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PART THREE

The Lady or the Tiger

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Previously on The Catalonian Candidate

Desiree Perez laughed. “I have something to give you.”
She reached down and retrieved her shoulder bag from the ground. 

Butterfield moved toward Desiree but Kaplan got between them. “I was going to 
give it to you at the parade, but–”

Desiree took out a beautiful specimen of a large Pink Lady apple. She held it 
before him as an offering, cradled in her two palms. “From my orchard,” she 
said, looking him boldly in the eyes. 

Morton took it from her hands and bit into it hungrily.
---
The limo started toward the exit ramp. Edouard leaned out the passenger 

window. “Hey, Desiree. You don’t chip in for the limo, you find your own way 
home!” He gave her the finger and the car screeched up the ramp.

Senator Morton looked at the fleeing accomplices and then back at Desiree. 
She just shrugged.

“Ah, that is Edouard.”
“And who is Edouard to you exactly?” Morton asked.
“Edouard is Edouard. I could say who Edouard is to me, but I do not wish to 

swear.”
“So how far do you have to go? Can we give you a lift?”
She looked down at first, as if embarrassed, and then off into the distance. 

Then she turned away from him but not completely enough for him not to notice 
her reaching into her robe’s pocket to surreptitiously count her money. She 
turned back to face him. Their eyes met briefly as she said, “You may take me 
home if you wish.” Then, just as quickly, she averted her eyes and blushed.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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Two Doors

He could open either door he pleased; he was subject to no guidance or 
influence but that of...impartial and incorruptible chance. If he opened the one, 
there came out of it a hungry tiger, the fiercest and most cruel that could be 
procured, which immediately sprang upon him and tore him to pieces as a 
punishment for his guilt...

But, if the accused person opened the other door, there came forth from it a 
lady, the most suitable to his years and station that his majesty could select 
among his fair subjects. 

Frank Stockton, The Lady or the Tiger

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I Am Confident in Love

“You have my attention,” Senator Morton said.
“My dance proceeds from laying bare my body to foreplay,” said Desiree 

Perez. “I offer my body up to your caress. I respond to your caress. If I truly feel 
your touch, you can feel my body as well. As we begin to make love, the tempo 
increases, the movement hastens, and our temperatures rise. While at first we 
were in control of ourselves, you and me, now we give way to abandon. To 
really dance flamenco, I have to give myself over to our passion. I have to really 
feel your body merge with mine. I must forget all of my discipline, all of my 
training. If we do not lose our breath, if we do not break a sweat, what way is 
that to make love? I can practice the movements of flamenco without you. I 
cannot perform flamenco without you. As we give ourselves to each other, we 
must give up our control. We are no longer two separate people. We are a 
couple. And no one is in control. Do you see?”

He nodded.
“This is what separates the great dancers from the ones who are merely 

proficient,” she said. “This is why I will never be a great flamenco dancer.”
“I’m no expert on flamenco, but you show no lack of confidence.”
“I am completely confident, but I am not confident in myself. I am confident 

in love.”
He smiled. 
She smiled back. “See, I can tell you do not believe me. It is okay. Perhaps it 

is wiser to be like you, to not believe in love.”
“I didn’t say that,” he said. “My professor said that.”
“It is hard for me to look anyone in the audience in the eye.”
“There I can help you,” he said. “If you’re nervous. You just look past the 

back row.” 
She shook her head. “It is not nerves, Guy. I got over nerves long ago.” 
He liked it that she called him Guy. 
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“You do not think of love when you speak. You think of doing what is right 
for the people. This is an emotion you can share with many, no? It is a public 
emotion.”

He nodded.
“When you make eye contact with people, some of these people are women, 

no?” 
“Yes,” he said.
“And some of these women are attractive to you, no?”
He didn’t answer this time. 
“And some of these women who are attractive to you, they look upon you 

with love, do they not?”
Again he didn’t answer.
“The look in the eyes of some of these women who are attractive to you, the 

look sometimes says,” she leaned in to whisper in his ear, “yes,” then 
immediately pulled back, “does it not?”

