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PROLOGUE

New Orleans, March 21, 23.35

He didnt choose her, she chose him. At least thats how it seemed. Though maybe that was part of her skill, the performers art.

He hadnt stared at her, hadnt fixed her with that steady gaze he knew freaked the girls out. He didnt want to make anyone uneasy. So he pretended to be like those out-of-town guys, cool and unbothered. On a business trip, only visiting a strip club so they could say they had tasted the true New Orleans experience  letting their hair down, sampling a little sin. The city didnt mind those guys. Hell, New Orleans had made a living out of them: sleaze tourism, nicely packaged.

So he did his best to act uninterested, even glancing down at his BlackBerry, only occasionally stealing a look at the stage. Not that that was the right word. Too big. The performing area was little more than a jetty pushed out among the low-lit tables, a few square feet with barely enough room for a girl to peel off her bikini top, jiggle the silicone on her chest, bend over and show her g-stringed ass before blowing a few kisses to the men who had slotted a twenty under her garter belt.

The thrill of these places should have faded long ago, but somehow he kept coming back: this spot had been a fixture, every Wednesday night, for years. It wasnt really about the sex. It was the dark he liked, the anonymity. He would get the odd greeting and smile of recognition from behind the bar, but that was it. Men here avoided one anothers gaze: if your eyes met, it was in your mutual interest to look away.

Still, he took no chances. He didnt want any strangers recognizing him, not with everything that had happened. He didnt want to chat. He needed to think.

Be calm, he told himself. Things are on track. He had dropped the bait and they had picked it up. So what if there was no word yet? He should give it time.

The amber pool of bourbon at the bottom of his glass was inviting. He stared into it, raised it to his lips and knocked it back in one sharp swallow. It burned.

He glanced back to the stage. A new girl, one hed not seen before. Her hair was longer, her skin somehow not quite as plucked and smooth as the others. Her breasts looked real.

He was guarding himself against giving her the Stare but it was too late. She was looking directly at him. And not the blank, dosed-up gaze of the girls who called themselves Savannah and Mystery either. She was seeing him, seeing right through to him. Had she recognized him, perhaps from the TV?

He fiddled with the BlackBerry again, the device slick from the moisture in his palm. He fought the urge to look up, only to surrender a few seconds later. When he did, she was still holding him in that steady gaze. Not the fake leer perfected by the girls who know how to kid a bald, drunk guy that hes hot. This was something more genuine; friendly, almost.

Her spot was over and she was gone, ending with the obligatory shake of the rear. Even that seemed aimed in his direction.

To his relief, the machine vibrated in his hand, forcing him to be busy with something else. A new message. He scanned the first line. Another media request. Not what he was waiting for. He scrolled through the rest of the days email, pretending to read.

You know what they say: all work and no play

Makes Jack a dull boy.

He interrupted her even before he had seen her face. She had pulled up a chair at the small, dark-wood table he had made his own. Even though he had never heard her speak, he knew from the first syllable that it was her.

You dont look like a dull boy.

And you dont look like a stripper.

Oh, really? You dont think Ive got the goods for

I wasnt saying that. I was saying

She placed her hand on his, to silence him. The warmth he had seen in her eyes on stage was still there. Her hair hung loose, falling onto her shoulders. She could have been no more than twenty-five  nearly half his age  and yet she exuded a strangewhat was it? Maturity. Or something like that, something you rarely saw in this sort of place. Alongside him, his hands clammy, stabbing at his email, she was a statue of calm. He signalled to the waitress to bring them a drink.

Then, in an accent that was not Southern, perhaps Midwest, maybe California: So what kind of work do you do?

The question brought a warm wave of relief. It meant she didnt recognize him. He felt the muscles in his back relax. Im kind of a consultant. I advise

You know what, she said, her hand still on his, her eyes searching for the door. Its too stuffy in here. Lets walk.

He said nothing as she led him out onto Claiborne Avenue, the traffic still heavy even at this late hour. He wondered if she could feel, just through his hand, that his pulse was racing.

Finally, they turned down a side street. It was unlit. She walked a few yards, turning left into an alley. It ran along the back of a bar, one of the few around here that had survived Katrina. He could hear a party inside, the sound of a toast delivered through a muffled loudspeaker.

She stopped and turned to face him, stretching up on her tiptoes to whisper into his ear. I like it outside.

Long before he had absorbed and understood her words, the blood was surging towards his groin. The sensation of her voice, her breath in his ear, flooded him with desire.

He pressed her hard against the wall, reaching immediately for her skirt. She pushed her mouth against his, kissing him enthusiastically. Her teeth bit into his lower lip.

The skirt was up and he began working at his belt. She pulled away from his mouth, offering him her neck instead. His tongue fell on it instantly, taking in the scent of her for the first time. It was familiar  and intoxicating.

