children are still alive.”
 
   Christine patted her arm. “We’re all grateful that you’ll have a chef at the Governor’s Mansion.”
 
   Caroline pretended to be offended. “Jerk.”
 
   Christine put her arm around Caroline’s shoulder, pressing them both toward the window. She was showing so much affection that Caroline wanted to ask her if she’d been drinking.
 
   “Not a bad view, huh?” Christine said.
 
   “You earned it.”
 
   “I had some help.”
 
   “It was mostly you. You never give yourself your due.”
 
   “I really am going to miss you, Punky.” Christine tilted her head toward Caroline. “It’s good to see you so happy. It’s been a long time and I – it’s very good to see you this way.”
 
   “I feel different,” Caroline said. “I mean, I feel good but I’m terrified that something will come along and take it all away.”
 
   “I doubt that. You earned this too. You deserve to be happy.” Christine turned to look Caroline in the eye. “I’m glad you have Jack. It’s clear that he brings joy into your life.”
 
   Caroline smiled. Jack was pummeling the hell out of Jacob in the Christine popularity contest. “It took a long time to get back to this place.”
 
   “You’ve never been this way before. This is what you’re supposed to be. Punky Enhanced.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Now you’re being silly.”
 
   Christine sniffled. “That’s because I’m trying not to lose it and lock you in that side closet over there.”
 
   Caroline gave her a big hug, knowing she’d be willing to accept it. “You have two weeks before I go to Harrisburg. I know we’ll both be busy but I will make time for you if you’re free. Understand?”
 
   “Yes.” Christine pulled away, straightening her jacket and smoothing her hair. “You can tell Thomas and the girls I’m ready to go to lunch.”
 
   Just like that, sensitive Christine was gone. Caroline squeezed her shoulder. “I will. I love you, Chrissy.”
 
   Christine didn’t say anything for a long time.
 
   “I know,” she finally whispered. “But thank you for reminding me.” She turned back toward the window.
 
   Caroline silently stepped out the door. “Give her a minute,” she told Tom.
 
   He nodded, and she knew he understood. “Sure.”
 
   She hugged each of them in turn. Jess held on for a while but Susannah accepted the gesture rigidly. 
 
   “Thank you for letting me share this with you,” Caroline said.
 
   Tom kissed her on the cheek. “See you in a couple of weeks,” he said.
 
   Caroline glanced back at the office door. She considered going back for one more hug but she needed to cut the cord as much as Christine did. “Take care of her,” she said.
 
   Tom laughed. “That’s harder than it sounds.”
 
   “Try anyway.”
 
   “You know I do.”
 
   Caroline looked at her watch. “I gotta go. If I’m late I’ll never hear the end of it.”
 
   “Give the girls a hug and kiss from us,” Tom said.
 
   “I will,” she said, grabbing her coat and running out of the office.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline woke up in a tangle of sheets, tears staining her pillow. She took a deep breath, wincing as she exhaled. Months later and her ribs hurt. Her nose hurt. Her cheeks hurt. Did it matter if the pain was psychosomatic? It was nothing compared to the ache she felt in a place she couldn’t quite identify.
 
   Her memories had no rhyme or reason. No order, no predictability. They’d engulf her, choke her, pull her under. Every night she fought a losing battle but kept trying; there was no way to move forward without trying to pretend the past had never happened.
 
   She felt smothered. That overwhelming, constricting panic that rose in your throat when you realized you were utterly alone. Oh, she had her friends. The precious few. Three people she could trust out of a nation of millions. The men who had risked their lives to save her. Outside the confines of their home she was a target. The enemy. A woman who lived in constant fear of being recognized, being caught, being sent back to the people who would never be satisfied with anything less than her total eradication.
 
   None of her memories were safe. All of them touched off other emotions, reminded her of other things, made her think of other people. She hated that she kept dreaming about them. Hated herself for not being able to stop.
 
   She pressed her face into the pillow, weeping softly. What kind of life did she have now, with only brief glimpses of the past to sustain her? She knew what she had. She had nothing. Caroline had nothing because Caroline didn’t deserve to exist. 
 
   She rolled over and examined her passport again. Stared at the photo she hated. At the new name. The new identity. 
 
   Diana Marie Pascal. 
 
   The words blurred but she shed no tears. It was all so unfamiliar, so unusual. To see this foreign woman on a fake document that looked so incredibly real. There was no more Caroline. Caroline Gerard was gone. She put the passport back on the nightstand and closed her eyes.
 
   Diana Marie Pascal.
 
   Caroline had loved hard. Laughed loud. Smiled and dreamed and hugged and hoped. 
 
   Diana could be anyone or anything. She could be mean. Quiet. Serious. Isolated. It would be quite easy to be Diana, because no one knew who Diana was. 
 
   Was she charming, faithful, and devoted….or cold, aloof, and detached? Caroline had always thought her default was set to nice and polite and kind but the opposite seemed so much easier. Diana was easier.
 
   Caroline could be thrown by the wayside, dumped off the back of the truck, tucked away in the attic, never to be seen or heard from again. 
 
   She could battle for Caroline. Battle to feel her heart beat as she danced through life with the rain on her face and the wind at her back. Or she could become Diana. Diana was simple, straightforward, withdrawn. Caroline and all of her beloved memories would need a fight.
 
   Given enough time, Diana was destined to win out.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   None of them used their fake names, not yet. But they all knew what they were. The guys hardly ever called Caroline by her name anymore. Partly because they were trying to break habits and partly because Jonesie and Crunch in particular got a kick out of calling her Princess. It didn’t bother her since she knew it was done out of genuine affection. It was nice to have relationships with people who didn’t require anything too complicated. Complicated wasn’t exactly her cup of tea. 
 
   Caroline managed to slog through the rest of October, helping Crunch make orange and black frosted cookies for Halloween. There were no trick or treaters, which was both depressing and soothing at the same time. The fewer people who came knocking, the better.
 
   It was early November now and fall was leading into what would be a very ugly winter. Every day that Caroline got through without thinking of her friends and family was deemed a success. She wasn’t gaining a ton of weight but she’d started to gain strength and muscle. Which, in the end, was all that really mattered.
 
   Until the Saturday before Thanksgiving came. Weekends were the hardest times. Crunch knew her best, knew when to keep his distance, but Gabe and Jones were constantly trying to cheer her up. They’d never push her to talk but they’d want to play games or goof around or do something to make it far too obvious that they were trying to entertain her. It would get to be too much, the social interaction. Going from isolation to constant conversational bombardment proved to be quite difficult. Her emotions couldn’t handle the overload. It reminded her of other conversations, other evenings. Other friends.
 
   The three of them had spent Saturday afternoon working out and sparring in the basement. Afterwards, Gabe had been so pleased that he’d gone out and splurged on hamburgers, fries, and shakes for them all. Caroline almost wept at the sight, and the smell. The three men always made sure she had plenty to eat but they hardly ever got food from a restaurant. Her reaction must have been noticed because Gabe made a comment after dinner that they needed to have random celebrations a little more often. Or maybe not, since Jonesie and Crunch both complained of heartburn and went to bed shortly after the meal. They were getting too healthy for their own good. 
 
   Caroline, on the other hand, was wide awake and drawn to the heavenly smell of burgers and fries wafting in the air. She’d never been a big fan of greasy spoons but that indulgent feast had reminded her of how much she loved highly unwholesome food. She stayed in the kitchen, relishing every second until the scents faded away.
 
   Gabe came in and got two beers out of the fridge. “Want one?” he asked, taking the seat across from her.
 
   She’d never been one for beer before, but Caroline knew better than to ask if he had a bottle of Moscato chilling somewhere. This was the best she was going to do. It wasn’t the worst way to chase a burger and fries. She took the bottle from him and twisted the top off. “Sure.”
 
   “Today went really well,” he said. “You’re gaining a lot of strength. Don’t you think?”
 
   “I guess so.” Caroline flexed her fingers against the bottle. They ached a little but it had rained earlier in the day. They always swelled up and hurt when it was lousy outside. How nice to be a human weathervane.  
 
   “You are.” Gabe took a giant swig of beer. “You were in pretty rough shape when you first got here.”
 
   He hardly ever talked about that. No one did. Much like her, the other residents of the house were trying to forget those first few months. 
 
   “I know,” she whispered. She studied the label on the front of her bottle. Some local brewery she didn’t recognize. “Thanks again for getting me out.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me,” Gabe said. “You were worth it.”
 
   What could she say to that? She took another sip of beer and stared over at the wall.
 
   “I used to watch C-SPAN when you were in Congress,” he said.
 
   Well, if that wasn’t boring as hell. “On purpose?”
 
   Gabe laughed. “Of course.”
 
   Caroline would rather watch paint dry or listen to someone read the phone book, the latter being possible during a filibuster. “Why on earth would you do that?” 
 
   “I like the process,” Gabe said. “Or, I used to. I wasn’t all that interested in politics but I took a peek now and again to see what was going on.” He tugged at the label on his own bottle. “Sometimes I’d do it just to get a glimpse of you.”
 
   The sentiment would have seemed mildly stalkerish coming from someone else, but Gabe sounded earnest. Reverential, even.
 
   “Well,” Caroline said. “Thanks, I guess. Ever see any of my floor speeches?”
 
   “The afterhours ones?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Gabe grinned at her. “I once watched you give a fascinating two hour lecture on human trafficking.”
 
   Because the bastards she worked with wouldn’t pass the fucking legislation already. She stayed on the floor every night for three weeks talking until she was hoarse. The House leadership finally agreed to bring it to a vote because they were so sick of seeing her speeches in the Congressional Record. An impressive feat considering she was a member of the minority party. Caroline had always wondered if the Speaker of the House had played a part in that decision making. He was never one to interfere with the legislative agenda but Robert Allen did occasionally favor his favorite Democrat, especially when he knew she was right.
 
   “That was one of my finest moments,” she said.
 
   “Your keynote address at the Democratic National Convention was pretty good, too.”
 
   How much did he know about her? “You must have followed my career pretty closely,” she said.
 
   Gabe shrugged. “You came across as very sincere. I liked that.” He took another sip of beer. “Still do, actually.”
 
   A strange thing to say since she wasn’t nearly the nice and generous person she’d been before. Her determination to become Diana had seen to that. No doubt about it, this guy liked her despite her near constant bitchiness. Not that she had an inkling as to why.
 
    “I’m not that woman anymore,” she said.
 
    “You can be,” Gabe said. “In time.”
 
   She didn’t bother telling him that it didn’t matter. That she wouldn’t go back to that identity ever again, even if she could. Too much had happened. And she didn’t want to spend the entire night talking about herself. 
 
   “Tell me what it’s like,” she said. “Out there.”
 
   He frowned. “You mean, in the District?”
 
   “Not just in Washington. Everywhere.”
 
   “I’ve told you everything I’ve heard.”
 
   She sighed. “I don’t mean that. I mean how does it feel when you’re at work, or at the store, or even what it’s like when you go to pick up burgers and fries.”
 
   He tapped his bottle on the table. “I don’t know. It’s weird. It’s kind of hard to describe. It’s like everything’s the same but it’s different. Know what I mean?”
 
   A momentary flash, a female voice. His words were all it took.
 
   “You don’t know what it was like driving across the country. It was surreal. It appeared normal, but it was like there was this weird film over everything. Nothing was quite what it seemed.”
 
   Caroline swallowed a large gulp of beer, almost choking on it. Maybe she could drown the memory of Jen’s voice in booze. “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”
 
   “For the most part, day to day life hasn’t changed,” he continued. “Some prices have gone up, you might see a few more homeless people, more vacant houses, that sort of thing. But there’s traffic, there are people milling around, and there are plenty of folks acting as if everything is the same. I don’t know what that says about them. Or us.”
 
   “Do you think we have a chance to get to California safely?”
 
   Eyeing her almost empty bottle, Gabe grabbed another two beers out of the fridge. “I have no idea. We gotta leave, though. You and Crunch can’t hide away forever.”
 
   Part of her wanted to get the hell out of Washington but another part of her was terrified to leave his house. She felt almost safe there. She’d never feel truly secure but knew she’d get three meals a day and some damn privacy while tucked inside its four walls. But he was right. They had to go. And if they failed…well, she wouldn’t think about that. Not yet.
 
   “When do you think we’ll leave?” she asked.
 
   “It’s almost December. Maybe after Christmas? I was thinking late January or early February. Far enough after the holidays to avoid any extra security measures but close enough to have a defined end goal. How does that sound?”
 
   She smiled. “Sounds good to me.”
 
   They drank another beer apiece before Caroline realized she was ready to go to bed. Gabe offered to walk her to her room and she stupidly agreed. The alcohol hadn’t made her drunk or buzzed or even mildly giddy. Strange, since it left her no excuse for any poor judgment she might exercise. She knew it was a bad idea to let him come in but beckoned him inside anyway. They both sat down on her bed with Caroline pulling at a string on her bedspread and him staring at the empty walls. 
 
   She turned to him. “So,” she said.
 
   One word. Not even an invitation. Or a declination. It was no big surprise when Gabe leaned over to kiss her.
 
   Caroline told herself to give in. To try to enjoy it. Hell, she’d practically put up a neon sign letting him know it was okay for him to make a move. Why, she had no idea. But she instinctively pushed him away. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t want this.”
 
   “No,” he said. “It’s my fault. Shouldn’t have had that last beer.”
 
   Gabe cared. The way he was looking at her was telling enough that she knew what he was trying to convey. She’d assumed his attraction to her would fade once he got to know her. Once he saw that she was broken.
 
   He scooted away from her when she didn’t respond. “I want to help you,” he said. “Any way I can.”
 
   That meant physical affection. Was that what she wanted? She didn’t even know anymore. 
 
   Caroline would let him down easy. Comfort him. Make him feel better before telling him to leave. 
 
   But Diana would tell him to stay.
 
   A million images flashed through her mind, stark and painful, stabbing at her heart. Filtering naturally until they got more specific. Mo and Feef blowing bubbles and chasing each other around in the backyard. Jen and Katie laughing along with her at a terrible joke. Chrissy glibly giving her a hard time about any number of topics on which they disagreed. And Jack...
 
   Jack.
 
   The grief was too much to bear so she pushed it aside. Buried it. Deep down in her soul where no one would ever find it. Six feet of dirt over a wound that would never heal.
 
   Caroline hurt. Caroline felt things. Caroline had a gaping hole inside her that grew with each passing day. Diana felt no attachments to anyone. Caroline may have needed to feel connections with people, might never have had sex with no strings attached but Diana could hop into bed with anyone. 
 
   She wanted to be Diana. She wanted to forget. But wanting something wasn’t nearly enough. She was disgusted with herself for even thinking of letting Gabe kiss her, when all he wanted was for her to enjoy herself. Because all she could do was think of the men who had come before him. One more brick of guilt to add to the growing pile. She grabbed the bedspread and wrapped it around herself. Another layer of protection. 
 
   “We can’t do this,” she said.
 
   Gabe sighed. “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   He kept apologizing even though he hadn’t done anything wrong. The man was too nice. Too good, too compassionate, too decent for her. He’d want to make it right. But nothing he could do or say would change her mind. 
 
   Caroline turned to face him. He had been gentle and kind during the entire time she’d been in his home. She knew he was a man of good intentions. She wanted to reassure him. To stroke his cheek or run a hand through his hair. But it felt wrong.
 
    “I need you as a friend,” she said. “But I don’t think – I don’t want you to get the wrong idea.”
 
   Gabe turned his head downward, but not before she caught the disappointment in his eyes. Why had she let him in her room? Everything she did led to disaster.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
   It took a long time for him to look up and smile at her. “It’s okay,” he said. “I shouldn’t have pushed it. Not after everything you’ve been through. I’ll be here in whatever capacity you need.”
 
   She smiled back at him. In another life, she might have given him a chance. Or two. But she couldn’t get too close. Not now. Not ever.
 
   “Is there anything else I can do for you?” Gabe asked. “You seem like you’re a million miles away.”
 
   I am. Caroline closed her eyes, loosening her grip on the bedspread. The sick feeling returned. She knew damn well she was ready and willing to exploit his feelings whenever it was convenient or necessary. It was wrong but she couldn’t help herself. 
 
   “Can you hold me?” she whispered.
 
   “Sure,” Gabe said, crossing around the bed and laying down behind her. He extended his arms.
 
   She willingly melted into his chest. It was soft and comfortable. “I miss being held.”
 
   “I want to help you,” he said quietly. “I can hold you all night long if you want.”
 
   He fell asleep first and she tried to clear her mind. But it was useless. Caroline knew that the dreams would come. She knew what she would dream about. Who she would dream about. The one person she’d tried to block out the most, aside from her children. And it wasn’t Gabe.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline felt soft lips against her cheek. A sweet voice in her ear.
 
   “Hello, sweetheart.”
 
   She curled in closer to the voice and was greeted by a hard, muscular chest. Two strong arms came around her shoulders.
 
   Jack chuckled. “You don’t know what it does to a man when he walks into his bedroom and sees his wife sprawled out on the bed wearing nothing but a blouse and a garter belt.”
 
   “Tired,” she mumbled. “Took a nap.”
 
   His hands moved down her body. “Managed to take off your skirt, though.”
 
   She’d come home after a hectic morning at one of her field offices. Early July meant constituent families would visit her with their kids in tow to give them a lesson in democracy. Caroline thought it was cute, though it did make her miss Marguerite and Sophie. After a few meetings she’d come home intending to take the shortest of breaks before preparing for the next morning’s House session.
 
   “Meant to get to the rest of my clothes after I rested my eyes for a minute,” she said.
 
   Jack chuckled again, nuzzling her cheek. “You failed.”
 
   Her husband was in Pennsylvania campaigning. Why was he in her bed? “Is this a dream?”
 
   “No. If it is, the black hose and matching bra are a nice touch,” he said, unbuttoning her blouse. “We’ll have to work on a French maid outfit for next time.”
 
   “Didn’t think about it. It’s what I wore to work.”
 
   His fingers trailed down her stomach, toward her belly button. They drifted over her garter belt. “Why did you wear this today?”
 
   “It reminds me of you.”
 
   He withdrew his hands. “You did think about it.”
 
   Caroline fell into his arms again, half asleep. “Don’t know.”
 
   Jack kissed her neck, casually palming one of her breasts. “I’ve missed you,” he whispered. “I want you.”
 
   She was trying to picture what she must look like half undressed and drowsy as hell. “My laziness turns you on?” she asked, trying to open her eyes.
 
   “You call it laziness, I call it consideration. Next time you can get completely naked and I won’t mind.”
 
   She had to be dreaming. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   “This week has been hell. Being in hotel rooms, sleeping alone, wishing you were there beside me…I wanted to see you.”
 
   “You have a campaign to attend to.”
 
   “I have my job here in Washington, too. And a woman I love, who needs me.” He snaked his fingers down her body, inching closer to her panty line. “I’ve missed this. It’s been too long, baby.”
 
   She blinked and saw him lying next to her. “You really are here.”
 
   Jack smiled. “You thought it was a dream?”
 
   She spent half her time whether asleep or awake thinking about him and his magic hands. And tongue. And other things. “I can never be sure.”
 
   “Do you have a lot of dreams about me coming into our bedroom and ravishing you in your sleep?”
 
   Oh, the stories she could tell. “A lady reveals nothing,” she said softly. “But since I’m not a lady, I’ll tell you that yes, I dream about it all the time.”
 
   “Better do something about that, then.” Jack pulled her panties down and threw them on the floor, kissing his way up her thighs. He tugged at her garters. “I know what you want,” he whispered. “But I’m going to tease you first.”
 
   “You’re not playing fair,” Caroline gasped, feeling his breath on her pussy.
 
   “I know.” His eyes met hers and he crawled on top of her, kissing her deeply. “It’s fun.”
 
   “Not for me.”
 
   He laughed, rolling off of her. “You lie. You love it.” He reached up to cup her breasts over the black underwire. “Beautiful,” he murmured.
 
   He was such a tease, lying next to her fully clothed. “Jack, the least you could do is take off your shirt. Throw me a bone here.”
 
   “Nice double entendre.” He kissed her neck, tweaking her nipples at the same time, letting his fingers drift down to her clit. But he didn’t touch her.
 
   Caroline shifted toward his hand, sighing when he pulled it away. He brought it back again, teasing her. Rotten man. He kept doing it too, grinning every time he pulled his hand away. Then he’d put it back. One of his favorite games.
 
   “You – are – such – an – asshole,” she choked out.
 
   “Drives you crazy, doesn’t it?” Jack sat up, pulled down his suspenders, and yanked off his tie, starting to unbutton his shirt. “Woman, you are so demanding sometimes.”
 
   If he was going to tease, she could do the same. She cupped her breasts in her hands, catching his eye as he continued to undress. 
 
   “I like the entertainment,” he said. “That bra is fucking amazing.”
 
   Caroline drifted her fingers down her stomach toward her pelvis, but Jack grabbed her wrists and pushed her hands above her head. 
 
   “Not yet,” he said. “You have to wait for that.”
 
   She struggled in his grip, just enough to let him know she really wasn’t resisting at all. “I don’t want to.”
 
   He released her, standing up and staring at her. “You will. You’ll see.”
 
   Oh, the sound of his voice. She needed to bottle that for when she went on solo trips or was in their giant bed alone. Just her and a few toys and her husband’s simple, seductive words. Caroline sighed as he pulled off his undershirt. “Is there anything I get to do?”
 
   Jack grinned. “You get to suffer as I tease you for hours.”
 
   That might not be as fun as it sounded. “Hours?”
 
   “Okay, maybe an hour. Depends on how many times you want me to make you come.” He leaned closer to her ear. “I could pull your favorite vibrator out of the drawer and get you off in about two minutes, but what fun would that be?”
 
   She tried not to shiver. Did he mean the Lelo or the Rabbit? The Magic Wand was under the bed. “Plenty of fun for me,” Caroline said.
 
   “Did you use it when I was gone?” Jack asked.
 
   Oh, he meant the Lelo. “Multiple times a night.”
 
   He brought a thumb to her lips. “Insatiable woman. Did you think about me?”
 
   She bit at him playfully. “What do you think?”
 
   Jack grinned at her, sliding the thumb into her mouth, only withdrawing it when she started to suck vigorously. If the look on his face was any indication, she’d caught him a bit by surprise. 
 
   “You want that?” she asked.
 
   He kissed her. “Maybe later. The afternoon is young, my love.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “I got here at three. You have me to yourself until tomorrow morning.”
 
   That meant he’d turned the ringer off and stashed his phone where he wouldn’t be able to check it. “Did you think about me while you were on the road?” Caroline asked.
 
   “I ruined many a bedsheet at a number of classy hotels over the past week. Made sure to tip well.”
 
   That sounded deliciously delinquent. The mental imagery would give her enough fantasy material for weeks. He’d be naked with nothing but a sheet covering him, sliding his hand up and down his cock. Maybe his eyes would be shut. Maybe he’d start groaning or whispering her name. What a turn on. “What were you thinking about?”
 
   He moved between her thighs. “Definitely this.”
 
   She tried to sit up. “What about your pants?”
 
   Jack pushed her back on the bed. “You have to wait a long time for those to come off. Patience, baby.” He kissed the inside of her thigh. “Fingers or tongue?”
 
   Caroline sank back into the pillow. His tone of voice was killing her. “I-”
 
   His mouth was at her ear again. “Keep in mind I already know what you want. What you need. And you’re not going to get it for a while. Next time I leave I might hide all the vibrators. Naughty girl.” He slid a finger inside her. “Do you want this?”
 
   “Yes,” she gasped.
 
   He pulled out and pushed in again, using two fingers this time. “How about this?”
 
   She bucked her hips up, trying to force him to go deeper, and he withdrew his hand. “Nice try,” he said, moving in for another deep kiss.
 
   Caroline tugged at his hair. “You enjoy toying with me, don’t you?”
 
   Jack kissed her collarbone. “Tremendously. And if you don’t stop fidgeting I’m going to tie you to the bed.”
 
   They did have a set of Velcro restraints hidden under the mattress. “All four limbs?”
 
   “Do you want to find out?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   He gave her a lopsided grin. “Eh, if you’re good.”
 
   “Promises, promises.”
 
   “Just for that, I won’t do it.”
 
   “You’re not doing anything I want,” she pouted.
 
   He laughed, easing his way between her legs again. “Bet you I will now.”
 
   Caroline felt his tongue on her clit. “Holy – you went straight from teasing to full on-”
 
   He pulled back to look at her. “Oh, you liked that?”
 
   She fisted his hair and forced his face downward, not saying a word.
 
   “A little rough, aren’t we, sweetheart?” he asked, blowing on her clit. “You’ll pay for that.”
 
   Caroline grabbed a pillow and pulled it over her face to muffle her cries. Whenever she did that, her voice didn’t hurt as much the next day. She might have to make a floor speech or hold a press conference. One never knew.
 
   Jack reached up and tossed it away. “None of that. You wanted this and I want to hear you scream until it makes you hoarse. I don’t care if you have to be important tomorrow.”
 
   Oh, that dirty mouth. That dirty mind. He knew exactly why she wanted to save her vocal cords. He’d be grinning like a banshee on the House floor the next day if she so much as slipped over a word while speaking. 
 
   She closed her eyes, knowing he wouldn’t stop for a good long while. And he didn’t, teasing her with his fingers, licking and sucking her clit, driving her insane over and over but never quite letting her get to the end. She was begging him to finish when he pulled up his head.
 
   “What was that?” he asked.
 
   She was clenching the bedsheets in her hands, panting. Her throat was already raw. “Please, Jack. I can’t take anymore.”
 
   He smiled and leaned an elbow on the pillow next to her. He kissed her. She could taste herself on him. “You’ve been enjoying yourself. I can tell. Want more of that?”
 
   “Please finish,” she whispered.
 
   “Finish what?”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. He was trying to get her to say what she really wanted when he knew she wasn’t comfortable asking for it. Even though she’d done it plenty of times during more intense situations.
 
   “Make me come,” she said softly.
 
   Jack kissed her again, sliding his fingers back inside her. “With my hands,” he murmured. “Just the way you like it.”
 
   Caroline arched against him, leaning into his shoulder. She resisted the urge to dig her fingernails into his chest, burying her face in his neck instead.
 
   “You’re so gorgeous like this,” he whispered. “So wonderful. So wet.” 
 
   He cradled her head in one arm, stroking her with his other hand and cooing in her ear. Caroline cried out and Jack kissed her hard, his hand working its magic as she writhed against it. She tried to bat it away after her first wave of pleasure but he kept it where it was until she stilled, exhausted.
 
   “That was nice.” He kissed her forehead. “How many was that?”
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to return to reality. Counting? What was that again? “I – what did you just ask me?”
 
   He stood up and started to strip off his pants and boxers. “That good, huh?”
 
   So nonchalant. So blasé. Casually undressing while he watched her legs continue to tremble. 
 
   “Egotistical man,” Caroline said.
 
   Jack climbed on top of her, wiping the sweat from her brow. “I know how you love to stroke my…ego.”
 
   “Fuck,” she said softly.
 
   “That can be arranged.” He slammed into her, allowing her oversensitive body to feel his length.
 
   She clawed at his shoulder blades. He’d have scratch marks on his back in the morning. Served him right. “Today was a nice surprise,” she gasped.
 
   Jack kissed her neck, gliding in and out of her. “I figured you’d appreciate it.” 
 
   Caroline ran her fingers through his hair. “I love you.”
 
   “I know.” He wrapped his arms around her head and increased his movements, punctuating each word with a thrust. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “So fucking beautiful. I could do this to you all damn day.”
 
   Jack slowed his pace and they moved languidly, unhurriedly, until he whispered her name and thrust inside her one final time, his hips jerking, withdrawing when he was finished.
 
   “You are amazing,” he said.
 
   She took a deep breath. “You wear me out.”
 
   He pulled her into his arms. “You love it.”
 
   Caroline smiled serenely. “I do.”
 
   Jack yawned. “Want to finish that nap?”
 
   She drew the sheet over them both. “Absolutely.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline let the hot water run down her back, allowing it to massage her muscles. She closed her eyes, concentrating on the pounding of the water.
 
   “Mind if I join you?” Jack asked.
 
   She turned toward the glass shower door, startled. “You surprised me.”
 
   He grinned. “That was my intention. Why didn’t you wake me up?”
 
   “You’re more tired than I am. You need your beauty sleep.”
 
   “Baby, I’m always beautiful.”
 
   Caroline grinned back at him. “You have a very healthy opinion of yourself sometimes.”
 
   Jack slid behind her, grabbing her body wash. “Might I help the lady with her bath?”
 
   “Technically, we’re in the shower. And I was almost finished.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said, squeezing some of the soap into his hands. He pressed against her back, massaging the body wash into her breasts. “This part of you could use a little more attention.”
 
   Caroline leaned into him, rubbing her ass against his cock just for fun. “Horny bastard.”
 
   He tweaked her nipples in turn, causing her to let out a tiny squeal. “Have I told you how happy I am that you let me talk you into renovating this bathroom?” he asked.
 
   She smiled slightly. “I’ll admit, having a shower stall big enough for two has turned out to be a nice bonus.”
 
   Jack cupped her breasts, kissing the back of her neck. “I certainly enjoy it.”
 
   He spent more time in the shower with her than he did by himself. She rubbed against him again. “You whip out your checkbook almost as often as you whip out your cock.”
 
   “Are you complaining?” His soapy hands roamed down her stomach. “I only whip out my cock in front of you.”
 
   “No complaints,” she whispered.
 
   “Good.”
 
   She moaned as his fingers pressed between her legs, very subtly pushing them apart. 
 
   “This part of your body might need a little more attention too,” he murmured.
 
   Caroline pressed her palms against the wet tile in front of her, trying to keep her balance as she widened her stance. “You’re very observant.”
 
   Jack let his hands slip back up to her waist. He turned her around slowly. “I want to get you off again.”
 
   She laughed. How predictable. “What about you?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   He wanted her to reciprocate at some point, she was sure. “Right,” she said.
 
   “I mean it,” Jack insisted, his hand between her legs again. “How about when we’re done showering we enjoy a romantic dinner out?”
 
   Caroline eyed his cock, already starting to harden under the steady stream of the showerhead. “How about we order in?”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Jack lit a candle in the corner of the dining room. Always the romantic, even with a pizza box and paper plates on the table. At least the wine flutes were real glass.
 
   “What do you say we spend the night in Georgetown tomorrow?” he asked. “We could go out to dinner and head to the townhouse after we’re done with work.”
 
   Caroline felt more at home in Rockville, but driving to the suburbs after a long day on the House floor sounded like wasted time since Jack would leave for Pennsylvania the next morning. They hadn’t spent much time in the brownstone lately. Unbelievably, there were rooms they hadn’t christened. She wondered if Jack was thinking the same thing.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “You’d better make it count.”
 
   “Oh, we will.”
 
   He had the same idea she did. She opened the pizza box, pulling out a giant slice slathered in cheese. “Do you think people can tell?”
 
   Jack uncorked the bottle of Moscato, setting it on the table. “Tell what?”
 
   “That we’re a couple of giant horndogs.”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   For a man who had a very complicated love/hate relationship with the media, he was rather carefree about the recent coverage they’d received. “I’d like to maintain some dignity when we’re in public together,” she said.
 
   He poured two glasses of wine. “I think our little display of affection at the Fairmont gave people a rough idea of where we stand.”
 
   Caroline cringed as he handed her the glass. That fucking elevator and its fucking cameras. “Don’t remind me.” She lifted her glass to his. “Did you check to see whether a sparkling white wine was appropriately paired with thin crust pizza?”
 
   Jack took a sip from his glass before glancing at the back of the bottle. “Label says it goes with Italian food. That’s good enough.” He took two slices of his own and sat down at the table across from her. “You don’t spend a lot of time worrying about stuff like that, do you?”
 
   “I’m mostly worried I’m going to slip and say something stupid whenever anyone asks me how we’re dealing with the stress of the campaign.” 
 
   “What would you say if given the chance?”
 
   She blushed. “That we rip each other’s clothes off and screw our brains out all night.”
 
   His eyes widened, but Jack kept his voice detached. “I don’t see how that’s inappropriate,” he said. “Truth is a defense.” He refilled her glass. “A more accurate statement would be that you let your husband fuck you so hard that you can’t walk the next day.”
 
   He couldn’t stay detached for long. The dirty talker had returned. “That would be terribly uncouth,” Caroline said.
 
   Jack took another sip of wine. “Again, truth is a defense.”
 
   She stretched her arms wide. “I’m still up and walking around now, smart guy.”
 
   He looked at his watch. “It’s early.”
 
   “If I can’t walk, will you carry me onto the House floor tomorrow morning?”
 
   “Only if you’re slung over my shoulder.”
 
   What an amusing picture he painted. “Not a chance. Maybe I’d let you do that if the Capitol was on fire and you were hauling me out.”
 
   “Would you do the same for me?” he asked.
 
   “Absolutely,” Caroline said. “I might grab your wallet first. For safe keeping.”
 
   Jack chuckled. “I wouldn’t expect anything else.”
 
   She enjoyed the lightness of the meal but something had been nagging at her ever since he’d woken her from her nap. “I feel like we should talk more when we’re enjoying our limited time together.”
 
   He looked confused. “We do, sweetheart. We’re talking now.”
 
   “Dirty talk and flirty banter don’t count.”
 
   “They absolutely do,” Jack said. “I wish you could feel what it does to me when I can see you physically respond to the sound of my voice.” He shifted in his chair. “Jesus.”
 
   Caroline was tempted to crawl under the table and check his situation to see if she could coax a laugh out of him. “Calm down, Monty. We need to take a little break before we run back upstairs.”
 
   “We don’t have to go upstairs,” he said.
 
   Her husband was impossible sometimes. “You know what I mean.”
 
   Jack heaved an unnecessarily huge sigh. “I know. I’ll be patient and let you eat your dinner. I may even let you keep that robe on.”
 
   Caroline had slipped on his navy blue robe when she’d gotten out of the shower, just because she knew it drove him crazy when she wore his clothes. “That’s nice of you.”
 
   “Might have to untie it first. It hangs well but looks much better undone.”
 
   She suspected he wouldn’t be happy with anything other than total clothing removal. “I’ll get cold.”
 
   He poured himself another glass of wine. They were tearing through the Moscato so quickly that it was bound to be a two bottle night. “You won’t have to worry about that,” he said. “Nor do you have to worry about any lack of communication between us. When we’re apart we spend hours on the phone with each other.”
 
   A valid point. She’d run her battery out more than once during late night calls with him. “I guess there’s that.”
 
   Jack got up from the table and knelt down by her chair. “Sweetheart, it’s hard for me to be away from you. Maybe you don’t realize that. When I’m with you I want to show you how much I’ve missed you. Is that so wrong?”
 
   “No,” Caroline whispered, stroking the stubble on his cheek. “It’s not.”
 
   “Then don’t worry about it. And don’t worry about the reporters. Just be yourself. It’s worked so far.”
 
   “Okay.” She smiled when he grabbed her hand and kissed her palm. “Finish your dinner.”
 
   Jack stood up and saluted her. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Damn. He’d had perfect posture and everything when he’d said that. How sexy. “Ooh, I like the sound of that. Can we use that later?”
 
   “Maybe.” He sat down in the chair across from her, his expression serious. “Caroline, you’re not on the payroll but you’re my most trusted advisor. Everyone else on the campaign knows that. You understand people. You connect with them. You’re great with swing voters and women. And you’re really fucking smart.” The grave look evolved into a smile. “You’re so much more than a sex goddess.”
 
   Caroline choked on her pizza. “Oh, that one’s good. You’d better write it down and save it for future reference.”
 
   “Maybe pull it out the next time you’re pissed at me?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Jack reached across the table and took her hand. “I don’t ever want to take you for granted,” he said quietly. “Or forget what I have with you. If I start to do that, I want you to call me on it. Understand?”
 
   He was being unusually reflective. “Is that why you came home early?” she asked.
 
   “Partly,” Jack said. “There’s an important vote tomorrow that I need to be a part of.”
 
   Some clarity. He did have to save some political face when it came to his congressional seat. Caroline gave him a mock frown. “To cancel me out, I suppose.”
 
   “It’s more than that. I missed you. You’re my best friend, Caroline. This campaign is wearing on me. Sometimes I need to see you in person.”
 
   She could do something about that. “How about I get up to Philadelphia more often?”
 
   “That sounds exhausting for you.”
 
   It was worth the effort. “I’ll start doing those ‘Meet the Candidate’s Wife’ town halls too, if you want.” Jack’s campaign manager Greg had been hounding her about them for weeks, even though the idea was slightly unorthodox.
 
   Jack beamed. “Really?”
 
   His reaction made her heart swell. “See, there’s one area where you have an advantage over Murdock. He has to pay women to say nice things about him. And I’m willing to bet none of them could hold a town hall.”
 
   “You think I don’t pay?”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at him. “Watch it.”
 
   “I’m kidding,” he said. “But if you’re going to be doing that, I want you to spend a good chunk of your time making joint appearances with me.”
 
   She’d prefer not to fly solo. Hanging out with large numbers of Republicans without him as a buffer gave her a headache. “We can make that work. I like being alone in hotel rooms with you.”
 
   The smile had yet to leave her husband’s face. “I noticed. But you’ve been resisting heavier involvement in the campaign. What changed?”
 
   Caroline downed the rest of her Moscato. “I want you to win,” she said quietly.
 
   “I know that. So?”
 
   “So maybe I should give in and admit this is something I need to do for you.”
 
   He refilled her glass, finishing off the bottle. “I like when you give in, sex goddess that you are.”
 
   She laughed. “With talk like that, I may take off this robe before dinner is even over.”
 
   “If anyone takes that robe off, it’s going to be me,” he said. “It is mine.”
 
   Caroline rubbed her cheek against the soft terrycloth. “It’s comfy. I might keep it.”
 
   “I will readily concede that it looks a hell of lot better on you than it does on me.”
 
   The look on her husband’s face was enough to bring her reflective side to the surface as well. Or maybe it was the Moscato talking. “I miss you too,” she said abruptly. “It’s hard for me to talk about. I don’t want to take you for granted, either.”
 
   “You haven’t and you won’t.” He stared down at his half-eaten pizza. “I’m sorry I’ve been away from you so often. I know how hard this campaign has been, and we haven’t even gotten to the most stressful part.”
 
   A frequent topic of their discussions. She kept reassuring him that it was okay, that she could deal with their temporary separations, that it would get easier once November arrived. But she couldn’t push all of her insecurities to the side. “This is all so new, darling. I guess I’m afraid one of us is going to get bored.”
 
   Jack frowned. “You mean me.”
 
   “No,” she said quickly. “I just – this has all been a dream so far, and I don’t want it to end.”
 