“You can’t pay attention to such things,” he said.
“You cannot ignore such things,” said Desiree. “You are not being honest 

with me. You cannot fool me. I know there are women out there who find you as 
attractive as I do.” 

She seemed to shock herself with her own words. She put her hand over her 
mouth, pulled back in her seat, and looked straight ahead. “I cannot believe I 
said that. I am sorry.”

He could have changed the subject, returned to innocuous small talk.
After a moment, he said, “Don’t be. You’re right. Of course, I notice them. I 

wouldn’t be human if I didn’t notice them. I simply do what other married men 
do in that situation.”

“Do you have many lovers?” 
“No,” he said. “I remember my marriage vows.”
“But you have already broken your marriage vows.”
This topic was sometimes touchy with Morton. There were strict Catholics 

who viewed his divorce in a negative light.
“Am I wrong?” she asked. “Did you not tell me before that you placed public 

office above devotion to your wife? Did you not tell me that you chose your 
wives for reasons other than love?”

“That doesn’t mean I’ve been unfaithful, at least not to Selina.”
“You said that you remembered your marriage vows. Did you write your own 

marriage vows to exclude the word love?”
He didn’t answer.
“I believe you when you say that you resist these women who look at you 

with love in their eyes,” she said, “but it must be hard.”
“I didn’t say it wasn’t hard.”
“Then you understand me,” she said. “You have seen me dance. This is how I 

sing.”
With a pure but not perfect mezzo soprano voice, she sang the “Habanera” 

from Carmen, just enough to give him the idea. “I first sang the ‘Habanera’ at 
fifteen. Even then I could see the men in the room looked like they’d just bitten 
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into an habanero.”
She looked toward the front seat, smiled, and gave a little wave. Morton 

looked up to see Agent Butterfield looking back at her through the bulletproof 
glass. The singing must have been loud enough to arouse his attention. 
Butterfield noticed Morton. He returned his attention to the road. 

“That is why Mama disapproves of karaoke contests,” she said.
“I would be the last person to contradict your mother.”
“Mateo and Edouard, they pressured me to enter. One night I won two 

hundred dollars for singing a few songs. It takes them many hours to earn as 
much picking fruit, so they think I am a fool for not entering as many contests as 
I can.” 

“I can see their point, too.”
She smiled. “If you do not become president, you have a future in 

diplomacy.”
He laughed.
“Do you know why I chose the ‘Habanera’ to sing to you? You think it is 

because it is Spanish, no? Because it is set in Seville?”
“The thought crossed my mind,” he said.
“I sang it because it is French, monsieur,” she said. “Spanish is my native 

tongue. We spoke Spanish and English at home, but French to me is like a 
distant cousin. I used to think in Spanish. Now I think in English. I have never in 
my life thought in French. I know what the words mean. I hope I can sing them 
with the right feeling, but as I sing them, I do not think them. I surrender my 
heart but not my mind. I hold a little bit back.”

“I think all great performers must learn to do that.”
She shook her head. “I think you are wrong.”
“Oh?”
“The truly great artists? They really do it. They fall in love every time. They 

feel it just as deeply every time. They go through all the ecstasy, all the 
vulnerability, all the pain each and every time.

“When I dance, when I sing, I must feel love. So when I look on the eyes of a 
man whose gaze returns that love, it is not so easy to resist. Guy, I have no 
desire to resist. My desire is to yield.”

“I can see where that could cause problems.”
“Mama told me when she knew she loved Papa. She said that the moment 

their eyes met they both knew. That is why Mama does not want me to perform. 
She is afraid that if too many men look at me the way that Papa looked at her, I 
will not be able to recognize when the man who truly loves me comes along. 
All the time with her it was ‘this actor got married. This actor got divorced. This 
singer got married. This singer got divorced.’ It happens all the time with 
celebrities. She says that it is because they can no longer recognize love.” 

Though he had not thought about the volatility of celebrity relationships, he 
believed that her mama might have been on to something. 