Her hands ignored his unbuckled belt and moved upward, heading for his face. She was touching him, her fingers gentle. They moved down to his neck and suddenly pressed on it hard.

You like it rough, he murmured.

Oh yes, she said, the index- and forefingers of her right hand now firmly on his windpipe.

He wanted to pull down her underwear, but she suddenly seemed to be further away from him, her crotch no longer tight against his. He heard himself rasping.

He tried to prise her fingers off his throat, but there was no budging them. She was remarkably strong.

Look, I cant breathe he gasped. He caught a glimpse of her eyes, two bright beads in the night. No warmth now.

I know, she said, her left hand joining her right in fully circling his throat.

There was no coughing or spluttering, just a slow wilting in her hands, as she choked the life out of him. He fell quietly, any noise drowned out by the drunken chorus of Happy Birthday coming from the bar.

She straightened her skirt, reached down to remove the BlackBerry from the mans jacket pocket, and headed off into the night, her scent still lingering in the Louisiana air.
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The previous day

Washington, DC, Monday March 20, 07.21

Bollocks, bollocks, bollocks. Crap and bollocks.

First shed been thinking it, now she was saying it out loud, the words carried off in the onrush of wind.

Maggie Costello twisted her wrist to get another look at her watch, the fifth time in three minutes. No getting away from it. 7.21am: she was going to be late. But that was OK. It was only a one-to-one meeting with the White House Chief-of-bloody-Staff.

She pedalled furiously, feeling the strain in her calves and the heaving pressure on her lungs. No one had said cycling was going to be this hard. It was the cigarettes she blamed: she was fitter when she smoked.

So much for the fresh start. New job, new regime, she had told herself. Healthy eating; more exercise; quit the fags; no more late nights. If there was a plus to finding herself suddenly single, it was surely that she could now start each morning bright and early. And not just normal-human-being early, which 7.21am certainly counted as in Maggies book. No, she would start her day Washington early, so that a meeting at 7.30am would not feel like bumping into someone in the middle of the night. To the new Maggie, 7.30 would feel like an ordin ary moment in the heart of the working day.

That had been the plan, at any rate. Maybe it was because she had been born and raised in Dublin, only coming to America as an adult, that she didnt fit. Whatever the explanation, Maggie was fast coming to the conclusion that she was innately out-of-sync with all these bright, shiny Washingtonians, with their polished shoes and impeccable self-discipline, because no matter how hard she tried to embrace the DC lifestyle, getting up at the crack of dawn still felt like cruel and unusual punishment.

So here she was, late again, whistling down Connecticut Avenue at a lethal speed, willing Dupont Circle to come into view but knowing that, even when it did, she would still be at least three to five minutes away from the White House and that was before she had chained up the bike, cleared security by putting her bag and BlackBerry onto the conveyor belt that fed the giant scanning machine, dashed into the ladies bathroom, torn off her T-shirt and cycle-clips, swabbed her armpits, used the hand-dryer to restyle her hair, wrestled her still-sweating body into her much-loathed regulation Washington uniform, a barely more feminine version of a mans suit and shirt  and somehow altered her appearance from under-slept scarecrow to member of the National Security Council and trusted Foreign Policy Advisor to the President of the United States.

It was 7.37am by the time she stood, panting and still red-faced, before Patricia, secretary to Magnus Longley. She had been with Longley for more than forty years, they said; rumour was, he had scooped her out of the typing pool on his very first day of work at his fathers law firm. The pair of them had been around forever, he a monument in permanent Washington, she his stone base.

It had been Patricia who had summoned Maggie to this meeting, in a telephone message that had woken her blearily at 6.29am, only for her to fall back into a fatal doze that lasted another twenty-five minutes.

Hes waiting for you, Patricia said, peering above her glasses  attached by a string around her neck  just long enough to convey a sharp look of disapproval, for her lateness, of course; but for other more important reasons, too. That cold, lizards blink of a glance had taken in Maggies appearance from top to toe and found it sadly wanting. Maggie looked down and realized with some horror that her trousers, ironed so carefully last night in preparation for the next day but thrown on in haste this morning, were now unacceptably creased and marked at the ankles by a line of cycle grease. And then there was her autumn-red hair which, in a gesture of personal rebellion, she kept long and tousled in a town where women tended to keep it short and businesslike. Patricias expression conveyed more clearly than any words that no self-respecting young lady would have gone to work dressed like that in her day. And in the White House, too!

Maggie passed her hand through her hair one more time, in a futile bid to impose some order, and stepped inside.

Magnus Longley was a veteran Mr Fix-it who had served either in the House, Senate or the White House since the Carter era. He was the requisite greybeard appointed to balance out  and allay any anxieties over  the Presidents youth and lack of Washington experience. He knows where the bodies are buried, was what everyone said about him. And he knows how to bury any new ones.