   The presents, the trips, the attention, the affection, the weekends spent in bed…they all seemed like they were happening to someone else. Caroline felt like she was spying on another woman who had a life in which, at least temporarily, everything had gone completely right.
 
   “Maybe it’s time for you to admit this is something that could last,” he said. “You don’t have to be looking over your shoulder terrified that something is going to happen.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jack. I know my hesitance bothers you.  I don’t want you to take it personally.”
 
   He shoved his plate out of the way and took both of her hands in his. “I know why you feel the way you do. But you need to let it go. You can’t spend your entire life wondering if your happiness will be taken away from you. You worry too much. Nick wouldn’t want you to feel that way, nor do I.”
 
   It was hard to change who she was, even though he was doing his best to help her. “I know.”
 
   “Indulge yourself. Revel in it. It doesn’t mean you’re taking advantage of it.” 
 
   Easier said than done. She’d had her fair share of sadness and should have been more willing to appreciate the happy times when they came. Much harder in practice than in theory. The clock was always ticking. 
 
   “We won’t have this much alone time once the fall campaign kicks off,” Caroline said. “Nor can we get busy on the living room floor when the girls come back from camp.”
 
   “I know that,” Jack said. “When I think of how good we have it, the sex is only part of it.”
 
   After their romps in bed and in the shower, he could say that with a straight face? “Really?”
 
   “Caroline, I married you for much more than your libido. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   “I guess so,” she mumbled. “It’s not like you weren’t able to get laid before you met me.”
 
   Jack squeezed her hands. “Now I get much more than sex. It means more. You mean more.”
 
   “Does this count as us talking more?” she asked.
 
   He laughed. “I doubt it. You’re the one who complained that all we did was flirt and have sex. And here we are eating pizza at home because we can’t keep our hands off each other, flirting and talking about sex.”
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   He pulled his chair back from the table, patting his knee. “Come here.” Caroline got up and sat on his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck. “What’s really bothering you?” he asked.
 
   She had a thousand thoughts bouncing around in her head at any given time, so she picked the one that had been bugging her the most. “What if you lose?” she whispered.
 
   “Everything looks good so far. Do you really think that’s a possibility?”
 
   He sounded a bit too sure of himself. Caroline found that hard to believe. “You aren’t worried at all?”
 
   “Maybe a little,” he admitted. “Polls aren’t always accurate. But we’ll be fine if that happens. We have other things we could be doing. Why would it bother you if I lost? You’d have plenty of ways to keep yourself occupied.”
 
   “I worry that it wouldn’t be enough for you going back to being an executive or having to put up with me on a daily basis.”
 
   He sighed, which meant that a speech was coming. “Caroline-”
 
   “I mean it, Jack. So much of our life revolves around the political game. Around campaign events, putting on a show, playing to crowds, talking about policy. Being scheduled and routinized. What if we don’t have that anymore?” 
 
   “You don’t think we have more than just sex and politics keeping us together? Hell, Caroline, you barely agree with me on anything. We spend much more time talking about any number of things that have nothing to do with public policy.”
 
   His logic would get him nowhere. “I know.”
 
   “Then what’s the issue?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Do you think I’m too shallow to sustain a normal day to day relationship?” Jack asked quietly.
 
   “No,” Caroline said. “I just – wow, when you phrase it that way it sounds pretty horrible.”
 
   “Do you think I only married you because of my ambition?”
 
   “Definitely not.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me if I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life with you,” Jack said. “With you and your children. If I lose, I lose. We’ll find something else to do. It’s not like either one of us would have any trouble finding a job.”
 
   “I could be Jenny’s chief of staff,” she joked.
 
   “You’re too disorganized, sweetheart. You’d drive her insane.”
 
   Both Jen and Kathleen had done a phenomenal job at helping to fool the public into thinking that Caroline knew what she was doing, when half the time she felt clueless. “You’re probably right. Maybe Chrissy would hire me as an opposition consultant.”
 
   “I wouldn’t hold out for that,” Jack said. “Also, I’m undefeated so far in my career.”
 
   “You’ve only run for office once. I’ve got three under my belt.”
 
   “We’re both undefeated. I’d say that’s a good omen, wouldn’t you?”
 
   Caroline didn’t think that meant a damn thing but didn’t want to discourage him. “I guess so.”
 
   “Then stop worrying.”
 
   He made it sound as if she could snap her fingers and make her troubles vanish. “I can’t help it,” she said. “I have a friend who’s an operative in western Pennsylvania. He says it’s only a matter of time before Murdock uses my speech in an ad against you.”
 
   “You have an informant?”
 
   “More than one. In case you haven’t noticed, the Democratic Party hasn’t been pouring money into your race, and I don’t expect that to change come fall.”
 
   “That’s because you’re my lucky charm. You’ve been racking up the endorsements for me, too.”
 
   Caroline had appeared on Jack’s behalf with a slew of law enforcement agencies and unions, several of which had agreed to endorse him or stay neutral. An impressive and quite unusual feat, but Murdock hadn’t exactly endeared himself to them. Both Jack and Caroline had a track record of support for police organizations.
 
   “It’s because they don’t want to piss me off,” she said. She assumed that was what it was. Even though she wasn’t running for re-election, she cultivated significant goodwill among some party loyalists and had several contacts who would bend over backwards for her if she asked. Which brought her to her next point.
 
   “I want to do an ad for your campaign,” she said.
 
   “No,” Jack said bluntly. “Absolutely not. I don’t care what Greg says.”
 
   She kissed his cheek. “I see he talked to you, too.”
 
   “Yes, and it’s a terrible idea.”
 
   Curious for him to refuse her offer outright, though she suspected he’d need some convincing. “Why?”              
 
   “I just don’t want you to do it.”
 
   “I’m all over your family friendly literature,” Caroline said. Not that she was thrilled about it. She had never put her children on any flyers or used them in any ads and Jack’s staff had done it without her knowledge. She hadn’t taken it well but eventually came to the conclusion that it was for the good of the campaign.
 
   “That’s different,” he said.
 
   It was actually exactly the same, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. “Fine,” Caroline said. “But I get to do a response piece if Murdock drags out that speech I made. Agreed?”
 
   Jack glowered at her. “No.”
 
   They’d had their fair share of discussions about his opponent and his slimy ways. Jack was trying to protect her but Caroline found his reticence frustrating. With her approval ratings at an all-time high, any appearance, any ad, any speech she made on his behalf could only gain him support. 
 
   “I want to help,” she said.
 
   “I don’t want to throw you out there that way.”
 
   She could try a different approach. Catching flies with honey or something along those lines. Caroline kissed his cheek, brushing her lips toward his ear. “Come on, Monty,” she whispered, rubbing against his thigh. “Don’t be such a meanie.”
 
   He stifled a groan. “I don’t like when you play this game.”
 
   She bit his neck. “You mean, the game where I always get what I want?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “That one.”
 
   “I do like that game.”
 
   Jack ran his fingers through her hair. “I don’t want you to get hurt,” he said.
 
   “I won’t.” She slipped her hand under his shirt. “Everyone loves me. You said so yourself.”
 
   He let out a hard breath when she raked her fingernails down his chest. “You’re trying to distract me.”
 
   “Is it working?”
 
   His hand was teasing her thigh, which pretty much gave her the answer she wanted. “A little.”
 
   Caroline pulled it up and kissed his palm. “I told you I can handle Murdock. He can’t be allowed to get away with shit. Not this time.”
 
   “I love you,” Jack said. “I don’t want you to get dragged into this mess because of him.”
 
   “I know how much you love me,” she said. “I can feel it when you’re near me. But part of me wonders if you can truly be happy if you don’t win this thing. So I want to do whatever I can to help. Including appearing on your behalf in whatever capacity I can.”
 
   Jack kissed her. “You make me happy. There are other parts of my existence that keep me occupied or entertained or mildly fulfilled, but none of that matters if you’re not with me. I don’t need to be elected governor to have a good life.”
 
   She leaned into his shoulder. “I can’t help it if sometimes I don’t think I’m enough. I’m sorry I’m so insecure,” she whispered.
 
   “Don’t be,” he said. “I have my own insecurities to juggle. Why do you think I have such a giant ego?”
 
   Caroline shifted in his lap. Her handiwork appeared to have had the desired effect if the bulge in his boxers was any indication. “There may be a few legitimate reasons for that.”
 
   Jack laughed. “Oh, really?”
 
   “Really.” She glanced at the nearly empty pizza box and his abandoned plate. “Are you finished eating?”
 
   He kissed her at the juncture of her shoulder and neck. One of her favorite spots. “In a manner of speaking.”
 
   Caroline bit her lip. “Oh, Jack. Don’t be that guy.”
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “If you say something like ‘I’m hungry for love,’ I’m going to lock myself in the study for the rest of the night.”
 
   Jack laughed again. “I’d never be that lame. You don’t like it when I try to seduce you?”
 
   “I love it,” Caroline said. “And you’re pretty good at avoiding the trite stuff.”
 
   “I am, but I’m positively perfect at the nasty stuff.” Jack nuzzled her hair. “What do you say I suck your clit for a couple of hours while you practice calling me Mr. Governor?”
 
   Caroline pulled back to look at him and he was grinning. “You’re messing with me,” she said. “Right?”
 
   “Maybe.” He slid one hand inside the top of the fuzzy blue robe, the other lightly tickling the back of her neck.
 
   She shivered. “Your hand is cold.”
 
   Jack smiled, his fingers teasing their way down her chest. “I can think of a place I can put it to warm it up.”
 
   Caroline moaned softly as he massaged her breast. “Filthy old man.”
 
   “Good girls get rewarded,” he whispered, leaning over to tongue her nipple. “Naughty girls get spanked.”
 
   She desperately wanted to know where he was going with that statement. “I never know which role I prefer,” she murmured.
 
   He brought his head up, giving her a rascally grin. “I do.”
 
   “Maybe you should tell me.”
 
   Jack loosened the knot on the robe, pulling her around until her back was to him. “I favor actions over words,” he said, opening the robe and running a hand down her abdomen. He swept her hair aside to kiss the back of her neck. 
 
   “Don’t stop,” she whispered.
 
   “I never do. Spread your legs, sweetheart.”
 
   Caroline spread them, just a little. Just to see what kind of mood he was in.
 
   Jack bit her earlobe. “You can do better than that,” he scolded, palming her thighs and pulling them apart, a little rougher than necessary.
 
   He kept his fingers wrapped around her flesh as she squirmed against him. There would be marks in the morning. The thought turned her on, seeing his handprints on her body like that. Pulling on her nylons and attaching them to her garters, wondering if the bruises would be visible through the sheer material. Having him watch her as she crossed the House floor or when they walked across the Capitol grounds to go to lunch. 
 
   Would he be thinking about it too? Of this moment, of those secrets hidden under her skirt? Would he want her to show them to him the instant they were alone? Would she have to keep the garters on or would he want her naked? The possibilities were endless and the mere contemplation of them caused her to let out a soft moan.
 
   Jack loosened his grip. “I haven’t even done anything yet.”
 
   He had no fucking idea. Her senses were already on high alert. “You’ve done everything.”
 
   He trailed his fingers toward her clit. “I could do more.”
 
   Caroline scratched her nails over the back of his hand, urging him on. “Please.”
 
   “Please what?”
 
   She liked the way the evening was heading. “Please touch me.”
 
   “I was going to do that anyway, but I’m so very glad you asked.” Jack wrapped one arm around her neck, pulling her to him. “Okay?” he asked.
 
   She curled her fingers around the arm at her throat. “Keep going,” she said, leaning back so that her cheek brushed his.
 
    He glided a finger inside her. “I like when you let me play this game. We’ve never come up with a name for it, though. I think we should call it ‘How Many Times Can We Make Caroline Come?’”
 
   She gritted her teeth. “That wasn’t the game I was thinking of.”
 
   “How about ‘Fucking Your Wife On The Dining Room Table’?”
 
   “Closer,” she whispered.
 
   He curled the finger up, hitting that secret spot that only he’d been able to find. “Oh, yes. Why don’t we play ‘Let Jack Do Whatever He Wants’?”
 
   She let out a soft moan. “That’s the one.”
 
   He tightened his grip around her neck. “You like that game?”
 
   She rubbed her palm against the hand at her pussy. “It’s my favorite.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked. He moved beyond her g-spot and stroked her clit again.
 
   He always did it like that. Teasing and tantalizing her until she couldn’t take it anymore. Until she wasn’t sure if she liked it or not. But she kept playing. She struggled against him but he held firm.
 
   “You hate that you can’t move,” he whispered. “You hate it and you love it. Because you know I’ll always be there. My hands, my lips, my voice, my cock…they’ll all be there. You’ll never break free of me, Caroline. Never.”
 
   It terrified her when he said things like that, because she knew they were true. Her response scared her even more. “I don’t want to,” she said softly.
 
   He pressed a finger inside her again, which meant he was going to take his time. “I know,” he said. “You’d miss this too much, wouldn’t you?”
 
   Jack loved his games, no matter which one was being played. Trying to make her talk while doing all the things that made talking nearly impossible. 
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Oh, that fucker. “I can’t-”
 
   “Tell me,” he whispered. “It turns me on.”
 
   She wriggled on his lap. A futile effort since the arm around her neck was pressed against her throat.
 
   “None of that,” he said, sliding his fingers up to her clit. “Be good.”
 
   “Jack-”
 
   “Be a good girl and behave or I won’t make you come.”
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   His fingers stilled. “Tell me. Or I’ll stop touching you.”
 
   Words. She needed words to say before she bit her tongue off and lost the ability to speak. “Because you make me feel good,” she gasped.
 
   He bit her shoulder and stroked her clit again. “You can do better than that. Use that vocabulary, baby. Tell me what I do to you.”
 
   He loved this part of the game. Ordering her around. Forcing her to do what he knew she secretly wanted. Waiting until that last moment when he could send her over that huge precipice into oblivion.
 
   “Tell me,” he repeated. “Don’t make me punish you.”
 
   She was half tempted to see exactly what kind of punishment he was contemplating but she was almost certain it would involve orgasm denial. They’d never gone down that road before and she didn’t want to travel it now. “You – oh, God-”
 
   “I’d prefer that you call me Jack,” he said.
 
   She grabbed onto the bathrobe hanging from her shoulders, curling her hands into fists. Maybe that would help her focus. “You do everything I want. Everything I need.”
 
   “Like this?” he asked, sliding his fingers back and forth.
 
   “Yes.” She wanted to tell him to ease back and tone down the game because she was embarrassingly close to begging and pleading. “Please, Jack-”
 
   He seemed to sense her mood. “Calm down,” he whispered. “Let yourself feel it. Enjoy it. Focus on your pleasure, not your pain.”
 
   She whimpered softly and he withdrew his hand, giving her a minute to catch her breath.
 
   “That’s enough talking,” he said, raising his hand up to her mouth as he sped up. 
 
   Caroline was close…so close…and she writhed against him as he made her come again and again, but she never felt compelled to tell him to stop. Not that she was able to speak. He’d made sure of that. She knew how to signal him to slow down and had no desire to do so. They might not have another night like this for a while. She kept her hands balled into fists, clutching the terrycloth until her sweaty palms slipped free of the bathrobe and she almost lost her balance. 
 
   Jack quickly brought both arms around her waist. “I think that’s enough.” He kissed the back of her head and rubbed her shoulders as she came down. “Turn around.”
 
   It took her a minute. Her legs were shaky. But she didn’t want to hesitate. Not as long as he had that tone in his voice. As soon as she spun around he pushed the bathrobe off her shoulders and onto the floor. 
 
   “Sexy,” he murmured, cupping her breasts. His gaze met hers. “Unzip my pants.”
 
   She still couldn’t catch her breath. “You’re a bossy fucker. Jesus Christ. Give me a second.”
 
   He swatted her ass. “Behave,” he said. “It’s my turn.”
 
   Maybe he’d spank her later if she asked nicely. Caroline grabbed the waistband of his khakis. “I don’t know why you’re wearing these anyway. Sweatpants would have been much more practical. You can’t ever dress down, can you?”
 
   He thrust his hips up as she pulled his cock out of his boxers. “You like the zipper anyway.”
 
   She stood up on shaky legs and sank onto him, smiling when he groaned. “You like being inside me better.”
 
   He just grunted, and she moved against him. The grunt evolved into a low moan.
 
   “I think you should have to talk while I’m getting you off,” she said. “Fair is fair.”
 
   Jack held her steady and thrust up from the chair again. “You like it better when I concentrate.”
 
   She tugged at his hair, locking eyes with him. He continued to move inside her, not smiling, not speaking. Just staring at her, his hands firmly gripping her waist.
 
   “I love you,” she mouthed.
 
   The silent phrase hung in the air. It was all he needed. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and took them to the floor, increasing his pace. The spell was broken when he buried his face in her hair and held her down on the carpet. She wasn’t about to argue for a different position. He fucked her hard, panting and swearing and biting and licking, until he brought his head up when it was over.
 
   “Damn, woman,” he whispered. “You always make dinner interesting.”
 
   She pressed her fingers to his lips. “Shut up and cuddle with me.” 
 
   Jack rolled onto his back and Caroline laid her head on his shoulder, smiling as he started to stroke her hair. He’d want to go again soon. It would be a small miracle if they made it upstairs before that happened. 
 
   “I’ll never break free of you either,” he said softly. “You know that, don’t you? You’ve got my heart in a vise, Caroline. Promise me you’ll never exploit that.”
 
   An unusual moment of post-coital vulnerability. He rarely got introspective in bed, or during or after sex. She knew that was why he dragged them both to the floor. Her declaration of love had the ability to break him open in a way he was trying to keep under control. Even if she hadn’t actually said the words out loud, he had to chase them away with his cock buried inside her.
 
   He’d made so many promises to her. Opened himself up day by day, with so far to go. And she knew he’d get there. So many promises, so many gifts, so many assurances. He meant every single one. Surely she could keep one lowly little promise to him. 
 
   “I won’t,” she said. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline woke up with a start and bit her pillow to hold back her sobs. There was an arm around her waist. Oh God, there was someone in her bed. A man. She had a man in her bed. A man who was holding her. A man who’d tried to kiss her, who liked her. Who wanted her even though she didn’t want him. Gabe. 
 
   She told herself to be quiet. Tears were the physical manifestation of her cowardice, and any noise that came along with them was proof of her inability to control her emotions. Maybe he wouldn’t hear her, wouldn’t call attention to it. 
 
   Were the sweet memories better than the nightmares? None of them helped her feel better. All they did was deepen her grief. She closed her eyes, trying to block out the dream, but all she saw was Jack’s face. His eyes, his lips, every beautiful piece of him.
 
   She couldn’t wake Gabe up. Couldn’t kick him out. Had to keep it all inside. Had to make the moment pass. The biting didn’t work so she threw off the covers and ran into the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She crouched down on the floor, rocking back and forth with her head in her hands. What had she done? She’d considered cheating on her husband. She hadn’t done anything to act on it, but what the fuck had she been thinking?
 
   Caroline tugged at her hair. No, it wouldn’t have been cheating. You couldn’t be unfaithful to the dead. You could dishonor their memory, though. She’d waited and waited for so long after Nicky died, but with Jack? The instant she had the opportunity she’d invited another man into her room, knowing damn well that he wanted to do much more than tuck her in. Another merry widow moving along without a care in the world.
 
   Widow. She hated that word. It made her feel old. It didn’t roll off the tongue in any manner that could be considered complimentary. It inspired pity, dread, and that special state of awkwardness that never fully went away, particularly when said widow was young. It sounded so permanent and awful. She’d barely even used that word when Nicky died. Why would she use it now? She was a two-time loser. Couldn’t hold onto a relationship to save her life when she was younger, now fated to outlive each of her husbands and disrespect them at every turn. Who the hell did she think she was, anyway?
 
   You’re Caroline. Caroline Gerard.
 
   She didn’t want to be Caroline. Ever again. She wanted to forget Caroline ever existed. Forget her marriages, forget her children, forget her friends.
 
   You’re Diana. Diana Pascal.
 
   The fuck she was. Like that was an acceptable alternative. A passport and a fake ID didn’t mean shit, not really.
 
   Then who are you?
 
   Diana was strong where Caroline was weak. Diana could use a man for sex and not feel guilty about it, could lie and cheat and steal and realize that it didn’t matter, not in the long run. Diana was no coward, couldn’t be played for a fool. Didn’t get caught up in guilt or remorse. Diana would chew Caroline up and spit her back out and feel nothing but triumph. And Caroline wanted to be her. Dreadfully so. But she hadn’t managed it. Yet another thing at which she’d failed. 
 
   She stood up and wiped her eyes before heading down the hall and crawling back into bed. Gabe didn’t stir. She had to try harder. Try to block out everything that reminded her of the life she used to have. Every detail, every facet, every bit of hope she’d ever had.
 
   Diana. Her name was Diana. Because Caroline was dead.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline pulled the blanket up to her chin. It didn’t matter that she was covered in sweat and hot as hell. She could smell it. The Fed. It fucking lived in her pores and no matter what she did, she couldn’t escape it. No shower, no scrub, no nothing could rid her of the rotting stench of the place.
 
   It had happened again. That nightmare. The one that was almost as bad as the ones she had about Jenny. And she had no one to blame but herself. Because she couldn’t stop thinking about Jack. About any of them.
 
   “He’s dead. All of them are dead. Your family. Your friends. That kike Goldman, that dyke you hung around with, and that whiny bitch who took your seat. All because of you. Was it worth it?”
 
   Murdock had been wearing cheap cologne that night. She hadn’t paid all that much attention to it but whenever she heard his voice in her sleep the stink permeated the air when she woke up. It was worse than the mildew in her cell. The memories all blurred together until she wasn’t sure what had really happened and what had just occurred in her mind.
 
   “Hello, Gerard.”
 
   The voice. That horrible voice. It never went away. No matter what she did, it never went away.
 
   “I’m in charge of interrogations. I run a few of them, in certain special circumstances. And you’re the most special of circumstances.”
 
   That ratlike face. Those beady eyes. That sadistic mind.
 
   “Wipe that smile off your face, you goddamn bitch.” 
 
    A sharp, stinging backhand across her face. 
 
   “Do you know how many bones there are in the human hand? Twenty-seven.”
 
   That cruel half grin, constantly reminding her that to be in control was to be free. 
 
   “I have to tell you, Caroline. I’ve never done this before. I’ve practiced, of course. But I’m so glad you get to be here for my first time. A mutual deflowering, we’ll call it.”
 
   A hammer slamming down, smashing through flesh and bone.
 
   “My deepest apologies. Senator Goldman won’t be joining you again. She sends her regrets.”
 
   A gunshot ringing in her ears. Being piped in through the speakers. Again and again and again. 
 
   “Tell me, Caroline. Did you like Jack to beat you? Whip you? Degrade you? Was that part of your little game, how you both got your thrills? Such a shame he wasn’t captured along with you. Just think of what we could have done to you while we made him watch.”
 
   A belt. Metal and leather whooshing through the air, tearing her apart again and again.
 
   “I think that worked quite well. Don’t you? I bet you loved every minute of it. Such divine marks.”
 
   Another slap to the face, meant more for humiliation than anything else.
 
   “You’re going to die in this disgusting cell, Caroline. Alone. Slowly and painfully. It’s a shame I won’t be in here to watch you take your last breath, but I’ve got plans with a hot slut who’s far more attractive and much more pliable than you.” 
 
   The press of a silver blade.
 
   “Shall we get started?”
 
   Caroline bit down on the blanket. She didn’t want to cry. Not again. Not when it only made her feel worse. But she felt so damn alone. If left to her own devices or forced to spend the rest of the night by herself, there was no telling what she would do to make the voice stop taunting her. 
 
   But it was Saturday. She had an out.
 
   She unlocked her door and crept down the hall. The house was quiet. Naturally. It was three in the morning. No one in their right mind was awake, even if they were used to working an overnight shift. She turned the knob on Gabe’s bedroom door and crawled into bed next to him. His arm immediately came around her.
 
   “Another nightmare?” he whispered.
 
   She took a deep breath. He never needed to ask but did it every single time. “Yeah.”
 
   He held her tighter. “You’re all right. Close your eyes and try to sleep.”
 
   A near impossibility but at least she wasn’t by herself. And he had a nightlight too. Because he knew she’d need it. 
 
   She’d started doing that. Coming in when he was asleep, if he was at home. During the week he was never there but on the weekends it was almost guaranteed that she’d end up in his room at some point. It was her only escape. 
 
   He didn’t seem to mind. Never made a move. Never did anything below or above the waist. Just held her all night, knowing she wouldn’t sleep. She wasn’t sure if it was comforting or not, but when she was with him the nightmares weren’t nearly as intense.
 
   It had been their unspoken agreement after her initial rejection of him. They’d discussed things the next morning. How she wasn’t ready for anything, but that might change. That they both didn’t need the difficulties that might come with a romantic relationship. Reasonable rationales for why she couldn’t get involved with him. Total bullshit on her end but he believed it. Maybe someday she’d be ready to give him more but for now she was content to take without giving anything in return, because he was willing to do it for her. And if it helped, it helped. After all, Diana did need a friend. Even a friend with partial benefits. Though she’d be awake the whole damn night, at least she didn’t feel so fucking isolated.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   As time passed it got easier to block the memories out. Caroline wasn’t sure what techniques were working so she used them all. Her friends never pushed her, even on those days when her face was scrunched with concentration and she did her best to stuff every bit of her past away. She was absorbed in her ultimate goal: getting to California. She couldn’t waste her time dwelling on what once was and never could be again. She had to focus on what she had now. 
 
   She’d just gotten through a rather intense workout with Jones, who’d been supplementing Crunch’s self-defense routines with a few of his own. It seemed to make Crunch insecure. He’d been watching them the entire time, his disinterest evolving into envy.
 
   “That’s what you call teaching her to fight?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Jones said smugly. “Did a hella job better than you, I’d say.”
 
   Crunch scoffed. “We’ll see. What say you, Caroline?”
 
   Crunch had done a phenomenal job helping her rebuild her strength, but Jones had demonstrated some practical moves that were a little more uncivilized. Caroline wanted coarse. Vulgar. Nasty and unforgiving. And Jones could sure as hell fight that way. Crunch’s underhanded techniques were one thing but Jonesie could take it to another level. 
 
   She shrugged. “He’s done okay. I mean, for a felon.”
 
   Jones shoved her playfully before handing her a bottle of Gatorade. “I’m not a felon anymore,” he said.
 
   She drank three-quarters of the bottle before glancing up again. “Pfft. Semantics, really.”
 
   He frowned. “Huh?”
 
   Crunch laughed. “Gabe’s right. Your vocabulary needs some serious expansion.”
 
   “Wait,” Jones said, turning to Caroline. “You insulting me?”
 
   She smiled, knowing he’d realize she was kidding. “Not really.”
 
   Crunch slipped on a pair of gloves. “I think we should see what she has. About time we worked up a command performance.”
 
   “Fine with me,” Caroline said.
 
   Jones helped Caroline put her own gloves back on. “Whatever you say, Crunchy. Be prepared to get your ass whooped. Your shit’s nothing compared to what I’ve taught her.”
 
   Crunch flexed. “Not fucking likely.”
 
   Caroline smacked her hands together, pleased by the muffled noise the gloves made. Crunch was a great sparring partner, both verbally and physically. But the two of them had never shown their moves in front of anyone else before. 
 
   “You afraid to get beaten up by a girl?” she asked.
 
   “Hardly.”
 
   Jones leaned into Crunch’s ear and whispered something.
 
   “I’m not doing that shit,” Crunch hissed.
 
   “Do it, man. Seriously.”
 
   Crunch shook his head back and forth. “Bullshit. No way.”
 
   “C’mon.” 
 
   “What’s the problem, boys?” Caroline asked. “I can take you both on if you want.”
 
   Jones laughed. “Our girl’s got balls, y’all.”
 
   That sort of self-assurance came to her so rarely anymore that she was determined to take advantage of it. “Just saying. If you both did your damn jobs and taught me worth a fuck, then I should be able to, right?”
 
   Crunch laughed. “True that.” 
 
   Caroline punched him on the shoulder. “What was it he wanted you to say?”
 
   Crunch frowned at Jones. “He wanted me to say a word I intensely dislike.”
 
   She grinned. “Jonesie, were you trying to get Crunch to use the ‘c’ word?”
 
   He crossed his hands behind his head. “Heard a rumor you don’t like it that much. Wanted to see how you’d react.”
 
   She bounced across the room and kicked at his foot. “That rumor came from me, jerkface.”
 
   “Is ‘jerkface’ the best you can do? Come on, now.”
 
   Caroline started flailing her hands at him. He laughed. It had to look pretty funny with giant boxing gloves on. “Bring it, asshole.”
 
   “You gonna pull my hair next?” Jones asked.
 
   “You don’t have any hair.”
 
   He stood up and removed her gloves, then took a fighting stance in front of her. “Show me what you got. Fuck Crunch. He don’t wanna play but I know you got it in you today.”
 
   She mimicked his stance. “Only if you promise not to go easy on me.”
 
   “We’re not wearing gloves. There might be blood,” he said.
 
   Like she’d never seen that before. “Fine with me.”
 
   Jones smirked at Crunch. “You ready, man? We’re about to show you how to really fucking fight.”
 
   Crunch had already taken off his gloves and was leaning against the wall. “Go ahead,” he said. “I need a nap anyway.” He turned to Caroline. “That means I expect you to make this quick.”
 
   Jones jabbed at Caroline and she dodged it. “All right. Your reflexes are okay.”
 
   Caroline jumped from foot to foot, dodging him again. “You’re not even fucking trying.”
 
   He tried a third time and she got a shot to his ribs. She didn’t punch too hard, but he winced and she felt a small stab of victory. She was learning pressure points and vulnerabilities. She’d have to go for a kidney shot next, just to see if she could do it. But before she could, Jonesie grabbed her arms and pinned them behind her back.
 
   And her world went dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   The Safe House
 
   Before Jones even realized what had happened, Caroline bumped backwards into him.
 
   “I don’t know anything,” she said.
 
   He loosened his grip, confused. “What’s that?”
 
   Crunch ran over. “Let go of her. Something’s not right.” He knelt down in front of Caroline. “You okay? Talk to me.”
 
   “I don’t know anything,” she repeated.
 
   Crunch turned to Jones. “Shit,” he whispered. “Let go of her.”
 
   Jones released one of her wrists, keeping his grip on the other. “What’s going on?”
 
   Caroline whirled around and punched him in the face. “Leave me alone!”
 
   He stumbled back, shocked, and let go of her. She leapt on top of him, punching and clawing at his face. Crunch tried to pull her off of him.
 
   “Do something,” Jones said, ducking away from another blow. “I don’t wanna hurt her.”
 
   “Gabe!” Crunch yelled. “Get the fuck down here!”
 
   “I’m not telling you shit,” she screamed, hitting Jones in the nose. “Fucking cowards.”
 
   Jones rolled over on top of her, pinning her down. “Calm down, Princess. Come on.” He heard swift footsteps and turned his head, and Caroline kicked her way out from beneath him, knocking him to the floor again.
 
   “You’re all cowards!” she yelled.
 
   “Help me,” Crunch told Gabe. “She went fucking nuts. I have no idea what happened.”
 
   Jones rolled over on top of her and the three men managed to get her upright. Crunch had his arms around her waist while Jones kept her hands pinned to her sides.
 
   “Don’t put them behind her back,” Crunch told him. “That’s what did it. She got all glassy eyed and shit when you did that.”
 
   Jones frowned, trying to ignore the pain in his cheek. “How the fuck was I supposed to know not to do that, genius?”
 
   “Shut up,” Gabe said.
 
   Jones scowled at him. “What the fuck do you suggest we do, Saint Gabriel? Slap her back into reality?”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Gabe leaned in closer to Caroline. “It’s Gabe. Talk to me.”
 
   Caroline looked at him, her expression blank. She lunged toward him but the other men held her back. “I have nothing to tell you. Leave me be.”
 
   Gabe stood up. “Let’s get her to her room. Maybe she’ll snap out of it if we actually do what she says.”
 
   Jones let out an irritable laugh as Caroline continued to struggle to get away from him and Crunch. “How do you think we’re gonna do that?”
 
   Gabe frowned. “I don’t know. Throw her over your shoulder?”
 
   Goddammit. Jones liked Caroline but he had a feeling she was gonna leave some marks if he did that. “You fucking owe me, man,” he said, letting Crunch help him heave her up. “You’re helping me, Crunchy. In case she tries to claw out my eyes or some shit.”
 
   Gabe stood up. “I’m right behind you.”
 
   Jones started toward the stairwell, with Crunch in front of him. She didn’t claw out his eyes but she struggled and screamed the entire way up the stairs. If he hadn’t been a relatively coordinated guy, he would have dropped her. Or if he hadn’t cared about her so much. He could have let her fall to the floor but that would be cruel. He reminded himself that she didn’t know what she was doing as she continued to paw at him when he laid her down on her bed. She tore his shirt almost completely off before he broke free.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” he said, backing them all toward the door. “Maybe she’ll sleep it off.”
 
   Crunch shut the door just as she staggered after them and started pounding on it. “We might be in over our heads here. What if she doesn’t snap out of it?”
 
   Gabe pinched the bridge of his nose. “She’ll be fine. I think that’s enough hand to hand combat for now. You all right, Jonesie?”
 
   Jones ripped his shirt the rest of the way off and balled it up and pressed it to his cheek. “Need ice. Nothing I can’t handle.” He grinned at Crunch. “Told ya the lady had balls.”
 
   Crunch let out a small laugh. “You’ve got some seriously misplaced priorities. But I love you anyway.”
 
   The pounding stopped. They heard nothing behind the wall. Just a disconcerting silence. 
 
   “I need a drink,” Gabe said.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   When Caroline woke up the light next to her bed was on. She was sore as hell. What had happened? Jones was sitting in the corner.
 
   “Hey.” His voice was muted. Something was off. He moved over and sat on the bed next to her. “How you feeling?” he asked.
 
   She sat up, taking a good look at him. Didn’t hurt to ask. “What happened?” 
 
   “What’s the last thing you remember?”
 
   “We were training,” she said. “You and I were scuffling and…I don’t remember anything after that.”
 
   He rubbed the top of his head, hesitating before speaking again. “I pulled your hands behind your back and you went a little nuts on me, Princess. We couldn’t calm you down. I don’t even know how we got you upstairs, to be honest.” 
 
   Caroline stared at the side of his face, which was obviously swollen. His nose was a little puffy but didn’t look broken. Someone had done a number on him. Like a bar fight gone terribly wrong. “Did I do that?” she whispered.
 
   He shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
   How could he be so indifferent? Couldn’t he appreciate the seriousness of what had taken place? “I can’t – I don’t remember doing that.”
 
   “I figured you wouldn’t.” He put his arm around her. “It’s okay.”
 
   She pulled away from him. He had a pretty serious black eye and a welt on the side of his face. That she caused. Caroline wasn’t going to accept affection from him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He scooted closer to her again. “It’s okay,” he repeated. “Really. I used to get beat up all the time as a kid. You just caught me off guard.”
 
   His social history didn’t make it any better. It almost made it worse. “I don’t remember anything,” she whispered. “Why don’t I remember that?”
 
   Jones smiled at her. “It’s not that big a deal. I just wanted to make sure I didn’t hurt you. You’re okay, right?”
 
   She found it unsettling that he had shrugged the incident off so easily, but perhaps it was best not to pursue it. “I’m fine.”
 
   Jones took her hand in his, straightening out her fingers the best he could. “You did good but you need to learn to punch better,” he said. “You got all bone and your knuckles are busted up.”
 
   “You’re criticizing the way I attacked you without provocation?”
 
   He grinned. “I might have provoked you a little. I guess I know not to yank your hands behind your back again.”
 
   Hell if she remembered it. If that was a trigger, she’d make sure to avoid it when she could. “I’ll take you at your word.”
 
   He ran his fingertips along the back of her hand. “I’m not that hurt. I’ll be fine.” He gave her a triumphant grin and raised his voice. “Plus it proves I’ve been doing a better job of teaching you than Crunch has.”
 
   “I heard that!” Crunch’s voice echoed in from the living room.
 
   Jones laughed. “Want to go watch the game?”
 
   He might have thought avoidance was the best way to process this, but she was waiting for one of them to get angry at her. About anything, even something stupid. Jones hollered at Crunch all the time when they were talking smack to each other. All the men were consistently nice to her. Even when she was beating the shit out of them or blacking out or abruptly leaving the room without a word. What would it take for them to do something to make her feel like she wasn’t a china doll? 
 
   Caroline sighed. “Okay.”
 
   His smile faded. They may not have wanted to yell at her, but they always knew when she wasn’t feeling right. She hardly ever smiled anymore but most of the time she could pretend to be on an even keel. Jones squeezed her hand. “I’m not too good at talking, but I can listen,” he said. “So, you know, if you ever need to talk. Do you want to talk?”
 
   The trifecta was complete. Crunch had asked and Jones had followed. Gabe hadn’t really brought it up but his behavior screamed out that he wanted her to open up to him. She was disinclined to do anything of the sort. “Not really,” she said softly.
 
   “Well, if you change your mind, let me know.”
 
   That wasn’t about to happen any time soon but she made a note of it. “Let’s go watch some basketball.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline heard Gabe and the others talking about it one night when they thought she was asleep. She hadn’t bothered telling them that sleep was her enemy. Crunch and Jones had to know that she occasionally spent her nights in Gabe’s bedroom. She wondered what they thought about that. Gabe wouldn’t volunteer information but he probably wouldn’t refute any speculation, either.
 
   But that conversation…their voices, their words…none of what her friends said had come as a surprise. What were they to do? How could they get her to talk? What would happen if she went batshit again? It was no secret she was fucked up in the head. They couldn’t exactly get a therapist to make house calls for a woman who was supposed to be dead. And they’d figured out rather quickly not to engage her any more than they already had.
 
   It was laughable. She needed loads of therapy. Oodles and oodles of analysis and study. The Thomas Eagleton treatment or something similarly drastic. She wasn’t going to get it any time soon so she’d have to do a better job of holding it together. But how could she do that if she could never be sure exactly what would cause her to unravel?
 
   She didn’t resent her friends for their concern. Didn’t wish them harm. They simply didn’t know what to do with her. She tried harder. Tried to temper her responses, made sure that even if she wasn’t smiling she could appear to be in a satisfactory mood. They were good men but she wasn’t ready to bare her soul to them. They hadn’t signed up for that.
 
   Her strategy worked for the most part. It proved difficult to find a balance between maintaining relationships and keeping her psyche intact. She was able to suppress her tears unless she was asleep. Caroline had little control during her brief slumbers but did have a modicum of privacy. She practiced avoidance when her emotions were on edge. The guys knew what it meant when she took a longer shower than necessary or spent more time than usual locked away in her room. She wasn’t to be bothered, so they didn’t.
 