The Chevy Suburban pulled to a stop at the far side of a dimly lit trailer park. 
There were no street lamps because there was no street, just a paved strip that 
allowed residents to access parking beside their units.   
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“Is this where you live?” he asked. 
She sighed and nodded her head as though Cinderella’s coach had just 

turned into a pumpkin.
“Here’s your robe.”
He handed it to her. She was in his lap. She took his face between her hands 

and pressed her mouth to his. It was not a short, innocent kiss. It was not a 
departing kiss. It was a starting kiss. She pressed her breasts to him. He could 
actually feel her nipples swell as they strained against their latex casing. How 
like skin that second skin was. And the way she wriggled until she situated 
herself sent shockwaves through him. He tasted her tongue. His hands cupped 
her breasts. How she breathed. How she moaned. She kissed more hungrily, 
greedily. It flickered through his mind that this could be a setup, that a 
photographer might emerge from the trailer, but he had no will to stop.

As quickly as she had started, she stopped. She looked deeply, searchingly 
into his eyes.

“Come with me,” she said.
She got out of the vehicle, slipped the robe back on, and receded from the 

headlights’ beam into the darkness, swaying above her stiletto heels. Butterfield 
looked back at Morton from the front seat and shook his head. Morton didn’t 
care. He got out and headed for the trailer. How long would this take? Twenty 
minutes tops?

Butterfield jumped out of the front seat to stop him. 
“I can’t let you do this, sir.”
“You can’t stop me.”
“It’s against Secret Service protocol.”
“Good thing you’re private and don’t have to follow it.” 
“I don’t care about the girl. If you like, we can secure the trailer, but it will 

take a few minutes.”
“Are you out of your mind?”
“No, sir.”
Morton tried to step around him, but Butterfield grabbed his arms to hold 

him in place.
“You’re fired,” Morton said.
“I’ll need that in writing, sir.”
Morton knew that he couldn’t overpower Butterfield. He knew that nothing 

he could say would budge him. He hastily took out his smartphone and typed 
the agent an email. 

“There, you have it in writing. Now go back, kill the engine, and turn off 
those lights. I don’t want to wake her mother.”

Butterfield said nothing. He returned to the vehicle. It was a breach of 
protocol to turn off the engine, but off it went. And off went the headlights. 

It took time for Morton’s eyes to adjust to the near pitch darkness. He felt his 
way along the side of the trailer until he found the door. He knocked softly. 
There was no answer. He knocked more insistently. The door opened about 
twelve inches. It was a sturdy door secured by a heavy chain, ironic, because 
you could have pried yourself into the trailer anywhere else with a decent can 
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opener. His eyes could barely make out Desiree’s face. 
“What do you want?” she asked.
“May I come in?” 
“Mama is asleep.”
“We’ll be quiet.”
“You think you can make love to me quietly?”
How did she come up with these questions that no politician could possibly 

answer? If one of the networks hired her for a Sunday morning show, all male 
candidates would be goners.

“Then may I see you again sometime?”
She put her face to the door opening, and he kissed her. He reached inside to 

touch her. She unzipped the latex costume, took his hand, and guided it inside 
to touch her naked breast. She was hot to the touch. She reached for his belt and 
pulled him against the opening. She loosened his belt, opened his pants, and 
took him in her hands. He lifted his hand to slip the latex suit from her shoulder. 
She twisted her shoulders to make it easier for him to strip her. Once he had her 
naked to the waist, she peeled the suit down to the tops of her boots. She 
grabbed his tie and pulled his face close. 

“I want you inside me,” she whispered. 
As he reached down to touch her, she withdrew. She precariously shimmied 

across the trailer to a shelving unit, balancing above her heels, shackled at her 
calves. She paused a moment to scribble a note. By now, his eyes had adjusted 
enough that he could make out her original skin: the one the latex had promised 
but denied. She returned and placed something in his hand. “Now go away.”

“Open the door.”
“Too loud,”
“Open the door,” he pleaded softly.
“I cannot,” she said. 
“If you’re worried about Mama, come back to the car.”
“That is not why.”
“Then why?”
“Come closer.”
He leaned closer, and she whispered. “When I invited you, you hesitated. 