His thin, aged head was down when she came in, poring over a neatly-squared pile of papers, a pen in his hand. He scrawled a comment in the margin before looking up, revealing a face whose features remained always neat and impassive. He still had all his hair which, now white, was combed perfectly into a parting.

Mr Longley, Maggie said, extending a hand. Im sorry Im late, I was

So you think the Secretary of Defense is an asshole, is that right, Miss Costello?

Maggie, parched already from the breakneck cycle ride, felt her throat run dry. Her hand, still outstretched and ignored, came down and reached shakily for the back of the chair facing Longleys desk.

Shall I repeat my question? The voice was deep and strong, surprising from a man of his age, the accent creaking with old money and Park Avenue breeding. Longley was a New York aristocrat; his father had been a pal of FDRs. He spoke the way Americans talked in 1940s movies, an accent halfway across the Atlantic to England.

I heard the question. But I dont understand it. I never called the

No time for games, Miss Costello. Not in this office, not in this building. And no time for such infantile behaviour as this the word punctuated with a loud flick of the fingers against a single sheet of paper.

Maggie tried to peer at the upside-down paper, suddenly full of dread. What is that?

It is an email you wrote to one of your colleagues at the State Department.

Slowly a memory began to form. Two nights ago, she had worked late. She had written to Rob, over on the South Asia desk at State. He was one of the few familiar faces around; like her a veteran of pressure groups, aid organizations and eventually UN peace missions in horrible, forgotten corners of the world.

Shall I read the relevant paragraph, so that were clear?

Maggie nodded, the recollection growing ever less hazy.

Longley cleared his throat, theatrically. Intel on AfPak suggests close collaboration with Islamabad, et cetera, et cetera, none of which seems to be getting through to the assholes at the Pentagon

She had a nasty inkling of what was coming

especially the chief asshole, Dr Anthony Asshole himself. He placed the paper back on the desk and looked up at her, his gaze icy.

Now she remembered it all. Maggies heart fell with a sudden swoop into the pit of her stomach.

As you can imagine, the Defense Secretary is not too happy to be described in these terms by an official of the White House.

But how on earth did he

Because Magnus Longley leaned forward and across his desk, enabling Maggie to see the first signs of liver spots on his cheeks. Because, Miss Costello, your friend at State is not quite as brilliant as you evidently think he is. He forwarded your proposal regarding intelligence co-operation with Pakistan to colleagues at the Pentagon. But he forgot to use the most important button on these goddamned machines. He gestured vaguely in the direction of his desktop computer, whose screen, Maggie noticed, was dark and very possibly coated with dust. The delete key.

No. The horrified response came out as a whisper.

Oh yes. The entire thread of messages. He handed her the print-out.

She took one look, noting the list of senior Pentagon officials who had been ccd at the top of the email  including the handpicked, ultra-loyal advisors to the Defense Secretary  and felt the blood drain from her face. She stared down at the paper again, willing it to be untrue. But there it was in black-and-white: asshole. How on earth could Rob have made such an elementary mistake? How could she?

Any case for the defence youd like to make?

Are you certain he knows? she asked feebly.

He gave her the first movement of a sneer.

Maybe his aides didnt pass it on, maybe it hasnt reached him. She could hear the desperation in her own voice.

Longley raised his eyebrows, as if to ask if she really wanted to pursue this line of argument. Hes the one who raised it with me. Personally, this morning. He wants you gone immediately.

It was just one word in one email. For Christs sake

Dont take that tone with me, young lady.

Its just office banter. It was one remark

Do you even read the newspapers, Miss Costello? Or perhaps you are more of a blog reader? He said the word as if he had just caught a whiff of a soiled dishcloth. Twitter maybe?

Maggie decided this was part of Longleys shtick, playing the old fart: he couldnt be as out of touch as he liked to pretend, not when he had stayed on top in Washington for so long. She remembered the Style section interview she had read, in which Longley had claimed the last time he had stepped inside a movie theatre was to see Deborah Kerr and Burt Lancaster in From Here to Eternity. Have I missed much since then? he had asked languidly.

Now he was sitting back in his chair, relaxed. Because you may have picked up that our Defense Secretary is  how can we put this?  not one of the Presidents obvious loyalists.

Of course I know that. Adams ran against him for the nomination.

You are up-to-date. Yes. He may even run against him again.

A primary challenge?

Not inconceivable. The President has assembled what is admiringly referred to as a team of rivals. But as Lincoln understood, it may be a team, but theyre still rivals.

So he

So hes not going to let this go. Dr Adams wants to flex his muscles, show that his reach extends beyond the Pentagon.

Which means he wants me out.

The Chief of Staff stood up. Maggie wasnt sure if the creak she heard was the chair or Longleys knees.

Thats where we are. The final decision is not Dr Adamss, of course. It rests in this building.

What the hell did that mean? This building. Did Longley mean he would decide  or that whether Maggie kept her job or not would be settled by the President himself?