   Routine and distraction meant that getting through each day was a tiny win. Dates seemed immaterial until Christmas Eve came. Caroline spent most of her time sitting by the window and focusing on the backyard. It was snowing. Heavily. A Christmas Eve snowstorm. Rather ill-timed in her opinion. She used to love the snow during the holidays, but hours spent trudging around a national forest and too much time inside a federal prison had strapped her of her sense of whimsy. Of the childlike joy and sense of magic that came when the flakes hit the ground. Daring to think of past winters threatened to bring up memories she was trying to stomp out of existence. The snow was ugly. Wet gloppy goo that weighed down tree branches and threatened to rip the gutters off the house. 
 
   There would be no Midnight Mass. No hastening into church to find the good seats, no catching a whiff of incense as the processional began, no happy singing of “Joy to the World” once the service was over. Gabe and Jonesie were home for a few days as the year ended and planned on using the remainder of their time off in late January. They’d never go back to The Fed after that. No one had questioned that they were going to take vacations simultaneously. By the time anyone put two and two together they’d be long gone.
 
   The four of them were going to enjoy a low-key Christmas Eve and an even lower-key Christmas. Enjoyment was not the word Caroline would use. In the corner of the room stood a small tree with some piddly lights and a few ornaments, and a couple of presents underneath. She felt bad that she hadn’t been able to buy her friends gifts and couldn’t make them anything either. Susie Homemaker she was not. 
 
   Jonesie and Gabe were in unexpectedly jovial moods, no doubt buoyed by the fact that they would soon be free of The Fed. Caroline declined their offer to watch old Christmas specials and headed to her room, hearing the tail end of a choral rendition of “O Come All Ye Faithful” as she stepped down the hall. She wondered what channel they were watching. It couldn’t be PBS; funding had been done away with, so NPR and her beloved public television were both gone.
 
   Winter brought recollections of other things, those damn bits of life getting in the way and triggering her memories. Every once in a while one would break away and bounce off before she could catch it. She kept trying to force them out of her head, lock them away, toss them down the drain so they’d wash into the sewer and vanish forever. Nothing worked. Beer couldn’t cut it. Drugs wouldn’t do it. Metaphorical self-flagellation had been equally ineffective. 
 
   Those memories were part of a life that was gone. The woman who’d lived them had disappeared. Caroline had started repeating her new name like a mantra in front of the mirror every morning, along with the other information on her identifying documents. Focusing on anything else would make her forget who she was now, and that could seriously fuck them over once they started to travel. 
 
   She didn’t sleep that night and the next day tried to distract herself as much as possible. Practical gifts were given. A new pair of boots for Caroline, suitable for traveling and for kicking at any attackers, if necessary. A few sweaters and pairs of jeans. A knapsack in which to pack her few possessions. 
 
   Every one of them had a stocking with a train ticket inside, set to depart at the end of January. A very small, very quiet Christmas. If it hadn’t been for the decorations and the snow outside, Caroline might not have thought twice about what day it was. 
 
   Jonesie and Crunch were telling stories of their childhood holidays, trying to outdo each other. Caroline and Gabe spent most of their time listening, drinking eggnog and keeping the two other men from yapping at each other when the competition got out of hand. But the night had gotten long and she’d grown weary of hearing happy tales. After she finished off the last of her eggnog, Caroline knew it was time to make her escape.
 
   “I’m heading to bed,” she said.
 
   Jones grumbled his displeasure. “It’s early. Stay and tell us some stories about you.”
 
   She gave him a wan smile. “Nothing to tell. All my Christmases were pretty damn boring.”
 
   But she knew he could see through the lie. Because she saw through it too. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
   The Past
 
   Their first Christmas in Philadelphia. A rousing success so far. Caroline leaned back against the couch in the den. They’d spent most of the holiday there since the formal living room was too white for her taste. Jack’s brother and his family had come over and she’d done an admirable job of charming the pants off of them. 
 
   According to Jack, his niece and nephew were not terribly pleased that she had come into his life, since they thought they were no longer due a financial windfall after his death. What they didn’t know was that he’d never intended to grant said windfall in the first place. He had intended to make sure his family was remembered in his will, but the majority of his money would have been funneled into his charitable foundation. 
 
   Until he married Caroline. Then everything changed. He set up a college trust for the girls as a Christmas present. Sophie didn’t quite get what it meant but Marguerite gave him a tearful hug after she looked over the documents. 
 
   “Does this mean we don’t have to worry about paying for school anymore?” she asked.
 
   Caroline shook her head back and forth. “No,” she said. “You don’t.”
 
   “You can go anywhere you want,” Jack added.
 
   That had set the tone for the day. Fortunately he’d told Caroline about it beforehand so she was able to keep her emotions in check. All her concerns about college and retirement and financial security were gone. Caroline had her fair share of irrational fears but Jack had done his best to ensure that she and her children would never want for anything ever again. 
 
   The girls loped off to bed after Jack’s brother and his family left. Caroline had forced Jack to watch A Christmas Story multiple times over the course of the day, and now that they had the den to themselves he kept trying to get her to make out during the commercials.
 
   “You’ve seen this movie a million times,” he said, in between kisses. “Can’t we do something else?”
 
   Caroline pushed him off of her and tried to get a better view of the TV. “But Flick’s about to stick his tongue to the flagpole.” 
 
   Jack tried to put his hand under her sweater. “We’ve watched that scene at least five times today.”
 
   She tugged his hand away. “Because it’s awesome.”
 
   “Caroline, I’m trying to seduce you and I can’t do that when Peter Billingsley keeps making weird faces at me.”
 
   “He’s totally hot now. Did you know that? Ralphie grew up to be a dreamboat.”
 
   He kissed her, making sure he was blocking the TV. “As hot as me?”
 
   She moaned softly. “Never. Hey, did you know that the guy who played Flick ended up making porn later in his career?”
 
   Jack had distracted her enough to successfully get his hand under her sweater. “See, that’s the kind of movie trivia I can relate to. Give me all the dirty details.”
 
   “One of them was called The Wrong Snatch.”
 
   He straightened up. “That’s an odd title. How does that work from a plotline point of view?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   He pulled her on top of him. “No.”
 
   Her view was blocked again. “Do you want to go upstairs, Jack?”
 
   “I’d rather go in the ballroom. I have a surprise for you.”
 
   She hopped off the couch. “You should have said that first. I would have totally abandoned the movie for a lap dance. That’s what I’m getting, right?”
 
   He took her hand. “You’ll find out.” 
 
   When they reached the ballroom he locked the door behind him. Jack walked over to one of the decorative side tables and produced a box wrapped with red paper. 
 
   “Merry Christmas,” he said, handing it to her.
 
   “Why didn’t you give this to me earlier?”
 
   “I needed us to be in private when I gave it to you. Open it.”
 
   It had to be jewelry. “I told you not to get me anything outlandish.”
 
   “I don’t have to listen to you. Even if we are married.”
 
   Caroline ripped the paper away. She opened the box and was greeted with an exquisite emerald necklace. Fringe design, with each individual green stone framed by tiny sparkling diamonds. The necklace was dripping with jewels from end to end. It looked like a prop from an eighties soap opera except it was stunningly, gorgeously real. She wouldn’t even want to speculate about the cost. “Jack-”
 
   “Do you like it?” he asked.
 
   She was convinced he only gave her presents just to gauge her reaction. To see how long she’d gawk at them before starting to gush. Caroline wasn’t refined when it came to her spontaneous responses to him. Did she like the necklace? A rather silly question since it was one of the most amazing things she’d ever seen. 
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
 
   He took the box from her. “I didn’t recall seeing you with anything other than sapphires or diamonds. We’re going to have to do something about that.”
 
   She could only imagine the media attention they’d get if she paraded around wearing a necklace that cost more than what the average household made in a year, several times over. Sometimes her husband forgot that he was running for governor, not auditioning for the cast of Falcon Crest. “It’s too much, Jack. It’s so…elaborate. I can’t wear that in public.” 
 
   He smiled. “Then don’t. Wear it just for me.”
 
   “Just around the house? Like, when I’m watching baseball and stuff?”
 
   He laughed. “‘And stuff’?”
 
   Her language was less polished than usual. “I’ve had a ton to drink today. I can’t always be articulate.”
 
   Jack pulled her to him, leaning toward her ear. “How about you wear the necklace and nothing else, and grant your husband a dance?”
 
   Now she saw where he was going. “A nice Christmas waltz?” Caroline suggested. “Fully clothed, of course. We must always be proper.”
 
   He tugged at her sweater. “Try again.”
 
   His romantic and seductive gestures were sweet, but impractical. “It’s cold in here.”
 
   “I’ll turn the heat up.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “We don’t need to worry about me.”
 
   Caroline sighed. “I meant your clothes.”
 
   He unbuttoned her pants. “They’re staying on.”
 
   That seemed unfair. “I’m not sure I like this power differential.”
 
   Jack ran a finger under the waistband of her panties. “I think you do,” he whispered.
 
   She shivered when he pulled her pants and underwear down. “Will there be music? Or are you going to parade my naked self around the ballroom in silence?”
 
   “I picked a special song for the two of us.” He grinned. “And you won’t be naked. You’ll be wearing the necklace.”
 
   She ran her hands down the front of his shirt, imagining how it would feel for her bare chest to rub against it while they danced. “You will undress at some point, right?”
 
   He kissed her again. “Upstairs. Let me do this,” he said softly, stripping off the rest of her clothes, even her bra and panties. He laughed when he reached her socks. “Are those dinosaurs?”
 
   Caroline liked wearing fun socks. She didn’t care if they were juvenile. She’d get away with it for as long as she could. “They’re wearing little Santa hats.”
 
   Though he’d started to yank them down, he hastily pulled them back up to below her knees. “These can stay on. But only because they make you look so damn adorable.”
 
   She tried not to think of what she’d look like wearing nothing but whimsical dinosaur knee socks and an emerald necklace, but the expression on his face indicated that Jack didn’t particularly care. He kissed her deeply before retrieving the necklace. He took his time placing it around her neck, then stepped back to look at her. It took all her effort not to blush. She hadn’t anticipated the night ending this way. 
 
   Jack tipped her chin up. “You look fucking marvelous.”
 
   Her face had to be as red as a cherry. “Even with the socks?”
 
   He brushed a stray hair out of her face. “There are few things sexier than a woman wearing an emerald necklace and dinosaur socks…and nothing else.”
 
   She was going to call him a liar but his hands kept roaming down her body and a wanton smile was plastered to his face. His eyes, however, were glued to hers.
 
   The jewels dropped almost to the space between her breasts. They hung dramatically, yet another reminder of how extravagant the necklace was. It lay cool and heavy against her chest. 
 
   “I feel a little exposed,” she said.
 
   He ran a finger down her shoulder. “That’s because you’re naked and I’m not.”
 
   The goosebumps were already rising on her arms and it wasn’t because of her proximity to her husband. “Can you go turn the heat up already?”
 
   He spun around to adjust the thermostat and start the music. “You’ll warm up soon enough.”
 
   Jack said he hadn’t wanted a waltz yet one of Caroline’s favorite pieces from The Nutcracker Suite was playing. She’d imagined dancing to this song with him. Dreaming about them whisking across the room in formal attire. Her in an evening gown, him in tuxedo tails. She’d wear the emerald necklace too, if it matched the dress. She’d hold onto that fantasy. Maybe they could act it out next year. Right now reality seemed a much better alternative. 
 
   He led her from step to step, her feet skidding over the wood a couple of times until he slowed his pace. “A little uncoordinated?” he asked.
 
   She gave him the most perturbed look she could manage. “I’m not wearing a stitch of clothing and I don’t have any dancing shoes. Don’t you think you should cut me some slack? If I didn’t have socks on I wouldn’t be able to dance at all.”
 
   His hand slid down to her ass. “Aren’t you enjoying yourself?”
 
   “I’m cold.”
 
   The hand moved between her legs, and she automatically spread them for him. 
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said. His finger swiped her clit. “Are you enjoying yourself now?”
 
   Caroline tried not to moan. She wanted to make this last a little longer, and she wouldn’t be able to do that if she started responding to him so quickly. “Maybe.”
 
   He slid the finger inside her. “How about now?”
 
   She closed her eyes. “That’s not bad.”
 
   Jack started to kiss her neck. “You’re lying,” he whispered. Her fingernails dug into his back, and he pulled her closer. “I should punish you for lying.”
 
   Had he ever talked to her like that before? They’d done plenty of fooling around and raising the stakes during the first two months of their marriage, but every night brought a new and better surprise. He slid two fingers inside her and was teasing her clit in the way that he’d learned turned her on faster than anything.
 
   He bit her earlobe. “I want to watch that necklace swaying back and forth and bouncing against your breasts as I fuck you against the wall.”
 
   Were they anywhere near a wall? She was about to drag him over to one. He was a smooth talker but those words sent her into overdrive. She was struck with an image of him with his pants unzipped, pressing her against the fancy wallpaper, thrusting between her thighs as he bit her shoulder. He’d be strong enough to hold her upright when it got to be too much for her. He’d never let her fall.
 
   “Please,” she whispered.
 
   “I love when you use that tone,” he said softly. “When you beg and plead but do it oh so politely. The way you whimper in my ear. You only speak that way to me. And I know exactly what to give you when you do it.”
 
   Oh, dear Lord. She could come from his words alone. She tugged at his hair, panting into his ear. “Are we going to keep dancing?” she gasped. She hoped the answer was no. Please, please let the answer be no.
 
   He grinned and removed his fingers, guiding her over to the wall. “No,” he said. “Unless you want to.”
 
   Caroline reached down to unzip his pants. The quickest way to get any part of him back inside her. “Not particularly.”
 
   He pressed a knee between her legs, spreading them apart. “Did you have a good Christmas?” he asked.
 
   Now was the time for him to ask about her day? “It was fine,” she managed, right before he stroked a finger inside her.
 
   He kissed her jawline. “Did you like your presents?”
 
   What a little fucker. “Yes.”
 
   His thumb found her clit again. “Which one was your favorite?”
 
   If she didn’t say the necklace, she knew she’d be in trouble. Truth be told, it was her favorite gift. But she could string him along a little. He was playing one of his preferred games, periodically removing his fingers then putting them back inside her again. 
 
   “I really liked that stand mixer,” she said softly.
 
   She knew him well enough by now to recognize when he was trying not to laugh. “Oh, really?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she stammered. He slid another finger inside her. “I can make some really nice – cookies with that thing.”
 
   “I bet you could. Are you sure that’s your favorite?”
 
   “Are you going to give me anything else?”
 
   He chuckled, withdrawing his fingers again. “Perhaps. It needs to be unwrapped.”
 
   He’d given her an opportunity and she intended to seize it, both literally and metaphorically. Caroline reached into his pants. “Am I close?”
 
   His soft groan washed over her like the sweetest rainfall. “Very,” he said.
 
   “I think I like this present the best,” she said.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “The necklace is a close second.”
 
   He guided his cock inside her. “I suppose that’s an acceptable answer.”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning her head back against the wall. He moved slowly, keeping his hands gripped to her hips and pressing his lips to her collarbone, near where the necklace lay.
 
   “Merry Christmas, baby,” he whispered.
 
   She smiled, wondering where he would take her next. “Merry Christmas,” she echoed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   The Past
 
   Caroline couldn’t remember how many Christmases they’d spent in Philadelphia. If memory served, they’d been at Jack’s house for every winter vacation since they’d gotten married. The wishes of her children had a lot to do with it. When indoor sports and basement movie theaters were on the menu, they jumped at the chance. In December there was little to do outside and plenty to occupy them inside the expansive home.
 
   Their holiday was subdued. They normally would invite Jack’s brother and his family over, or spend part of the day with the Sullivans, or find some other way to make it far too excessive. This Christmas was different. Jack and Caroline had started burning their bridges and were feeling the heat. The governor and first lady normally received scores of invitations to holiday parties and community gatherings, but this year they’d received no more than a handful. And had turned them all down to protect their potential hosts as much as themselves.
 
   Marguerite and Sophie were largely immune to the effects. Caroline didn’t want them to suffer for the actions of their parents and hoped they hadn’t noticed that she and Jack had spent most of December at home instead of going to a different event every night. 
 
   Having a grand Christmas seemed like too much. They sang songs and ate rich food and exchanged presents but there was a gap there, one Caroline couldn’t put her finger on. When the girls went to bed, she almost wanted to beg them to come back. Once they were gone she and Jack would have to confront whatever was floating in the air.
 
   She’d made two trips to the kitchen for some cookies and another glass of wine and was about to make a third when Jack grabbed her arm.
 
   “Are you going to do this all night?” he asked.
 
   Caroline put her empty dishes on the side table and sat down on the couch. “Can’t fool you.”
 
   He put his arm around her. “Never could, but I wasn’t going to say anything when the girls were awake.”
 
   She felt guilty for leaving them out of so much of their planning, but it was safer that way. The less their children knew, the better. Eventually they’d have to learn more than they wanted to, anyway. Caroline dreaded that day.
 
   “You did a good job with dinner,” she said.
 
   He withdrew from her. “How long do you want to keep this up?”
 
   Caroline might not have been playing dumb but she had been going for avoidance. She laid her head on his chest and felt his arms come around her shoulders. He would never deny her affection if she asked for it. 
 
   “I was going to try for a few more minutes,” she said.
 
   Normally Jack would chuckle at a joke like that. Not anymore. “We may as well hash things out now,” he said. “Before we go back to Harrisburg. I’d rather enjoy the last few days we have here without worrying about it.”
 
   He’d been making some calls, having some lunches. With people he didn’t normally lunch with. But it wasn’t as if their social schedule was booked. She waited for him to take the first step. 
 
   “I finished the financials,” Jack said. “Various locations, various amounts.” He lowered his voice. “Our passports are up for renewal, too. So I took care of that.”
 
   Their passports weren’t due to expire for years. He couldn’t even say what he’d done. They were perfectly willing to engage in illegal conduct but would never talk about it. “Okay,” Caroline said. 
 
   “Tom knows about the trust. I told him a couple of days ago over drinks.” 
 
   Jack had come back buzzed enough that she was glad he had a driver. Caroline hoped that Tom hadn’t imbibed as much, since he didn’t. “Good.”
 
   “I mentioned that the money was as much for them as it was for the girls.”
 
   Caroline sighed. He got to go first, which meant that she got to tell Tom’s wife. “I’ll talk to Chrissy. Can I leave out the part about sharing the money?”
 
   “If you think it will be more of a hassle, don’t mention it. Tom knows and that’s enough. I’ve got copies of the other papers for you as well.”
 
   She wrung her hands. “I figured I’d tell her after New Year’s. I’d like to get through the holidays without any added stress.”
 
   Jack rubbed her shoulders. “It’ll be fine. This is just a precaution. None of what we’ve feared will come to fruition. Everything will be back to normal soon.”
 
   Caroline struggled with evading the issues but his attitude was positively cavalier in comparison. “Listen to yourself, Jack. Come on.”
 
   He leaned back. “I was trying to be optimistic.” 
 
   “I never thought this would happen,” she whispered.
 
   “I know,” he said.
 
   “Things are already changing.”
 
   “I know that too. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.” He cleared his throat. “We need to make some layoffs.”
 
   She turned toward him, surprised. “Of our staffers?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Caroline felt an irrational rage building up in her chest. “I’m not letting go of Katie.”
 
   Jack took her hand. “That isn’t who I meant. She has to stay, for a number of reasons.”
 
   Reasons they didn’t have to say. “Then who?”
 
   “Your administrative assistant. My low level staffers. Some of the personnel at the mansion. There’s nothing for them to do and being attached to us does them no favors.”
 
   Thinking about firing their devoted employees was worse than thinking about the trust fund. “We’ll have to give them notice.”
 
   “And a generous severance,” Jack said. “If we’re going down we may as well do it properly. They deserve to be properly compensated for their trouble.”
 
   They’d already moved most of their liquid assets into offshore and foreign accounts, with Jack tidying up the rest. Misuse of government funds or other unethical conduct would be an effective excuse for anyone looking to take them out with a scandal. Although Caroline suspected that wouldn’t be how it would play out.
 
   He rose from the couch. “How about a trip to the ballroom before bed?”
 
   After the curveballs he’d thrown her? She wasn’t in any mood to dance. It didn’t feel right. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Come on.” He was good at recovering and staying sanguine. “Give me one more Christmas present.”
 
   “I was planning on giving you your last present in the bedroom.”
 
   He pulled her up when she extended her hands. “I’d rather do it while we’ve got some romantic music playing.”
 
   “The floor is hard.”
 
   “We can do it against the wall like we always do.” He tugged her arm. “The night won’t last forever. Let’s go.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   A wide, flat box on the table next to the door. Jack expected her to open it automatically after years of them hemming and hawing and flirting and flaking. Playing their little games that ended with them in a tangle on the floor or in the bathroom or in their bed. They usually started against the wall but sometimes gravity got the best of them. This year would be different. Their passion tempered, their minds scattered. 
 
   Caroline gasped when she opened the box. Freshwater pearls. Jack had given her a different necklace every year. Whatever jewels he could think of, and as grandiose as possible. Why had he done it this year, when so much was in flux? Would any of it even matter as time went on? All those presents, all those gestures, all those expensive purchases. She wondered if someday they’d all disappear.
 
   Such talk was silly. Nothing would happen. Life would go on as it always had. The excesses of the Santos Administration couldn’t last forever. All her worrying and all their planning wouldn’t matter and everything would return to normal. Just like Jack had said.
 
   She stared down at the box. At the brilliant, almost perfectly shaped orbs catching the light. She knew better than to ask. They were expensive as hell. One more pretty prize to add to her collection. One more present from a man whose grand gestures grew with each passing holiday. Caroline was determined to appreciate the gift, though she had her reservations. 
 
   “You didn’t have to do this,” she whispered.
 
   He took the box out of her hand, carefully removing the necklace. “It’s tradition.”
 
   They didn’t have many but he made sure to observe them all. “Does any of that matter anymore?”
 
   “It matters to me.” Jack placed the pearls around her neck and kissed her softly. “Did you know that no two pearls are alike? Each one is completely unique, like a snowflake. The ancient Romans only allowed their emperor to wear them. They were that valuable. That precious.” He kissed her again. “Like you.”
 
   She blinked and tried to look away from him, but he tipped her chin up. He didn’t stroke her cheek, didn’t kiss her, didn’t do any of the things that he did on their Christmas nights. Her eyes were drawn to his and for the first time in months she looked at him. Really looked at him. 
 
   They’d spend their days hustling around, doing whatever they could to keep themselves occupied. There were times when Caroline would barely see him. How often did they study each other? They had very few emotions or thoughts left unsaid but Caroline very rarely made the effort to focus on him. On his features. The way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, or the sound of his laugh. The way his hair would fall into his face when he was working late at night. The way he’d stare at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. 
 
   He was starting to look his age. They both were. Stress could destroy the body in a way that nothing else could. But she didn’t care. It didn’t matter whether Jack was young or old. Whether he was healthy or not. Whether he was angry or sad, joyful or indifferent. He was hers and always would be.
 
   The ballroom remained silent save for the ticking of a clock. Neither one of them moved. The world ceased to exist. They were alone but they were together, and that was all that mattered. They stood there, their eyes locked together, until Jack lowered his gaze. The briefest of moments passed before he took her in his arms again.
 
   “You are my everything, Caroline. My world, my life, the reason I exist. We’re going to get through this. I promise.”
 
   How could he say that? She could sense that things were changing, that they soon might spiral out of control and neither one of them would be able to stop spinning. She was terrified to verbalize what she was thinking but said it anyway, knowing it would upset him. Caroline hated that her declining mood might ruin Christmas.
 
   “I’m not sure I can believe you,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I don’t expect you to,” he said. “I can believe enough for both of us.”
 
   No music. No movement. No candle flickering in the windows. It was flurrying. Not snowing. Not enough to accumulate on the ground but enough to blur the view of the courtyard outside. 
 
   Something was missing. He wasn’t taking off her clothes or trying to seduce her. He made no move to tease her into doing something naughty. She wasn’t even sure the door was locked. He was holding onto her, his breath heavy with emotion, his arms ever so slowly growing tighter around her. He didn’t say a word, so she rested her forehead on his shoulder and didn’t speak until she felt his lips against her ear.
 
   “I love you, Caroline Joan,” he said quietly. “I love you so fucking much.” 
 
   The dreaded middle name. He used it so rarely that sometimes she forgot what it was. He had so many nicknames for her but spoke her middle name when he was feeling particularly wistful. He’d maybe done it two or three times over the course of their marriage and only when he was on the verge of falling apart. She tried to stop the tears but they came anyway, dripping down until his cheek was as wet as hers. 
 
   Caroline bit her lip. “I love you too.”
 
   Jack inhaled sharply, drawing back and wiping his face. Had he been crying too? He held out his hand, gesturing toward the door. “Let’s go upstairs.”
 
   She reached for him and turned her head toward the empty ballroom. “What about-?”
 
   “No,” he said. “Not tonight.”
 
   Jack had his mental associations. His sexual tics and frustrations. If he wanted to go upstairs, something was off. Whatever he’d planned had been altered. Though she knew it couldn’t possibly be her fault, she was paranoid enough to think she was the reason for the change.
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” she asked.
 
   He squeezed her hand. “You’ve always done everything right. I’m just tired.”
 
   He was lying but she wasn’t going to pursue it. The little lies were worth letting go. The big ones would be what would get them into trouble. 
 
   “All right,” she said. “Let’s go to bed.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   The Safe House
 
   Caroline woke up crying. Hell, that was practically her routine now. Try to block out the memories, let them bombard her in her sleep, then wake up in a rush of grief and anger. She had to control herself better. She went over to the window, peering through the curtains into the backyard. It was snowing again. 
 
   She peeked at her alarm clock. Past midnight. No longer Christmas Day. She hated thinking about those holidays with Jack. About those trips to the ballroom, those presents, those slow and sensuous dances that always ended with her naked in his arms. Their sexual interludes had gotten much more enjoyable once she convinced him to put a space heater in the corner. The room seemed to get colder as the years wore on. Or she had gotten more sensitive.
 
   But that last Christmas had been different. Once Jack took her upstairs they barely spoke. She undressed, leaving the pearls on, and he silently kissed his way down her body, making her come again and again until he slid inside her. He took his time and they didn’t sleep at all, holding each other until the sun came up. In the morning she placed the pearls inside the box and never saw them again. They were gone along with the rest of her jewelry. All those things, vanished overnight. 
 
   Caroline glanced around the room. What did she have? A bed and blanket, a handful of clothes that didn’t fit right, a few gifts from the guys that, while quite thoughtful, didn’t amount to much? She’d gone from parties and fundraisers and jewelry boxes and ballrooms to a tiny corner bedroom, a couple of pairs of jeans, a few sweaters and shirts, and a pair of black boots. Oh, how the mighty had fallen. America’s Political Sweetheart had been humbled beyond recognition. 
 
   Riding high meant the fall was steeper. Being on top of the world meant that when you tumbled it would take eons before you hit rock bottom. And when you did, you realized there was no recapturing the glory and no point in remembering it either. 
 
   As dawn came and the sunrise poked through the clouds, she blocked out her memories of all those Christmases. All those kisses, all that love. Soon she’d be on her way to Chicago and none of that would matter anymore. Maybe, just maybe, she could find a way to get through the next few weeks and move on.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Washington, D.C.
 
   Union Station was more crowded than Caroline thought it would be. Gabe hadn’t been kidding when he said trains were the only way to go. They were almost prohibitively expensive since they were no longer subsidized by the government, but if someone really wanted to get somewhere they’d pay the price. 
 
   They had to leave their guns behind and didn’t even have a butter knife among them. It would be a huge risk to bring a weapon on the train. Any search or pat down could result in an arrest that would blow their plans out of the water. They knew how to fight and how to keep their heads down. Hopefully that would be enough.
 
   Crowds were good. She could blend. Caroline had taken steps to ensure that she wouldn’t stand out. Women’s clothes that were fairly genderless, nothing too untidy or colorful. Nothing too memorable. A sweater and shirt, navy blue pea coat, her black boots, jeans that were a bit too loose. Topped off with a stocking cap and sunglasses made justifiable by the cold winter morning and the cloudless sky.
 
   Her contacts hurt her eyes. She’d practiced wearing them off and on during the entire month of January. They didn’t do anything other than turn her brown eyes to a slightly dullish blue. Choppy blond hair, blue eyes, dressed like an androgynous sailor on shore leave…but totally unremarkable. Neither masculine nor feminine enough to attract attention.
 
   Gabe had booked two sleeper compartments side by side to minimize their exposure to the rest of the passengers. The suites had a shared door with separate bathrooms and sleeping areas. They’d developed plausible cover stories if they were questioned, and practiced them numerous times. Caroline had cross-examined Gabe, Jonesie, and Crunch, testing their stories until they were exhausted. Maybe she hadn’t lost her skills. Too bad none of them could grill her as hard as she grilled them. 
 
   It would take less than a day to get to Chicago if there were no difficulties along the way. Boarding was easy – bustling among others to get to their cabins, nothing more or less than anyone else was doing. No one had given her a second glance. They had yet to spot any soldiers or members of law enforcement. Maybe they could pull this off after all.
 
   They settled in for the journey and Caroline took a seat by the window. The snow in Washington had melted or been plowed away, but there were patches of white here and there as they rolled out of the station. Toward Rockville. Her old district. She recognized every feature along the route and closed her eyes to try to forget. But she didn’t want to shift away from the window. She might miss something that way. Gabe busied himself with a book in the corner, somehow knowing not to speak to her. 
 
   It got more difficult as they traveled west. The rolling hills of Pennsylvania, the forests, the homes and churches rising up against the peaks and valleys. Her second home. Or third or fourth home. How could she be expected to keep track when she’d lived so many different places?
 
   Gabe silently read his book while Caroline remained glued to the chair by the window. She pressed her forehead to the glass, wanting to reach through it to touch the snowy grass, the barbed wire fences, the farms and hills. To slip into the fog rolling through then burning away before the sky clouded over. Geographic relics of a life she’d never expected to lead. She wanted to smell the air, kneel down and rub the dirt in her hands, feel human again. Raindrops skittered across the pane as the train rumbled on, her last few glimpses of the cities and towns west of Pittsburgh obscured by the moisture. Caroline closed her eyes. The people of Pennsylvania had embraced her. Until they hadn’t. 
 
   Day faded into night and the landscape filtered into darkness. They were in Ohio now. They’d be in Indiana soon. They’d pass South Bend, pass her beloved Notre Dame. All those places that made her who she was, and she wouldn’t be able to see them. Not from the train. They’d roll into Chicago shortly before noon if all went to plan. 
 
   Chicago. Chicago was her home. Her roots. She was going home. For a little while, anyway. The thought soothed her as she withdrew from the window to attempt to get some sleep.
 
   “Good to be out and about, right?” Gabe said.
 
   Caroline settled in next to him on the bed. He’d offered to take the top bunk but she wanted someone close to her, fearful she might have another nightmare even though they were leaving the lights on. Her bad dreams had become more unpredictable and had increased in frequency and intensity, and very little could be done to stop them.  
 
   “Thanks for being here,” she whispered.
 
   He wrapped one arm around her waist. “No problem.”
 
   Caroline was always taking more from him than she gave. She felt rotten about it but needed the comfort. Gabe was more than willing to provide it. The rocking of the train on the tracks did nothing to ease her mind and she barely slept. Not an unusual occurrence, but she had hoped she’d be able to rest in a neutral environment. The morning sun started to filter through the windows of the cabin when she was jerked from her unsteady slumber by a pounding on the door.
 
   “Federal agents!” A stern male voice rang out loud and clear. “Cabin inspection.”
 
   Gabe stirred behind her. “What’s that?”
 
   She tried not to let panic creep into her voice. “The feds,” she said softly. “What do they want?”
 
   “Stay here,” he whispered, climbing over her and covering her with a blanket. “You’ve got motion sickness, all right? Too rough to move or you’ll get sick.”
 
   She wasn’t entirely sure how that would work but it was worth a try. If they were going to get caught, it may as well be before they got too far. Caroline heard Gabe unlock the door. She kept her eyes closed and her body tucked under the blanket. Would moaning be too much? Probably. She stayed quiet.
 
   “Good morning,” Gabe said.
 
   A gruff voice responded. “Papers.”
 
   “I’m sorry?” he asked.
 
   “Identifying papers,” the man said.
 
   “Oh.” Gabe laughed. “Sorry, it’s kind of early. Hold on.”
 
   She heard him rustling through his bag.
 
   “Who’s that?” the man asked. Caroline didn’t move. 
 
   “My girlfriend,” Gabe said smoothly. “Doesn’t like to travel. Gets sick if she moves around. Can’t even get on a damn plane so we had to take a train to get her to Chicago. She’s pretty doped up so if you could keep it quiet I’d appreciate it.”
 
   She could hear the man rifling through papers. Their tickets? If Gabe was smart, he would have only handed over their driver’s licenses. Passports would invite intrusive questions.
 
   “Let me see those.” A second voice broke through.
 
   “Nah,” the first man said. “They’re fine. Nothing to see here. You all seen anything unusual going on while you’ve been on the train?”
 
   “Like what?” Gabe asked.
 
   “You know,” the second man said. “Suspicious activity, questionable travelers, that sort of thing.”
 
   Gabe laughed again. “I’ve been stuck in this cabin with pukey pants over there. I haven’t seen anything.”
 
    “Well,” the first man said. “Everything appears to be in order. Enjoy your trip to Chicago.”
 
   Caroline could hear Gabe walking with them back toward the door. 
 
   “Sure,” he said. “Thanks.”
 
   Gabe locked the door again and came back over to the bed, putting his hand on her shoulder. Caroline opened her eyes.
 
   “Shit,” he said. “That was close. I think the only reason they didn’t talk to you was the puke comment. They both took a step back when I said that.”
 
   “Do you think they suspected anything?”
 
   “They looked at our IDs really hard. I mean really hard. That first guy even scanned them with something. I think they pass the smell test.”
 
   Caroline decided to take that as a sign that everything was going to be all right. That the agents had been fooled and wouldn’t return. They had a few hours before they got to Chicago. “Good.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Chicago
 
   The train rolled into Union Station a few minutes ahead of schedule. Somewhat of a surprise. Caroline had always supported subsidized rail routes but had never once known the trains to run on time. Strange since so much of their funding had been cut. She wasn’t going to complain. After the scare in their compartment she’d stayed buried under the covers until she got up to see the Indiana countryside as the train rounded past South Bend. She couldn’t contain herself. She knew they’d be there soon. Shooting past Gary, crossing the state line. No matter where she laid her head, no matter what she’d been through, Illinois was her home. And Chicago had her heart. Even if she was outed and even if their plan failed, she got to suck in the smells of her hometown one final time. 
 
   She found herself grinning as they shuffled off the train and headed toward the food court. The four of them were starving and Caroline promised she’d find a place that served some decent if mildly touristy fare. They ended up scarfing down some Chicago style hot dogs that weren’t totally authentic but were as close as they were going to get. Caroline teased Jones relentlessly when he slathered his in ketchup. Gabe and Crunch put mustard on theirs, which wasn’t much better but wasn’t worthy of nearly as much hassling. She’d stopped worrying about being spotted. This was her turf. She knew this town well. And she knew Union Station like the back of her hand. 
 
   When they walked into the Great Hall after lunch she was tripped up by the stupidest, most random memory – of the time she and a group of friends had to run to the tracks because they’d gotten caught up in Christmas shopping and were about to miss the last Metra train of the night. That was the only night she hadn’t been able to stop and take in the view. This time she intended to enjoy every minute. Since Gig was late Caroline was able to stretch out on one of the wooden benches and memorize every window.
 
   Gig showed up twenty minutes after he was scheduled to arrive and didn’t look too thrilled to see them. An older man compared to Caroline’s fellow travelers. Maybe late thirties or early forties. Wearing a Henley with the sleeves pulled up despite the cold, he was stocky with big forearms that were covered in tattoos. He let his eyes drift over them one by one, assessing them based on looks alone. When he got to Caroline his gaze paused at the bridge of her nose and it took all her effort not to blush. She didn’t need a fucking reminder every time someone looked at her. Fuck that. She didn’t like this guy. The expression on his face was as sour as hers, so he likely felt the same way.
 
   “Steven Gigowski,” he said to them, not offering a hand. “Call me Gig. Let’s go.”
 
   “Seems nice,” Crunch muttered.
 
   “Gonna be fucking awesome,” Jones whispered back. “Gabe here’s got some real nice friends.”
 
   The guys were kind enough to let Caroline sit in the front. Gig drove a small SUV. She wondered if that would be what they’d take to Oklahoma. It was a little tight but they could make it work. If the mood wasn’t so ice cold.
 
   “Where are we going?” she asked, fastening her seat belt.
 
   Gig pulled out into traffic. “Wrigleyville.”
 
   Huh. That wasn’t too far. “Can we take Lake Shore Drive?”
 
   “That’s kind of out of the way,” he said. “And we don’t need to be wasting time.”
 
   He’d said a compound sentence. Yay for him. Lack of sleep coupled with a bit of hometown arrogance brought out Caroline’s snippy side. “No, it’s not. What kind of crack are you on?”
 
   Gabe patted the back of Gig’s headrest. “Take Lake Shore Drive, buddy.”
 
   Gig shot his friend an angry look in the rearview mirror. “Why the hell should I listen to her?”
 
   “Just do it,” Gabe said.
 
   Gig muttered an obscenity under his breath. “Driving down Wacker is going to suck.”
 
   “Give me a break,” Caroline said. “It’s the middle of the week. Not even rush hour. There’s hardly any traffic. Once you get by the lake you’ll be fine.”
 
   “My route would be easier.”
 
   Jones started laughing. “Man, if you know what’s good for you, you’ll listen to the lady. Once she digs her heels in, she ain’t giving up. You should have heard her freaking out when I put ketchup on my hot dog.”
 
   Gig turned to him as they pulled up to a stoplight. “You put fucking ketchup on your fucking hot dog?” 
 
   Jones grinned. “Damn right. We ain’t all weird like you Chicago people. Some of us enjoy our food normally.”
 
   Gig spun back around as the light turned green. “Maybe you’re all right,” he said to Caroline. “As opposed to the communist in the back seat.”
 
   She made eye contact with him briefly before looking back out the window. Had she scored points with him already? “Thank you for driving by the lake.”
 
   It all seemed so familiar. Like she’d been there the day before. The light posts, the views of the Loop, the random people walking along even in the dead of winter. Hardly any traffic at all, just like she’d said. She wondered if Gig had noticed.
 