You do not love me yet.”
The door closed. He stood there for about a minute to weigh his options. It 

took that long for him to realize that he couldn’t think at all. He didn’t recognize 
the game she played. If he didn’t know the game, he didn’t know the rules. If he 
didn’t know the rules, there was no way he could win. He tucked himself in, 
fastened his pants, and returned to the Chevy Suburban. 

Butterfield blocked his entrance. “I heard that you might be in the market for 
a security detail.”

Morton sighed. He wasn’t in the mood for this now. “Just delete the email.”
Butterfield handed his phone to Morton. “I’ll need you to do that, sir.”
Morton did and handed it back. Butterfield opened the back door, and the 

senator climbed in. Butterfield got in, the engine started, and the headlights 
lighted their retreat. 
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Morton looked at the object Desiree had handed him. It was a pair of 
castanets. On seeing them, he instantly recalled the climax of her flamenco 
dance, now with full knowledge of what she had felt in that moment. He 
remembered when her eyes had opened and locked on his. What had she seen? 
What had he felt?

A ribbon secured the castanets so that they wouldn’t rattle. He could see the 
edge of a slip of paper secured between the two clappers. It bore a message in a 
flowery, girlish script. 

“Carry this close to your heart, and call me when you love me.”
Beneath the sentiment: a phone number.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Far More Dangerous

Senator Guy Morton paused for a moment at the end of his story. “Does Ms. 
Perez sound like a hacker to you?” He looked first to Walter Forbes then to Jane 
Greer. 

Morton had timed his story well. The Chevy Suburban pulled into the 
driveway of his Capitol Hill residence, and the iron gate retracted to let them 
enter. The irony wasn’t lost on Forbes that the senator had chosen a Seattle 
neighborhood with the same name as his place of business in the other 
Washington. They stopped in front of a coach house converted into a three-car 
garage with living space above. Beside it, an impressive 1920s Mediterranean-
style home with a wide covered front porch and tile roof. Forbes estimated the 
meticulously landscaped lot to be between eight- and ten-thousand square feet. 
It was protected, he assumed on all sides, by an eight-foot wrought iron fence. 
He noticed a couple of security cameras that an untrained eye would have 
missed. He made a mental note to assess how easily the cameras could be re-
purposed to spy on the senator instead of intruders.

Returning his thoughts to the matter at hand, Forbes asked, “So she gave you 
her phone number on a slip of paper instead of asking for your phone?”

“Correct,” Morton said. He looked at his watch. “How much time do you 
have before your flight?”

Greer looked at her watch. “About fifty minutes.”
“It only takes twenty to get to the airport. Let’s finish our meeting on the 

patio,” he said. 

A tall, perfectly manicured hedge transformed the back of the house into a 
private oasis. It was a quiet residential neighborhood, but a tasteful water feature 
helped dampen even the occasional sounds from surrounding homes. As Morton 
showed them around the stone path that snaked between the various plants, he 
explained that his wife Selina had designed the garden so that the seasonals 
would bloom from east to west as the year progressed: a natural calendar. 

Morton ducked into the house quickly and brought out three bottles of 
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locally brewed craft beer. Forbes approved the senator’s selection. They sat 
around a patio table to continue. 

“It’s too nice a day to sit inside,” he said. “We lucked out. The weather 
forecast has the rain starting tomorrow.”

“I can see why you try to get back here on the weekends,” said Forbes.
“Cheers,” said Morton. They all sipped their beers. “So, if I were you, I would 

be wondering if my candidate was sleeping around and if that could lead to a 
career-ending scandal. I would also be wondering who this Desiree Perez was 
working for and what she hoped to achieve by hacking my phone.”

“Those seem like reasonable questions,” said Forbes.
“I doubt that it’s any secret that sex has always been a part of politics. 