Longley had pulled his shoulders back, so that he could deliver his final remarks. Miss Costello, I fear you forgot Longleys First Rule of Politics. Dont write so much as a note to the milkman in this town that you wouldnt mind seeing on the front page of the Washington Post. Above the fold.

You think Adams would leak it.

Wouldnt you? Revive stories about the Baker-Adams rift, implicitly putting himself on a par with the President? No thank you. The reason hes inside the tent is so that he can piss out, not all over the Oval Office carpet.

Does the President know about this?

You seem to have forgotten that Stephen Baker is the President of the United States of America. He is not a human resources manager. His mouth seemed to recoil from the phrase, as if uttering such an absurd, new-fangled term might stain his lips. I dont want to be unkind, Miss Costello. But there are hundreds of people who work for the President. You are not of a rank at which your employment would be of concern to him. Unless there is a reason you think otherwise, in which case perhaps you would be so good as to disclose that to me.

So that meant the final decision rested with Longley. She was finished. Maggie balled her hands into fists as two instincts warred inside her: fight and flight. She certainly wanted to hit this sanctimonious prick, who appeared to be enjoying the situation far too much; at the same time she wanted to run home and throw herself under the duvet. Doing her best to control herself, she bit her lower lip, hard enough to get the zinc taste of blood.

Longley glanced casually at his watch, a vintage Patek Philippe, elegant, unfussy; unashamedly analog. I have someone waiting for me, Miss Costello. No doubt we will speak again soon. She was dismissed.



Maggie passed Patricia on the way out who, she noticed, did not so much as look up, let alone make eye contact. No doubt a gesture of discretion she had learned in many long years of serving Magnus Longley, who had probably sacked enough people over the years to fill RFK Stadium.

She waited till she was in her own rabbit-hutch of an office, an eighth the square footage of the Chief of Staffs, before she would even breathe out properly.

Once she was sure the door was closed, she used her forearm to sweep everything  two tottering piles of classified documents, magazines, paper bags from the deli, chewed pens and other assorted detritus  off her desk and onto the floor. The gesture made her feel good for about three-fifths of a second. She fell into her chair.

Was this going to be the story of this year, having a magical opportunity in her hands, only to screw it up royally? Forget this year, was this going to be the story of her bloody life? And all for the sake of one supremely stupid moment of unguarded honesty. Not that Adams wasnt an arsehole: he was, First Class. But it was absurdly nave to put it in an email. How old was she? Nearly forty, for Gods sake. When would she learn? For a woman whod made her name as a skilled diplomat, a peace negotiator for Christs sake  with all the sensitivity, discretion and sureness of touch that required  she really was an idiot. Eejit, she could almost hear her sister Liz teasing her in fake bog-Irish.

It wasnt as if she hadnt had a chance. When she had got back from Jerusalem  hailed as the woman who had at last made a breakthrough in the Middle East peace process  she was, everyone told her, able to write her own ticket. She had been swamped with job offers, every think-tank and university had wanted her name on their headed notepaper. She could teach international relations at Harvard or write editorials in Foreign Affairs. There had even been a whisper from ABC News that, with the right training  and a suitable wardrobe  she might have the makings of on-air talent. One executive had sent a handwritten note: I truly believe you are the woman to make international relations sexy.

But it was none of this that had made her return to the States nearly three years ago so thrilling. Instead, and much to her amazement, things had actually worked out with Uri. She had wondered if the relationship would prove to be little more than a glorified holiday romance: they had, after all, come together during the strangest and most intense week in Jerusalem and he, out of his mind with grief after both his parents had died within days of each other, had hardly been thinking straight. She had learned long ago to be suspici ous of relationships hatched on the road, especially those lent glamour and significance by the constant presence of danger and proximity of death. Love among the bombs felt delicious at the time, but it rarely lasted.

And yet when Uri had invited her to share his apartment in New York she hadnt said no. True, she couldnt quite bring herself to sign on the dotted line marked official cohabit ation: she had kept her apartment in Washington, planning to divide her time between the two places. But when it came to it, both she and Uri simply found that they wanted to spend most nights in the same city  and in the same bed.

There had seemed to be no reason for it ever to stop. But somehow, just a few weeks ago, she had found herself sitting on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial, looking out at a gleaming Washington, DC  scrubbed up and ready for the inauguration of a new president  with Uri at her side, his voice cracking, saying that they had run out of road. That he still loved her, but that this was no longer working. She had made her choice, he said. She had voted with her feet, deciding that her work mattered above all else: The bottom line, Maggie, is that you care about Stephen Baker more than you care about me. Or about us.