   “Can we stop at Montrose Beach?” she asked.
 
   Gig sighed. “Now that’s completely out of the way. Too far north.”
 
   Funny how the other men didn’t say a word. If she hadn’t known better, she would have thought she and Gig were in the car alone. She turned to look him in the eye. “Please.”
 
   Maybe it was the expression on her face. Maybe it was something else. But he switched lanes and continued driving past the final northern boundary of Wrigleyville. Gig pulled into the almost deserted parking lot by the beach and didn’t say anything.
 
   Caroline unfastened her seat belt, turning to her friends. “I just – I’d like to spend a couple of minutes here, if that’s okay.”
 
   “Fine with me,” Crunch said.
 
   “No issues,” said Jones.
 
   Gabe shrugged. “Don’t stay out there too long. It’s cold.”
 
   “I won’t,” she said, and went trudging into the snowy sand.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Gig glared at Gabe after she’d left. “What the fuck was that?”
 
   Gabe leaned toward the center console. “Beats me. You’re the one who listened to her.”
 
   “That’s because you were kicking the hell out of the back of my seat. What the fuck is this dog and pony show you’re running? Is this how it’s going to be the entire trip to California? Whatever she wants, she gets, no questions asked?”
 
   “Calm down,” Gabe said. “She grew up here.”
 
   “Oh,” Gig said. “I didn’t know that. I feel like I should have.”
 
   “Haven’t told you much. That’s my fault.”
 
   “Who is she?”
 
   Gabe shook his head back and forth. He’d purposely kept Caroline’s identity a secret from Gig. Didn’t want to take any chances until they were in the same room. “That’s for her to tell, if she wants.”
 
   Gig scowled. “Talking to you is like pulling fucking teeth.”
 
   “She’s working through some shit,” Gabe said. “She wouldn’t have asked to stop if it wasn’t important. Not when she knows how much is at stake.” 
 
   Jones laughed. “‘Working through some shit.’ That’s an understatement. Girl has some demons, you hear?”
 
   Gig frowned. “How bad was it?”
 
   Gabe shuddered. “You don’t want to know. She’s real lucky to be alive.” 
 
   “Has she talked about it?”
 
   Crunch rubbed his eyes. “Not much. She won’t tell us anything.” 
 
   “Maybe that’s for the best,” Gig said.
 
   “What do you mean?” Gabe asked.
 
   “Maybe you don’t want to know.”
 
   Gabe frowned. “That makes no sense. How can you help people if you don’t know what they need?”
 
   “We’ve all heard the rumors. If she was in some government facility, she’s probably seen all sorts of stuff that no civilized person should ever know exists. Maybe she’s not ready to talk about it yet. She may never be.”
 
   “That doesn’t seem particularly healthy,” Gabe said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Gig said. “I don’t know her but she’ll talk when she wants to talk. Don’t push it.”
 
   “That’s easy for you to say,” Jones told Gig. “She hasn’t gone off on you yet.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   Gabe had told Gig about her known triggers so he’d know how to tailor his behavior. But he didn’t want to go into detail about anything else. “She’s had some issues with her temper. Like, not normal stuff.”
 
   Gig grinned. “Maybe that’s because all of you are assholes.”
 
   Crunch laughed. “Like must cater to like, then.”
 
   Gig turned around and glared at him, then broke into a smile. “Tricked your asses into thinking I was a jagoff, didn’t I?”
 
   Gabe clapped his back. He’d been worried for a minute. “Knew you were faking.”
 
   “The fuck you did.”
 
   Gabe looked out the fogged up window. “I hope she’s okay out there.”
 
   Gig pulled his sleeves down, turning up the heat. “Go check on her, then.”
 
   “No,” Gabe said. “Let’s catch up some more. Give Jonesie and Crunch good reasons to know your brushoff was an act. I’ll get her in a few minutes.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Caroline sat down on the sand. It was cold. There wasn’t much snow on the ground but it was freezing. She knew the snow would melt and wreck her jeans, but she didn’t care. She’d picked a spot close to where the sand met the oddly beautiful frozen bits of the lake. There were chunks of broken ice as far as the eye could see. It had been a cold winter. Colder than the previous one. It wasn’t quite February but it felt like it.
 
   She looked toward the lake. There was a lighthouse just beyond the horizon, almost too small to be seen. She felt the tears start to fall and took a deep breath. She didn’t want to do this now. But she’d asked them to stop. There was a very good chance she’d never be able to come back here ever again. She had to take advantage of the few openings that presented themselves.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes and remembered.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   The Past
 
   It was a bright, sunny day in late August. Caroline and her daughters had just finished museum hopping and were about to head over to Lou Malnati’s for some pizza. She insisted they stop at the beach along Lake Shore Drive first.
 
   They’d gotten to the city ahead of time. The Democratic National Convention was set to start in a few days but she wanted to show her daughters all the things she loved growing up. At times she regretted not taking them to Chicago more often but their lives had gotten complicated and her parents had been more than happy to visit them in Maryland. Caroline hadn’t wanted to admit how much she ached for home. The extra time in the city made her significantly less apprehensive about giving her keynote address to a national audience in a few days.
 
   “I’m glad we came here early,” Marguerite said, kicking her way down the sand.
 
   “Yeah,” Sophie exclaimed. “This is really cool.”
 
   “I’m glad too,” Caroline said. “Do you like having your own room at The Drake?”
 
   “I have to share with Mo,” she grumbled.
 
   “That’s still pretty cool, right? It’s almost like you’re totally unsupervised.”
 
   “You’re next door to us, mom,” Marguerite pointed out.
 
   Sophie giggled. “The TV is huge. Did you know there’s free soda in the fridge?”
 
   “Don’t drink it,” Caroline said quickly. “It costs like twenty dollars a bottle.”
 
   “Isn’t some fancy PAC paying your way?” Marguerite asked.
 
   Caroline shook her head. The money aspect of politics drove her crazy. Jen and Katie had coordinated all the details of their trip. “I have no idea. Let’s err on the side of no. Especially for the few days we’re here before the convention starts.”
 
   Marguerite took her mother’s hand. “Are you nervous about your speech?”
 
   “A little,” Caroline admitted. “But it’ll be fine.” She let her eyes drift down Lake Shore Drive. “It’s good to be home.”
 
   “I liked shopping at Macy’s yesterday,” Sophie said. “It was way better than the Macy’s at home.”
 
   “It’s Marshall Field’s,” Caroline corrected.
 
   “It said Macy’s on the door.”
 
   “Marshall Field’s,” she insisted.
 
   Marguerite laughed. “Let mom have her memories, Soph.”
 
   “Mommy doesn’t know how to read,” Sophie said.
 
   “Mommy knows the truth,” Caroline said. “Someday you will too.”
 
   Sophie laughed. “Whatever.”
 
   There was no point in arguing. She’d have to take the girls back to State Street and show Sophie the name plaque on the side of the building. “Did you guys like the Museum of Science and Industry?”
 
   “Those fetuses in jars were pretty impressive,” Marguerite said. “Was that your favorite part?”
 
   Caroline laughed. “My best friend from college and I used to love going to that exhibit. Being there feels a little different now that I have the two of you.”
 
   “When was the last time you did all this stuff?” Sophie asked.
 
   “It’s been a while. Not since your father and I came here a long time ago. We should have visited more often. I know grandma and grandpa would have appreciated it.” She swallowed hard. “I miss this place an awful lot.”
 
   They kept walking until Caroline spotted a tiny lighthouse in the distance and stopped. She took Sophie’s hand and put an arm around Marguerite. 
 
   “This is where daddy asked me to marry him,” she said softly.
 
   Marguerite leaned in for a full hug. “Really?”
 
   “He was going to propose in front of the fetuses but reconsidered after we drove past this beach on the way to the museum.”
 
   Marguerite laughed. “Daddy was silly sometimes.”
 
   Caroline pulled her closer. “He sure was.”
 
   Sophie tugged on her mother’s hand. “I want a hug too, mommy.”
 
   Caroline looked out toward the lighthouse, keeping her arms around both her daughters. “That day was perfect,” she whispered. “Absolutely perfect.”
 
   “Tell us about it,” Marguerite said.
 
   “We were staying with grandma and grandpa. Daddy thought it would be polite to ask them for my hand. Once he had that out of the way he knew he wanted to do it before we left Chicago.”
 
   Marguerite laughed. “He asked grandma and grandpa for permission? Did he, like, even know you before he proposed?”
 
   Caroline laughed too. “I know, I know. He thought it was the respectful thing to do.”
 
   “He knew he was marrying a feminist, right?”
 
   Caroline kissed the side of Marguerite’s head. “Yup. I breathed my fire and threw my man-hating germs all over him and he asked anyway.”
 
   “I want to hear more,” Sophie said.
 
   She’d tell them anything they wanted to hear. She loved this story. She wondered why she’d never told them before now. “We’d gone to the Shedd and the Field Museum the day before. He was planning on taking me to a Cubs game later in the week but didn’t want to wait until then. After we were done at the Museum of Science and Industry, he demanded that he be the one to drive back to my parents’ house. Only he pretended to be really hungry and insisted we take a break and sit on the beach and have a snack before hitting the highway. It was really late in the season so it wasn’t very crowded. So we sat on a blanket randomly chatting, and before I knew it he was offering me an orange in one hand and a ring in the other.” Caroline laughed again. “I actually was starving, so I took the orange first. I think he was a little offended by that.”
 
   “But you said yes, right?” Sophie asked.
 
   “Of course I did.” 
 
   Marguerite laughed. “Obviously, Soph. Think we’d be here otherwise?”
 
   Caroline kissed Sophie’s forehead. Her girls had been so brave over the past year, even while she had struggled. It had only been a few months and the pain didn’t seem to be subsiding, but reminiscing helped cheer her up. “I’m glad I could share this with the two of you. I miss daddy. A lot.”
 
   Marguerite wiped her eyes. “He’d be really proud of you, mom.”
 
   “I know.” Caroline took a deep breath. “Are we going to go get pizza or what?”
 
   Sophie squeezed her mother tighter. “Can we stay here for a few minutes? I want to watch the seagulls.”
 
   Caroline smiled. “Sure. But then we’re going to eat.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Chicago
 
   “Are you okay?” Gabe’s question broke her out of her reverie.
 
   Caroline swiped at her face, biting a trembling lip. She’d tried so hard to push away memories of her children and they returned as soon as she let her guard down. How careless of her to slip like that. “I’m sorry. Have I been out here long?”
 
   He pulled her to her feet, brushing snow off the back of her coat. “A little while. We should get going. Are you sure you’re all right?”
 
   She rubbed her hands together. Gabe was too trusting to know if she was lying and too gentle to push it if he thought she was. “Perfectly fine,” she said, the words sounding empty. “Let’s go.”
 
   Gabe took her hand and they walked back to the parking lot. None of the other men said anything when she got back in the car. Caroline looked out at the beach one final time as Gig drove away, pressing her fingers to the window, the unlit blue lights along Lake Shore Drive blurring in her eyes. She had to give the guys credit. They had to have seen the tears on her face. None of them called attention to it save for the tissues that Gig slipped into her hand.
 
   They rode the rest of the way to his apartment in silence. Caroline was reluctant to start a conversation since she was trying to get her emotions in check. But it helped, every block inland, every building, every stoplight, every street that took her away from that beach. She shouldn’t have told him to stop. The mood had shifted positively in the car while she’d been gone, and her reentry had brought it back down again.
 
   Everything got worse once they stepped inside the third floor flat. Right after Gig pointed out their respective rooms, Jones took one look at the plaques and memorabilia on the walls and threw his bag to the floor.
 
   “You’re a fucking cop?” he asked. “Gabe didn’t tell me that.” 
 
   “I was,” Gig said, tossing his keys on the kitchen table. “You got a problem with that?”
 
   “You’re fucking right I got a problem with that. You still working?”
 
   “No.” Gig sank into one of the chairs at the table. “I quit before shit got bad.”
 
   Jones scowled. “Yeah, because shit was so good before that, right?”
 
   “You don’t know a thing about me,” Gig said. “But I know about you.”
 
   Jones whirled on Gabe. “You told this guy about me?”
 
   Gabe looked a little shamefaced. “It came up in conversation.”
 
   “Fuck you both, man.”
 
   No wonder he’d been so cold to them all in the beginning. Had Gabe told Gig that they were a bunch of criminals? Seemed very unlike him to paint them all in such a negative light. 
 
   “Jonesie, calm down,” Caroline said.
 
   “Why should I? This guy’s done more dirty shit than any of us have. I know Chicago cops.”
 
   “You think you do?” Gig asked. “What if I told you I knew a lot of drug dealing thugs like you?”
 
   Caroline put a hand on Jones’ shoulder to keep him from vaulting forward. “Let it go,” she whispered.
 
   “Fuck that. He thinks because I’ve got a record that I’m useless.”
 
   “I didn’t say that.” Gig was remaining remarkably calm. “I did say I knew your type.”
 
   “I’m not a type,” Jones said. “I’m a fucking person.”
 
   Good for him, sticking up for himself. But bad for him, adding drama to a situation that didn’t need it. 
 
   “Gig was just doing his job,” Caroline said, which was clearly the wrong thing to say.
 
   “Oh yeah?” Jones glared at Gig. “How many black men you help put in prison? Ever plant any evidence? Talk up a shit case because you got a grudge?”
 
   “I’m not going to bullshit you,” Gig said. “My first patrol was near the State Street Corridor. I saw a lot of stuff I’m never gonna talk about. But how many young black men do you think I saw die at the hands of another kid? Ask me that fucking question. Ask me why I left. Ask me anything you damn well want. Or just stand there and assume you know everything. That’d be easier, right?”
 
   Gabe stepped between the two men. “We’re tired and we got off on the wrong foot. Let’s take a step back and relax for the rest of the day.”
 
   Jones shrugged Caroline off. “Fine,” he said. “Just make sure piggy piggy leaves me the fuck alone.” He grabbed his bag and shoved past them toward one of the open bedrooms, slamming the door behind him.
 
   Gabe sighed. “That went well.”
 
   “It could have been worse.” Caroline turned to Gig. “Give him time.” 
 
   Gig frowned. He hadn’t smiled at her, not once. Not even when he’d treated her nicely. “I don’t give a shit,” he said. “As long as he stays away from me, we’re good.”
 
   Oh, whatever. This guy needed to get over himself. He was older than any of the other men and he needed to fucking act like it. “Did it ever occur to you that you’re being every bit as judgmental as he is?” she asked.
 
   Gig turned his chair around and didn’t say anything. Either she’d struck a nerve or he was a major asshole. She sincerely hoped it wasn’t the latter.
 
   They couldn’t have unresolved tension. Not if they were all traveling together. Dissention led to disunity which could make them all act sloppy. Caroline headed toward Jones’ room, pushing her way inside without bothering to knock. 
 
   Jones was on the bed, rifling through his backpack. He didn’t look up. “Leave me alone, man. I know he’s your friend but I ain’t dealing with it.”
 
   “It’s me,” Caroline said.
 
   He tossed the backpack to the side. “Oh.” 
 
   She shut the door behind her and sat down next to him. “You have to go back out there. We can’t start like this. We have too far to go.”
 
   “Never met a decent member of law enforcement,” Jones said.
 
   Caroline smiled. “Ever meet a decent prosecutor?”
 
   “Not the same thing.”
 
   “Maybe you should hear him out,” she said. “I have a feeling you’ve got more common ground than you realize.”
 
   “I doubt that,” he grumbled.
 
   She put her hand on his shoulder again. “I’m not asking you to be friends. I’m saying you shouldn’t be enemies. He’s helping us out. He wants the same things we do. Try and trust him, just a little. All right?”
 
   Jones crunched his hand into a fist. “I don’t like him.”
 
   A fair assessment. She wasn’t sure she liked Gig either. “If it helps, I don’t think he particularly enjoys my company. You and I can form a support group.”
 
   He smiled at her. “He’ll like you, Princess. Once he lightens the fuck up.”
 
   Caroline stood up. “Come on. Go out there and play nice. For me.”
 
   Jones grabbed for his backpack again. “I will. Just give me a minute.”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at him. “I like you, Jonesie. In case you needed to hear it.”
 
   He raised his hand to give her a little fist bump. “I like you too.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   The apology went smoother than she expected. It ended up being joint, and Jones actually shook Gig’s hand. Gig looked surprised when Jones did it and didn’t say much after that. He accepted Crunch’s offer to play cards, an activity in which Caroline had zero interest. As the guys started playing a round of poker, she slipped out onto the balcony, wrapping her cardigan around her. The air felt good. Invigorating. 
 
   Caroline looked out over the other apartment buildings. Curious location for Gig to live. He didn’t strike her as a Northsider or as someone who would get into whatever scene remained for young hipsters. Wrigleyville seemed an odd fit for him.
 
   She heard the door creak open and looked behind her. Gig held out a mug.
 
   “Hot chocolate,” he said. “Cold out here.”
 
   She took the mug from him. There were a ton of mini marshmallows in it. A man with a sweet tooth. “Thanks. I thought you were playing cards.”
 
   “It was a quick round. I think that guy Crunch is a hustler.”
 
   She’d done nothing but play board games with him so she wouldn’t know. “Probably. How do you know Gabe, anyway? He never said.”
 
   Gig sat down in one of the wooden chairs on the balcony. “Met at a homicide training in D.C. a few years ago. One of those joint things for medical personnel and law enforcement. We got on okay, and stayed in touch. And here we are.”
 
   Caroline took the chair next to him. “Quite a lucky break,” she said. 
 
   Gig gestured toward the living room. “Those guys listen to you,” he said.
 
   “You noticed?”
 
   “It was pretty easy to spot.”
 
   “You don’t think they’re indulging me?”
 
   Gig stared down at his mug. “Has Gabe been talking to you?”
 
   She had evidently been a topic of discussion in the car. “A few years ago I got used to people indulging me.”
 
   “Not anymore?”
 
   “Now I’m grateful to get through the day. Fuck getting my way.”
 
   Gig took another sip of cocoa. “You calmed Jones down.” 
 
   “He’s a pretty easygoing guy but when he gets in a mood, he stays there for a while. Gabe and Crunch weren’t going to touch that third rail.”
 
   “You did. Right away.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t about to mention her own issues with mood swings. “I had a lot of friends who were cops. I don’t think any of us should be judging each other.”
 
   “They’re not indulging you,” Gig said bluntly. “There’s more to it. Who are you? Gabe couldn’t tell me on the phone and refused to tell me in the car.”
 
   She shivered. “I’m nobody.”
 
   “Bullshit. You gotta be somebody or they wouldn’t have brought you along.”
 
   His words were heavy with implication. He was in the movement. He knew more than he was letting on. Caroline looked around the other balconies, wary of starting a conversation.
 
   “No one’s out here,” he said. “I swept the interior of the apartment before you arrived. If anyone’s listening in, which I doubt, it’s not with any technology I’d recognize. Most of these units are empty now.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “People got out while they could.”
 
   “Why are you still here?”
 
   Gig grinned. “Waiting for Gabe and the rest of you.”
 
   “How long have you been a part of this plan?”
 
   “For a while,” he said. “Gabe came to me and mentioned a couple of things, and I knew he’d gotten involved in the movement. I’ve had to be careful. Living a double life is hard.”
 
   “Yeah, no kidding,” Caroline said.
 
   “Who are you, really?” Gig asked.
 
   He was part of the team. She couldn’t very well keep it from him forever. If Gabe trusted him, she trusted him too. “I’m surprised Gabe didn’t tell you. He told you about Jonesie.”
 
   “He told me about Jones when the guy moved in with him. Once we started talking serious shit, he didn’t mention anything that might draw attention to us. All I knew was that there’d be two more along for the ride, and that one of you, well-”
 
   That explained it. Gig didn’t have to mention The Fed. He was heading in that direction and Caroline wanted to stay as far away from it as possible. “You don’t recognize me.”
 
   “No,” he said. “Should I?”
 
   She stared down at her cup. It didn’t matter that she saw a stranger in the mirror. She assumed that other people could tell immediately who she was. “It might be egotistical of me to think so, even though I look different than I used to. No one else seems to have figured it out yet.”
 
   “You were what, a celebrity or something?”
 
   Caroline chuckled softly. “In a manner of speaking, I guess.”
 
   “Movies? TV? Something else?”
 
   She shook her head. He was way off. “Definitely something else. I was in public service.” 
 
   “Federal employee?”
 
   Not the answer he expected, she could tell. Even if she had been held prisoner by the government. “I was in Congress for a few years,” she said. “And then-” She stopped, trying not to think about it. “Then I gave it up to be someone else.”
 
   “Why’d you quit Congress?” he asked.
 
   “Got sick of the game. And I, uh, got hurt during my last term and it kind of messed with me a little.”
 
   Gig frowned. “What happened?”
 
   “I got in between a gun-toting madman and a group of summer day campers.”
 
   He set his cup down on the deck, his eyes dawning with recognition. “You were from Maryland.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “You married that guy from Pennsylvania.”
 
   She closed her eyes. Why did he have to jump straight to that? “I did.”
 
   “Shit,” he said. “That move at the Capitol took balls. I remember when that happened.”
 
   Caroline never knew what to say when people complimented her like that. “Thanks, I guess.”
 
   “You could have been killed. Staring down a gun takes a whole lot of something.” 
 
   “Yeah,” she murmured. “Something.”
 
   He smiled at her. “Now I know why the guys listen to you.” 
 
   She suspected it wasn’t quite that simple. “I have no idea.”
 
   Gig put his hand on her shoulder. “Everyone in the movement thinks you’re dead,” he said quietly. “The media’s tried to portray you and your husband as traitors.”
 
   She wondered how she could politely ask him not to mention Jack. “I know. Gabe told me.”
 
   “So where’s-” Gig started to ask her a question – the question, no doubt – then stopped when he saw the expression on her face. “Sorry,” he said. “I bet you don’t want to talk about that.”
 
   Thank God he’d caught on, because she’d been trying to figure out a diplomatic way to run inside the apartment. “No,” she said. “I really don’t.”
 
   “Caroline Gerard,” he said. “Holy fuck.”
 
   So help her if paranoia would kick in from time to time. “Don’t say it too loud. It’s Diana now.”
 
   “Sure, sure. But when I first saw you I had no idea that you were fucking Wonder Woman.”
 
   Caroline didn’t need another goddamn nickname. “Let’s not go crazy, now.”
 
   “You’re an icon in the Underground. You know that, right?”
 
   She hoped there wouldn’t be any Evita-style propaganda posters in her future. “Hadn’t thought about it. I’ve just been trying to stay alive.”
 
   Gig studied her. “You disguised yourself pretty effectively.”
 
   Caroline tried not to scowl. “Having a busted nose and a fucked up face has helped.”
 
   He looked uncomfortable. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “I know.” She silently lectured herself to behave better. He was trying to be nice to her. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Gabe tells me you’re from around here,” he said. “Suppose I should have figured that out. But I don’t know a whole lot about you aside from what’s happened recently.”
 
   Caroline took another gulp of her now lukewarm hot chocolate. Kudos to Gig for very subtly changing the subject. “I grew up in the northwest suburbs. Unincorporated Deerfield, so pretty much Buffalo Grove.”
 
   “Where’d you go to school?”              
 
   Talking about the distant past was much easier than thinking about the last few years. “Stevenson.”
 
   “Got yourself a high class education, then.” 
 
   That was one way to look at it. Her high school usually ranked as one of the best in the country. Or it had. She didn’t know what the public schools were like now. “I guess so. My parents lived in a small house in a very modest subdivision. They paid a shit ton in taxes to make sure I went to a good school.”
 
   “Looks like it paid off.”
 
   Caroline looked around the balcony, her expression more than a little ironic. “Yes, because my life is so wonderful now.”
 
   “I didn’t mean that. I meant you actually did something with it.”
 
   Forget reliving happy childhood memories. She hated talking about herself. Always had, always would. “What about you?” Caroline asked. “What’s your backstory?”
 
   “Cicero. Crappy high school. Loyola. Sox fan.”
 
   “You were doing so well before that last one.”
 
   “Bleed Cubbie blue, do ya?”
 
   “A little. It’s funny how the things that used to matter to you seem pretty insignificant as time passes.” Caroline looked toward Wrigley. South of Gig’s place, past apartment buildings, bars, and restaurants, many of which were shuttered closed. She couldn’t see the stadium but knew exactly where it was. 
 
   She and the guys had watched some NBA games during her recovery. Professional sports were an effective distraction from the nation’s woes. “Does Major League Baseball still exist?” she asked.
 
   Gig shrugged. “I suppose. The teams from California and Texas pulled out. I hear they’re playing in their own leagues with different players. The Blue Jays withdrew out of solidarity. Canada doesn’t seem too happy with Santos right now.”
 
   “Are they planning on doing anything?”
 
   “Not so far as I’ve heard. But who knows? Maybe the rebellion is plotting with international forces.”
 
   He wasn’t as plugged in as she’d assumed. Another step backwards. She hoped he knew what he was doing when it came to getting them to California. “Maybe,” she whispered. 
 
   “You miss this place,” Gig said. It wasn’t a question.
 
   “I do,” Caroline said. “I loved Maryland and D.C., even Pennsylvania in its own way. But my heart is here. The air feels different here. My spirit feels different. Does that make sense?”
 
   “I understand completely,” he said. “This city is my soul. It’ll be hard to leave.”
 
   Gig looked quite unhappy at the prospect. He probably felt the same way she did. His home wasn’t his home anymore. 
 
   “It’s not like any of that matters,” she said. “Everything has been altered. I’m not safe anyplace, no matter where I think I might belong. Maybe I don’t belong anywhere.”
 
   “Or maybe that’s why we need to get our asses to California,” he said.
 
   A newly empowering thought. She’d almost forgotten why they’d traveled to Chicago in the first place. “When are we going to leave?”
 
   “We’ll wait a bit, make sure we’ve got a clear path. Then we’ll motor down to Oklahoma.” He nodded toward the door. “We’ll talk about it in greater detail with the guys tomorrow.”
 
   She wasn’t overjoyed at the idea of that journey. Bad things happened to friends who traveled by automobile. Another subject change seemed in order, one that Gig seemed to desire anyway. 
 
   “You’re a Rambler,” Caroline said.
 
   “You know your mascots.”
 
   “I went to Marquette. Your school sucks.”
 
   “I see.” He laughed loudly. “I like your sense of humor.”
 
   “Glad somebody does.”
 
   “You’re just pissed because my school’s bigger than yours.”
 
   “Bigger isn’t always better,” Caroline said, then grinned. “When it comes to schools, that is.”
 
   “I’m glad you’re lightening up a little,” Gig said. 
 
   She patted his hand. “You too. I was afraid you were a giant asshole.”
 
   He didn’t act offended by her comment. “Even with Gabe’s word I wasn’t sure whether I could trust you guys. Hard to break free of my natural suspicions. Spent too much time wearing the badge.”
 
   “Probably. I’m glad you’re not a jerk. We need to get along in order for this to work.”
 
   “Your friends are worried about you. Maybe we should work on that, too.”
 
   She picked at a stray thread on her sweater. Like she wanted to talk about that with a man she’d just met. “That’s because I’m crazy.”
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said. “You’re going through a rough patch, but you’ll persevere.”
 
   “How can you say that? You don’t even know me.”
 
   Gig turned to look her in the eye. “I don’t,” he admitted. “But that doesn’t matter. You’ll do it because you don’t have any other fucking choice.”
 
   She’d yell at anyone else who spoke to her in that way, another sign that she needed to work on her temper. The way he said it…he didn’t even mean it as a demand. He spoke with resignation, not determination. She wasn’t sure how to interpret that. But she knew she wanted to figure him out. And figure out what he knew.
 
   “Can we compare notes?” she whispered.
 
   He nodded. He knew what she meant. “Not out here. I’m getting cold.” Gig picked up her empty cocoa cup. “Let’s go back inside.” 
 
   The three other men were playing another round of cards. Gabe smiled at Caroline. “Sure you don’t want to join us?”
 
   When she was so eager to find out exactly what Gig knew? Not a chance. “Maybe later,” she said.
 
   Gabe looked disappointed. But his mood had changed ever since they arrived in Chicago. Caroline had been keeping her distance from him for most of the afternoon and evening. One of her favorite defense mechanisms, driving people away by being closed off or unintentionally cruel. But she hadn’t been leading him on. He knew where he stood. It wasn’t her fault he couldn’t accept it. That didn’t stop her from feeling guilty about it. Because she knew she’d be content to use him whenever she needed him.
 
   Gig motioned for her to come in the kitchen, washing their empty cups before taking a seat at the table. Very anal retentive.
 
   “How much do you know?” Caroline asked.
 
   He laughed. “Thanks for letting me sit down first.”
 
   “Did you want to make small talk for a while?”
 
   “Nope.” He folded his hands on the table. “I know enough to be engaged but not nearly enough to be dangerous. I wasn’t in the inner circle or anything.”
 
   “I was.”
 
   He laughed again. “I figured that much out.”
 
   “What was your online handle?”
 
   “‘Bandit,’” he said. “Haven’t been on in a while, though.”
 
   Caroline thought for a minute. “I don’t remember you.”
 
   “I told you I didn’t know that much. But I’ve met some people. The ones who are going to help us.”
 
   That sounded encouraging. “How many are there?”
 
   “I don’t know. No one can really hazard a guess anymore. Things have gone downhill in the last year or so.”
 
   “In what sense?”
 
   He frowned. “When the roundups began. All those prominent people disappearing overnight. When rumors started spreading that you’d been captured and killed. Took the wind out of a lot of sails. People thought you and – that you’d be able to make a difference somehow.”
 
   That’s what she had thought too. “People gave up?”
 
   He rubbed his temples. “I don’t know if people drifted off or were taken away or what. Momentum slowed. Message boards were locked. Even speaking in code wasn’t safe. I don’t want you to think it was all bad, because there were hopeful moments too. People thought maybe California would lend a hand. Or that there were spies on the inside in Washington. Double agents, you know.”
 
   Gig wasn’t referring to people like Jones and Gabe. He meant higher up in the food chain. “Any way to verify that?” she asked.
 
   “Not any way that I can think of.”
 
   “How many people are out there?”
 
   “I have no idea. It’s hard when so many connections have been broken. But not nearly enough. Every fucking American should be in on this shit, and they’re not.” 
 
   Was there even a rebellion? If the Underground had tanked and if hardly anyone was left, what did that say about the status of the movement in general? Maybe they were making a mistake by leaving for California.
 
   “What if we told the Underground that I was alive?” she asked.
 
   “That would be extremely dangerous. I’d rather we get out of the United States first.”
 
   He was right. It shocked her that she hadn’t thought of that. She’d been forgetting simple logic more and more lately. Parts of conversations would vanish as soon as they occurred. She’d have trouble concentrating, or experience difficulty with basic cognitive skills. It was worrying but she wasn’t going to mention it to anyone. Not yet.
 
   “I don’t want you to think the movement has died out,” Gig said. “It’s shrunk for sure, but parts are hidden better. There’s got to be something going on somewhere. With people who know what they’re fucking doing and know how not to get caught.”
 
   He was far more optimistic than she. Caroline thought back to their conversation on the back deck. Dare she ask him? Would he know? The spark flickered again. He’d already indicated that he didn’t know where Jack was, but maybe… 
 
   “Have you heard anything about my husband?” she whispered.
 
   He stared down at the table. Jesus Christ, no one had the guts to look her in the face when they answered that fucking question. He sat there for so long without speaking that she almost walked away.
 
   Gig finally brought his head up. “No,” he said. “Not a peep. No one has heard from him and most of us assume he didn’t make it.”
 
   “But they’re not sure,” Caroline said. “Right?”
 
   “There’s no concrete proof. But I’d think-”
 
   At least he knew when to stop talking. He refolded his hands and stared down at the table again. Caroline only had one lifeline left.
 
   “Do you have a solid firewall?” she asked.
 
   “As safe as one can be. Still wouldn’t stay online for more than a minute or two. Why?”
 
   “Can I use your computer?”
 
   He eyed her strangely. “Not going searching for folks, are you?”
 
   She wasn’t that dense. “I need to check something. Two minutes, tops.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Gig hadn’t been kidding about his expertise in security and surveillance. Though the connection was slow it was airtight. Somewhat irrelevant, since she didn’t plan on lingering on the internet for too long.
 
   While they’d been in Washington, Gabe had scrounged up scanned images of the foreign accounts that the government claimed to have tracked. Two of Jack and Caroline’s smaller offerings at a bank in the Cayman Islands. The accounts had enough money in them to look convincing but not enough that discovery would be a huge loss. They had a number of accounts left and Caroline knew the login information for only one of them. The biggest one. The one they’d planned on using if they got into trouble, or if they ran out of funds on their journey from Pennsylvania to Canada and beyond. 
 
   She worked quickly, accessing the bank’s website and logging in using the passcodes she and Jack had memorized. Maybe she’d be able to figure something out from the account information. To disprove the rumors. To give herself just a shred of faith when she had none left.
 
   Her heart sank as soon as she scrolled down the page. There had been no activity at all in the past twelve months, save for the quarterly interest calculation. She double and triple checked, using every search function she could think of, but the answer was the same every time.
 
   All that money sitting there unused. Over a hundred million dollars and not a single transaction since the account had been opened. Caroline logged out and deleted her cookies and browser history, just to be safe. Gig and Gabe and everyone else had been right. She should have known. Jack had probably never made it out of the forest. How stupid to let herself hope again after she’d been given sign after sign that he was gone.
 
   She couldn’t even focus on the one positive: that through it all, Jack had done exactly what he promised her after they married. Caroline was guaranteed financial security for the rest of her life if she could get to a safe place where she could access the funds. None of that mattered to her. She’d give every single penny in that goddamn account for five more minutes with her family. For one more hug, one more kiss, one more sweet word from Jack. But she didn’t get to make that bargain. She was simply one member of an unexpected band of budding revolutionaries trying to make its way to California in search of a rebellion that might not even exist. 
 
   Gig didn’t say much when she returned his laptop. Just made sure she had a sleeping bag and a pillow. Didn’t wish her a good night. The look on her face hadn’t invited any more talk, and he’d been smart enough not to pursue it. Caroline dragged the sleeping bag and pillow back to her room and didn’t sleep a fucking wink.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Chicago
 
   Staying awake had helped. Caroline felt the heavy burden of sadness the next morning but hadn’t been tortured by memories in her sleep. Control. She needed to stay in control.
 
   Gig went to run a few errands and get some supplies before they left the city. They all decided it was safer for the rest of them to stay at the apartment for the time being. Caroline and the three other men hung out and watched TV for most of the day until Gig returned in the middle of the afternoon.
 
   “Stocked up,” he said. “Got some food to last us a bit, some summer clothes for you guys, and I, uh, got Diana something.” He handed her a plastic bag. “Open it up.”
 
   Caroline pulled a hoodie out of the bag. “Oh,” she said. “Thanks.”
 
   “It’s probably a little big for you. Wasn’t sure what size you wore so I guessed.”
 
   She held it up. It was baby blue, with the Cubbie Bear logo from the 1980s on it. “Wow. Did it break your heart to buy it?”
 
   Gig grinned at her. “I felt this stabbing in my soul but it passed pretty quickly.”
 
   “It’s great,” she said. “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “Thought you might want it for the road,” Gig said. “And I thought we got off to a rough start yesterday.”
 
   Caroline patted his arm. The gift was obviously meant to try to lift her mood after their conversation in the kitchen. “I think we’ll be fine,” she said. “This is really nice. I love it.”
 
   “I have a Sox cap you can borrow, in case you change your mind and join the right and proper side.”
 
   “That won’t be happening.” She folded the hoodie and put it on her lap. “But you keep on trying.”
 
   Gig handed out the rest of the clothes, all meant for the change in climate that would come as they progressed in their journey. “We can leave in a couple of days,” he said. “Weather’s clear and my contacts are ready to go.”
 
   They hadn’t really discussed the details the night before. “Tell us again how we’re getting to California,” Caroline said.
 
   “I’ve got a buddy in Oklahoma who’s a trucker who can get us into Texas. We’ll start there. Figure it will maybe take a day or two to get there.”
 
   “Define ‘buddy,’” Gabe said.
 
   Gig pursed his lips. “Let’s just say we’re renting friends for a while.” 
 
   The Underground was shrinking and those few who helped were apparently only willing to do so in exchange for gobs of cash. But transport was transport. “It’s that hard to cross the border?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Damn near impossible. Worse than trying to get into California and almost as difficult as trying to cross into Canada.”
 
   She didn’t want to think about the next part. “Then we fly to Tijuana?”
 
   “Figured we could stock up on tequila.”
 
   He was speaking of all of this so flippantly. Odd for a man who seemed so meticulous and measured. Unless he was being dismissive of the process as opposed to the purpose.
 
   “How’s the trucker gonna get us across?” Jones asked.
 
   “We’re cargo,” Gig said.
 
   Crunch didn’t look too happy about that. “Fuck. We’re going in the trailer?”
 
   “Won’t take long,” Gig said. “Maybe sixty miles to Denton.”
 
   Caroline tried to contain her panic. A dark trailer, a border stop, and a long bumpy ride. “Sixty miles?” she squeaked.
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Gig said. “We’ll have food and water and a way to signal the driver if we need anything. Temperatures should be relatively mild so we won’t get too hot or cold.”
 
   He made it sound unrealistically easy. Caroline had seen images of people trafficked in the back of trucks. Stacked like fucking bricks. Almost all dead on arrival. She had to make it through this conversation before she started freaking out. “Okay,” she said. “We play this little human cargo game and then what?”
 
   “We fly from Denton to Mexico.”
 
   “No questions asked?”
 
   Gig smiled grimly. “Another rent-a-friend. I’ve got fifty grand in a duffel bag for him, so he was more than happy to get on board.”
 
   He was leaving something out. Maybe leaving a lot of somethings out. The guys didn’t seem to notice, or care. “I see,” Caroline said. “Then what?”
 
   “Then we get to the border with California and you tell us where to go.”
 
   Caroline let her eyes wander over the men. She’d assumed Gig knew a little about the rebellion, even after their conversation in the kitchen. That maybe he’d been evasive since he didn’t know her that well. He seemed more tuned in than Gabe regardless of whether or not he’d been in the Underground’s inner circle. But he didn’t know a damn thing. 
 
   “You’ve been pinning this entire plan on assuming that I knew what I was doing?” she asked.
 
   Gabe shrugged his shoulders. “I guess so. You said San Diego.”
 
   “San Diego is a huge city,” Caroline said, exasperated. “You didn’t think to ask me that before we left Washington?”
 