Lobbyists influence officeholders any way they can. Campaign contributions are 
standard, but there’s more to life than campaigning. Personal loans and gifts 
come under scrutiny. If an officeholder is so inclined, sex can be a very effective 
currency. The money can’t be traced to the officeholder because it goes to the 
service provider. Once the transaction is complete, there’s no tangible evidence 
of the gift. Discretion serves the giver, the provider, and the recipient. That poor 
guy in New York got caught because he thought he could buy his own sex and 
cut out the middleman. That’s a no-no.”

“Then why did you pay for that kidnapping?” asked Forbes.  
Morton smiled. “Guilty as charged. Lesson learned. The point I’m making is 

that scandal generally occurs when an officeholder is after something other than 
sex. It usually happens when his emotional needs aren’t being met at home. 
That’s why they say, ‘if you want a friend in Washington, D.C., you better get a 
dog.’”

“And your emotional needs are being met at home?” Greer asked.
Morton took out his smartphone and called up his photos to show them. 

“That’s my wife, Selina. And that’s my bitch, Francesca.”
Selina was a striking blonde, a classic beauty. She and Morton knelt on either 

side of Francesca, a sweet-faced border collie puppy.
“Aw,” said Greer.
Forbes made a mental note that Morton looked much younger in the picture, 

which meant that Selina and Francesca looked much older now.
“Selina understands me. She understands the pressures of the office, of 

campaigning. She understands when I need space. I didn’t offer to drive Ms. 
Perez home out of any unmet emotional need. So, if I wasn’t in the market for 
sex or emotional support, you’re wondering why I didn’t stop Ms. Perez when 
things got– intimate.”

“Another reasonable question,” said Forbes.
“I wish I had an answer,” Morton said. “She didn’t press me for inside 

information. She wasn’t out to blackmail me. She wasn’t out to scuttle my 
campaign. She wasn’t lobbying for some piece of legislation. You’re welcome to 
try and find her to talk with her if you think she could be trouble. I don’t know 
her current whereabouts, but I’ll give you the phone number and trailer park if 
you care to look.”

He paused for emphasis. “I was very careful to spell everything out for a 
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reason. It’s important for you to understand what happened and why it can’t 
happen again. Do you have any idea how rare it is for a U.S. senator to spend 
time with someone who doesn’t want a thing from you?” 

Valentina Pontano Sternwood emerged from the house, stunning in a black 
haute couture evening dress. 

“Do you think this will do for tonight?” she asked. She did a three-sixty for 
the senator’s inspection. 

“I believe it will,” he said. 
“Walter, Jane?”
“It’s beautiful,” said Greer.
“What she said,” said Forbes.
“Thank you. We’re dining with a couple of software moguls from Tel Aviv 

tonight. I’m taking a late flight back.”
“Sounds like fun,” said Forbes.
“Not that fun, but at least the food will be good,” said Morton. “Val picked 

the restaurant.”
“Oh,” Mrs. Sternwood said to Forbes. “Not to rush you, but your limo’s out 

front.”

On the way to the airport, Walter Forbes and Jane Greer had little to say to 
each other. Forbes took in the passing scenery, but his mind was on his client. 
Mrs. Sternwood’s arrival at campaign headquarters made sense if she was 
already in town for the business dinner. And it probably made sense for her to 
change clothes at Morton’s house instead of booking a hotel room if she wasn’t 
spending the night in Seattle. Though Forbes had been surprised to see her, he 
hadn’t sniffed a whiff of sexual tension between the two. It had been a while 
since he’d worked a divorce case, but he hadn’t forgotten the scent.

Returning his thoughts to Desiree Perez and the Trojan horse file, he turned 
to Greer, whose face betrayed that she was lost in thought as well.  

“So what do you think of our Desiree Perez?” he asked.
It took a second or two for her to rejoin Forbes in the present moment. “She’s 

far more dangerous than he thinks,” said Greer.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

We Could Do Worse

Jane Greer hadn’t gone into greater detail about what she found dangerous 
during the limo ride to the airport. She and Forbes did not sit together on the 
flight back to Portland. She wouldn’t have felt comfortable discussing the 
senator’s personal business if they had. The passengers on this trip were younger, 
closer in age to Greer than to Forbes: sons and daughters of the well-to-do flying 
down to Portland for a concert on their overpriced party bus. But they weren’t 
immune to picking up on a scandal if one were on offer. 