And, even though the tears were falling down her cheeks, she hadnt been able to argue. What could she say? He was right: she had dedicated the last year not to making a life with him, but to helping Stephen Baker become the most powerful man in the world. That he had won the presidency  against all the odds  felt almost miraculous. She had been so swept up in the euphoria of that triumph that she had forgotten to pay attention to her own life. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, she had thought that once things got back to normal, she would concentrate on making her relationship with Uri work; she would patch things up. But suddenly it was too late: hed made his decision and there had been nothing she could say.

So now here she was, yet again, another relationship officially screwed up and on the verge of losing the very job that had sabotaged it. This was her life all over. Give Maggie Costello a shot at happiness or success and shell fuck up both. She wanted to howl like a banshee, to expel all her frustration and misery: but even in her despair she knew she wouldnt do it. Washington was the buttoned-down town. No outward expressions of emotion wanted here. That was one of the reasons she was beginning to hate it, from the depths of her Irish soul. So instead, she put her head in her hands and muttered to herself, again and again: Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

This bout of self-loathing was interrupted by a vibration somewhere near her thigh. She dug out her cellphone. Where the number should have appeared it just said: Restricted.

A voice she did not recognize spoke without saying hello. Is this Maggie Costello?

Yes.

Please come to the Residence right away. He wants to speak to you.

Confused, Maggie replied, Who wants to speak to me?

The President.
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Washington, DC, Monday March 20, 08.07

There was no time to visit the bathroom: she had been summoned to see him right away. But there was no way in the world she could go to the Residence looking like this. Maggie swung open the door to the ladies, praying she would run into no one that she would have to speak to.

Shit.

Tara MacDonald, Director of Communications, African-American mother of four and undisputed matriarch, first of the Baker campaign and now of the Baker White House  coiffed and confident in her midlife prime, coming out of the stalls and checking her make-up.

Hi there, Maggie, how you doing, sweetheart?

Maggie froze, reluctant to take up her position in front of the vanity mirror. Lamely, she ducked her head and began to wash her hands.

Im OK.

You seem a little, I dont know, agitated.

Maggie turned to MacDonald with a harried attempt at a smile. Ive just been summoned. To the Residence. I thought Id better she nodded towards the mirror, you know, make myself presentable.

The instant change in Taras expression  as if her smile muscles had been suddenly severed  told Maggie shed made a mistake.

The older woman pursed her lips. That right? The Residence. Thats quite an honour.

Im sure its nothing important. Probably wants some input ahead of the UN speech.

Sweetheart, he has a National Security Advisor for that. Tara MacDonald went back to the mirror, but Maggie could see she was not done. Well, aint you the insider. And there I was thinking you were just an NSC staffer.

Maggie ignored the remark, staring at the mirror, aware that she had already been here a minute  which was a minute longer than she should have been. Besides, she had heard this kind of barb before.

The face that stared back at her looked pale and strained: no surprise, really, given the excruciating little scene that had just been played out in the Chief of Staffs office. In the panicked dash to get here this morning shed forgone her usual lick of paint: there had simply been no time to apply concealer to the dark shadows beneath her eyes or the tinted moisturizer that did its best to conceal the tiny crows feet that now perched at the corners of her eyes along with the cigarette-lines around her mouth. Just a touch of mascara and a sweep of nude lipstick was all shed managed, and it showed. Not much evidence at the moment of what the gossip column of the City Paper had recently referred to as the delectable Maggie Costello.

After yet another attempt to restore swift order to her hair, she headed off  walking as fast as she could without triggering a security alert  through the press briefing room and then outside along the colonnade towards the White House Residence, home for little more than two months to Stephen Baker, wife Kimberley, their thirteen-year-old daughter Katie and eight-year-old son, Josh.

The Secret Service agents ushered her through without so much as a question, clearly expecting her. Through one set of doors, then another and suddenly she was in what looked like any other American household at ten past eight in the morning. There were cereal boxes on the table, school bags spilling over with gym kit on the floor, and childish chatter in the air. Except for the minor matter of armed officers posted outside the door and state-of-the-art, encrypted communications equipment in every room, it looked like a regular family home.

Stephen Baker was not at the table scouring The New York Times over his half-moon reading glasses as she was expecting. Instead he was standing in the middle of the kitchen, jacket off, with an apple in his hand. Standing opposite him, three yards away and staring intently, was his son Josh  clutching a baseball bat.

OK, the President whispered. You ready?

The little boy nodded.

Here it comes. Three, two, one. He tossed the apple, slowly and at just the right height for it to make contact with the little boys bat.

Struck firmly, the fruit went flying past the Presidents hand and splattered into the wall behind him.

A voice came from the next room, raised to full volume. Josh! What did I say about ball games inside?

The President made a mock-worried expression for the benefit of his son and then, conspiratorially, put his finger to his lips. In full voice he called out, All under control, my love, as he retrieved the apple from the floor and wiped the pulp from the wall. Then, catching the eye of the Secret Service agent who had witnessed the entire episode, he mouthed, You too. Not a word.