   “I figured we’d play it by ear, dig up more info if you didn’t know.” He smiled at her earnestly. “You do know. Don’t you?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “You all are lucky I got into some deep shit before I got caught, and that I have a good memory. Jesus.” 
 
   “You’re our ticket to ride,” Jones said.
 
   “Fuck,” Caroline said. “What little I know is enough to get us all killed.”
 
   “But you know where we’re going,” Gabe said. “Right?”
 
   Crunch laughed. “California’s a big place. We’ll find somewhere to go.”
 
   She could picture it in her head. If there wasn’t a rebellion, they could haul down the road in a jalopy in their best impression of a Steinbeck novel. Wouldn’t that be a goddamn riot. “We’re going to Camp Pendleton,” Caroline said.
 
   “Shit,” Gig said. “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Isn’t that a little obvious?” Gabe asked.
 
   “You’d think so. But my interrogators didn’t know about it and so far as I can tell, that’s the place to be.”
 
   “How’d that happen?” Crunch asked.
 
   “I don’t know all the details,” she said. She felt guilty for being evasive but wasn’t going to reveal too much. Not the jargon, not the buildup, not anything that might get her friends into trouble. That was a burden she had to bear alone. “Something happened when the Marines pulled out and California seceded. I don’t know what’s there but I hope it’s something.”
 
   “I assume we can just throw ourselves at their mercy, right?” Gabe asked.
 
   “Maybe.” Caroline glanced over at the service awards and plaques on the wall. “Gig, you got any weapons around here?”
 
   Jones snickered. “Yeah. Piggy piggy ain’t got no weapons.” 
 
   That earned a death glare from Gig. Their tenuous truce wouldn’t last long if he didn’t learn to deal with Jonesie’s irreverent sense of humor. “Make any bacon jokes and I’ll kick your ass,” he said. “I got a few. One for each of us.”
 
   “What if we get there and there’s no rebel base?” Crunch asked.
 
   Caroline wasn’t going to think about that until it became reality. “I suppose we could live a nice life on the beach.”
 
   “That wouldn’t be bad,” said Gabe. “I’ve had enough of winter.”
 
   “When do we leave?” she asked.
 
   Gig plopped a box of crackers down on the coffee table. “If we leave within the next two days, we’ll be in California by the end of the week.”
 
   Caroline swallowed hard. In a few days they’d have an answer. Might not necessarily be the one they’d been seeking, but they’d know where they stood. “So this is really happening?”
 
   She was greeted with four eager smiles. “Sure is,” Gig said.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   A day of packing and repacking. Of chatting and planning. Of getting to know one another. Whatever initial reservations they’d had about each other were tossed away. Jones looked pleased when Gig let him pick out his own gun. He was pissed they’d had to leave their stockpile behind in Washington. They all felt more comfortable when they were armed.
 
   There was plenty to do before they left for Oklahoma. Caroline wanted to get to know Gig. He seemed like the person she’d have the most in common with. The one who might understand her the best. Gabe, Jones, and Crunch were all trustworthy companions but Gig was the closest to her in age and life experience. 
 
   It provided her with an easy excuse to avoid Gabe. She felt supremely guilty about it because she knew she’d run back into his arms if she needed comfort. And he’d be kind enough to provide it. But she was out of Washington and could breathe again. With Gabe around she was always watching what she said, careful not to give him the wrong idea. Gig was the better option when it came to conversation. She camped out in his room watching him pack. They talked about their favorite Chicago restaurants for a while until Gig asked about her legal career. One of the few things she didn’t mind talking about with a former cop. 
 
   She filled him in the best she could, taking him from the Department of Justice to the Baltimore City State’s Attorney and back again. She felt comfortable enough with him to open up about the emptiness she sometimes felt with regard to what she viewed as a noble profession. It was much easier to talk about that part of her life than anything more recent.
 
   “I viewed the law as a vocation,” Caroline said. “But I never had that feeling that I was doing something tangible or substantial. I derived great meaning from what I did but I never had proof of it, you know?”
 
   Gig just nodded.
 
   “I’d send a guy to prison and wouldn’t crow about it. Then I’d come home at night and unclog a drain and realize that was the first time I’d felt a sense of accomplishment in months. It was a fucking drain. But I had proof that I did something. That I made a difference. That the water went down the way it should.”
 
   “I’d attach my name to bills once I was in Congress,” she continued. “As if that made me a decent person. I’d go to the White House to watch the president sign them. But who knows what good a piece of legislation does? How do you measure that in any quantifiable way? I used to ask myself why we did any of it. And now I know. Now I see.”
 
   Gig put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. She knew he wasn’t going to say anything so she kept going. It was making her feel better. 
 
   “I felt like I accomplished something when I got married, had children, whatever. But you know when I really felt like I’d done something important? When I pushed those kids out of the way at the Capitol Visitor’s Center. I didn’t feel that way again until I started getting involved in this underground movement.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have taken my time in Congress for granted. I could have done so much more.” She turned to Gig, who was smiling at her. “Sorry. I didn’t mean for that soliloquy to pop out. Sometimes words just sprout forth without me having any control over them.”
 
   “I know what you mean,” he said. “I could tell you a few stories about when I was on patrol on the South Side.”
 
   “I bet you could.”
 
   “You wanna know what drove me out?”
 
   Caroline saw Jones ever so carefully shuffling closer to the open door to Gig’s bedroom. He’d been in the living room and must have heard the two of them talking. She had a feeling this was something he needed to hear. 
 
   “Yeah,” she said.
 
   “You know about the blue wall of silence?”
 
   Every prosecutor did. “Of course.”
 
   “I saw that shit firsthand on a pretty massive scale. Did me in.”
 
   “You can’t say that and not give details.”
 
   Gig sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Got off my shift one night and headed to a cop party. You know the ones. The house parties with the badge bunnies and the drunken antics and the nudge nudge wink wink just make sure you drive home slowly sort of thing. Only this one got out of hand.”
 
   Caroline sat down on the bed, and he did the same. “Go on,” she said.
 
   “A guy showed up with a couple of chicks. They weren’t invited but usually that doesn’t matter. People show up, have a few beers, no biggie. But he was mixed race and the women were white. And this was a party full of white cops. In a white neighborhood. In a city we pretend isn’t segregated as hell.”
 
   Caroline had heard similar stories. She knew how this was going to end. 
 
   “The guy came with these ladies, they had a few drinks,” Gig said. “No big deal, right? They started to leave and all of a sudden one of the hosts of the party said that his house keys were missing. Thought the guy stole them. And things…happened.”
 
   Caroline heard a small cough. She wondered if Gig realized Jones was right outside the door, because he didn’t appear to have noticed anything. “Where were you while this was going on?” she asked.
 
   “Front porch,” he said. “It all happened so fast. So goddamn fast. You see things escalate at lightning speed when you’re patrolling or responding to a call but it moved ten times faster at this party. They started beating the shit out of him. Wailing on him over and over again.” He shook his head. “Ever see the Rodney King video? Magnify that by about twenty.”
 
   Caroline let out a low whistle. “Jesus Christ.”
 
   “Guy would have died if he wasn’t a bodybuilder or some shit. Squads were called. He was transported to the hospital. Then the lying began.”
 
   “What did you tell the investigators?”
 
   “The truth,” Gig said, without any hesitation. “You think that fucking mattered?”
 
   Caroline knew better. “How’d it shake out?”
 
   “Blue wall came out in full force for the investigation and the trial. I was called to testify, and I did my fucking job. Which was to tell the fucking truth,” he spat. “They were fucking acquitted. Got their jobs back at full pay. Everyone remembered the traitor who’d testified against the defendants. What do you think happened to me? None of my hard work mattered. I was an outcast. A reject. No one wanted to patrol with me. No one came when I needed backup. Any dreams I had of making detective or sergeant were kicked in the ass. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a part of a system like that. So I left.”
 
   “Wow,” Caroline said. “That’s unreal.”
 
   Gig started folding and refolding one of the shirts scattered on the bed next to them. “That shit happens all the time, you know. I’ve heard the stories. I’m sure you’ve heard them too.”
 
   She nodded. “I’ve assisted in a public corruption case or two.”
 
   “But to see such blatant misconduct out in the open, to see the fucking cover-up, to watch all these people lie like it was nothing. That guy could have died. It’s a miracle he didn’t. I know those fuckers are probably patrolling the streets of the city right now.” He shook his head. “Hell, they’re probably doing much worse shit, because any checks and balances that might have once been there are totally gone.”
 
   “I bet it was hard to leave, though.”
 
   “Hardest thing I’ve ever done,” Gig said quietly. “I wanted to be a cop ever since I was a kid. Wanted to help, you know? Make a difference. Maybe I did, for a couple of people. Seems like a goddamn waste now. I’ve got all those pretty plaques and medals on the wall and sometimes looking at them makes me sick.”
 
   Caroline thought of the decorations in the living room. Of the obvious care he’d taken in hanging them up. “But they’re still there.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “Because every once in a while they remind me that I have a chance to do something meaningful with my life.”
 
   She patted his back. “I think you’ve done all right for yourself.”
 
   His frown slowly turned into a grin. “Sure did. Joke’s on CPD. Went into private security and I’ve been making money hand over fist for years.”
 
   Caroline heard a laugh from the hall. “For Christ’s sake, Jonesie. Just come in here already,” she said.
 
   Gig’s smile faded. “He was outside the door?”
 
   She grinned when Jones peeked his head in. “Figured it wouldn’t hurt for him to hear what you had to say.”
 
   Jones was grinning too. “She’s a shifty one, our Princess.” 
 
   “Fuck.” Gig looked like he wanted to strangle them both. “You got me.”
 
   “Got any more stories you want to tell?” Jones asked. “I’m all ears.”
 
   “Not any you’re gonna want to hear, asshole.” Gig threw a shirt at him. “Did you just call her ‘Princess’?”
 
   Caroline sighed. “Diana. Princess. You know.”
 
   Gig grinned. “Well, then. You all are a boatload of fucking awesome.”
 
   Jones laughed again. “You got that right. I got my own packing to do. Later,” he said, scooting out the door.
 
   Caroline glanced around Gig’s room after Jones left. Talk about a sense of accomplishment. She was done for the day in terms of group progress. “You going to leave all this stuff behind?”
 
   “Don’t have much of a choice,” he said, shoving some shirts into a knapsack. “You can take some of my clothes, if you want. They’ll be huge on you but it seems like most of your stuff doesn’t fit.”
 
   Her clothes were big but not abnormally so. She could use another hoodie or two, or a couple of long sleeved shirts. No matter the temperature, she was never going to wear the short sleeved shirts Gig had bought for them all. 
 
   “Yeah,” Caroline said. “Do you think it makes me stand out? I try to wear the smaller stuff when we’re out and about.”
 
   “Not as much as you’d think,” he said.
 
   Caroline stared at the pictures on the wall, then noticed a wooden object with signatures on it leaning against the dresser in the corner. She picked it up. “You were in a frat?” she asked, amused.
 
   Gig grabbed the paddle out of her hand. “I was.” He turned it over to reveal the Greek letters and Caroline went pale. 
 
   “Sigma Chi?” she asked softly.
 
   He didn’t notice the shake in her voice. “Did it on a whim freshman year. Thought it would be fun.”
 
   She shook her head, trying to clear her mind. A technique she should have abandoned since it never seemed to work. “Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “It was all right.”
 
   She didn’t want to make small talk about Greek life or college experiences. She needed to get away from him and everyone else for a while. Caroline spotted a couple of folded sweatshirts and picked them up. “Okay if I take these?” she asked.
 
   Gig kept shoving clothes into his knapsack and didn’t even look in her direction. “Sure.”
 
   “Great,” she said, backing toward the door. “I’m gonna do some packing myself.”
 
   He nodded, not even noticing when she fled to her own bedroom.
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   She waited until they were asleep before heading out onto the balcony. Even with the lights at a lower capacity, she couldn’t see the stars. You never could in the city. She used to imagine they were there but now just saw a cloudy brown sky. 
 
   Nighttime was the worst. During the day she could be focused on survival, existence, the grand plan that was falling into place. Back in Washington she focused on her recovery, on learning to fight, on building trust with the guys. But here on her home turf, in the city she loved…she was vulnerable. Whatever boost she’d gotten from coming to Chicago had faded. It was easy to fall into old traps. Relive old memories. Focus on the things she’d lost and would never regain.
 
   She collapsed into one of the chairs on the deck, slipping her hands inside the front pocket of one of the old hoodies Gig had given her. Her mind drifted and the tears flowed easily. She’d done such a good job of suppressing them and with the slightest nudge they’d come rushing back. She didn’t bother wiping them away.
 
   Caroline held up her left hand and stared at it. Crooked, bent, and broken fingers. Hard to think about the lovely rings that had once graced that hand. Or the man who had placed them there.
 
   No word from the Underground. No activity on their account. No nothing, save for that final kiss Jack had given her right before he’d vanished into the trees. And the memories that trapped her in their grasp with no intention of ever letting go.
 
   “I miss you,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “I miss you so much, my darling.”
 
   The nightly rolling blackout had almost reached Gig’s apartment by the time she felt strong enough to go back inside. Her fingers and toes were numb and she readily crawled into the sleeping bag in her bedroom.
 
   And dreamt of Jack.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   The Past
 
   It was a few days after they returned from President Hendricks’ funeral and they were both a little jumpy. Caroline wanted to spend every moment she could with Jack. The two of them had discussed going away for a weekend but hadn’t formalized any plans. They settled on being much more romantic than usual, making sure they had time set aside every day for each other. Dinner was over and they had no commitments for the rest of the night. Jack mentioned a surprise for Caroline in his office so they headed there instead of going upstairs. 
 
   He led her inside, making a point of locking the door behind them. “Go over and stand by that chair,” he said quietly.
 
   Jack walked over to the curtains and closed them before unlocking a bottom drawer in his desk. What was he planning?
 
   “I’m the only one who has access to this,” he said.
 
   She eyed him warily. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I was in Philadelphia last week. I stopped at home and randomly checked our bedroom and discovered that something was missing. Any idea what it was?”
 
   Caroline told herself not to blush. “I have no idea.”
 
   “You’re lying, baby. You’re such a terrible liar.”
 
   She blushed anyway. “I am not.”
 
   “I found it curious that this item was gone,” he continued. “I started looking around our bedroom here. I knew it had to be somewhere, somewhere no one would look. And guess what I found hidden in your closet?”
 
   Caroline unconsciously grabbed the chair in front of her, trying not to shake.
 
   Jack laughed. “If you could see the look on your face right now.” He pulled a long wooden paddle out of the drawer, holding it up, smacking it against his palm.
 
   “Oh my,” she said softly.
 
   “‘Oh my’ indeed,” he said. “Why would this have been in your closet?”
 
   She was in trouble. Good trouble, but trouble nonetheless. “I-”
 
   “When were you going to tell me you had it here?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Caroline said.
 
   “Why did you bring it, then?”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   Jack smiled. “Do you remember the first time I used this on you?”
 
   She closed her eyes. “Yes.”
 
   Caroline often reflected on the fact that she never thought she’d end up with a frat boy, let alone one who was a moderately conservative Republican. She could see the Greek letters burned into the front of the paddle. Sigma Chi. Jack’s fraternity nickname had been “Otter,” which Caroline found charming. She’d always harbored a secret crush on Tim Matheson, and he’d been cute in Animal House. Jack’s frat brothers thought he looked like the actor, plus he made quite an impression on the ladies during pledge season. The nickname fit him perfectly.
 
   Almost two weeks after they returned from Ellen’s fundraiser in California during the last election cycle, after that hot night in the hotel when her ass had hurt like a bitch for the next few days, he pulled the paddle out of a drawer and asked her if she’d like him to use it on her. He let her try it out on him first and she jokingly asked if that had been part of his hazing process in college. They’d only used it on a handful of occasions since then, but she always remembered it was in the nightstand drawer. A constant reminder of how far she was willing to go in order to achieve satisfaction.
 
   Jack turned the paddle around in his hands. “I have to admit, when I showed it to you that first time I thought you were going to run away screaming. But you smiled, even though you probably didn’t intend to. It was the most erotic reaction I’d ever seen.” He gave her an indecent look. “That was a great night.”
 
   All the nights had been great, but the first had by far been the most intense. “It was,” Caroline whispered.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me you brought this here?”
 
   His words and deeds had the capacity to turn her on like nothing else, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt so exposed before. “I don’t know,” she said.
 
   Jack walked over to the chair and put his hand on her shoulder. “Sweetheart, there’s no shame in telling me what you want. Have you missed this?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We haven’t used it all that often.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “I mean, we’ve done a lot of other things but-”
 
   Caroline blushed deeper, if that was even possible. “I’m fully aware of the other things we’ve done. Especially recently,” she said, remembering the last time they’d been alone in his office.
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “Why didn’t you tell me instead of dropping clues?”
 
   He wanted an easy answer and she didn’t have one. “Sometimes it’s a little inelegant to ask you to paddle the shit out of me.”
 
   “Does it hurt when I do it?”
 
   She couldn’t sit down for a day or two afterward, if he did it right. “Yes.”
 
   “But you enjoy it.”
 
   Caroline bit her lip. “Maybe too much.”
 
   “Does it make you feel bad?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Does it humiliate you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He seemed determined to get to the root of her concerns, which was why he kept peppering her with questions. “What do you get out of it?”
 
   “I like waiting for it,” she whispered. “The anticipation, the aftermath. I like the sting. I like knowing that you really aren’t going to hit me too hard, just enough for me to enjoy it. The look in your eyes, the tone of your voice. The way you act when you’re doing it. I like thinking about what you’ll do to me next. And what I want to do to you.”
 
   He grinned. “And what’s that?”
 
   She blew out a frustrated breath. “It makes me want to fuck your brains out, all right?”
 
   Jack squeezed her to him affectionately. “No need to get testy. You’re well adjusted, you like sex, and sometimes you like it rough. What’s the problem?”
 
   Caroline sighed, some of the heat leaving her face. “It’s not something I’m supposed to want. I haven’t survived some sexual trauma, I’m not rebelling against anything. There aren’t any deep seated, repressed psychological issues. It’s something I enjoy, for whatever reason. I like the way it feels. And I like the way it makes you feel. I couldn’t imagine wanting to do this with anyone else, either.”
 
   He kissed the top of her head. “I do like spanking you. Hard. I love how excited you get, how you react to it. Half the time I almost come in my boxers by watching your response, you know that?”
 
   “Jack-”
 
   “Caroline, you’re so confident, so self-assured in other areas of your life. And you’re pretty damn assertive in bed, most of the time. You have no misgivings about telling me what you want under other circumstances. Why does this have to be any different?”
 
   “I feel like this makes us deviants or something.”
 
   Jack grinned again. “We are pretty perverse. And we’re both in control the entire time, no matter what you believe or what I say. There’s nothing wrong with wanting something that you’ve been taught is bad. We’re in a loving marriage. We support each other. We know what to give each other. We never run out of things to do in bed, and you’re always willing to try new things. Even if I have to coax them out of you. That excites the hell out of me.” He licked his lips. “Did you ever think that our relationship would turn into what it has?”
 
   The flush continued to fade away. His reassurances were working. “Not really,” she said. “I figured you’d be good for some fuzzy handcuffs and dirty talk but never this.”
 
   “If it helps, I marked you as a bad girl from the very beginning.”
 
   She laughed. “I bet you did.” 
 
   “That first weekend. When you masturbated in front of me. That’s when I knew.”
 
   At the time Caroline had considered performing for a partner to be the furthest extent of her sexual explorations, but she’d been so, so wrong. “Lascivious old man. Congratulations on your foresight, because at no time did I believe I’d become someone who would let her husband smack her around.”
 
   “It’s all consensual,” Jack pointed out.
 
   “Doesn’t matter. It’s hard to break free of all the societal messages you receive about what is and isn’t normal behavior.” 
 
   “I relish doing things like this to you,” he said. “I love to give you a good spanking but this is so much deeper, so much more intense. I can see how much you enjoy it too. I’ve never met a woman who wants to please me as much as you do, not just in bed, but in all aspects of life. You’ve given up so much for me, Caroline, and given me so much in return.”
 
   “Now I sound like a doormat.”
 
   Jack laughed. “I don’t think anyone would mistake you for that. You’ve never sacrificed your own wants and needs in order to make me happy. You don’t let anyone push you around. You have a good heart. It’s part of who you are. I simply meant you’re a generous person.”
 
   “Who likes to be spanked.”
 
   “Yes. Who likes to be spanked. You like jewelry too.” His eyes twinkled. “And you’ve done such a great job of earning it.”
 
   “I’m a doormat who sexes you up in exchange for gifts?” Caroline huffed. “You’re going downhill quick, McIntyre.”
 
   “You make jokes about earning jewelry all the time,” he said, trailing his fingers down her arm. “My little concubine.”
 
   “They’re way more funny coming from me than from you.”
 
   Jack laughed again. “Is this conversation going to end with me having to read a book by Gloria Steinem?”
 
   She frowned at him. “I’m leaning in that direction. Maybe Susan Faludi.”
 
   He stepped back from her, putting the paddle down on the chair. Was he abandoning the idea? “Caroline, you are an enthusiastic, passionate, fiery woman. You throw yourself into everything, including our relationship. I hope you know what that means to me.”
 
   It was hard not to pick up the paddle and hand it back to him. “Very complimentary. You might have made up for the jewelry remark.”
 
   He must have noticed her eyeing the chair, because he picked the paddle back up again. “I love you. More than my own life. I’ve never wanted to make a woman feel the way I want you to feel when you’re with me.”
 
   Caroline smiled slightly. “That’s a very romantic thing for you to say with a wooden paddle in your hand.”
 
   Jack smacked his hand with it again. “Oh, this thing? I wasn’t sure you remembered I’d picked it back up.”
 
   He was messing with her but she blushed anyway. “I haven’t forgotten.”
 
   “I’ll give you anything you want tonight. If you want to scrap this and go upstairs, I won’t stop you.”
 
   She tried to keep her voice from shaking. “No, I want this. I feel a little weird about doing it in your office, though.”
 
   Jack smiled again. “I like being in here with you. Alone.”
 
   He didn’t mean when they were talking legislation. “I’ve noticed.”
 
   “I’m serious. It gets me through those lonely nights when I’m away from you.” He lifted the paddle up, his fingers drifting over the Greek letters etched in the wood. “And I have no problem with taking it up a notch,” he said quietly.
 
   He was ready to go but she had her concerns. “Can’t we get in trouble for this?” she asked. “We’ve debased most of this mansion. What if someone finds out?”
 
   “I don’t think the governor can be impeached for fooling around with the first lady when the day is over. Can he?”
 
   “I hope not. They’d have a rock solid case against you for damn near every night we’ve lived here. It seems unprofessional somehow.”
 
   “Was what we did last time unprofessional?”
 
   Oh, for Christ’s sake. Was he kidding? Caroline put her hands on her hips. “You mean, when you fucked me up against the wall, or when we had sex on your desk? And oh, when your chief of staff walked in as I was standing there in my bra, free-buffing under my skirt. That was awesome.” 
 
   Jack laughed. “That was pretty humorous once I got over him practically breaking down the door. ‘That desk is an antique, sir.’ Jesus.”
 
   Caroline tried not to smile. In hindsight, it was funny. But this topic wasn’t, in general. “To answer your question, Jack, I’m thinking the answer is ‘yes’ either way. What we are doing is remarkably unprofessional. By the way, are you sure the door is locked?”
 
   He glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, and I made Greg give me his key.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Is this why you never let me rip your clothes off in your office when we were in Congress?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He pulled her to him again. “That’s a damn shame,” he whispered, nipping at her neck. “We could have had so much fun on that desk of yours.”
 
   Her breath hitched, and he had to have heard it because he didn’t stop what he was doing. “Too late now,” she said. “Probably for the best. I doubt the Rayburn House Office Building has ever seen the kind of debauchery we have to offer.” 
 
   “Oh, but we could have tried. If only you weren’t such a goo goo.” Jack undid the first few buttons on her blouse, brushing his fingers against her breasts. “I keep the personal and professional separate. This is just a room, Caroline. A very nicely decorated room where I happen to spend a lot of my time. And when I’m not with you, I wish I was. Thinking about you splayed out over my desk while I’m doing all sorts of naughty things to you is what gets me through when I’m here late at night trying to wrap my head around all the crap I have to do.”
 
   His hands were very distracting. “You aren’t thinking about sex when I’m in here during strategy meetings, are you?”
 
   “Do you really want to know the answer to that question?”
 
   She pushed him away. When he touched her she couldn’t think clearly. “Never mind. Maybe I should lessen my advisory role. You need to focus on your job, not on my tits and ass.”
 
   “No way. Your input is too valuable. Even the lieutenant governor admitted it the other day when you were out of earshot.”
 
   That was nice, even if Caroline didn’t trust the guy. “Stop thinking about me naked when all those officials are in the room. It’s gonna weird me out.”
 
   “You know nothing of the male mind, my dear. It can’t be helped. I’m going to think about your tits and ass all the time, and you cannot stop me.” Jack closed his eyes. “In fact, I’m going to think about them right now.”
 
   He was no doubt remembering where his hands had just been. “See, that’s why we’re different,” Caroline said. “If we did anything like this in my office I’d never be able to set foot in there again.” 
 
   “Then we’d better stay in here.” Jack smacked his palm with the paddle again. “What say you, my lady? Up for an adventure? I’ll be gentle, I promise.”
 
   Gentle but harsh. A ruthlessly inconsistent dichotomy. “I know you will.”
 
   “You’ll like it.”
 
   Caroline let out a shaky breath. “You have no idea.”
 
   “Oh, I have a rough idea,” Jack said. He twirled the paddle in his hand again. “Remember when I told you about wanting to spank you over my desk?”
 
   Caroline swallowed back a moan. She hadn’t forgotten that fantasy, not since the moment he’d told her about it. “Yes.”
 
   Jack ran his palm back and forth over the side of the paddle. “I won’t be too harsh with this, though. Unless you’d prefer that we go upstairs and do it on the bed instead.”
 
   Caroline smoothed her sweaty hands on her skirt, realizing she’d been clutching her blouse tightly in her fists. She wanted him to be ruthless. Cruel. Unyielding. Whatever he damn well wanted to be. 
 
   “Here is fine,” she whispered.
 
   He put the paddle behind his back and approached her, kissing her cheek. “You might be in some pain tomorrow, sweetheart. Will you be able to get away with hiding in the bedroom all day?”
 
   She smiled shakily. “It’s the weekend. I think so. Are you going to dote on me?”
 
   “I shall dote on you until you get sick of it. Saturdays are almost always ours anyway, during the summer.” Jack put the paddle on the chair and pulled her to him, teasing her lips, easing his tongue inside her mouth once she granted him access. Caroline started to loosen his tie as he kissed her neck.
 
   “I love you, baby,” he said. “But you’ve been very disobedient, hiding that paddle from me.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Isn’t there something else you want to say?”
 
   He was in a naughty mood. It took her a minute before she could speak again. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   He bit her earlobe. “Try again.”
 
   An excessively wicked naughty mood. “I’m sorry, sir.”
 
   He grinned against her cheek. “I love when I can get you to say that.”
 
   She tried to catch her breath. Words escaped her. He hardly ever made her address him that way unless they were deep inside one of their more extreme games, but every damn time it happened it drove her insane. 
 
   “Despite your apology, you need to be punished a little,” he said. “I can’t let you get away with that sort of thing without being taught a very firm lesson.” He started to inch his hands up under her skirt, smiling when he felt the wetness of her underwear. “That conversation made you crazy, didn’t it?”
 
   He was feeling naughty but wasn’t in an entirely controlling mood, despite their previous exchange. Caroline had some leeway. Whatever playtime was coming, it would be intense but not overwhelming. 
 
   “No, you twirling that damn paddle in your hand did it,” she said. “Do you have any idea how much I wanted to jump you the instant you took that thing out of your desk?”
 
   “How long did you have it hidden in your closet?”
 
   “A few weeks. I’m disappointed you didn’t find it sooner.” 
 
   “Maybe I’ll need some punishment for that transgression.”
 
   What a delightfully dirty idea. Caroline untucked his shirt. “Maybe I’ll pull a Lysistrata and withhold sex for a while.”
 
   He chuckled. “There’s no way in hell you could do that. You’d last a day or two, tops.”
 
   She stopped pulling his tie down his collar. “Are you implying that I have no willpower?”
 
   “No,” he said, pulling down his suspenders as Caroline began to unbutton his shirt. “Just that you’re not going to give up something that you want to penalize me.”
 
   “I could do it. I could totally do it.”
 
   He eased her panties down her thighs. “Do you want to?”
 
   “No,” she said softly. “I’d go crazy if I couldn’t touch you every day.” She swept her fingers over the top of his head, mussing up his hair, stepping out of her underwear when it fell around her ankles. “Do you think my reputation will be sullied by this behavior?”
 
   “No one ever needs to know what we do in private, Caroline. That belongs to us alone. In public we can be as decorous and elegant as possible but we can always come home and fuck like there’s no tomorrow. And what I love about you is that you can do both, so easily. My lovely, bawdy lady.” Jack pulled her to him again, lifting up her skirt to toy with her garter belt. “I’m so happy you wore this.”
 
   “I always wear it when you’re around.”
 
   He kissed her again, urgently. It was raw, animalistic, possessive, and she clung to his dress shirt. 
 
   “I want you so badly,” he said against her mouth. “The paddling may have to wait.”
 
   She hoped he was kidding. All that buildup just to be denied? “No, Jack. Please.”
 
   He released her from his arms, grinning rakishly. “I just wanted to see if I could get you to beg. All right, then. Bend over the desk.”
 
   Caroline stumbled backward a little, surprised by how quickly he’d pulled away from her. Charmingly deceptive asshole. 
 
   “Okay,” she stammered.
 
   He looked down at the chair and picked up the paddle. She took a deep breath and didn’t say anything.
 
   “If it’s too much, we will stop,” he said. “Immediately. This isn’t the same as you kneeling on a comfy bed or being on my lap. And it’s only five. No more, not even if you ask nicely.”
 
   Caroline scowled at him and placed her palms securely on the desk as she bent over. “I’ve seen Secretary, Jack. I know what I can handle. Shut up and spank me.”
 
   “Sometimes you have a really smart mouth, Mrs. McIntyre. I’ll find a way to deal with that later.” Jack grinned and folded his suit jacket, putting it on the desk in front of her. “Just in case.” He rubbed the paddle over her clothed rear. “I think you might not want a bare bottom for this.” 
 
   He thought wrong. She knew exactly what she wanted. “Pull my skirt up.”
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked, plainly surprised.
 
   He wouldn’t go easy on her. Having a naked ass would make it worse. “Yes.”
 
   Jack hitched her skirt up, kissing his way from her thighs to her rear. “I love you,” he said quietly. “Count to five with me, sweetheart.”
 
   He brought the paddle back and it landed on her ass with a loud thwack, throwing her forward onto his suit jacket. The blow was hard enough that her knees buckled. Jack put his hands on her hips to steady her, placing a soft kiss on her shoulder.
 
   “Good girl. You’re all right. What was that?” he asked.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. The initial contact from the paddle had shocked her. She’d forgotten how much harder it was than his palm. And how much it hurt on bare skin. “One,” she said.
 
   Jack swung the paddle again and the force lifted her off her feet, but her knees remained steady this time and her pumps miraculously stayed on.
 
   “Two,” she said, tears springing to her eyes.
 
   He kept one hand on her back to keep her in place, and repeated the process, harder this time. She clutched the suit jacket in her fists.
 
   “Three,” Caroline rasped, letting out a small sob.
 
   Jack gave her a few seconds more than he normally would have, caressing her back. He wouldn’t wait for a safe word or a sign to slow down. He’d do that on his own. “Two more, baby. You can do it. Do you want me to stop?”
 
   For a brief moment she’d contemplated it, but that moment had passed. “No,” she whispered.
 
   He swung the paddle toward her and her knees buckled again. She heard the whoosh in the air. The noise his momentum made. She was outside herself for a few seconds, sinking slowly, feeling that she was falling to the floor. 
 
   Jack caught her around the waist, pulling her back up. “One more, sweetheart. That’s all. Say the word if you don’t want to keep going.”
 
   She remained silent, save for a sniffle or two. He held her down firmly, determined to keep her on the desk. The last blow was the toughest and Caroline screamed out in pain. Her entire body was trembling and there were tears running down her cheeks. She rested her head on the desk for a moment, inhaling Jack’s familiar scent from his suit jacket, crying softly. He put the paddle down on the desk next to her head and leaned over her ear, sweeping her hair back. He might not have been in a wholly controlling mood, but that wouldn’t stop him from staying detached. He’d check in. Maybe offer a little praise. But that was it. That was the game he chose to play. He knew she’d end it if she wanted to.
 
   “You did very well, my love,” he said. “Even if you weren’t able to count the last two out loud. How did that feel?”
 
   “I think five was enough,” she said weakly. 
 
   Caroline pulled her head up and Jack wiped her tears away. He kissed her forehead. “You’re so beautiful,” he said.
 
   He started to massage her ass and she flinched. She wasn’t ready for that kind of comfort yet. She rested her head on the desk again. “Please don’t.”
 
   Jack caressed her back until her trembling slowed. “Did you like that?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   He gathered her hair in one of his hands and tugged at it gently. Not because he wanted to cause her further pain. No, this was his desire manifesting in a slight, somewhat expected gesture. “Turn around and look at me.”
 
   Caroline lifted up her head. Jack had his cock in his hand, stroking it lightly, staring at her. His detachment had its limits, and he’d reached his furthest edge sooner than usual. He closed his eyes momentarily, measuring his words.
 
   “Your poor ass is bright red. I’ll have to fix that when we get upstairs.” He moved closer behind her, his erection pressing against her backside. It stung, and she shuddered. “Spread your legs,” he said.
 
   Caroline did as she was told. Jack teased her with his cock, waiting to hear her moan.
 
   “Please don’t make me wait,” she whispered.
 
   Jack pulled back and slid a finger inside her. “You’re so wet, baby. It almost makes me want to paddle you again to see what would happen.” He glided his finger in and out of her, pure torment as his hands would roughly graze her backside each time he pulled them out. He kept using his fingers, occasionally drifting toward her clit, until she was begging him to make her come.
 
   “Not yet, sweetheart. But I think that’s enough teasing for now.” He entered her slowly, groaning in relief. He leaned over and put his hands over hers on the mahogany desk, beginning to move in and out of her. “I love you, Caroline. So very much.”
 
   She lifted her hands up off the desk, grasping at him, trying frantically to get closer to him, to intertwine her hands in his, to beg him not to stop what he was doing, even though her ass smarted. “Harder, Jack. Please.”
 
   He continued to ease in and out of her at an almost unbearably languorous pace, grasping her hands firmly in his. “All in good time. Let me enjoy this. Let yourself feel this.”
 
   Caroline closed her eyes. He felt so good. Too good. She had no idea it could be this way, with anyone. She could never get close enough to Jack. Not when they were ripping each other’s clothes off, not when they were moving at a snail’s pace…it was never enough. He knew he made her crazy. He had to. It frightened her that she let another human being have that much power over her.
 
   She thrust herself backwards into him, urging him to go faster, not caring about the pain. Jack kept up his steady rhythm as his breath started to quicken, until he pulled back and put his hands on her hips.
 
   “You get what you want, tiger,” he said roughly. “I’m going to fuck you so hard you’re going to be dealing with more than a sore ass when you wake up tomorrow.” He sped up his pace, chuckling as she gasped. “Every move you make you’re going to think of me, wishing I was inside you.”
 
   She doubted she’d be able to move at all at the rate he was going. Caroline pushed herself up on the desk and he reached around her breasts with one hand, continuing to assail her from behind. She could barely choke out the plea he wanted to hear. “Don’t. Stop.”
 
   “We’re not going to be finished once we get upstairs,” Jack growled. “You haven’t had your turn yet. What do you say to a nice body massage and me burying my face in your pussy for an hour or so?”
 
   How could she even speak after he said something like that? She managed to force a few words out. “Jesus, Jack. You know what it does to me when you talk like that.”
 
   “I thought that was rather chivalrous of me.”
 
   “You – talk – too – much,” Caroline panted in between his thrusts.
 
   Jack removed his hand from her hip and pushed her chest forward on the desk. “So do you.”
 
   He pounded in and out of her harder and harder like a jackhammer, which had always seemed like a porny move to Caroline but she loved when Jack did it. He was pushing her up off her feet with every thrust until her knees buckled again. It was almost too much but she didn’t want it to end.
 
   Jack pulled out of her and rubbed his cock across the narrow crack in her ass. “You are incredible,” he said, fingering her clit. “I want you to come for me.”
 
   Why had he stopped? She wanted him to keep fucking her. “Jack, no-” 
 
   He rubbed harder, sliding his finger in and out of her, then over her clit again. It was torturous. She could feel his erection moving up and down her backside. What was he doing? 
 
   One last twist of his fingers, one final sweet movement made her explode against his hand. Jack straightened up, continuing to massage her clit as she screamed his name. As her orgasm pulsed out of her she could hear him growling as he jerked himself off with his other hand, a stream of semen spurting onto the back of her lavender blouse. When he was finished he steadied himself on the desk. “Holy fuck, woman.”
 
   Caroline gasped for air, trying to recover. “You owe me a new top. No fair. That was dry clean only, asshole.”
 
   Jack started laughing and didn’t stop for a while, draping his hands on her shoulders and leaning into her. “Sweetheart, you say the most brilliant things after we play. You think our dry cleaner hasn’t figured out what we do during our down time?”
 
   She laid her head down on the wood. “I’m not taking a spooge soaked shirt to the nice lady down the street who launders our clothes.”
 
   “Fine, go get a new one. Same color.” He kissed the side of her head. “You know you thought that was sexy.”
 
   “I would have preferred to watch you jack off instead of wrecking my clothes. Or, you know, would have rather had you inside me. Anywhere inside me,” she said emphatically.
 
   “Well, shit,” he said.
 
   “Your loss.” She smirked as he kissed her again.
 
   Jack started to get up from the desk. The weight of his body against hers was the only thing keeping Caroline from crumpling to the floor. She grabbed his arm. “Help me up.”
 
   He pulled her to her feet, holding her steady while he zipped up.
 
   “Oh yeah,” she said. “You’ll want to put that back in your pants before we go upstairs.”
 
   He patted her behind, smoothing her skirt down. Caroline winced. The game was over and naughty, filthy Jack turned back into concerned, overprotective Jack. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “I might need some help getting to the bedroom,” she said. “I can barely move.”
 
   “Can you sit down?”
 
   “That would be a very bad idea.”
 
   He guided her hands to the chair by the desk. “Wait a minute.”
 
   She leaned over the chair, watching as he picked the paddle up. 
 