She took out her tablet and typed some notes into her case file. 
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“Why did GM scan the extreme kidnapping site?”

If the Pink Lady Festival had been one of the first stops George Kaplan had 
arranged as Morton’s campaign manager, they hadn’t yet watched that hostage 
video together. Morton had scanned the website because, whether he knew it or 
not, he wanted to see Desiree Perez again. George Kaplan’s birthday may have 
served as the opportunity, but it wasn’t the reason.

“How rare is someone who doesn’t want a thing from you?” 

This was what troubled Greer most about Desiree Perez. Greer believed that 
Morton was fairly well balanced, at least as balanced as someone who held 
statewide office and faced elections every six years could ever be. She believed 
that he got a fair amount of emotional support from his wife Selina. Though 
Greer didn’t know much about the sex drive of old men, it seemed that Morton 
knew how to manage what drive he had discreetly.

Was Francesca, Morton’s border collie somehow falling short when it came 
to supplying unconditional love?

“Doesn’t know her current whereabouts.”

This hadn’t bothered Greer when the senator mentioned it on his patio, but 
he wouldn’t have said that he didn’t know her current whereabouts if he hadn’t 
tried to call her. If he hadn’t tried to return to the trailer park, why would he 
assume that she wasn’t still there?

And just because he didn’t know her whereabouts didn’t mean that she 
couldn’t find him.

If she truly wanted nothing, he had nothing to fear. Greer just didn’t believe 
that such people existed.

“What does DP want?”

Greer thought about Morton’s first meeting with Desiree. She had wanted to 
give him an apple from her orchard. She gave up her chance at Miss Pink Lady 
in order to do it. Was that all she had wanted? Had she wanted to steer Morton 
to the infected extreme kidnapping website or had that been his idea?

On their second meeting, what had she wanted? She had accepted a ride 
home, but she hadn’t solicited it. Had she socially engineered it? Had she 
conspired with Edouard and Mateo to leave her there, knowing she’d be able to 
coerce a ride from the senator? If so, what did she want from her time with him?

In that moment that they’d shared by the door of her trailer, had things gone a 
little further than the senator admitted? Did she want some Guy Morton DNA?

“We’re sorry, you have reached a number that is no longer in service. If you 
feel you have reached this recording in error, please check the number, and try 
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your call again.”
Jane Greer was disappointed to hear this familiar recorded voice come over 

the speakerphone in Walter Forbes’s inner office. It had been her suggestion to 
ask their driver to take them there directly from the airport instead of dropping 
them off at their respective homes. She wanted to arrange a meeting with 
Desiree Perez ASAP. She could tell that Forbes didn’t feel the same sense of 
urgency, but he agreed.

Between Valentina Pontano Sternwood’s entrance at Senator Guy Morton’s 
house and Forbes and Greer’s departure, Morton had supplied them with 
Desiree Perez's information. He'd jotted down her phone number and the lot 
number at the Genie’s Lamp Trailer Park in Washougal where he’d dropped her 
off on the night of the kidnapping. 

Forbes said, “If she was working for someone, she could have been trying to 
lure Morton into a compromising conversation. When he didn’t take the bait, 
she got rid of the phone so he couldn’t track her.”

“If she wasn't working for someone, when he didn’t call, she gave up and 
stopped putting minutes on the phone.”

Forbes nodded. “Since Ms. Perez is almost assuredly in this country illegally, 
and since she’s a person of interest in a cyber-attack directed at a high-ranking 
officeholder, I think we’re obligated to go through the proper channels to submit 
a request for her metadata to the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court.”

Greer smiled. She liked the way Forbes thought. Nobody had any reason to 
suspect that Desiree Perez was a terrorist, but if you happened to have a brother 
who worked for the NSA, the NSA could request information that you couldn't 
easily get your hands on, and that information could tell you who your subject 
had been calling, why not? 