Even here, without the trappings and grandeur of office, he was a striking man. Six foot three, with a full head of brown hair, he was always the first person in the room you noticed. He was lean, his features fine and sharp. But it was his eyes that grabbed you. They were a deep, penetrating green and  even when the rest of him was animated and quick  they seemed to operate at a slower pace, gazing levelly, never darting. During the TV debates, the camera seemed to seek them out, as if it were as mesmerized as the audience. When commentators wrote about Candidate Baker exuding calm and steadiness, Maggie was convinced it was not his answers or policy ideas they had in mind. It was his eyes.

And now they were looking towards her. Hey Josh, look whos here. Your favourite Irish aunt.

Hi Maggie.

Hi Joshie. Hows your new school?

SOK. I play baseball, which is cool.

That is cool. Maggie was beaming. Josh Baker was a contender for Americas cutest boy and having first met him nearly two years ago she felt as if she had almost seen him grow up.

That first encounter had come on a summer Saturday in Iowa, at the State Fair in Des Moines. Stephen Baker had been there with his family  Josh, then aged six, kept nagging to ride on the bumper cars  as the candidate tried to endear himself to the ever-discerning, and crucial, people of Iowa. Baker was then the rank outsider in the Democratic field, the little-known governor of Washington State. His name recognition was zero, he had no national experience and carried no regional advantage: historically, Democrats liked governors from the South who might deliver a chunk of votes that would otherwise be hard to reach. Washington State? In a presidential primary, that counted as a disability.

Still, Rob  Maggies old pal from her Africa days, who had ended up in the State Department and had just dealt the death-blow to her nascent career  had been insistent. Just meet him, he had said. Youll know right away.

Maggie had stonewalled, resisting, refusing to be swayed by the barrage of calls, emails and texts that followed. Maggie Costello? Working for a politician? The idea was ridiculous. She had ideals, for Gods sake, and ideals had no place in the snakepit of modern politics. The young Maggie Costello had had nothing but contempt for politicians. Shed seen what they and other power-seekers had done to godforsaken bits of Africa, the Balkans and the Middle East, first as an aid-worker, latterly as a behind-the-scenes diplomat. It sounded corny, but as far as she was concerned there was only one mission that mattered: trying to make the world a better place, especially for those on the sharp end of war, disease and poverty. The way she saw it, politicians tended, at best, to get in the way of that process; at worst to profit by others disadvantage.

Besides, shed argued to Rob, the election was more than a year away; Bakers candidacy was just a few months old and the Beltway wisdom had already written him off as an also-ran. They suspected he was running as a future vice president, trying to get himself noticed. The only poll she had seen gave him a score of negligible, too small to measure. And anyway, what did she know about US presi dential politics?

It doesnt matter, Rob had insisted. You know foreign policy. Hes governor of Nowheresville: the closest he gets to foreign policy is having lunch at the International House of Pancakes. Just go, just meet him and youll see what I mean. Hes different: hes something special.

So, sighing inwardly, she had gone to the Iowa State Fair and watched Baker mingling with the hog-farmers, eventually crowning a giant pig the winner of the hotly-fought Big Boar Contest. Hes bigger than I am, hes better looking  why isnt he running for president? Baker had said to delighted cheers. She waited before introducing herself. She wanted to see him in action.

It didnt take long to see he was a natural. His manner was easy, his interest in people shone through as genuine, not the synthetic sincerity of the blow-dried, bleached-teeth politicians usually deemed presidential material. Unlike most candidates, he knew there was a difference between listening and staying silent while you wait to speak again. He actually listened. And whatever quality it was that had won over her cynical friend, Rob, it seemed to be working on the usually wary folk of Des Moines  people who had grown sceptical of the procession of suitors who invaded their state every four years smiling brightly with their faces aimed towards the television cameras, making promises they never kept. Baker, on the other hand, had the crowd in his thrall: they watched him eagerly, mirroring his expressions, grinning when he grinned, reflecting back the warmth they felt from him. And unlike other candidates, who seemed to have been parachuted into such events from another planet, he genuinely seemed to be enjoying himself, making real human contact with the people around him, rather than using them as props for a photo opportunity.

Finally she stepped up to say hello.

So youre the woman who brought peace to the Holy Land, he had said, wiping an oily hand on his apron as he paused from flipping chops on the outdoor grill beside the Iowa Pork Producers tent. Its a pleasure to meet you.

Nearly, she had replied. Nearly brought peace.

Well, nearlys a hell of a lot further than anyone ever got before.

They snatched moments of conversation as he shook more hands, posed for camera-phone snaps or exchanged banter with a local reporter. He would break off  to admire a life-sized cow made entirely of butter or to have a bumper car ride with Josh  then pick up exactly where they had left off.