   “Wouldn’t want this to get misplaced again.” Jack pulled a hammer and a nail out of one of his desk drawers, giving Caroline a roguish look. “Here we go.” He went over to the wall and scanned it until he spotted the right free space. He pounded the nail in and hung the paddle up. “See?” he said triumphantly. “Now we’ll always know where it is.”
 
   Caroline ran a hand through her hair. “You are so terribly immoral.” 
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I simply wanted to have a reminder of my lifelong commitment to my fraternity brothers in my office. Something I can look at every day, particularly when my gorgeous wife is out of town.” Jack grabbed his jacket off the desk, throwing it around Caroline’s shoulders before picking her panties up off the floor and stuffing them in his pocket. “Wouldn’t want to misplace these either.” He put an arm around her. “Do I have to carry you or can you walk?”
 
   Caroline stepped out of her high heels. “It’s best if I’m flat footed on the way up. But I’ll be okay. Didn’t you say something about a full body massage?”
 
   Jack gave her a mischievous grin and scooped her shoes up in his hand. “Wait until we get upstairs.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   Chicago
 
   Caroline didn’t want to get up the next morning. Not after that dream. It might have been the worst one of all. Even worse than dreaming about her children, as appalling as it sounded. She should have known that no matter what she did, she’d never be able to contain the memories. She wondered if there was a safe and expedient way to induce selective amnesia. 
 
   No, she had to press away the bad stuff and put one foot in front of the other. Gig was right; she had no other fucking choice but to keep going. 
 
   Once she dragged herself out of her bedroom the day passed quickly. They did their final checks and hit the road in the middle of the night. Less traffic that way. Easier to dodge attention. Caroline caught one last glimpse of Lake Shore Drive as they left the city and headed south down I-55. 
 
   The plan was to keep driving before stopping somewhere in Missouri and making a final push toward Oklahoma. Two days, if all went well. They weren’t going to rush and they weren’t going to take any chances. They’d obey the traffic laws, stop at rest areas and truck stops, and do their best to cross from state to state without being too conspicuous. Every one of the men took turns driving, rotating seats every time they stopped. Mostly because it wasn’t too much fun to be crammed into the back if you were stuck riding bitch.
 
   “When does Princess get to drive?” Jones asked, after they’d stopped at a gas station in southern Illinois. Prices had been steep. Five bucks a gallon for gas. Caroline thought that was outrageous until Gig said it had inexplicably gone down from ten bucks just a few months prior. Another trick designed to appease the masses. Make the price of essentials drop and everyone stays happy. It disgusted her.
 
   Gabe tossed her a look. “You want to take the wheel?”
 
   She was panicked enough worrying about the journey ahead. It didn’t hurt to be honest. “The last time I drove a car, I crashed it into a tree.”
 
   “Intentionally?” he asked.
 
   She glared at him.
 
   “Okay,” Gabe said. “It’s best for you to stay out of the driver’s seat anyway. Your turn, Jonesie.”
 
   “My bad.” Jones caught the keys that Gabe pitched toward him. “Thought it might be fun for you.”
 
   Driving was the last thing she wanted to do. She slid into the passenger seat. “Let’s get back on the road.”
 
   They made it to Springfield, Missouri that night. They could have gone farther, but it was only a few hundred miles to where they were meeting up with their first contact the next day. They could take it easy and rest, then start fresh in the early morning. Gig went out in search of dinner as the rest of them settled in.
 
   “You ever stay in one of these fleabag motels?” Gabe asked, after Crunch got in the shower.
 
   It wasn’t much, but it was clean. They took cash and didn’t ask any questions. Caroline’s favorite kind of business. “Could be worse.”
 
   “Princess here probably saw some pretty fancy shit in her day,” Jones said.
 
   “I did,” she said. “But it was all manufactured. A place to sleep is a place to sleep.”
 
   He tried not to laugh. “Come on. Some of those five star joints must have been pretty nice.”
 
   Yet another thing she tried not to think about. That pampered life. Where she never had to lift a finger and if she did, it was meticulously manicured and never hardened by work. “They were,” she conceded. “But what’s the difference between clean sheets in a motor lodge with basic cable or in a high rise with mints on the pillow?”
 
   “People treat you nicer,” Jones said.
 
   Money, power, clothing, and ethnic background made all the difference at those places. Caroline always wondered how things would have gone if she’d ever walked into the lobby of one of Jack’s favorite hotels wearing her preferred wardrobe of a ratty hoodie and beat up shorts. “Does it make it right for them to behave better because you’re paying them more?” she asked. “Shouldn’t they treat you the same regardless?”
 
   Jones smiled at Gabe. “Have I told you how much I like this lady?”
 
   Caroline blushed. She wasn’t all that good at taking his compliments. “Why don’t you get us some ice?”
 
   Jones gave her a little hug before picking up the ice bucket. “You gotta get used to us being nice to you,” he said quietly. “I’ll be back.”
 
   “You okay?” Gabe asked, once he was gone.
 
   “Not really,” Caroline said. “Do the guys know about my nightmares?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said. “But if they do, I don’t think they care.”
 
   They were all in a shared room. It didn’t hurt to ask. “I didn’t know if they’d make a big deal if I freaked out tonight.”
 
   “You’re going to be fine. I plugged in the nightlight. But if anything happens, they’re not going to judge you. You know that.”
 
   “Sleeping with you helps. I mean, you know, being in the same bed, not-”
 
   “I know,” Gabe said quickly.
 
   Caroline avoided the topic of their relationship or lack thereof like the plague, and this was why. “I’m making a mess of things, aren’t I?”
 
   Gabe took her hand. “You’re not,” he said. “I knew what you meant. If holding you at night means that you sleep better, I’ll do it.”
 
   She’d done all right during her two solo nights in Gig’s apartment, even if she hadn’t slept much. But she had no way of knowing how she’d react in another strange environment. She had no choice but to lean on him again. “I don’t want anyone to feel weird. And I don’t want to keep you up at night. I just-”
 
   “They understand,” Gabe said. “We all do. We wouldn’t be here if we didn’t want to help you.”
 
   “And help yourselves,” Caroline said.
 
   “Well, yeah,” he admitted. “We want to get where it’s safe.”
 
   “Getting closer.”
 
   “Just think, this time tomorrow night we’ll be in Tijuana. Then it’s smooth sailing.”
 
   They were going to have to deal with a lot in the next twenty-four hours. Caroline hoped she was up to the task. “God willing.”
 
   Gabe put his arm around her. “We’re gonna get there in one piece. It’ll all work out. You’ll see.”
 
   “Glass half full kind of guy, are you?”
 
   He smiled. “Yeah.”
 
   I used to be like that. She looked down at her hands and gobbled up the words she wanted to say. 
 
   “You’ll be that way again,” he said.
 
   Damn. He always seemed to know what she was thinking. Caroline never knew whether that was reassuring or upsetting. “Maybe.” She heard Crunch rustling around in the bathroom. “Your turn next. Gotta beat Jonesie to the shower before they run out of hot water.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   She made it through the night without any bad dreams. Probably because she stared at the nightlight and hadn’t slept. The next day’s travel was easy until they got to a truck stop outside Marietta, Oklahoma, where they were meeting up with the trucker who would take them across the border into Denton.
 
   “We’ll leave the car here,” Gig explained. “By the time anyone notices that it’s abandoned, we’ll be in California.”
 
   Everyone was in an optimistic mood. “You don’t get attached to your vehicles?” Caroline asked.
 
   Gig paused in the act of producing two small duffel bags out of the back of the SUV. The payoffs, no doubt. “Hard to let go but I can manage,” he said, turning his head as a semi approached in the distance. “I think that’s our ride.”
 
   The man who stepped out of the cab fit every stereotype Caroline could think of, right down to the flannel shirt and literal trucker cap. At least he didn’t have mud flaps with naked women on them. He nodded at them all. “Name’s Smokey,” he said, smiling at Gig. “Which makes y’all the Bandit.”
 
   That joke made no sense for any number of reasons and wasn’t even funny, but Caroline decided not to point that out. She nervously eyed the back of the trailer, hoping it was more spacious than it appeared from the outside.
 
   Gig frowned. “No time for kidding around. Let’s make this quick.”
 
   Smokey explained the process: they would indeed be in the semi, they’d be hiding behind his legitimate cargo, and they’d have flashlights, food, and water. He and Gig both made sure their cell signals worked so that they could call each other if anything were to go awry. He’d drop them off in Denton where their next contact would be waiting.
 
   Caroline was deathly afraid of what would happen if the flashlights failed. Traveling away from Washington had helped ease some of her concerns but she felt like every step she took, the Fed was one step behind. With their guns and ropes and knives. Their taunts and laughter. And darkness. Utter darkness.
 
   Her friends took his explanations in stride but she wanted to make sure she knew everything necessary to get across the border safely. “What do we do if they want to search the trailer?” Caroline asked.
 
   Smokey took off his cap and scratched his head. “That’s a bit complicated,” he said. “Y’all will have to scramble behind them tallest boxes in the front and not make a peep. I mean it. Not one single fuckin’ sound. I got some cash that usually makes them turn a blind eye to questionable shit, but I reckon Texas don’t want any more unannounced visitors.”
 
   He wasn’t reassuring her at all, and the guys looked just as skeptical as she did. But she was the only one willing to ask questions, so she jumped in again. “Have you done this before?”
 
   He readjusted his hat. “Sure, sugar. Plenty of times.”
 
   She couldn’t tell if he was lying or not, but Gig squeezed her shoulder. “It’s fine,” he said. “We’ve got a system.”
 
   Gabe, Jones, and Crunch didn’t say a word, and after a quick look around to make sure there were no eyes on them, they climbed into the trailer. Smokey held up his cell phone as he shut them inside. “Y’all know the code,” he said.
 
   Caroline quickly switched her flashlight on, breathing a sigh of relief. Even those few seconds of darkness were too many. Smokey had taken the time to throw some blankets near the tallest boxes, and they settled in right before he started off.
 
   “If things go way south, he’s got a signal planned,” Gig said. “We’ll probably figure it out if he’s stopped for too long, but you never know.”
 
   Had Gabe told Gig about her fear of the dark? He must have seen her nightlight. Any combination of deathly quiet, absolute lack of movement, and complete and total darkness would be enough to send her over the edge. Thinking about it almost made her hyperventilate. They hadn’t been moving long before the truck slid to a stop. 
 
   “Must be at the border,” Crunch said. “It was only a few miles down the road.”
 
   Gig put a finger to his lips. “Stay quiet, just in case.”
 
   The minutes passed. Caroline couldn’t tell how many. The longer they sat without starting up again, the more worried she got. They heard the distinctive sound of an air horn.
 
   “Flashlights off,” Gig whispered. “Hurry. They’re coming.”
 
   Caroline shook her head back and forth. “No.”
 
   Gig glared at her. “Turn it the fuck off.”
 
   She held onto it with both hands when he tried to grab it. “No.”
 
   Jones scooted closer to her. “Come on, Princess. Turn it off.”
 
   She shook her head again. No way in hell was she turning that light off. She might be stuck in darkness forever.
 
   Gig tried to snatch it out of her hands again. “Turn it off,” he whispered harshly. “Do you want to get caught?”
 
   Jones grabbed it and flicked it off, putting his arms around her. “Hold on,” he whispered. “You listen to me. Shut your eyes.”
 
   She hiccupped a breath. Gun. She needed her gun. It was in her knapsack. They could shoot whoever was going to search the semi and hightail it out of there. It was the only way to be safe. She could feel the darkness gathering already. It was getting closer. She’d sink into the abyss and would never be able to crawl back out. “I can’t.”
 
   “Yes, you can,” he said. “You shut your eyes and you think of a nice sandy beach and cool ocean breezes, all right?”
 
   She started to reach blindly for her knapsack. Gig must have seen her even without the light, because he quickly snatched it out of her way. “Don’t be an idiot,” he snarled.
 
   “Fuck you, man,” Jones said. “That kind of talk ain’t gonna calm her down. Gimme her shit back.”
 
   Gig punched Jones in the arm. “Shut the fuck up,” he hissed. 
 
   Jones squeezed Caroline tighter, ignoring Gig. “You heard me, Princess. Close your eyes and think of California. You don’t need nothing but that.”
 
   Gig had her gun. Jones had her flashlight. All she had were her thoughts. She leaned into Jonesie’s hug and squeezed her eyes shut, saying a silent prayer as they huddled behind the cargo. The trailer door came up. She didn’t breathe. She doubted any of her friends were breathing, either. Caroline opened her eyes and saw flashlights grazing over the tops of boxes, flicking toward the reflective interior of the trailer, coming dangerously close to where they were sitting. Then they disappeared. Low voices in discussion slowly faded away. The door came down and she let out the breath she’d been holding.
 
   Jones turned her flashlight back on but kept holding onto her up until they lurched to a halt about an hour later. It took a while before he let go. “You did it,” he whispered. “Now all we need to do is get on that plane, you hear?”
 
   She gave him another hug for good measure, feeling a small sense of achievement. She’d made it through. They all had. 
 
   When they stepped out into the sunlight she saw no control tower, buildings, or hangars. Just a barbed wire fence and a deserted country road. 
 
   “Where the fuck are we?” she asked.
 
   “My buddy’s ranch,” Gig said. “He’s got an unpaved runway and a Piper Meridian that flies like the wind, so he says.”
 
   Funny how he kept describing these opportunists as buddies. And he’d never actually said they were going to an airport. “We’re taking off on dirt?” she asked.
 
   Crunch laughed. He’d barely spoken during the trailer ride but the fresh air had helped him regain his edge. “Can’t very well show up at a muni airport and get clearance,” he said.
 
   This was sounding more and more illegal. It wasn’t a problem considering everything else they’d done, but the course of action gave the plan an additional risk she hadn’t considered. Smokey grinned broadly at them as he meandered around the truck.
 
   “That was close,” he said. “Thought those Texas border agents would find you for sure.”
 
   “Did they think you were hiding something?” Gabe asked.
 
   “No idea, but fuck, y’all got some four leaf clover shit going for you. Play it while you can.”
 
   Caroline gazed down the dirt road leading to the ranch house, where a man was waving as he approached the semi. Maybe their luck would hold. The man shook hands with Smokey, who grinned at him.
 
   “Take care,” Smokey said. “I got a shipment to deliver.” 
 
   His grin widened when Gig handed him one of the duffel bags. He’d been paid. No doubt that was all he cared about. They watched him haul off with his cargo, the dust kicking up behind the trailer.
 
   “Well,” the man said, gesturing toward the house. “Best get going, right? Day’s not getting any longer.”
 
   “I don’t like this,” Caroline whispered to Gabe.
 
   “It’ll be fine,” he said. “Trust Gig.”
 
   The man led them down the road and past the house to a wide open field, where a small airplane sat in the distance. “Ready to go?” he asked. “You can call me Maverick, by the way. But you can forget it as soon as you heard it, because it’s not my real name.”
 
   Of course it wasn’t. No one else introduced themselves. Caroline wasn’t going to volunteer more information than she had to. All parties involved wanted to get in the air and get on with it. But her curiosity got the best of her and while the guys were grabbing more food and water inside the house, she pulled him aside.
 
   “You’re flying us to Tijuana,” Caroline said.
 
   Maverick smiled at her. His teeth were crooked. “That’s what I understand, yes.”
 
   “Out of the goodness of your heart.”
 
   “And Bandit’s paying me some serious coin.”
 
   When it came to nicknames, “Princess” was bad but “Bandit” was worse. She hadn’t hassled Gig about it yet, but she would. Every time she heard it she pictured an ill-tempered chihuahua. “I know,” she said. “What else?”
 
   He smiled again. “Might have already had a trip planned anyway, if you catch my drift.”
 
   She caught it all right. She didn’t see a lot of cattle on his ranch but had noticed several expensive cars parked in the driveway. A fifty thousand dollar payoff was minimum wage to this guy. “Meth or cocaine?”
 
   “Highest quality ice you can find,” he said. “Been sneaking it into the States right under Santos’ nose.”
 
   She supposed that putting one over on that man wasn’t something to be unhappy about. But still… “Meth is a terrible drug,” she said. “I wish you’d smuggle some weed instead.”
 
   “Did that last time. Got some in the house if you need to mellow out. Good stuff.”
 
   Could he tell how nervous she was about flying? She’d heard worse ideas. But getting stoned probably wasn’t the best way to maintain her composure. Did Gig know about Maverick’s side business? She wasn’t going to be the one to tell him.
 
   “All right,” she said. “As long as you can get us to Mexico in one piece, I don’t care what you do. Please tell me you’re sober.”
 
   He grinned again. “Can’t promise that, either. I can fly. That’s all you need to know. We’ve got a full tank, enough to get us outside the city limits.”
 
   She stepped back and took a look at the plane. She knew Pipers, knew they weren’t cheap, but in her mind anything with a propeller was held together with twine and super glue. Caroline had nary a pill in sight to ease her anxiety. She could try to think of pleasant things. Happy things. Wonderful things. Which was exactly what she told herself when she miraculously nodded off during the bumpy flight.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   The Past
 
   “This is too much,” Caroline said. “Do I want to know how much you paid to charter this thing?”
 
   Jack kissed her cheek. “No. Consider it part of your wedding present.”
 
   “I’m getting something else aside from a trip to Italy?”
 
   He grinned. “I have many, many surprises for you packed away in my luggage.”
 
   She wasn’t sure if that meant sex toys, jewelry, or both. Maybe it was worth it to wait. Jack had leased a Boeing jet for the flight from Philadelphia to Rome since his Gulfstream didn’t have the fuel capacity to make it across the Atlantic without stopping. Caroline would have been happy with two first class tickets but he insisted on pulling out all the stops.
 
   He wrapped his arms around her shoulders from behind. “We have this entire plane to ourselves,” he whispered, kissing the back of her neck.
 
   “Except for the flight crew.”
 
   “We can hide from them.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t too keen on doing anything in the passenger cabin. They were more likely to be seen that way. Again Jack was forgetting who they were, forgetting that inappropriate photos of them on their honeymoon might command big money from the right tabloid. “Is there a bed on this thing?” she asked.
 
   He bit her shoulder. “There is. We have to wait until we take off, though.” He ran his tongue over one of the bite marks that remained from the night before. She’d decided to forego a turtleneck and had dressed in a blouse and pants, choosing ease of removal over modesty. “Can you wait that long?”
 
   She stepped back into him. “I think so.”
 
   He spun her around and grabbed her hand. “Good. Let’s break open the champagne.”
 
   The combination of fatigue and alcohol was enough to make her forget that they were taking off, and as soon as they reached a cruising altitude Jack tugged her into the bedroom suite.
 
   “Have you ever had sex on a plane?” Caroline asked, after they’d safely locked themselves in.
 
   “Do you really want to know the answer to that question?”
 
   “Kinda.”
 
   Jack grinned at her. “No. No I have not.”
 
   “Tease,” she said.
 
   “You thought the answer would be yes?”
 
   “You’ve done it everywhere else.”
 
   “That’s not true,” he said. “I’ve never done it on a train. By the way, I’ve booked us a train ride to the Italian wine country. With a private car.” The plane hit an air pocket and Jack caught Caroline in his arms. “You okay?”
 
   She took a deep breath. He’d convinced her to lay off the anxiety meds since he promised to keep her occupied while they were in the air. It also wasn’t the best idea to mix medication and booze. “I’m fine.” 
 
   “I can distract you.”
 
   “Is that why you brought me in here?”
 
   “Yes.” He kissed her softly. “Any requests?”
 
   “Nothing too acrobatic. You roughed me up a little last night.”
 
   He laughed. “You gave me the green light.”
 
   “And I drove right along with you. Doesn’t mean I’m not a little sore.”
 
   Jack pulled her closer. “What were you thinking?”
 
   “Nice, ordinary, missionary style sex?”
 
   He fingered her blouse. “That’s so boring, sweetheart. Be creative.”
 
   Creativity was for women who hadn’t been fucked into unconsciousness the night before. “You wore me out.” 
 
   “Are you complaining?”
 
   It had been one of the best experiences of her life. “Absolutely not.”
 
   “I have some toys in my carry-on. New in package.”
 
   She tried to act casual but was dying to rifle through the bag to see what he was talking about. “I suppose you can try them out. As long as I’m on my back.”
 
   “I can use them all.” He slid her blouse off her shoulders and unhooked her bra. “It’s a long flight.”
 
   “Do I get to undress you?”
 
   He started to work on her pants. “I want you naked first. I’m debating how long to keep you that way.”
 
   She smiled at him. “What if I went running up and down the aisles screaming like a banshee?”
 
   “All while naked as a jaybird?”
 
   “Obviously.”
 
   “We might have to make an emergency landing.” He bit her earlobe. “I know you don’t want that.”
 
   She let him remove the rest of her clothes. “I don’t,” she whispered. “Do I get to undress you?”
 
   “I was thinking of giving you a little striptease,” he said.
 
   Oh, that sounded decadent. “Far be it for me to decline that offer. But if we hit turbulence and you fall over I reserve the right to laugh my ass off.”
 
   He didn’t seem too concerned about that. “Make yourself comfortable.”
 
   She slid back onto the bed and grabbed a pillow, then flopped forward on the mattress. “Okay,” she said, propping her chin on her hands. “Show me what you’ve got.”
 
   “I brought an iPod with some sexy music,” Jack said.
 
   “I don’t need music. And you’re a liar. Take your pants off first.”
 
   He started unbuttoning his shirt. “I don’t take orders.”
 
   Her eyes drifted below his belt. “I disagree. That last request seems to have garnered a reaction.”
 
   “I’m just entranced by the sight of you sprawled out on the bed waiting for me to take you from behind.”
 
   “Less talk, more clothing removal. Get on with it, McIntyre.”
 
   He let the shirt slide down his arms, then very dramatically whipped off his undershirt. “Would you like to help me with my pants?”
 
   “I don’t have any dollar bills to stuff in your boxers.”
 
   He strutted over to the bed. “I don’t require payment.”
 
   She tugged at his zipper. “Maybe I can help a little. If it will keep you quiet.”
 
   He unbuttoned his fly and shoved his pants and boxers down. “Turn over,” he said.
 
   “You don’t want to take me from behind?”
 
   “I changed my mind,” he said, settling in on top of her. His cock was at her hip. He’d done quite a good job of getting himself excited without her assistance. She’d have plenty of time to get him worked up later. His foot brushed against hers. 
 
   “Could you take your socks off first?” she asked.
 
   He kissed her neck. “No.”
 
   “Please? For me?”
 
   He glided a finger inside her. “No. I’m wearing socks for the entire honeymoon.”
 
   “Even in the shower?”
 
   “Yes. I only brought one pair.” He slid the finger back out. “Do you want me to get you off first?”
 
   She ran her fingers down his back. “I want you inside me.”
 
   “Not too sore?”
 
   It stung a little but wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle. “Not yet. You’ve got your work cut out for you.”
 
   He slid inside her, starting to kiss her neck again. “How many times do you think we can have sex on a transatlantic flight?”
 
   She giggled softly. “Let’s find out.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   Mexico
 
   Caroline jerked awake, wiping at a surprisingly dry face. That was the first time she’d been able to do that, force herself to wake up. Because damn it, it didn’t matter how fucking hard it was to be on a fucking plane, she didn’t want to relive the rest of that memory in a tiny cabin full of men.
 
   This latest straw had broken her back. She didn’t care if she had to stay awake for every moment of every day and every night for the rest of her life. She had to be free. No more fucking memories. She had to smash them all, blast them to bits, extinguish every last scorching fragment until they no longer tortured her.
 
   Gabe rubbed her shoulder. She prayed she hadn’t talked in her sleep. Caroline kept forgetting to ask him if she’d ever said anything when they shared a bed, and wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to know the answer.
 
   “How you feeling?” he asked.
 
   She rubbed her eyes. “Where are we?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but we’re getting close. You’ve been asleep since takeoff.”
 
   Yeah, she’d noticed. All she saw below them was a mess of farms and fields. “We aren’t going to the airport here, either. Right?”
 
   “We weren’t planning on announcing our arrival, no. There’s a runway outside the city where we’re going to try to land.”
 
   Well, that sounded enormously safe and totally legal. And with their cargo and their pilot, it made complete sense. “Great. I love rough landings.”
 
   Gabe rubbed her shoulder again. “It’ll be fine.”
 
   She did her best not to cringe. His touch wasn’t nearly as comforting as it used to be.
 
   Gig was sitting up front with Maverick, and turned to face them. “Almost there. Hardest part is over.”
 
   Easy for him to say. If takeoff had sucked the landing would be worse. Caroline could see the outskirts of Tijuana the lower they got to the ground, and knew they’d have to do some walking to get to anyplace inhabited. Hopefully she could call out her Spanish skills if they needed to find a place to stay for the night. 
 
    The landing was just as bad as she’d anticipated. Their knapsacks ended up on top of them and Crunch and Jones looked ready to toss their cookies. But they were no longer airborne, which was all Caroline cared about. She grabbed her bag and got off the plane as soon as the door opened, tempted to kiss the ground when her foot touched brown earth.
 
   Maverick shook Gig’s hand. “I’d like to say it’s been a pleasure, but it’s only business.” He gleefully eyed the duffel bag Gig had handed him. No doubt he was looking forward to an even larger payment from someone else. “Thanks for the memories.”
 
   Caroline was glad to see the tail end of him. If he was indeed picking up a load of drugs, she wanted to make sure that they were far away from him when it happened. “Let’s get going, then,” she said. “Which way to town?”
 
   Gig glanced at a map that he’d magically produced from his backpack. “Two miles that way.”
 
   The sun would be setting soon. They didn’t have much time. Caroline didn’t want to be in the middle of Mexican bumblefuck in the dark. “Then let’s roll.” They hiked until they found a dirt road that led into the city. She could see a highway off in the distance just as the sun started disappearing on the horizon.
 
   “We have to be careful,” Gabe said. “It’s illegal to transport weapons into Mexico without permission.”
 
   Oh, now he had to point that out. Caroline was feeling good enough to be a bit acerbic. “It’s only a crime if you get caught,” she said.
 
   Jones draped his arm around her as they headed toward the highway. “You’re pretty funny sometimes.”
 
   “Only sometimes?” she shot back.
 
   “Aren’t you afraid the big bad government might put a case on you for something someday?”
 
   She smiled. “They already tried that. How’d that work out for them?”
 
   He guffawed. “Fucking right, Princess. Fucking right.”
 
   “But we’re in Mexico now,” Crunch said. “Aren’t their legal procedures different?”
 
   “Don’t wreck our routine,” Jones said. “We’re on a roll.”
 
   “Pascal’s untouchable,” Gig said. He’d never really taken to calling her Diana. Seemed to prefer her last name and wasn’t a big fan of her nickname. Caroline didn’t mind.
 
   “Like, literally?” Jones asked, starting to remove his arm.
 
   She shoved him with her shoulder. “Nah. We’re fine.” She glanced around. “You know where we’re staying, Gabe?”
 
   He stopped short. “The first place we find.”
 
   That wasn’t entirely accurate. They ended up having to walk another mile or two into town before they found a motel close to where they were going to cross the border. Gig had done his research but wasn’t saying much. Caroline hoped he’d open up after he’d gotten a few hours of sleep. The motel was pretty impressive, all things considered. Gig, Jones, and Crunch had already gone to sleep but Caroline sat on the couch dreading the idea of pulling out the bed and laying down. Even though she knew she wouldn’t have any dreams. Not without a goddamn fight.
 
   Gabe put down his book and sat by her. “Tired?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “You haven’t said much since we got here. And you and I haven’t really talked in days.”
 
   She’d been silent during dinner, content to listen to the men speak excitedly about the next day’s trek. They were getting up in the middle of the night to cross the border in the dark. Their prospects were better that way. Caroline was too busy thinking about the many things that could go wrong. “I know.”
 
   “We could stay here, you know. Nothing is stopping us. You speak pretty fluent Spanish.”
 
   He thought she was nervous about crossing the border, not feeling guilty about keeping her distance from him. “I do.”
 
   “Here is safe. Relatively speaking.”
 
   An enticing thought, to try to make a life in Mexico. Tijuana was a large city and there would be opportunities present for foreigners. They could live well with a hundred million dollars at their disposal. But the guys didn’t know about that money and would resist any of her efforts to share it with them. And Caroline didn’t want to stay. 
 
   “We have to find out if there’s anything in California. To see if everything we’ve done so far has a purpose.” She wrapped her fingers around his wrist. “To see if your sacrifice was worth it, getting me out of there.”
 
   “Whether or not we go to Pendleton has no bearing on what we did at The Fed.”
 
   Caroline pulled her hand away. “I feel obligated to go there. What was the point of any of this if we don’t see it through to the end?”
 
   Gabe smiled. “You don’t need to convince me. I was just letting you know that if you wanted to back out, none of us would blame you.”
 
   “I don’t want to live in Mexico for the rest of my life. I don’t even want to be in California.” It was hard to think the truth and even harder to say it out loud. “I want to go home. Someday. Even if it’s not there anymore.” She turned her head, not wanting Gabe to see her cry.
 
   He grasped her hand in his. “We’ll get there,” he whispered. “We’ll do what we can to help. And if there’s nothing to be found, we’ll figure it out.”
 
   A decidedly positive perspective. “It’s late,” she said, standing up and helping him pull out the hide-a-bed. “You should get some sleep.”
 
   Gabe stretched out on the mattress, saying the one thing that filled her with both comfort and guilt. “Only if you’re beside me.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   They checked out of the hotel at four the next morning, which gave them a couple of hours of darkness as a cushion. Gig explained the details. They’d cross the border. Get a car. Drive to Pendleton. Then Caroline would get them inside. 
 
   The plan seemed easy. Too easy. She felt a sudden surge of panic. “We don’t have any California currency,” she said. “How can we buy a car without any money?”
 
   “Calm down,” Gig said. “I got us the cash last night. Exchange rate was for shit. American dollars barely get any pesos anymore and I basically got shafted twice but we’ll get by.”
 
   She should have known that. He’d gone to the currency exchange before dinner. Yet another thing she’d forgotten. Gig seemed to have a never-ending stream of money available. He really had done well in the private sector, shitty exchange rate or not.
 
   Caroline was growing increasingly concerned about her absentmindedness. But remembering random trivial stuff or focusing on memories was easy. Concentrating on the present was hard. She shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant. “Guess I should have figured that out, huh?”
 
   Gig smiled. “I won’t hold it against you. There are a lot of details to remember and you didn’t plan this out. Gabe and I did. Don’t worry.” 
 
   How nice of him to try to make her feel better. Hopefully he’d thought of everything else or things would get mighty interesting once they crossed the border.
 
   Things got interesting before then. Caroline about lost her shit when Gig told her they were going to use an old drug smuggling tunnel to cross over into the San Diego border community of Otay Mesa. The guys had known about it beforehand but she’d been kept in the dark. Probably because they knew she’d flip out. Following a path made by drug runners seemed a surefire way to be caught. But they assured her that no one used the tunnel anymore, there were no people at that part of the boundary, and they’d be able to get away with it. Their daring would have been charming if it weren’t so fucking terrifying.
 
   After a short walk north of the airport, they were now inside a fucking drug tunnel on the way to fucking California. Jesus fucking Christ. Caroline stopped and leaned against the dirt wall. It wasn’t a long walk but she’d been tired and thirsty ever since they’d gotten off that puddle jumper the day before. Jones smirked, purposely flicking his flashlight at her.
 
   “Don’t even,” she said, starting to walk again. 
 
   “I know you’re thinking about dope, Princess. Think of all that shit those big time cartels must have moved through here.” He gestured toward a random kilo of marijuana resting haphazardly against the wall, its wrapping ripped and its contents falling out. “These guys couldn’t even clean the fuck up after themselves.”
 
   She took a sip of water. She could jab back. “I doubt these were used by the cartels. This isn’t exactly a sophisticated setup. It’s the tunnel equivalent of some kid slinging dope on a street corner in Maryland.”
 
   He playfully grabbed at the bottle. “Don’t be messin’.”
 
   “I wasn’t referring to you,” she said innocently.
 
   Gig shushed them both. “We’re getting close to the other side.”
 
   Jones clapped his hands. “Close to freedom, you mean.”
 
   Gabe pressed a finger to his lips. “Be quiet.”
 
   Jones peered into the small amount of natural light greeting them at the end of the tunnel. “We need to formulate a plan if anybody comes after us. I’ve seen too many movies to know who they’ll shoot first.”
 
   Caroline grinned. “You want us to form a protective circle around you?”
 
   Crunch spoke up. “What about me?”
 
   Jones laughed. “You don’t want to protect me, Crunchy?”
 
   Crunch rolled his eyes. “Man, I’d be the one with the biggest target on my back. Wise up.”
 
   Gig glared at all of them. “Shut the fuck up,” he hissed. “Get your guns out. Tie those bandannas. Don’t want to take any chances.”
 
   They were all wearing black tops and pants, with black stocking caps and red bandannas tied around their necks to boot. Maybe they could rob a stagecoach on their way to Camp Pendleton. Caroline gulped, pulling her bandanna up over her nose. “Excuse me?”
 
   Gig shoved a hand into his knapsack and produced his own handgun. “Shit might get real. I couldn’t see anyone but I got a bad feeling about this.”
 
   Jones nudged Caroline while rooting around for his own gun. “I’m still not sure I like him. He’s got a real shitty attitude.”
 
   Gig whirled around, his own bandanna already covering his face. “Let’s make a go of it. Come on. We’ll never know until we try.”
 
   They scrambled out of the tunnel. Caroline waited to hear gunfire or the sound of a vehicle driving up. Anything to let them know they’d been caught. It was eerily silent. When a spotlight flashed on and bathed them in a yellow glow, her heart sank. 
 
   Random voices yelled at them. Random men ran in their direction. She couldn’t tell how many. It didn’t matter. They’d been spotted.
 
   “Move!” Gig yelled. He aimed and shot at one of the men so quickly that Caroline almost dropped her own pistol.
 
   Jones shoved himself in front of Caroline, shielding her. “You heard the man. Get your ass in gear.”
 
   One gunshot, then another. Rifle shots. Semi-automatic. A flash on her right. Crunch had fired his gun. The spotlight went dark. He must have hit it. 
 
   Caroline could see a man in fatigues coming after them and before she even realized what she’d done, she fired in his direction and watched him fall.
 
   “Shit,” she screamed, scrambling backwards as Jones hauled her up by the collar of her shirt.
 
   “Fucking move already!” Gig yelled. “We don’t have much time. Move while they can’t fucking see us.”
 
   The rifle shots ceased and Caroline kept running, with Jones at her back and Gig and Crunch in front of her. She saw Gabe out of the corner of her eye. They were all alive, though she couldn’t tell if anyone had been shot. 
 
   They kept running. Running until her lungs hurt and her eyes were watering. She kept waiting for more border agents to arrive, for any number of vehicles to drive up with armed men demanding their surrender. Gig led them toward an open space west of the industrial area near the Otay Mesa airport. Weaving canyons dotted with brush. A safe place to hide until they could figure out what to do next.
 
   Caroline threw a nasty glare at Gabe. “I thought you said there weren’t any fucking border patrols,” she snapped.
 
   “Those weren’t government agents,” Gig said. “They were straight up vigilantes. Wearing urban camo and shit.”
 
   If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. They had money grubbing, unscrupulous truck drivers and meth traffickers helping them out in exchange for wads of cash, and they were only one step ahead of government goons and self-proclaimed freedom fighters. No place was safe, no one could really be trusted, and no one did anything for the right reasons anymore. 
 
   “We should have taken their truck,” Jones panted.
 
   Gig rummaged around in his bag, withdrawing a box of ammunition. “That wouldn’t have worked,” he said. “I shot out a couple of tires.”
 
   “Fuck.” Crunch was staring at his gun. “That happened so fucking fast. All those guys. Jesus Christ.”
 
   “There were only two,” Gabe said. “Didn’t you see?”
 
   Two? It felt like more than that. “Are you sure?” Caroline asked.
 
   “Damn sure.” Gig handed her the box. “I got one and you got the other.”
 
   She’d been trying not to think about that. There had been two occasions when she’d fired a gun at another human being but this was the first time she had proof that she’d hit her intended target. “I shot someone,” she said.
 
   Jones patted her back. “Gotta do what you gotta do, Princess. Your trigger finger is tight.”
 
   Caroline was glad her stomach was empty, because the more she thought about it the sicker she felt. “Did I kill him?”
 
   Gig crouched down beside her, taking her gun and examining it before patting her arm. She hadn’t noticed that her hands were shaking.
 
   “Don’t you worry about that,” he said. “You got him in the leg. I saw. Enough to slow him down.”
 
   Gabe was pouring water over his head. “Do you think they’ll come after us?”
 
   “I sure hope not,” Gig said. “Not if it was just the two of them. It was dark. We’re wearing nondescript clothes. I doubt they’ll be able to identify us. Just in case, change your shirts and lose the bandannas.”
 
    It seemed like forever before the sun rose, and even longer before they felt safe emerging from the park and walking toward the industrial area where a number of small car dealerships were located. The sun beat down on all of them and they jogged quickly to the first open car lot they saw, hanging back while Crunch negotiated with a skeevy looking man for a beat up Honda. It looked like shit and sounded even worse, but it ran. Only sixty miles left in their journey. God willing, the car would get them where they needed to go. Which naturally meant that it broke down two miles south of Camp Pendleton.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   California
 
   It wasn’t particularly hot, but that didn’t matter when you were wearing long sleeves and had a knapsack strapped to your back. They kept to the highway, staying off the road and walking on the shoulder, hopping into the grass when necessary. Caroline prayed there weren’t any cops looking for hitchhikers. Did the police do that sort of thing anymore, patrol for vagrants? She wasn’t too keen to find out.
 
   “Maybe another quarter mile,” Gig called out.
 
   Caroline wiped her brow. “Good thing. I’m about to die.”
 
   Jones grinned. “Four hundred yards to glory, Princess.”
 
   She wasn’t nearly as hopeful as he was. “I just want a place to sit down.”
 
   Gabe turned around to wave at them. “I can see it!” he yelled. “I can see it!”
 
   They picked up their pace, eager to arrive at their final destination. Jones was panting as he ran. “You ready to put on a performance?” he asked.
 
   All that buildup and all their hope was resting on Caroline’s ability to get them onto the base without being shot or arrested first. “I sure as hell hope so.”
 
   She’d been to Camp Pendleton as a member of Congress, so she was somewhat familiar with her surroundings. It was a huge military facility and stopping at the main gate seemed to make the most sense. Though it was now late morning, there were no cars waiting in line. Instead of a giant sign greeting them, there was a small one that simply read California Republican Army: National Training Facility. She wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Would some random California soldier have any idea what she was talking about? Maybe she’d been wrong about the entire thing.
 