Forbes looked at his watch. “I can try the trailer park, but I don’t like my odds 
calling after six on a Saturday.”

Greer thought for a moment. “Should we drive out there tonight?”
Forbes sighed. “Sometimes I worry about your social life.” 
She smiled. “Sometimes I worry about your work ethic.”
In the short time they had been in the office, the sun had begun to make its 

descent. Forbes hadn’t bothered to turn on the lights. Greer noticed that in the 
fading red glow, Forbes’s expression was growing dark as well.

“What is it?” she asked.
He hesitated. “I really appreciate your enthusiasm for this assignment.”
She knew that he valued her work, but he seldom expressed it in words. It 

just wasn’t his style. “But…” she said.
“I think I may be the wrong man for the job.”
“Are you kidding me? With the way they were mishandling security?”
Forbes winced and shifted in his seat. She knew all about the back injury that 

had ended his football career. She knew that he lived with pain and that 
sometimes the pain was acute. She also knew that while the pain might have 
caused him to shift in his seat, he winced for another reason. 

“When I told Anna that I was going to meet with Senator Morton about this 
assignment, she wanted to make sure that I wasn’t blinded by the money. And 
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I’m not saying that you shouldn’t take the money. I could recommend that they 
keep you on to handle web and social media security.”

“I don’t just work for you because of the money.”
“Really? You mean I’ve been paying you all this time for nothing?” 
“No, but the reason I let you pay me far less than I deserve is that I learn 

things working with you that PSU doesn't teach. I’m not sure that I understand 
what’s bothering you?”

“I’m not a very political guy,” said Forbes.
“You said we should leave politics out of this.”
He nodded. “I know that I said that, but I don’t know if I can do it. Something 

about this whole thing just bothers me.”
“You’re concerned that Morton was going to cheat on his wife?”
“I wasn’t thrilled about that, but it didn’t come as a surprise. What bothers 

me is the money. There's too much of it.”
“Mrs. Sternwood recognized your value to the campaign.”
Forbes shook his head. “I know, but I have to ask myself whether I would 

take this assignment if the money weren’t as good. Because if I wouldn’t, I’ve let 
the money influence me. And it’s clear that the only reason George Kaplan 
would be willing to work with me is because of how the Pontano money 
influenced him. And if it influenced him, I don’t know how it’s influenced 
Senator Morton.”

“It takes money to get elected.”
“Yes, but the money can make you do some pretty strange things.”
“Which strange things are you worried about?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Maybe hiring someone to craft a message to mislead voters 

who aren’t familiar with your record. Maybe funding a massive multimedia 
disinformation campaign.”

"What makes you think he's doing that?"
"Morton admitted that he’s a Democrat in Name Only. With Kaplan's talent 

to tell the voters what they want to hear, and the Pontano’s money, he intends to 
run a stealth campaign. I think the voters have the right to know that."

“Wow, you really don’t follow politics, do you? His primary opponents will 
take care of that. Elections aren’t about what candidates say, nobody believes 
politicians. Campaigns are endurance contests. They show how people act 
under pressure.”

“By spending a thousand bucks on some kinky kidnapping and trying to have 
sex with some eighteen-year-old girl!”

“By showing that someone on your team is politically savvy enough to 
protect your privacy so you can focus your attention on things that really matter. 
I know you think you’re the wrong man, but you know who I think is the wrong 
man? The candidate who beats his opponent by digging dirt because he's afraid 
to compete on his record. That’s what we’re really up against here. Senator 
Morton wouldn't be my first choice for president, but when you look at who else 
is going to be running, we could do worse.”

“That’s what Mrs. Sternwood said about him,” he said. “Should we go ahead 
and order the lawn signs?”
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“I know that you’re getting to be an old man, but on the off chance that I live 
past age forty-eight, I haven’t even passed middle age. I can’t throw in the towel 
on this country yet.”