Eventually he asked her to hop in the car that would take them to his next event, an evening speech in Cedar Rapids. Kimberley and the kids would be in the back; she could ride with him up front. When she looked puzzled as to how there would be room, he smiled. I have the most crucial job on the Baker for President campaign: Im the driver.

They talked for the entire two-hour journey, until the three Bakers in the back were fast asleep, the childrens heads resting on their mothers shoulders. He listened as much as he talked. He wanted to know how she had started, asking her more about the work she had done as a volun teer in Africa, straight after graduation, than about the high-level shuttle diplomacy that had made her name in Jerusalem. You dont want to know this, she had said eventually, with an embarrassed wave of the hand.

No, I really do. Heres why. You know who Im going to be in this campaign? Im going to be the hick. The loggers son from Aberdeen, Washington.

But thats one of your great strengths. Youre the American Dream.

Yeah, yeah. The folks like that. But Im running against Doctor Anthony Adams, PhD of New York. Im the boy from the sticks. Ive got to convince Georgetown and The New York Times and the Council on Foreign Relations  all that crowd  that Im not too provincial to be President.

I thought you wanted to be the outsider: Mr Smith goes to Washington and all that.

No, Maggie. I want to win.

Soon he was telling her how, once hed got a scholarship to Harvard, hed met people who spent the vacations in Paris or London or jetted off for weekends in the Caribbean. He, meanwhile, had to go back to Aberdeen and work shifts in the lumber yard or at the frozen fish processing plant: his father had emphysema and there was no other way to pay the bills.

Eventually I got away. My first trip out of the country. And I went to Africa. Just like you.

He looked away from the road long enough for them to smile at each other.

I was in Congo, Zaire as it was then. Jeez, I saw some terrible things. Just terrible. And its still going on, if not there, then somewhere else. Its like theyre taking turns: Rwanda, then Sierra Leone, then Darfur. The burning villages, the rapes, the children orphaned. Or worse. He glanced at her again. I know youve seen some real horror yourself, Maggie.

She nodded.

Well, its a long time ago now. He paused for a long minute until she wondered if she was meant to say something. Then he spoke. I believe I can win this thing, Maggie. And if I do, I want to do something that only an American president can do. I want to dedicate some of the enormous resources of this country to stopping all this killing.

She frowned.

Im not talking about sending our army to invade places. We tried that already. It didnt work out so well. Now it was her turn to smile. We need to think of other ways to do it. Thats why I need you. He let that sentence hang in the air while she stared at him in disbelief.

Something tells me that you never forgot what you saw when you were twenty-one, Maggie. You never forgot it. Its what makes you work so hard, even now, all these years later. Am I right?

Maggie looked out of the car window, picturing the position papers, conferences and endless meetings of which her life now consisted. Each day she felt she got further away from that angry twenty-one-year-old woman she had once been. But he was right. What fuelled her still was the fury she had felt then about all the violence and injustice  all the sorrow  in the world and the determination to do something about it. These days, her ideals seemed to have slipped so far into the distance, it was a struggle to glimpse them. But Stephen Baker had just reminded her that they were still there. She turned back to him and nodded.

And thats how I am, too. I never forgot what I saw out there. And about eighteen months from now, Im going to have a chance to do something about it. Something big. He shifted the car down a gear. Will you be with me, Maggie Costello?

Now, nearly two years later, the President was reaching for a red plastic lunch box with one hand and opening the fridge with the other. So whats it to be, junior? Apple or pear?

Cant I have candy?

No, young man, you cannot. Apple or pear?

Apple.

Stephen Baker wheeled around, an expression of deep seriousness on his face. Thats not so you can use it to play baseball, is it?

The boy smiled. No, Dad.

Josh.

I promise.

The President put the fruit into the box, clipped the top shut then placed it in his boys hand. Then he bent to kiss his son on the top of his head. Maggie noticed that he shut his eyes as he did it, as if in a moment of grateful prayer. Or just to savour the smell of Joshs hair.

OK, young man, scram.

Just then, Kimberley Baker came in, clutching a bag bulging with gym gear. Blonde and pretty as a peach in her college days, she was now usually described as rounded or, by the less kind, plump. Magazines had obsessed about her weight when her husband first announced, the celebrity press zooming in on cellulite patches or a close-up of her rear-end in an ill-advised trouser-suit. She had gone on daytime TV, told how she had gained weight when Katie was born and how she had tried multiple diets  including all the nutty ones!  to take the pounds off, but failed each time. Now, she said, she was comfortable with who she was and had decided to devote her energies to something more worthwhile than her waist size. The women in the audience had stood and cheered their approval, the host had hugged her and, within a day or two, she was declared a role model for female empowerment.

No less important, the political cognoscenti had decided that Kimberley Baker was an enormous asset to her husband. Female voters, in particular, had long been sceptical of Barbie doll, Stepford political wives; they liked what it said about

Stephen Baker that his wife was a real, rather than arti ficially flawless, woman. That she was from Georgia, thereby connecting him with the vote-rich South, was an added bonus.