   “I don’t know about this,” Crunch whispered as they walked up to one of the kiosks.
 
   “It’s fine,” Gabe said. “Just let Caroline do the talking.”
 
   A soldier exited the kiosk, pointing his rifle at them. Shit. Maybe they should have picked a less conspicuous entrance. 
 
   “Hands up,” Caroline told the guys, stepping toward the soldier. “All of us.”
 
   The soldier yanked her forward. “State your business.”
 
   “I’m here to see the commanding officer,” she said.
 
   He laughed. “Try again.”
 
   Caroline could hear the guys behind her calling out to the soldier. She wanted to tell them to shut the fuck up. “May I speak to those gentlemen first?”
 
   He let go of her. “Make it quick. Hands where I can see them, at all times.”
 
   She motioned her friends farther back. She would have to play diplomat. “Step back, guys,” she called. “I got this.”
 
   “No way,” Jones said. 
 
   “Yes way,” Caroline said. 
 
   “We ain’t letting you go with that guy alone,” he insisted.
 
   “I’ll be fine.” She glanced over at Gig. He’d be the most likely to understand the hierarchy at play. “Help me out here.”
 
   Gig waved his hands at the others. “Stay put,” he said. “Let her do her thing.”
 
   The soldier grabbed her again. “Come on, then. My shift is done in ten minutes and I’d like to kick your asses out of here sooner rather than later.”
 
   Wasn’t that a great sign. But he was leading her to the kiosk, so maybe there was hope. She saw a few random supplies scattered across the desk inside and knew she had an in. “Might I have a piece of paper?” Caroline asked.
 
   The soldier eyed her suspiciously. “What?”
 
   She gestured toward the desk. “Might I have a piece of paper?”
 
   Another soldier appeared at her side. Two against one. “Give her the paper,” the other soldier said.
 
   Maybe he could be her backup. “I need a pen too,” Caroline said.
 
   “No shit,” the first soldier replied, handing her a pen and pad. “Make it quick. I ain’t got time for this bullshit today.”
 
   She hastily scrawled a note on the paper and handed it back to him. “Here.”
 
   His expression changed as he read what she had written. “This is old.”
 
   “It took us a while to get here,” Caroline said tiredly. “Can we just talk to someone who can help us?”
 
   The soldier showed the pad to the man at his side. “Check this out,” he said.
 
   The other man smiled. “Well, fuck. Day just got interesting.” He grinned at her. “Our interrogators love visitors.”
 
   Okay, now she was a little unsettled. But if they could get on the base, she knew they’d be fine. “Fantastic,” she said.
 
   “All right,” the first soldier said, ripping the top page off the pad of paper and putting it in his pocket. “Name’s Abernathy, by the way. And you are?”
 
   “Diana,” Caroline said instantly. “Diana Pascal.”
 
   Abernathy gestured toward Jones, who was standing by himself and glaring at the rest of her friends. “And the assholes you brought with you?”
 
   “They’re my crew. They can be trusted. Got here in one piece, didn’t we?”
 
   “That you did,” Abernathy said. He glanced at the other soldier. “Looks like we gotta escort these folks over to the other side of the base.” He gave Caroline an apologetic look. “Afraid we’ve got to search you for weapons. And I’ve got no female guards around.”
 
   Caroline instinctively put her hands against the wall and spread her feet apart. She could get through this. She’d think about freedom. Liberation. Safety. “Go ahead. I have nothing to hide.”
 
   Abernathy quickly patted her down. “Gotta search your bag before I give it back.”
 
   “There’s a gun in there,” she warned. She hoped he wouldn’t notice that it had been recently fired.
 
   “Gotta confiscate. Policy.”
 
   She wasn’t comfortable going into an unstable situation unarmed, but they hadn’t been likely to hold onto their guns forever. “Understood,” Caroline said. “My men are armed as well, but they will relinquish their weapons if you ask them nicely. Don’t go copping any feels, though.”
 
   Abernathy laughed. “All right, then.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Abernathy piled into a Jeep with her, with the other soldier escorting the guys. The base was just as expansive as Caroline had remembered but seemed very sparsely populated. Everything looked the same except it was obvious that many of the buildings were no longer occupied. No other soldiers or personnel greeted them as they drove across the base to a large building she didn’t recognize, where Abernathy said they’d be screened and questioned. It all sounded very cryptic and creepy, but they didn’t have much choice. 
 
   Caroline felt naked without her firearm. With each additional moment they spent on the base she was starting to realize that if there was a rebellion, it was either remarkably well hidden or it barely existed at all. All of the hope she’d poured into the last eleven months was slowly melting away. 
 
   Abernathy was greeted by another male soldier at the entrance of the building. The Jeep carrying the guys had disappeared. Another uncomfortable development. Her friends were gone and there were no other people to be seen.
 
   He handed the piece of paper to the man. “She gave us this,” he said. “You know what to do.”
 
   The other soldier’s grip on her upper arm seemed a little harsher than necessary. “Come with me.”
 
   Caroline tried to turn around and look behind her as he started dragging her down the hall. “What about my friends?”
 
   “They’ll be fine,” he said, leading her down a series of hallways before grabbing her knapsack off her shoulder and shoving her inside a room. Caroline heard the lock click behind her.
 
   Oh, shit. This was not good.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
   The Rebel Base
 
   Caroline sat at the table for what seemed like an eternity. It was quiet in the room but all she could hear was the sound of that lock clicking over and over again. Not like that would make her paranoid or anything. No, not a chance. She looked around. Wasn’t much to the place. The mirror on the side wall was an obvious cover for whoever or whatever was behind it. Perhaps they thought it was more personal than a camera.
 
   Maybe this was a test. See how long a person would wait before they’d cave and start banging on the door begging to be let out. Caroline had to remind herself that not everything was a mindfuck. Then again, she hadn’t been reassured by the people she’d come into contact with. To top it off, they had her passport and her firearm. She didn’t have a thing to protect herself save for her wits and possibly her fists.
 
   The door swung open and an unfriendly looking man walked into the room. He wore what appeared to be a dress uniform, and was large around the middle with a greasy face and an even greasier expression. He tossed her passport on the table.
 
   “Diana Marie Pascal,” he said.
 
   Caroline would need to sound confident. Convincing. And completely and totally sane. “That’s my name,” she said. The lie came quite easily. Easier than she had anticipated.
 
   “I don’t recognize it.”
 
   “Should you?”
 
   “Most people who have the old password can be tracked. You cannot.”
 
   They seemed hung up on that. Who knew how many times the language had changed since then? Would it work in her favor or to her detriment? “Maybe I didn’t want to be found.” She crossed her arms, leaning back in her chair. “And you are?”
 
   “My name is not important.”
 
   What a tool. She already didn’t like him. 
 
   “We don’t get many women in here,” he said. “Especially women leading an entire group of people.”
 
   Great. She was some sort of novelty. “I live to defy stereotypes.”
 
   “You’re the one in charge?”
 
   Now Caroline knew why she’d been separated from her friends. “I guess so.”
 
   “That’s what the others told us.”
 
   Had they already been questioned? What had they said? “Why aren’t we being interrogated together?”
 
   “You ask a lot of questions for someone who needs to spend more time answering them,” the man said. He picked up the paper she’d used at the entry checkpoint. “There is no week nor day nor hour when tyranny may not enter upon this country, if the people lose their roughness and spirit of defiance,” he read.
 
   “Walt Whitman,” Caroline said. “He was more than Leaves of Grass.”
 
   “I know who said it.”
 
   What a jackass. “I’m impressed you could decipher my handwriting.”
 
   The man, whom she’d decided to call Potbelly, glared at her. “You got a smart mouth, lady.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You’re a bit cocky, given your situation.”
 
   Caroline smiled pleasantly, placing her hands on the table. Maybe she could try charming him. “What situation might that be?”
 
   He frowned at her. “You seem to be under the impression that I find you credible.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you?”
 
   He waved the passport in her face. “This is fake.”
 
   “The hell it is,” she said angrily.
 
   “What’s your social security number?”
 
   She’d spent hours, maybe even days, memorizing all the information in all of her documents. From the passport to the driver’s license to the social security card. And when asked a direct question, it all flew out of her head. Her backstory had been wiped clean and it had happened at the most inconvenient time. She racked her brain but came up with nothing. Not even a starting point. 
 
   “I don’t remember,” she mumbled. “It’s in my knapsack.”
 
   “Bullshit,” he said. “We searched your bag. It’s not in there.”
 
   Had she lost the card? She couldn’t recall. So few new things came easily to her anymore. “I don’t remember,” she repeated.
 
   “Strange.” Potbelly flipped through the passport again. “A woman your age can’t remember her own social security number.”
 
   “I-”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   She’d thought about this for months. What she’d do and what she’d say when she got in this situation. How she’d do her damndest to get them to buy anything she needed to sell to get her friends safely inside the shelter of the rebellion. Her hope dwindled with each moment she spent in this man’s presence. 
 
   “Diana Pascal,” she said dully.
 
   Potbelly smiled. “I’ll let you get away with that for now. Why don’t you have an online footprint?”
 
   Caroline cleared her throat, attempting to regain her confidence. She could do this. She could sell it. “My men and I have been keeping a low profile,” she said. “It’s been hard to know who to trust in the States.”
 
   He waved the paper in her face. “Where did you get this password?”
 
   “I told you,” she said impatiently. “I got that a long time ago.”
 
   “How?”
 
   What was she going to say? That she’d created it? That it was one of the few things that only the top members of the Underground would have? That it was so precious, so secret, and so very dangerous to know that she hadn’t even told her friends about it? Like he’d believe that. She wasn’t ready to go down that road yet. She decided to tell a lie and knew it was a stupid idea the moment the words escaped her lips. 
 
   “I got it from a message board,” she mumbled.
 
   “Which one?”
 
   Caroline looked down at the table. Five minutes in and she’d fucked up already. “How do I know if I can trust you?”
 
   Potbelly laughed. “You don’t have a choice.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t beat around the bush. What do you want me to say?”
 
   “I don’t want you to say anything,” he said. “Because I don’t believe a single thing you’ve told me.”
 
   “Why do you think I’m here?”
 
   “’You could be a spy,” he said.
 
   Caroline couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “Are you shitting me?”
 
   “That password is old. Everyone has it by now. Including the American government.”
 
   Was he lying? How had they gotten it? She and her friends were screwed if that was true. “I had to keep a low electronic profile,” she said. “My apologies for not keeping up to date on all the activities of a rebellion brewing all the way across the country.”
 
   “I don’t care for your tone,” he said.
 
   She was out of practice when it came to holding her temper. “Fuck what you care for,” she snapped. “This is getting old.”
 
   He shifted in his seat. “We have no way of knowing your intentions. Right now you look like a suspect individual.”
 
   “Do you get a lot of spies here?” she asked.
 
   He leaned forward again. “First, that’s none of your fucking business and second, you could be working hand in hand with United States operatives. Old password, fake ID, bullshit answers. You sure look like a spy to me. And not a very good one, either.”
 
   Caroline rubbed her hands nervously, gazing down at her fingers. Her practically claw-like fingers. It was a miracle she could use them, but she could. For the worthwhile things, like the weapon she no longer had access to. 
 
   “I do not work for that – for Santos,” she said coldly. “I’d kill him with my bare hands if I could.”
 
   A chill ran through her as she realized the significance of her words. Fuck, she really meant it. What did that say about who she’d become?
 
   Potbelly stood up. “We’ve exhausted this conversation,” he said. “I’m going to tell my superiors that I feel it has been useless.”
 
   He didn’t believe her. Whoever was listening behind the glass didn’t believe her. The guards at the gate probably hadn’t believed her, either. If they didn’t buy her story, they weren’t going to believe the guys. Who knew where she and her friends would end up? In jail, dead, or worse? 
 
   “I have money,” she blurted out. “Access to lots of money.” 
 
   One of the few things she could remember with remarkable clarity. That fucking account number. Even if she couldn’t recall the important things. Those millions of dollars were sitting there unused. Maybe that would turn the tide in her favor. The guy looked like he could use some cash.
 
   Potbelly smiled. “Are you trying to bribe me?”
 
   “No,” Caroline said hastily. 
 
   “I think you’re trying to bribe me.”
 
   Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck. Every time she opened her mouth she made it worse. She had to fix this. “No,” she repeated. “I’m just, uh, trying to help the rebels.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   Caroline rubbed her hands together again. This was her only shot at safety. At doing what she’d set out to do before she’d been captured. Only one option left. She wasn’t entirely sure she could trust these people but she had no other choice. She had to play her trump card. If it didn’t work, she and her friends were well and truly fucked. 
 
   “Tell your leadership that I have information that could be valuable to the rebellion,” she said.
 
   The potbellied rebel laughed. “Yeah, right.” 
 
   “Look,” she said. “I’m not an idiot. I know these are two-way mirrors and we’re being monitored. I want to speak to them.”
 
   “You can speak to me,” he said.
 
   “That’s not good enough. I want someone in a position of authority.”
 
   He leered at her. “I am the authority. At least in this situation.”
 
   If she was going to jump in she may as well keep swimming toward the deep end. Better to drown there than in three feet of water. “Do you want to know why I gave you that password?” Caroline asked. “Because I created it.” 
 
   Potbelly laughed. “Try again.”
 
   “I’m serious,” she said vehemently, rising from her chair. “I helped to form the first underground movement on the East Coast.”
 
   The look he gave her let her know that he remained unconvinced. “What are you playing at?”
 
   She could do this. As long as she remembered who she was. Because as much as she tried to be someone else, she’d never truly forgotten. Caroline shifted her shoulders. “I speak the truth. I am not Diana Pascal. I am the former First Lady of Pennsylvania and I insist that I and my men speak with your commanding officer.”
 
   The rebel crossed the room quickly and leaned in close to her face, close enough for her to feel his hot, disgusting breath on her skin. He reeked. “Bull – fucking – shit.” 
 
   Caroline pushed away from him and began marching toward the door. She had to play this right. Act like she didn’t care, like his intimidation tactics were useless. “If you don’t want our assistance, we’ll be happy to go on our way.”
 
   The rebel pulled his handgun out of its holster and pointed it at her. How had she missed that he was armed? Yet another mistake.
 
   “You aren’t going anywhere,” he said.
 
   She stared at the gun. It was large. Much larger than a standard law enforcement service weapon. It looked like a Desert Eagle, very high caliber. She knew what those guns could do. How unsettling. Caroline smirked anyway. “Overcompensating for something?” she asked sweetly. 
 
   His cheeks reddened. “Hardly. And I’d advise you to stay put.”
 
   Caroline wasn’t in any position to be getting into a battle of wills with an armed man but her common sense had left her. This asshole expected her to cave and cower at the sight of a firearm. Little lady afraid of the man with the big bad gun. And she refused to do it. She folded her arms, unintimidated, filled to the brim with a confidence she hadn’t tasted in years. 
 
   “I didn’t drag myself and my men all the way here so that we could be derailed by a wannabe mall cop with halitosis and a tiny dick complex,” she said. “My name is Caroline Gerard McIntyre, I am the former First Lady of Pennsylvania, and I demand to speak with your commander.”  
 
   He laughed. “And I’m the King of fucking England. I’ve seen pictures of the commander’s wife. And let me tell you, you look nothing like her.”
 
   It took her a minute to process what he said. Her swagger faded. Caroline stepped away from him and staggered backwards into the table. 
 
   “Excuse me?” she whispered. “The commander’s wife?”
 
   He moved closer to her, sweat beads visible on his forehead. “Yeah. Our dear leader is the former Governor of Pennsylvania. There’s no way in hell you’re his wife. She’s dead. And way more attractive than you anyway,” he sneered. “Think of a better story. We don’t need untrustworthy strays.”
 
   Caroline’s head was spinning. “My husband is dead.”
 
   Potbelly smiled. “Whoever your husband is, he may indeed be dead, but Commander McIntyre is very much alive.” His arm was steady as he kept the gun trained at her head. “Looks like you picked the wrong identity to assume. Twice,” he added.
 
   There was no way that what this man was saying was true, but he sounded so sure of himself. This trip to California had been doomed from the start. Her arrival had been a terrible mistake, an awful, no good, very bad idea, and she had uncovered a trap sprung by The Fed in hostile territory to uncover less than loyal citizens. She had to find Gabe, Crunch, Jones, and Gig and get them out of there, though the odds of them escaping seemed dim at best. Her throat was dry and she tried to find the wherewithal to speak. 
 
   “This has all been a misunderstanding,” she said, attempting to sound contrite. “We’ll seek sanctuary elsewhere.”
 
   The potbellied rebel strode toward her until the gun was inches away from her nose. Evidently a firearm burnished his sense of self-importance. “Too late, sweetheart.” 
 
   It wasn’t his voice she heard but those of the agents who had held her at the Fed, who had used the same tone as they whispered unspeakable things while they were beating the living shit out of her. A cacophony of dirty words and sadistic laughter echoed through her mind, twisting its way into her psyche. She had to get away from him, away from whatever might be waiting for her if she remained in the room, even if it meant risking her life. 
 
   She did the only thing that seemed to make any sense. Caroline slammed her right fist into Potbelly’s jaw as hard as she could. His face was fleshy but she still felt the unwelcome sting of bone against bone. The move surprised him and he reeled, momentarily stunned. She hurriedly grabbed for his gun hand but in the split second in which she made her maneuver, he somehow recovered and jabbed her in the nose with his left fist. It was a glancing blow but she fell back against the table. The blood started to flow. She’d been punched so many times that it wouldn’t take much to do it anymore.
 
   “You hit like a girl,” she said weakly. 
 
   He started to bring the gun down toward her head. Her training kicked in and she ducked away from him, kicking him in the crotch as forcefully as she could. He doubled over.
 
   “You fucking cunt!” he screeched, holding his jaw shut. She wondered if she’d actually managed to break it. 
 
   “I hate that word,” Caroline said, her rage fueled by a rush of adrenaline. “I really fucking hate that word.” 
 
   She grabbed two fistfuls of the rebel’s hair in her hands and brought her knee up to his face as hard as she could. She heard a satisfying crunch and knew that even if she hadn’t broken his jaw she’d definitely broken his nose. “Now we’re even.” She wrestled the gun out of his hand. It was a much higher caliber than she was comfortable handling, but it would have to do. Caroline jumped up, pushed him to the floor with the sole of her boot, and pointed the gun at his head. “Let’s start this conversation over,” she said. “Take me to see your commander. Now.”
 
   He looked up at her, blood covering his face. He was holding his jaw shut but managed to speak. “I doubt Commander McIntyre wants to see you. You’re playing a goddamn game.”
 
   When he glanced up at the mirrored wall she scowled. He was fucking with her. Whoever was watching them was up there laughing at her. Laughing at them both.
 
   “Don’t say his name!” she yelled, her gun hand shaking. Jack was dead and this man dared to toy with her emotions. “Don’t lie to me!”
 
   “You’re nuts, lady. You want to shoot me? You don’t have the guts.”
 
   If only he knew. She could do something else to get his attention. “Try me,” she said, and pointed the gun at the two-way mirror, aimed carefully at the top of it, and fired. The recoil was strong enough that the gun almost flew out of her hands, but she managed to hold on to it.
 
   Just as she expected, the glass was bulletproof. That didn’t keep her from sending glass shards flying and doing a hell of a lot of damage in the meantime. It had to have shocked the piss out of whoever was sitting behind it.
 
   He looked at her in disbelief. “You’re crazy. You’ve got a fucking death wish.”
 
   “According to you I’m already dead, so what does it matter?” Caroline wiped her bloody nose on her sleeve. She needed proof. Proof that he was lying. Then she wanted this asshole to pay, because she wasn’t going to listen to him spin a tale meant only to shatter her emotions. “I want to see the commander.”
 
   She heard a large number of angry voices outside the room and swerved quickly to face the door. The potbellied rebel let out a contemptuous hoot as he struggled to his feet. “You’re gonna get a lot more than that, you dumb bitch.” 
 
   The door burst open and half a dozen men in fatigues stormed inside the tiny room. She brought the gun back to Potbelly’s head, which didn’t stop the other men from aiming their rifles simultaneously at her.
 
   She’d gone through so much to get to this point, had managed to skirt out of so many tight spots, had been beaten and bloodied and bruised and psychologically abused to the point of near death, and here she was, about to die at the hands of a bunch of Neanderthals with AR-15s who were supposedly the saving grace of the nation. Her highly questionable judgment had sent her miles off track from any possible favorable outcome. It seemed so anticlimactic, so unnecessary, and so incredibly stupid that all she could do was let out a strangled laugh. 
 
   Potbelly, hunching slightly, leaned on the table for support. His smug expression was too much. “Best put down the gun, sweetheart.”
 
   Caroline swallowed back her unease. There was no conceivable way out of this that didn’t involve her going out in a blaze of glory, a hail of gunfire, or both.  Since all the men had their rifles pointed directly at her head, she assumed it would involve plenty of gunfire. She didn’t exactly have the greatest track record when it came to dodging bullets. And there was no way to ensure that her companions were okay. Her palms started to sweat and she tightened her grip on the handgun.
 
   She heard loud footsteps coming down the hall. They were self-assured, confident, cocky. The kind of walk you’d expect from a professional. The familiar stride of a man who knew damn well that he was in charge.
 
   And she knew who those footsteps belonged to before he entered the room. Potbelly hadn’t been bluffing. His silver hair shone under the fluorescent lights. He wasn’t wearing the uniform of the other soldiers, but around him was a distinctive air of authority. He stood tall and strong and although he was now in his mid-fifties he was indisputably in much better physical shape than the last time she’d seen him. There were a few more lines on his face, and his blue eyes were dark and weary. But it was very obviously Jack.
 
   The soldiers stepped forward, but he held up his hand, waving them back. He stared at her, his eyes boring into hers for what seemed like forever. A probing analysis from a man annoyed at the prospect of dealing with an unexpected interloper. His impassive gaze broke her heart.
 
   Her husband didn’t recognize her.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   The Rebel Base
 
   He doesn’t know it’s me.
 
   A disheartening thought, but it wasn’t enough to discourage her. Caroline’s grip on the gun slackened. She was transfixed by him, unable to focus on anything else. Her husband’s eyes were devoid of emotion but they were searching her, and she could not see any suggestion that he recognized who he was looking at. She brought her hands up in surrender before reaching out to him, convinced she was seeing a mirage. She needed to touch him. To know that he was real. To make sure this wasn’t a dream.
 
   Potbelly snatched the gun out of her right hand and backhanded her with it. The butt of the handle cracked somewhere between her cheek and temple, and the force of his anger was strong enough to throw her backward into the wall, where she slid to the floor. She brought her hands up to her head in case he wasn’t finished.
 
   “Stand down, Buchanan,” Jack said. “That isn’t how we treat our guests.  Particularly the female ones.”
 
   “But, sir,” Potbelly protested. He sounded whiny. A strange way to react when the most important man on the base was in the room. “She was spouting nonsense. She took my gun.”
 
   “She sure did.” Jack’s voice was firm, but mildly amused. “Better get to the infirmary to get checked out. Give me your service weapon.”
 
   Caroline could hear the large man grumbling as he left the room. All the other men, however, seemed content to stay where they were. Jack crossed to the back of the room and knelt down in front of her, discarding the gun on the table. He grabbed her hands and yanked her up until she was sitting against the wall.
 
   “Look at me,” he said. His voice was cold. Had he always been that cold?
 
   The pain in Caroline’s head was excruciating, and she moaned. She tried to get her brain to come into focus, to try to distract herself from what was a seriously bruised if not fractured cheekbone.
 
   “Look at me,” he repeated, and roughly grabbed her chin and forced her head against the wall.
 
   You’re safe, he won’t kill you, she thought to herself, even as his fingers squeezed tighter. But the voice in her subconscious wasn’t all that convincing, and she wasn’t entirely sure she could count on him to keep her crew out of harm’s way.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she whispered.
 
   He loosened his grip on her chin, just a little. “I wasn’t aware that you were in any position to be asking questions.”
 
   Was that the standard line when people in this rebellion were confronted? She plodded ahead anyway. “Where are the men I came here with?” she asked, her eyes closed. Bright lights flashed behind her eyelids. The throbbing in her head was blinding.
 
   “They’re fine,” he said quietly. “That might change if they decide to pull a stunt like you just did.” Jack deliberately pressed a thumb to her injured cheekbone and she cried out in pain. He slid a handkerchief into her hands. “Open your eyes. You’re bleeding.”
 
   She did as he said, and his blurry features came into focus. He withdrew his hand from her face as she used the cloth to dab at her nose. Jack was looking at her with suspicion, and she had a hard time maintaining eye contact. 
 
   “You have blue eyes,” he said coolly.
 
   Did he think she’d waltz in looking like herself? “I’m wearing contacts.”
 
   “And blond hair.”
 
   “Peroxide.”
 
   “Your nose is crooked.”
 
   “Even more so now, thanks to your interrogator.”
 
   “What made you think you could steal Buchanan’s weapon without repercussions?”
 
   “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” she mumbled.
 
   “You certainly scared the shit out of him.” Jack smiled wryly. “Maybe literally.” 
 
   Some of the soldiers who remained in the room grinned. Maybe Buchanan wasn’t all that popular.
 
   Caroline gingerly touched her cheek. “I think he might have made up for it.”
 
   “I apologize for his behavior. We don’t tolerate that kind of violence toward our female visitors.”
 
   “Even the unruly ones?”
 
   His light tone vanished. “Especially the unruly ones.”
 
   Some things never changed. Caroline’s latent feminist popped out. “Your misplaced chivalry perpetuates the myth that women are delicate creatures incapable of taking care of themselves.”
 
   She saw what she hoped was a flash of recognition in his eyes, but it quickly faded. 
 
   “Why did you shoot at the glass?” he asked.
 
   In hindsight, that piece of her plan seemed exceedingly ill-advised and irrational, to say nothing of extremely dangerous. “I wanted to talk to you,” she said lamely.
 
   “I know. I was listening. You aimed a little too close to my head, by the way.”
 
   Despite her fuzzy brain and precarious situation, she couldn’t help but feel irritated. If she’d had the strength, she would have put her hands on her hips. “Then why the fuck didn’t you come in here when I said who I was?”
 
   “My wife is dead. I don’t have time for fairy tales.”
 
   Caroline tried to sit up straighter but her body groaned in protest. “I assure you that I am not dead. At least, in theory.”
 
   Jack reached out to steady her and began to study her intently. “Every bit of intelligence we’ve received indicates that Caroline was killed in a federal holding facility.”
 
   She flinched at the sound of her name, for he spoke with a finality that indicated he was disinclined to believe anything she had to say. She gazed into his eyes again, seeing nothing but detached curiosity and maybe a little anger. She tried to concentrate and tell him the truth but everything seemed to be running together in her mind. Was he real? Was this even happening? She didn’t know. But she had to keep talking. It was the only way out of this.
 
   “Your intelligence is bad. I was left to die after I refused to talk. They were sloppy. The men I came here with rescued me. They were part of an underground movement. Two of them worked at the prison.” Her thoughts were jumbled and she wondered if what she was saying was coming out properly. “They manipulated things so that it appeared to The Fed that I was dead. Their ruse was successful. I don’t know how they did it and I didn’t ask.”
 
   Jack frowned. “I don’t believe you. It’s not possible.”
 
   Had he always been this much of an asshole? Maybe she’d romanticized him in her mind. “I feel like I should be insulted that you don’t recognize me.” 
 
   He smiled faintly. “You don’t look much like the Caroline I knew. But you sound a little like her.”
 
   She wasn’t sure if his response was cause for optimism or not. Her brain drifted toward fogginess again and she fought to stay conscious. His hands came around her arms to keep her from sliding to the floor. 
 
   “No, you don’t.” He cuffed her face. It was surprisingly gentle. “Don’t pass out. You need to give me some answers.”
 
   Caroline struggled to open her eyes again and failed. She rested her pounding head against the wall, which was nice and cool. “What do you want to know?” she asked thickly.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “Caroline Joan Gerard McIntyre.”
 
   “You’re sticking to that, huh?”
 
   “It’s the truth. Do you want to know my confirmation name too?”
 
   “You’re sure that’s your name? Your legal name?”
 
   Oh, for Christ’s sake. He was going to choose now of all times to nitpick about the fact that she hadn’t taken his name? “The McIntyre is used socially. I’m starting to regret that decision. My husband is a jerk.”
 
   His tone remained firm. “What was your first job?”
 
   Really? That was his transition? “I loaded boxes at a warehouse during high school.”
 
   Jack sighed. “Your first real job.”
 
   Apparently he was the only one who got to be capricious. “I was in the honors program at the Department of Justice. I hated it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Her head felt like she was being knocked around by about fifty jackhammers and he wanted her to recite her résumé. To call him a jerk would be far too kind. “All the other new law school grads were assholes. When I got offered a job with the Baltimore City State’s Attorney, I took it.”
 
   “What did you do there?”
 
   “I prosecuted gang members and drug dealers. And domestic violence cases.”
 
   “How long did you stay in Baltimore?”
 
   Where was he going with this? “I was there for a few years, but then I got married and moved to Rockville. I took a job as an Assistant U.S. Attorney and worked in Greenbelt before I ran for office.” 
 
   “What’s the name of your first husband?”
 
   Jack had gone full asshole, poking at old wounds. Her desire to touch him had long since disappeared. “Nicholas Baumann. He was killed in a car accident during my second term in Congress.”
 
   “What are the names of your children?”
 
   Caroline shivered. He was getting mean, dredging up topics she very much wanted to avoid. He also didn’t appear to find her answers to be sincere. Whatever temporary hope she’d felt at seeing him was rapidly eroding. “Marguerite and Sophie,” she whispered.
 
   “What are your nicknames for them?”
 
   She blinked back tears and glared at him. He knew better. He fucking knew better. “Don’t make me talk about them,” she said softly.
 
   “Answer my questions,” he ordered.
 
   Caroline closed her eyes again and curled up in a ball against the wall, shrinking away from him. She relived those last despairing moments at the Governor’s Mansion, saw their faces in her mind, remembered the last time she’d seen them, touched them, kissed them goodbye. Grief cascaded upon her. Fuck him. 
 
   “Mo Mo and Feef,” she choked out. 
 
   She heard Jack exhale harshly. He put his hand on her shoulder and she shrugged him off. 
 
   “Don’t touch me.” She wrapped her arms tighter around herself so that he wouldn’t see how close she was to crying. After several long agonizing moments she opened her eyes a crack and saw that Jack now looked confused instead of angry.
 
   He reached out to her again before pulling back hesitantly. “Where have you been for the past year?”
 
   “Underground, mostly out east. I’ve been training with my men to finish the job you and I started in Harrisburg.”
 
   “You’re in charge of them?”
 
   “I think it’s only because they’re all secretly afraid of me.”
 
   Jack tried to hide a grin. But his tone remained insistent. “What did we do in Harrisburg?”
 
   Caroline was failing to find any humor whatsoever in the situation. The steady beat of his questioning was beginning to take its toll. Her head spun again. She had nothing to bargain with, and he knew it.
 
   “Please stop, Jack. If you think I’m deceiving you then let me go. Please,” she said softly.
 
   “Answer me!” His voice was anxious. 
 
   “We had a flash drive full of intel. We were trying to figure out a way to get to California. On the night the government came after us we ran.”
 
   “But they eventually captured you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Where were you captured?”
 
   “In the Allegheny National Forest.”
 
   “Who were you with?”
 
   “I was alone.”
 
   “When did this happen?”
 
   “Early February of last year. It was cold and snowy.”
 
   “Who captured you?”
 
   “Federal troops.”
 
   “Where did they take you?”
 
   “Back to Washington.”
 
   “Why were you in the forest?”
 
   “Our car hit a tree, so we took off into the woods.” 
 
   “What kind of car was it?”
 
   His questions were so rapid fire and random that it was taking all of her effort to answer them. Caroline was dizzy and frustrated. “Some piece of shit Corolla, I don’t know. You made me drive it because you hate compact cars. They aren’t fancy enough for you.”
 
   He chuckled softly, and she looked up. Jack was now watching her with a mixture of guilt and sadness. “Why were you alone?”
 
   Her strength was fading. It was impossible to keep her lip from trembling. And sweet Jesus, her head hurt so much. She wanted to lay down and take a nap and not have to think so hard anymore. Caroline squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want to talk about that night. Not in a room full of strange men. Jack’s fingers brushed across her uninjured cheek and she blinked rapidly, bringing her gaze to his. His eyes were bright.
 
   “Why were you alone, sweetheart?” he repeated quietly. 
 
   She was getting there. He wouldn’t have called her that if she wasn’t. “I was badly hurt. I made you leave.” 
 
   Jack pulled a chain up from under his shirt. “What is this?”
 
   Caroline saw a platinum band hanging from the chain and tears poked at her eyes again. “It’s my wedding ring.” She sniffled even though her nose hurt like hell. “I gave it to you.”
 
   He was looking into her eyes. Never breaking her gaze. That had to be a good thing, right? 
 
   “What did I have engraved on the inside?” he said softly.
 
   He was being cruel but he also sounded desperate, impatient. And he’d stopped playing fair a long time ago. But his questions were sincere. He had to believe her. He just had to.
 
   She fumbled over the words, making sure to keep staring right back at him. Her head kept spinning in and out and she was having a hard time telling what was real. “My foolish heart is forever yours. Love, Monty.”
 
   Jack clutched the ring in his fist before tucking the chain back under his shirt. A tear rolled down his cheek as he silently cradled her head in his hands. They were warm and soothing, and she leaned into them even though the pain made her wince.
 
   When he spoke his voice was tender. “What was the last thing you said to me?” 
 
   The tears she’d been holding back started to fall. “I will always be with you.” 
 
   Jack pressed his lips to her forehead, keeping them there for a very long time. A tear that wasn’t hers dripped onto her cheek. He pulled back, took the handkerchief from her hand, and swept the wetness from her face. But he was smiling. Smiling so broadly that it almost made her start crying again.
 
   “My sweet Caroline,” he whispered, bringing her into a hard embrace. 
 
   She tangled her fingers into his shirt and let out a relieved breath. After everything she’d been through, letting herself drift off in his arms was the easiest thing she’d ever done.
 
   


 
   
  
 

End of Book Three
 
   Caroline’s journey continues in Phoenix, releasing in late March 2016 with the final two books (Rhapsody and Triumph) to follow by the end of the year.
 
    
 
   Want to stay in the loop for all things Jack and Caroline? Maybe get access to new releases, special bonus scenes, and contests before anyone else? Join my mailing list here: http://eepurl.com/blEfDT
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   Deleted Scene From Sojourn
 
   “Be careful,” Kathleen said. “We have to look sober.”
 
   Caroline laughed as she climbed out of the back of the limo. Jen was busy talking to her photographer, so it was significantly easier for her and Kathleen to emerge from the vehicle unnoticed. 
 
   “I can totally pull this off,” she said. “I just feel stupid that I broke the seal on the way back from the church.”
 
   Kathleen scowled. “If Jenny hadn’t stopped at like every fucking scenic spot. It’s cold. It’s December. It’s Maryland. It’s not that damn special.”
 
   “Wait.” Caroline reached back inside the limo and grabbed a half empty bottle of vodka. “I don’t think it’s an open bar.”
 
   “Seriously?” Kathleen asked. “Aren’t Eric’s parents fronting this thing?”
 
   Caroline tucked the bottle inside her coat. “I have no idea. I thought Jen and Eric were paying for it on their own.”
 
   “Eric’s parents were definitely on the hook for the bar tab.”
 
   “Then that explains why there’s no open bar,” Caroline said.
 
   Kathleen shook her head back and forth. “Damn cheapskates. The least they could do is pay for the booze.” She helped Caroline button her coat. “Very subtle,” she said, weaving her arm through Caroline’s. “No one’s gonna notice that bottle shaped bulge. Let’s go do this.”
 
   The reception hall was considerably warmer than the outside air, and both their cheeks were flushed by the time they made it to the rest of the guests. Although they might have been bright red already. Caroline hoped they looked normal for the pictures they took. Jen would kill them if they looked drunk while grinning at the camera.
 
   “Shit, they got to eat and everything,” Kathleen said, looking longingly at a picked over plate of hors d’oeuvres. “I’m starving.”
 
   “We had those little cheese cracker thingies,” Caroline said. “Oh, look. There’s Ellie. Let’s go say hi.” She waved at Ellen, barely keeping the bottle from falling out of her coat.
 
   “Smooth,” Kathleen said. “You’re hitting them all tonight, boss.”
 
   Caroline intentionally bumped her shoulder against Kathleen’s. “So are you. By the way, thanks for getting that bartender to give us free shots.”
 
   Those had probably been what had pushed the two of them over the drunken edge. Hd rather gamely poured a couple of blow job shots for them, complete with whipped cream, and was so amused by their antics that he left the bottle of Bailey’s on the bar for them to finish. Caroline would definitely be feeling the aftereffects in the morning. But for now, she was going to enjoy the fuck out of herself.
 
   She marched up to Ellen, pulling the bottle of vodka from her coat. “Hold this,” she whispered, handing it to her clumsily.
 
   Ellen accepted the bottle with a confused look. “Excuse me? Oh, and hello to you too.”
 
   “Hide this,” Caroline said. “Help a sista out.”
 
   Ellen frowned at her. “Are you drunk?”
 
   Kathleen burst out laughing as she removed her own coat. “Just a little.”
 
   Ellen gave them a disapproving look. “You’re both totally smashed. You just got here and you’re already totally smashed.”
 
   Caroline frowned at her as Jack walked over, a grin on his face. “Don’t tell my husband,” she said.
 
   Ellen rolled her eyes. “He’s not blind, Caroline. You think he’s not going to figure it out?”
 
   Caroline straightened her shoulders, smiling over at Kathleen. “We can work this,” she said.
 
   Kathleen hiccupped. “Speak for yourself.” She looked around. “Where’s Liz?”
 
   Ellen steadied her when she stumbled while turning back to face them. “I believe she’s at the bar. Hopefully getting you both some water.”
 
   Caroline laughed. “Fuck that. We’re way too far gone for water to do any good.”
 
   Jack walked up behind her, putting his arm around her shoulders. “Hello, sweetheart,” he said, kissing her cheek. “Don’t you seem…festive.”
 
   “We’ve been drinking,” Kathleen announced.
 
   He tried not to chuckle. “I can see that.”
 
   “Wanna go make out in the corner?” Caroline asked.
 
   Jack grinned at her. “Sure.”
 
   “With all due respect, Mr. Governor-Elect, I was speaking to Ms. Thalberg.”
 
   “Oh,” Jack said. “Can I watch?”
 
   Caroline turned to Kathleen, who shook her head back and forth.
 
   “Sorry,” she said. “Katie has spoken.”
 
   Kathleen smiled at Jack. “She’s had a lot. I’m very sorry.”
 
   “More than you?” Jack asked.
 
   “Oh, much more than me. She’s the only one who’s been drinking that vodka.” She pointed at the bottle in Ellen’s hand.
 
   “Don’t ask me what the hell I’m supposed to do with this,” Ellen said.
 
   Caroline reached for the bottle. “I can take it back.”
 
   “No,” Ellen and Jack said in unison.
 
   “You people are no fun,” she groused.
 
   Jack rubbed her shoulders. “Didn’t you supervise my wife?” he asked Kathleen.
 
   “Technically, I did watch her do about three blow job shots in succession. But other than that, hell no.”
 
   “Did you use your hands?” Jack asked.
 
   Caroline held her head high. “Of course not. Mouth only.”
 
   He kissed her cheek again. “Very nice. Only three?” 
 
   Kathleen glanced over at Ellen. “I’m not comfortable with your innuendos. I feel like you’re not talking about drinks anymore. Senator Goldman and I don’t need to hear that.”
 
   Ellen shifted the bottle to her other hand. “Yes. Thank you, Katie.”
 
   Caroline’s chief of staff was a total sellout. Ruining all her fun and sharing secrets that Jack didn’t need to know just yet. “Don’t tell my husband about the cigars,” she whispered harshly.
 
   Jack sniffed her hair. “Would have figured that out shortly, thanks.”
 
   “Where are we sitting?” Caroline asked. “Better be near the front.”
 
   “We’re at the head table,” Kathleen said. “Didn’t Jen tell you? Or is your brain too pickled to remember?”
 
   “Shit. I hate head tables.” Caroline leaned back into Jack’s shoulder, meeting his gaze. “Are you going to be okay by yourself?”
 
   He laughed. “I’m with Ellen and David. I’m a little more concerned about you.”
 
   “Can I sit on your lap at your table instead of up front?”
 
   “Maybe later.” He winked at her. “After dinner, when we can get away with more.”
 
   Caroline grinned at Ellen. “Where is David, anyway?”
 
   “He’s getting us drinks,” she said. “And no, you can’t have one and if you try to kiss him anywhere other than on the cheek I will slug you.”
 
   “I would never do that,” Caroline said innocently.
 
   “Yeah.” Kathleen smiled when Liz appeared with two glasses of ice water. “Seems like making out with me and Jack would be enough for one night.”
 
   “What’s that?” Liz asked. “Who’s kissing whom now?”
 
   Caroline gratefully took the water she was offered. “Never mind.”
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
   Water and food seemed to calm Caroline’s head and her stomach. By the time the reception started, her buzz had faded and she was left with a sense of contentment mixed with an odd sort of melancholy. Watching Jen and Eric during their first dance had almost brought the tears. Almost. Kathleen had been watching her like a hawk and if Caroline had gotten emotional she knew she would never hear the end of it. By the end of the night, both of them were completely exhausted, camping out at a side table together with their heads on their hands, watching everyone else continue to dance. Caroline yawned as she watched Jack and Liz spin around the floor to a song she’d never heard of, and saw Jen walking over out of the corner of her eye.
 
   “Serves you right,” Jen said, taking the seat in between them.
 
   Caroline yawned again. “For what?”
 
   “Getting drunk. You were supposed to at least wait until after you’d eaten. Now you’re going to feel terrible at my brunch tomorrow.”
 
   Caroline had been silly and sentimental enough to agree to throw Jen and Eric a brunch at her house in Rockville the next morning. She just hoped she and Jack would be up and alert in enough time to let the caterers through the front door. “I’ll hide in the kitchen,” she said.
 
   Kathleen poked her head up. “I can’t believe we’re breaking up the band.”
 
   Jen turned to her. “What band?”
 
   “The Go-Go’s,” Caroline said. “I’m Belinda Carlisle, Katie’s Jane Wiedlin, and you’re one of the other band members that no one remembers.”
 
   “Charlotte Caffey,” Kathleen said. “Lead guitarist.”
 
   Caroline finished her Moscato. She couldn’t be begrudged one final indulgence, even if she already felt hung over. “No one cares who that is.”
 
   “That’s my point.” Kathleen nudged Jen in the ribs.
 
   “Be nice to me,” Jen said. “It’s my wedding day.”
 
   Caroline leaned in closer. “Speaking of that, need any tips on losing your virginity?”
 
   Kathleen laughed. “I doubt Eric knows what to do.”
 
   Jen frowned at them both in turn. “I’ve had sex before. Honestly.”
 
   “Please don’t tell us about it,” Kathleen said. “And I want to be Belinda Carlisle. I’m blond and you’re not.”
 
   “You’re blond whenever you feel like going au naturel, which is hardly ever. Belinda Carlisle had red hair that one time,” Caroline said. “So I get to be her.” 
 
   Jen sniffled. “Stop doing that.”
 
   Caroline sat up straighter. “Doing what?”
 
   “Being all fun and light. It reminds me that this is the last time we’re going to be together for a while.”
 
   Well, wasn’t she a Debbie Downer. “We’ll see you at your swearing in,” Caroline said. “And at Jack’s inaugural.”
 
   “That’s not the same. Everything changes after tonight.”
 
   Kathleen patted her shoulder. “But it’ll be better. Now you’re all domestic and shit. And you’re going to be a member of Congress.”
 
   “And you’re going to be Caroline’s chief of staff,” Jen said glumly. “In Harrisburg. Both of you will be so far away.”
 
   “It’s like a two hour drive. Three, tops,” Caroline said. “Buck up, buttercup. Everything will be fine.”
 
   Kathleen laughed. “You sound like me.”
 
   Caroline grinned. “You’re rubbing off on me a little too much.”
 
   Jen wiped her eyes. “I’m trying to have a moment and you two are wrecking it.”
 
   Caroline put her arm around Jen. “It’s okay. Change is good, right?”
 
   Jen looked at her skeptically. “This is a lot at once.”
 
   Kathleen shrugged. “Not our fault it shook out this way. But just remember you get to see Eric any time you want when you’re on the Hill, except now you’re much more important than him. Make sure Ellen tells him that every day.”
 
   Jen leaned in for a hug, which Caroline cheerfully provided.
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” she said. 
 
   Caroline squeezed her tighter. “Stop that. You’re at a party. You can be schmaltzy tomorrow. Be happy tonight.” 
 
   Kathleen cleared her throat. “Uh, I hope you’re going to miss me too. Third wheel over here, deprived of hugs.”
 
   Jen laughed and put her arm around Kathleen. “I’m definitely going to miss you too.”
 
   Caroline released Jen and stood up, stretching her hands out. “Come on. We’ve got a few more dances in us. Let’s make them count.”
 
   Kathleen jaunted over to the dance floor, but Jen held Caroline back. “You’ll answer my calls. And tell me if I’m screwing stuff up. And be willing to give me advice. Right?”
 
   Caroline gave her another hug. “You’re going to do fine, Jenny. I’ll always be there for you. I promise. Whatever you need. I’ll never let you down.”
 
   Jen beamed. “Good. Let’s dance.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sneak Peek At Phoenix
 
   They headed down the hallway to the Presidential Suite. As if her husband would stay anywhere else. Caroline turned to Jack’s campaign manager. “How’s he doing?” she asked.
 
   Greg frowned. “It’s hard to deal with him when you’re not around. He turns into a giant asshole – more so.”
 
   She laughed. “It can’t be that bad.”
 
   His frown turned to a discreet non-expression. “Let’s just say I’m very glad you’re here.” Greg knocked on the door, which was slightly ajar. “He knew I was coming,” he explained. “I told him I had a donor he needed to talk to.”
 
   The prospect of big campaign money was probably the only thing that would keep Jack from having a stiff drink and taking a nap before facing another fundraiser. “Nicely done,” Caroline said.
 
   She heard Jack call to Greg to come in, and as they entered the room his tired manufactured smile relaxed into a giant grin. He’d taken his jacket off and his sleeves were rolled up. He was wearing suspenders. Caroline loved his suspenders. Jack was obviously fatigued, but his face continued to brighten as he moved toward them. 
 
   “This is my donor?” he asked.
 
   She returned his smile. “I like to spend my husband’s money.”
 
   Jack took Caroline’s luggage out of her hands, then grabbed her around the waist and kissed her much more deeply than she would have expected with his campaign manager still standing in the room. He cut to the chase when he pulled away from her. “Greg, I want to be alone with my wife. You should probably leave now unless you want to be scarred for life.”
 
   Greg cleared his throat uneasily and Caroline winked at him, happy that Jack had been so pleased to see her. “What is seen cannot be unseen,” she said solemnly.
 
   Greg started backing toward the door as Jack started caressing Caroline’s hair. “Yes, sir,” he said.
 
   Caroline tried not to laugh as Jack moved behind her and started kissing the back of her neck. “Let him get out of the room before you start mauling me, Jack.” She looked at Greg, who was standing at the door awkwardly. “I’ll get him to the fundraiser on time,” she said.
 
   “I find that highly doubtful,” he replied, his back to them. “Keep your voices down so you don’t traumatize the interns down the hall.” He walked out, shutting the door quickly behind him.
 
   Before Caroline even had the chance to react, Jack spun her around and kissed her again, longer this time. He nibbled at her lips and teased her tongue until she felt her heart start to flutter. He pulled back and smiled at her seductively. “Hello, Mrs. McIntyre.”
 
   She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly, burying her face in his neck, enjoying the very masculine smell of his cologne. “I missed you, Jack.” Caroline hated being at that giant estate even if the girls were with her, hated making campaign appearances without him, hated sleeping in their bed alone.
 
   “Me too,” Jack murmured. “But I’m very glad you’re here now.” He led her to the couch and sat down with an expectant look on his face. Caroline took off her suit jacket, pulled up her skirt, and straddled him, nuzzling his neck. 
 
   “I have a proposal for you,” she whispered. She managed to distract him pretty quickly. It took him a minute before he responded. 
 
   “Mmm….what’s that?
 
   Caroline leaned back to look him in the eye. “I’m interested in a job with your campaign.”
 
   “Isn’t it kind of late in the election cycle for that? It’s October.”
 
   “It’s come to my attention that the candidate may be in need of some personal services.” She pulled down his suspenders and began to loosen his tie. 
 
   “Oh, and what’s your skill set?”
 
   “I’m a hands-on kind of gal,” Caroline said, undoing the tie completely and unbuttoning his dress shirt. “I think I could bring a lot to the team.” She pulled up his undershirt and started kissing his chest. “It seems like the future governor could afford to relax a little more.” She reached down to stroke him through his zipper.
 
   Jack groaned. “Jesus, Caroline.”
 
   She started kissing his jawline. “Plus, I have extensive experience with oral communication.” She slid off his lap, knelt on the floor and began caressing his thighs. Caroline unzipped his dress pants and was startled when his fully erect penis popped out of his boxers. “Honestly, Jack. It’s like you don’t want to give me anything to do.”
 
   He groaned again as she began running her hand up and down his cock. “I haven’t seen you in two weeks. Just looking at you makes me hard.”
 
   Caroline gazed up at him unassumingly and Jack touched her face. “I’ve missed you,” he said.
 
   The waning months of the campaign had started to wear on them all. “I know.”
 
   He began to loosen her French twist, a signal she knew well. She lowered her head and took him inside her mouth.
 
   “Oh God.” Jack gripped the cushions on the couch tightly as she began to tease him with her tongue, massaging his balls with her hands. “Caroline. Fuck.”
 
   Her hair now fell to her shoulders, and she felt Jack’s hands on the back of her head, gently pushing her toward him. She knew he was satisfied by her technique so she kept going, and soon he was growling her name, telling her all the dirty things he was going to do to her, cursing like a sailor. Suddenly he pushed her back from him. 
 
   “I don’t want to come inside your mouth,” he said fiercely. Jack grabbed her shoulders and forced her to the floor, and she smiled. She liked when he got rough after a little foreplay. He pushed up her skirt even further and practically ripped her panties off of her. He lifted up her leg and examined one of her red patent leather shoes, which she hadn’t bothered taking off.  
 
   “I love these,” he said. “But they’re very impractical right now.” He slipped the shoes off her feet one by one, kissing her legs in turn before lowering them back on to the floor. Jack lovingly gazed into her eyes and then down the rest of her body. “These garters. You vicious woman,” He snapped one of them against her bare skin. “You know what they do to me.”
 
   “I hadn’t noticed,” Caroline gasped, as his hands drifted back up her legs.
 
   “You’re a terrible liar,” Jack said, teasing her gently. “But I forgive you.”
 
   His fingers. Those goddamn fingers. Magical and torturous. “I thought you would,” she whispered.
 
   “I want to be inside you.” Jack swiped his thumb across her clit and Caroline moaned, grabbing his shirt. “You’re so wet,” he said, as he slid a finger in and out of her. He spread her legs apart forcefully and entered her so quickly that she gasped again. He looked down at Caroline. “That feel good, baby?” He glided out and plunged inside her again.
 
   Caroline tightened her grip on the lapels of his shirt and pulled him close to her, panting with every thrust. She enjoyed the sweetness of making love, but most of the time there was nothing like a good fuck. He moved inside her again, and she couldn’t contain herself. “Oh, Jack.”
 
   “You like that?” He kept a steady, almost ferocious rhythm, and she sensed the warmth building inside her. 
 
   “Yes, Jack. Please-”
 
   “I’m not going to stop.”
 
   He drove in and out of her again and again, and she screamed his name, begging him to go deeper, harder, faster, clawing at his chest and yanking on his hair, writhing on the floor beneath him, until he came inside her with a shuddering breath. 
 
   Jack looked down at her and kissed her lightly on the lips. “Jesus Christ, woman. You’re going to kill me someday.”
 
   Caroline smiled lazily, tousling his hair. “I love when you do that to me.”
 
   “Not as much as I love doing it to you.”
 
   She started to gently push him off her but he held her down.
 
   “We’re not done yet,” he said. “Your turn.”
 
   “But-”
 
   He grabbed her wrists and pulled her arms above her head, pressing them to the floor. “No arguments.”
 
   Caroline really hadn’t planned on protesting much more than that and she knew he’d get the message as she closed her eyes and leaned back on to the carpet. He’d been so caught up in what they were doing that he’d finished first, something that didn’t normally happen. He was generally obsessed with making her orgasm well before he did.
 
   Jack pulled out of her and she sighed. He kept one of his hands wrapped tightly around her wrists and brought the other down to her lower body, shifting himself so he’d have a better angle. “I know you like it when I use my hands,” he whispered. He slid one finger inside her, smiling as she raised her hips, grinding into his hand. She’d been pretty close when he’d been inside her a minute ago and she knew it wouldn’t take long for him to finish her off. Jack slid another finger inside her, feeling her wetness mingled with his. “Oh, Caroline. I can’t wait to be inside of you again.”
 
   She moaned softly, responding to his touch. Jack continued to use his fingers to bring her closer, and moved them up to her clit. He began massaging it gently and she moaned again. 
 
   “Open your eyes,” he commanded. “I want you to watch me make you come.”
 
   What Jack was doing to her felt so good that she wanted to lay back and enjoy it, but he knew it made her hot as all hell when he talked to her like that. Caroline’s eyes sprung open. His fingers began to move rapidly, spreading their shared wetness over her clit, and she continued to moan. She saw the heat in his eyes; he was clearly enjoying her response. 
 
   “I love you, Jack.” She struggled against the hand holding her wrists, feeling an almost painful desire to touch his face. Jack released her wrists and began to caress her cheek with his free hand. Caroline lowered her hands and touched his lips. She gazed at him with wide eyes of her own, amazed that this incredible man belonged to her. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
 
   He kissed her fingers and pushed her hands away from his face. “I’m not going to stop until you come for me,” he said roughly. 
 
   He sped his pace up again, grabbing the back of her neck forcefully, and she felt a powerful river rushing up to burst inside her. She clung tightly to his open dress shirt again, keeping eye contact with him the entire time. His blue eyes penetrated her, gazing upon her with a tremendous intensity, and she wondered how much longer she could take it before she’d have to look away.
 
   “Monty,” she whispered, using the pet name that he adored hearing her say. “Oh…”
 
   Jack could sense her building orgasm and brought his lips to hers, feeling her explode against his fingers, her cries of ecstasy muffled by his kiss. Caroline convulsed against him for a long time, almost wailing her release. He kept his mouth clamped down hard on hers, relishing the sense of control it gave him. Caroline stilled and turned her head, shakily pulling his hand away from her. Her legs were still trembling violently, and there were tears in her eyes. 
 
   “That’s enough,” she murmured weakly.
 
   “For now, my love.” Jack swept the perspiration off her forehead and kissed her cheek, pulling her into his arms. “For now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Bonus Scene: The Hotel
 
    
 
   A soft knock at the door. My guest had arrived. Very discreetly, to her credit. I didn’t waste any time, rushing to meet her. The woman breezed through the door and I locked it behind her. She gave me a puzzled look.
 
   “Can never be too careful,” I said.
 
   She stood near the couch. “I thought you said your staff was discreet.”
 
   “They are,” I said. “But the walls may not be thick, and I need privacy.”
 
   She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Oh? I was told this was a normal job.”
 
   “It is. But my normal may not be your normal.” 
 
   She was stunning in a red dress and four inch stilettos. I walked over to the side table, poured a glass of scotch, and sat down. I raised my hand. Hopefully she was just as obedient as she was attractive. “Stay there,” I said. “Let me look at you.”
 
   She let her hands fall to her sides and lowered her head, just a little. I motioned with my finger. “Turn around.” She moved slowly. I suppressed a groan. Fuck, this was going to be entertaining. “Very nice. That red dress is quite impressive.”
 
   “I was told to wear this color.”
 
   The dress was shimmery. And tight. And very, very short. I wasn’t sure what that material was. Not sequins, not silk. But really fucking sexy. “I’m glad you wore your hair down.”
 
   She subconsciously brought a hand to her head. “I was told not to wear it up.”
 
   “You handle directions well.”
 
   Her cheeks turned an adorable shade of pink. “Thank you, sir.”
 
   I grinned. The extra touches were what mattered in situations like these. “Sir?”
 
   “I was told you were an important man. I’m just responding accordingly.”
 
   My cock twitched. Oh, how I loved a bit of power. And beautiful women. And right now I had both. I took a sip of my drink. “You know how to play the game.”
 
   “I try.”
 
   Her behavior was coy, and a little too comfortable. That needed to change. “Do you know who I am?” I asked.
 
   Her lips turned up, ever so slightly. “You’re running for governor.”
 
   “I am,” I said. “Are you from around here?”
 
   “I grew up in Ashtabula. That’s in Ohio,” she added.
 
   I tried not to laugh. “I know where it is.”
 
   My demeanor didn’t faze her. “Sometimes I have to explain it,” she said.
 
   “Not to me. How old are you?”
 
   “I’m thirty-seven.” Her tone was somewhat evasive. Clearly she wasn’t one to share personal information.
 
   “Isn’t that kind of old for this sort of thing?”
 
   Now she looked a little annoyed. “I’ve never had any complaints. Would you rather have a woman who didn’t know what she was doing?”
 
   I smiled. I’d let her get away with being a little brassy. This was going to be fun. “I guess not. What brings you to Erie?”
 
   Her voice changed. “You mean, besides you?”
 
   “Yes. Aside from me.”
 
   “Girl’s gotta make a living somehow.”
 
   Perhaps she’d had another stop before me. “What’s your name?” I asked.
 
   She looked a little surprised. Maybe she hadn’t anticipated another personal question. “Sable,” she said.
 
   “Sable? Like the animal?”
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be wearing a fur?” I joked.
 
   She laughed lightly. “It’s an unseasonably warm September night.” She reddened again. “And I wasn’t told to wear one.”
 
   Oh, her voice had dipped too. That was nice. “Would you have done it, had I asked?”
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   She bit her lip. How endearing. Although I suspected she could play many different roles, she was definitely going for virgin whore. Exactly as I had requested.
 
   She let her eyes drift down my body and let out a small laugh as her eyes reached the floor. “Your shoe is untied,” she said.
 
   I lifted up one of my feet. Sure enough, she was right. “Perhaps you can assist me in removing it?”
 
   She crossed the room swiftly and knelt before me, running her hands up and down my thighs. “Are you sure you want me to start at the bottom?”
 
   I groaned as her fingers inched closer to my zipper. “Yes. Work your way up.”
 
   She removed both shoes, placing them under the table, then laughed again.
 
   “What is it?” I asked. 
 
   “You have holes in your socks.”
 
   “You laugh a lot for a woman of your…profession,” I said. “How long have you been doing this?”
 
   “Not very.” She gave me a serious, almost desperate look. “When do I get paid?”
 
   Was she that hard up? I pulled her onto my lap. “When I say we’re finished.”
 
   “Ten thousand for the night,” she said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   She ran her fingers along my hairline. “You must be a very wealthy man to agree to such an amount so quickly.”
 
   I trailed a finger down her neck. “I get the feeling it will be well worth it.”
 
   She rubbed against my thigh. “Oh, it will.” 
 
   “I’m going to make you earn every penny.”
 
   “I will,” she promised.
 
   She was getting a little too touchy feely too fast. I held her hips and she stopped moving. “We need to set some rules.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “No kissing on the lips.”
 
   She looked disappointed. Strange. “I understand.”
 
   “I expect your hands and mouth to be everywhere else.”
 
   She nodded her head.
 
   Maybe my next declaration would throw her off. “I like rough sex.”
 
   “I can do that,” she said.
 
   “I’m going to fuck your pussy raw.”
 
   If my words rattled her, she hid it well. “I expect you to, sir.”
 
   “I require complete obedience.”
 
   Ah, that got her cheeks to flush again. “I understand, sir.”
 
   “I like the ‘sirs,’” I said. “That is a very, very nice touch.”
 
   “I was told you expected proper behavior.”
 
   “I do.” I pressed a finger to her lips. “I’m also not paying you to talk.”
 
   She spoke only when I removed the digit and started stroking her chin. “I can stop,” she said softly. “Is there something else you’d rather I be doing?”
 
   I dipped my finger in the scotch and brought it to her lips. She sucked it into her mouth, slowly at first, then with a pressure that almost made me moan. She bit down on the pad of my finger, keeping her eyes locked on mine. Submission with a hint of defiance. I liked that. 
 
   She smiled at my expression. “Would you like my lips to be somewhere else?”
 
   “There are many, many places I want your lips to be. But we have all night.”
 
   “We do,” she said, then lowered her head. “I’m sorry, you wanted me to stop talking.”
 
   She’d been paying attention. Good for her. I nipped at her throat. “I want to make you scream.”
 
   She shuddered. “What about your staff?”
 
   “I told you. They’re discreet. They know you’re here.”
 
   “And they won’t say anything?”
 
   I ran my tongue down to her collarbone. “They never do. No one has ever figured out any of my…habits on the campaign trail. I intend to fully utilize every minute I have with you.”
 
   She swallowed hard. “What does that mean?”
 
   I began to unzip her dress. “It means you need to be naked. Now.”
 
   “Everything?”
 
   I ran my hand up her thigh, exposing her garters. “Leave these on, but take off the bra.” My fingers reached her underwear. “You’re excited.”
 
   She smiled shakily as I teased her. “I am.”
 
   “I thought I told you not to wear panties.”
 
   “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You can leave them on for now, but I might have to punish you for failing to follow orders.”
 
   She stiffened, and I pulled my hand away. “Is that a problem?”
 
   “No, sir,” she whispered.
 
   I was paying good money for this show. I better damn well be able to get anything I wanted out of it. I pulled the dress off her shoulders. “Be a good girl and slip this the rest of the way off.”
 
   She stood up and the dress slid down to the floor. I started to loosen my tie, standing up and moving closer to her.
 
   “Do you want my help?” she asked softly, unhooking her bra.
 
   I let my eyes drift downward and she quite perceptively dropped to her knees and unzipped my dress pants. She looked up at me and smiled, but I didn’t smile back. 
 
   “I’ll make you feel good,” she said.
 
   I fisted her hair as she pulled my cock out of my boxers and took it in her mouth. “I’m sure you will,” I said.
 
   Fuck, she was good. It had been almost two weeks since I’d gotten laid and I needed the release. She intuitively knew what I liked, and it didn’t take long before I was close. So damn close. I looked down at her and stroked her cheek. She pulled back, gazing up at me.
 
   “You’re very good at this,” I said.
 
   She bit her lip. “So I’ve been told.”
 
   I tapped my finger against her chin. “I didn’t say to stop.” 
 
   She took me in her mouth again, only this time…she looked straight into my eyes. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if she blinked. I tried not to get drawn into her gaze, but I failed. I smiled down at her, right before my eyes rolled back in my head and the spell was broken. I was tempted to put my hands on the back of her head and take the lead, but I wasn’t paying her to blow me. I wanted the whole show. I tugged on her hair.
 
   “Up,” I said.
 
   She stood up and wiped the corners of her mouth. “You didn’t let me finish.” She sounded disappointed.
 
   I pressed my thumb to her lips. “I didn’t say I was done.” I let one of my hands drift between her thighs, and she instantly parted them for me. There was a damp spot on her panties. Fuck, that was hot. “You’re wet,” I observed.
 
   Her color deepened yet again. It was cute. A little shy, nervous even. “Blow jobs get me excited.”
 
   “I can see that,” I said, yanking down the top of her underwear and sliding one finger inside her. She temporarily lost her balance, grabbing at my shirt.
 
   “Steady,” I said. “I want you to come for me. Will you do that?”
 
   Her voice caught. “Yes.”
 
   “Yes, what?”
 
   I could see her throat bobbing up and down as she swallowed. Her pupils were dilated. She was into this, much more than I had anticipated. 
 
   “Yes, sir,” she whispered.
 
   I thrust two fingers inside her, using my thumb to stroke her clit. She grabbed onto my collar and buried her face in my neck.
 
   “Don’t bite,” I warned. “I have a speech to give tomorrow.”
 
   She bit my shoulder instead. Naughty little thing.
 
   “You’ll pay for that,” I whispered. “You like it when men touch you, don’t you?”
 
   Her fingernails dug into my shoulders and her cries intensified. Her knees buckled as I pushed her over the edge, and I hauled her back to her feet when she was finished.
 
   “Good girl,” I murmured. “That was very nice. What do we say?”
 
   She was trying to catch her breath, her eyes downcast. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” I said. “Lay down on the bed and spread your legs.”
 
   I would have been thrilled with another “yes, sir” in response to that, but she seemed to know to keep her mouth shut for now. I shimmied out of my clothes as fast as I could. She stared at me, but I wasn’t doing it to put on a show. I needed to be inside her. Quickly.
 
   I smiled at her parted thighs. They were trembling, and her face was flushed. She was still excited. I climbed onto the bed and positioned myself over her, rubbing my cock over the wetness on her panties. “You want me to fuck you, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   I crouched down and licked her clit through the material, and she gasped. Yeah, she liked that. A lot. But those panties had to come off. I slid them down her legs, tossing them on the floor, and then pressed inside her, ever so slightly. She whimpered, and I smiled.
 
   “Do you like that?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Do you want more?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Beg for it.”
 
   “Please,” she said.
 
   I pushed further inside her, smiling as she cried out. 
 
   “You’re big,” she gasped.
 
   My cock was pretty decently sized, if I said so myself. And I sure as hell knew what to do with it. One of my greatest physical assets. “I know. Do you like it?”
 
   “Yes. More,” she whispered.
 
   “Whatever you say,” I said, and thrust inside her.
 
   She was good. She made all the right noises, purred as I moved inside her, sighed her pleasure. I pulled her legs up over my shoulders, wrapping my hands around her thighs. I knew I wouldn’t stop until she made the journey along with me. When I was younger I was a selfish bastard in the sack but I learned as I aged that getting a woman off was probably the most impressive thing a man could do. It made my orgasm that much more intense when I could feel the spasms that came after I made a woman lose control.
 
   She was sweating. She met me stroke for stroke as best she could, even though I’d almost rendered her immobile. I stared into her eyes, groaning with every thrust. Her eyes grew wider the deeper and harder I went, her hair a disheveled mess. She closed her eyes and cried out again as I moved faster, and I felt her tighten around me. Fuck, that was glorious.
 
   Her eyes flew open and her gaze met mine. It was unsettling, the way she looked at me.
 
   “Kiss me,” she whispered.
 
   I grunted and thrust again. “You know the rules.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   I tugged at her hair and she winced. “No,” I said. She closed her eyes again.
 
   I kept going. I loved rough sex but I very rarely took it as far as I wanted to. Mostly because I wanted to get laid more than once in a night, if the opportunity presented itself. But I’d paid for this shit. I was going to make it count. I slowed down a bit, wondering if I was hurting her, but when I looked down again her eyes were glazed and she was panting. She was in a good place. I wondered what it was like for a woman to fall into a state like that. I jerked as I came inside her, releasing her legs and resting my hands against the headboard before collapsing on top of the sheets beside her.
 
   “You’re pretty when you come,” I murmured.
 
   She was still gasping for air, and smiled at me in lieu of speaking.
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself?” I asked, trying not to smirk.
 
   She nodded. “You’re the only man who’s ever made me come that way.”
 
   “Oh, really?”
 
   She wiped some of the sweat off her face. “Yes, really.”
 
   I leaned in to tickle her. “Are you sure?”
 
   She tried not to giggle. “Yes,” she choked out. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Having my way with you.”
 
   She tried to push me away. “Stop,” she protested weakly, laughing.
 
   I kept teasing her. “No.”
 
   She looked down at my feet. “Oh my God, did you leave your socks on?”
 
   In my haste to get inside her, I’d forgotten to take them off. “Yes.” I tickled her neck. “You’re still wearing your jewelry. You don’t make a very convincing call girl when you have that much bling on your finger.” I kissed her hand, just above her engagement ring.
 
   “Should I have left them at home?” she asked.
 
   “Fuck no,” I said, laughing as she struggled to get away from my tricky fingers. She attempted to push me away, but I was a lot stronger than her. She tried a different approach, throwing her arms around my shoulders, cooing my name. I stopped tickling her.
 
   “Monty, stop being mean,” she murmured. 
 
   I hugged her to me. “I’ll give you credit, sweetheart. You kept up a great performance longer than I thought. Usually you break out of character way before I actually get laid.”
 
   She tightened her grip around my shoulders. “Will you kiss me now?” 
 
   I made it count. She was panting again by the time I was done. “I’m sorry I didn’t do that earlier,” I said. “The way you were looking at me…I was damn tempted.”
 
   “I knew how it would go,” she said. “Although I have to admit that was actually kind of fun.”
 
   “You’re a very convincing actress.”
 
   She tossed her head back nonchalantly. “I like your games.”
 
   “I like them too. But I’m a bit disappointed that you put those panties in between us.”
 
   She laughed. “I wasn’t about to go commando on a plane. It was hard enough changing into that dress in the airport bathroom.”
 
   “You changed at the airport?”
 
   “I sure as hell wasn’t going to do it in Greg’s hotel room. I slipped into a handicapped stall. That is a quite utilitarian location, let me tell you.”
 
   I chuckled. “What were you wearing before?”
 
   “A very well-tailored light gray suit.”
 
   “Next time you can wear that instead and I’ll rip it off of you.”
 
   She smiled. “That’s why I changed. I love that suit. And it doesn’t exactly scream ‘lady of the night.’”
 
   “If you’d worn your glasses and that suit you could have gone for the sexy librarian look.”
 
   “I know you love that but…we’ve talked about this for a while so I wanted to give it to you.”
 
   “You wanted it too.”
 
   She hugged me. “I know.”
 
   I bit her earlobe. “I meant what I said earlier,” I whispered. “About fucking you raw. Did I succeed?”
 
   Her fingers dug into my biceps. “You sure as hell did. I’m not sure if I can go again tonight. I’m glad those weren’t just empty words.”
 
   “I’ve missed you.”
 
   She sighed and slid down so that her head was resting on my chest. “I know. The last couple of weeks have been terrible.”
 
   “We’ll get through this,” I said, stroking her hair. “It’s almost over.”
 
   “Then can we have a month or so where we all just kick back and relax?”
 
   She sounded so weary. It made me feel guilty for forcing her to run all over Pennsylvania with me. Which was part of the reason I’d asked her to cut back and stay home with the girls instead.
 
   “I guess so,” I said. She sneakily ran one hand down my abdomen and I groaned. “If we’re done for the night, you’d better stop doing that.”
 
   “You’re easy to read. Plus, you’re a man. As long as I yank your dick you’ll be happy.”
 
   “I’m far more civilized than that.”
 
   She grinned at me. “I still get my ten grand, right? Even if we both fall asleep?”
 
   I laughed. “You spend all my money anyway.”
 
   She swatted me playfully. “I want my money.”
 
   I kissed her forehead. “We can negotiate later.” Then something occurred to me. “Why ‘Sable’?”
 
   This time she laughed harder. Caroline’s laughter was probably the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. “I watched a lot of Dynasty as a kid. I had a girl crush on Stephanie Beacham.”
 
   “You don’t look a thing like her,” I said. “You’re much more beautiful.”
 
   She batted her eyelashes at me. “You sure know how to butter up your working girls. Is that the line you use right before you tear off our clothes?”
 
   “You’re already naked,” I pointed out. 
 
   “I’m still wearing my garters.”
 
   “That’s naked enough.” An unsettling thought occurred to me. “Do you really think I’ve done anything like this before?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   She said it instantly. That meant she knew I wasn’t lying. “I might want to do it again,” I said. “With you, I mean.”
 
   “I’d be up for it.” She started laughing again as her feet made contact with mine. “Are you ever going to wear those socks I gave you?”
 
   Caroline kept trying to get me to replace my holey socks, and I never had. There were several unopened packages in my dresser at home. I shook my head back and forth. “No.”
 
   “Being frugal doesn’t mean you can never replace clothing, Jack.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You wear five thousand dollar suits and you won’t even break down and use those cheapo black dress socks I bought you at Target.”
 
   “These are still wearable,” I said.
 
   She nuzzled my neck. “Several hundred million dollars in the bank and you have the most disgusting socks I’ve ever seen.”
 
   “They’re not that bad.”
 
   “They belong in a Superfund site.”
 
   I kissed her forehead. “Caroline, you’re a constant source of entertainment.”
 
   “I live to give.” She yawned. “And now you get to cross one more fantasy off the list.”
 
   “I’ve got many, many more where this one came from.”
 
   “I know.” She closed her eyes. “I intend to help you fulfill every single one.”
 
   I held her closer. “I love you, sweetheart.” I could feel her grinning into my torso. She was in a genuinely good mood. That made me happy. 
 
   “I love you too,” she whispered.
 
   “Where’s your luggage?”
 
   “Forget my suitcase. Where are my shoes? They flew off while you were fucking me into a frenzy.”
 
   “I assume they’re on the floor,” I said. “They weren’t expensive, were they?”
 
   “Nine West,” she said. “I’ll live.”
 
   “I feel badly that I’ve destroyed most of your clothes. Where’s your luggage?” I repeated.
 
   “Greg has it in his room.” She pulled her head up to look at me. “The walls here are thick, right?”
 
   “I certainly hope so.”
 
   Caroline kissed my chest. “He must think we’re a couple of freaks.”
 
   I shrugged as best I could. “Probably. Did you tell him anything?”
 
   “I was wearing that coat when I got to his room. Didn’t take it off until I got in here.”
 
   “Good,” I said. “Because I think it’s a sin just to look at you in that red dress. Jesus Christ.”
 
   “I wouldn’t ever wear it in public,” she admitted.
 
   I didn’t want to think about that. She got ogled enough as it was, after we’d been caught making out in that elevator in Pittsburgh. No, that dress left far too much to the imagination. “Wearing it in public is absolutely verboten. That’s just for me. Where on earth did you get it?”
 
   “Do you really want to know? Believe me, it wasn’t from anywhere a respectable lady should frequent.”
 
   “Okay. I won’t pry.”
 
   “I thought about going full Pretty Woman and wearing a wig but I knew that would make our…escapade a little less inconspicuous,” she said.
 
   I pictured her walking down the halls of the hotel as a platinum blond. I’d hold onto that one for the next lonely night on the trail. “That might have gotten Twitter excited. This hotel is pretty crowded.”
 
   Caroline snuggled me again. “Remember the first time we tried something like this, and I tripped over my shoes?”
 
   I chuckled. “I thought you were going to die of embarrassment.”
 
   “Or pass out from laughing so hard.”
 
   “That too.” I kissed her forehead. “I’m glad you got right back on the horse the next time around.”
 
   “It took me a while to realize that you thought I was sexy no matter what I was doing.”
 
   “In a hoodie and jeans,” I agreed.
 
   “Did you like the ‘sirs’?” she asked.
 
   Thinking about those deferential words made me want to fuck her again. “Couldn’t you tell? You can work that into your daily vernacular, if you want.”
 
   “Like hell I will,” she said. “Although it is a huge turn-on to use it when we’re doing…whatever it is that we do.”
 
   “Have wild sex?”
 
   “Yes. That.”
 
   I gathered up her sweaty hair and wrapped it around one of my hands. “Do you know what it means to me that you have such a good attitude about our sex life?”
 
   “Half the stuff is my idea.”
 
   I pulled her head back and started to suck on her neck. “Would you like a hickey as a parting gift?”
 
   She pushed me away. “What are we, thirteen? No.”
 
   I frowned. “Fine.”
 
   “Plus, why would I want a bruise on my neck when you’re going to write me a giant check?”
 
   “Again with the payment,” I said. “Honestly, woman.”
 
   “Basic contract law,” Caroline said. “Offer, acceptance, and performance. You got all three, buddy.”
 
   I snaked my fingers down to slide one inside her, but removed my hand quickly when she winced. “Hell, you weren’t kidding. Are you okay?”
 
   “Don’t worry.” She grinned at me. “There are other places you can put your hands.”
 
   “And other things?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
 
   She kissed me. “Of course you did, darling. That’s part of the game. I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
 
   I didn’t want to think about her leaving. “And what exactly are you doing tomorrow?”
 
   “Katie is watching the girls until Sunday,” she said. “I’ll make a few campaign appearances, if that’s okay with you.”
 
   I beamed at her. This was more than I expected. “Of course it is.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Scranton, I think. Maybe Reading and Lancaster. I’d have to check my schedule.”
 
   “You don’t have it memorized?”
 
   I started stroking her hair again as she eased back into my chest. “I did, but then I got distracted earlier tonight. My brain is mush.”
 
   Caroline yawned again. “Maybe some rest would help.”
 
   “Maybe. Are you really that tired?”
 
   No response. I could hear her steady breathing and I smiled. I’d definitely worn her out. She was already asleep.
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