The Bakers could not say they were used to life in the White House, even if Tara MacDonald had already briefed People magazine that they were loving it. But Kimberley was certainly making an effort, chiefly for the childrens sake. She had been worried about it from the start, anxious about an eight-year-old boy and a thirteen-year-old girl entering the most vulnerable time in their young lives in front of the gaze of the entire world. She remembered her own adolescence as one long stretch of blushing embarrassment: the notion of enduring that with a battery of cameras permanently in your face, scrutinizing your clothes and your hair and relaying those images around the globe, seemed truly unbearable. During the campaign, Stephen Baker always got a laugh when he joked that the only two people who truly wanted him to lose the election were his opponent and his wife.

Now Kimberley was fussing over both Josh and her shy, gauche, pretty teenage daughter, bundling them out of the door and into the hands of a casually-dressed, twenty-something woman who looked like an au pair. In fact, she was Zoe Galfano, one of a Secret Service detail whose sole duty was the protection of the Baker children.

Maggie, something to drink? Coffee, hot tea, juice?

No thanks, Mr President. Im fine. The phrase still snagged in her throat on its way out, but there was no getting around it. Everyone addressed him the same way, including his closest advisors and oldest friends, at least inside the White House. He had realized early on in the job that if he asked some people to call him by his first name, then those to whom he had not made the same offer would

feel offended. Hed end up telling everyone, Call me Stephen, and that was too casual. Better to keep it formal  and consistent.

He checked his watch. I want to talk about Africa. I saw your paper. The killings starting up again in Sudan; theres hundreds of thousands at risk in Darfur. I want you to work up an option.

Maggies mind started revving hard. Magnus Longley was all but certain to take her job away, and yet here was the President offering the opportunity she had always dreamed of. The timing was perverse  and painful. But she felt a rush of the same optimism that had always got her into trouble  and also got things done. She took a deep breath. Perhaps, somehow, the whole Asshole Adams debacle would melt away.

An option, for action? she asked.

Baker was about to reply when a head popped around the doorframe. Stu Goldstein, Chief Counselor to the President: the man who had masterminded the election campaign, the man who occupied the most coveted real estate in the White House, the room next door to the Oval Office. The veteran of New York City political combat who stored a million and one facts about the politics of the United States in a phenomenal brain atop a wheezing, morbidly obese body.

Mr President. We need to go across to the Roosevelt Room. Youre signing VAW in two minutes. A small turn of the head. Hi Maggie.

Baker took his jacket off the back of a kitchen chair and swung his arms into it. Walk with me.

The instant he began moving she could see the Secret Service agents alter their posture, one whispering into his lapel, Firefly is on the move. Firefly, the codename allocated to Baker by the Secret Service. The bloggers had been kept busy for a week, deconstructing the hidden meaning of that one.

What kind of options are you after, Mr President?

I want something that will get the job done. Theres an area the size of France thats become a killing field. No one can police that on the ground. As they walked, a pair of agents hovered close by, three paces behind.

So youre talking about the air?

He looked Maggie in the eye, fixing her in that cool, deep green. Now she understood.

Are you suggesting we equip the African Union with US helicopters, Mr President? Enough of them to monitor the entire Darfur region from the sky?

Its like you always said, Maggie. The bad guys get away with it because they think no ones looking. And no one is looking.

She spoke slowly, thinking it through. But if the AU had state-of-the-art Apaches, with full surveillance technology  night vision, infra-red, high-definition cameras  then we could see exactly whos doing what and when. Thered be no place to hide. We could see who was torching villages and killing civilians.

Not we, Maggie. The African Union.

And if people know theyre being watched

They behave.

Maggie could feel her heart racing. This was what anyone who had seen the massacres in Darfur had been praying for for years: the eye in the sky that might stop the killing. But the African Union had always lacked the wherewithal to make it happen: they didnt have the helicopters to monitor the ground below, and so the killers had been free to slaughter with impunity. Now here was the American President vowing to give them the tools the dead and dying had been crying out for. The spark of excitement was turning into a flame  until she remembered that she was about to lose her job.

We only have very narrow majorities in the House and Senate, sir. Do you think

He smiled, the wide, bright smile of a confident man. Thats my job, Maggie. You give me some options.

By now they had arrived in the West Wing, standing in the corridor just outside the Roosevelt Room. An aide tried and failed to hand him a text, another stepped forward and reminded him who was in the front row and needed to be acknowledged. A third leaned forward and applied four precise dabs of face powder for the sake of the TV cameras. Someone asked if he was ready and he nodded.

The double doors were opened and an unseen tenor voice bellowed out the words that were simultaneously thrilling and wholly familiar.

Ladies and gentlemen, the President of the United States!
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