“So you’re saying it’s my duty to Uncle Sam to take this assignment?”
“Not for Uncle Sam. He's kind of creepy. And we’ve never talked about how 

you feel about your mother.”
“She’s a sweet lady.”
“You should give her a call. I know how you and Anna feel about heading 

out to that cute little shop outside of Hood River each August. I’ve heard you go 
on and on about their Gravenstein apple pie.”

Forbes laughed. “Maybe you should run for office.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

A Lady or a Tigress?

Jane Greer returned to her Spartan studio apartment on SW Hall Street. It didn’t 
take long at all for her to locate Desiree Perez, and what she found was deeply 
unsettling.

The fourth time she watched the Miss Pink Lady flamenco performance that 
JAPPLSEDE had posted on YouTube, it struck her. Greer didn’t spend any more 
time thinking of herself as lesbian or bisexual than heterosexuals did 
contemplating their sexuality: only when “turned on” by some signal from a 
member of that preferred sex.

Her interest in Desiree Perez had been strictly professional. Greer had 
performed the searches to see what she could turn up on the Miss Pink Lady 
contest. Her carnal response to the señorita’s performance was an unexpected 
bonus. It helped her understand how Senator Morton had felt.

What did the video tell her about the woman?
Santore had gauged his dominatrix captor as somewhere between eighteen 

and twenty-two years old. Greer’s work as a physical trainer had taught her a 
thing or two about the body, athleticism, and the effort that dancers went 
through in perfecting their craft. As much as people liked to believe in native 
talent, dancers, like athletes, were made, not born. From the quality of the 
video, Greer couldn’t tell whether Perez looked younger than her years, but she 
could tell that it had taken her years to perfect her dance. Young female pop 
stars often performed highly sexualized dance moves, but they lacked the 
experience to make them convincing. Perez was completely comfortable both 
with her body and with her sexuality. She understood the effect that she had on 
men and had said as much. What she hadn’t mentioned was the years that she 
had spent performing before live audiences to cultivate that effect. 

 
On Sunday morning, the rains began. The change in the weather that Senator 

Morton had eluded to had come. Portland, like Seattle, was a city known for 
rain. The reprieve that it gave its citizens and visitors from mid-June to mid-
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September officially broke with a rain like this one. Cloud bursts would let loose 
streams of water with such force that even if you carried an umbrella it would 
bounce off pavement to soak your legs to the knee. 

Greer liked to run in the morning rain. She enjoyed having the city to herself. 
The only people out this early would be dog people and fellow runners. She 
favored the South Park blocks. It was a short jog from her apartment to the 
Lincoln Recital Hall where she started North along SW Park Avenue. She usually 
put her thinking mind on hold when she ran. She was able to process sensory 
information in a different way when she approached the flow state. The 
endorphins didn’t hurt either. They were her sole addiction. 

A poster for Oregon Ballet Theatre cued Greer to consider Morton’s 
comparison of the ballet to flamenco, and there was Desiree again. Greer 
wondered how the video should frame her thinking. Morton had taken her as 
guileless. She was likely several years older than Santore had thought. This didn’t 
mean that she had been part of the Trojan horse hack, but what if she had? If her 
story was a pack of lies, who were these hackers, and what were they after?

When it came to a U.S. senator considering a presidential run, the 
possibilities were plentiful. How had Desiree Perez directed the conversation? 
What information had she been after?

Greer ran past a mail box. Oregonians voted by mail. 

“We would very much like to be allowed to vote for you one day.”

Had she wanted to influence his thinking about immigration reform? Was she 
lobbying for a path to citizenship?

Greer crossed Jefferson. She saw an ATM.  

“We came here from Barcelona when the economy collapsed. We had to. 
Papa ran a large construction business. He always put his profits back into the 
business. One day he had a very successful company. The next he had a 
worthless one.”

Did she represent a lobby for financial regulation?
A section of Main Street was temporarily closed for a sewer project. 

“The federal stimulus money came with many strings.”

Was her cause cronyism? Stacking the decks against minority businesses?
She passed a sports bar that touted itself as a place to watch Portland’s 

professional soccer team. Their jerseys were emblazoned with an airline logo. 

“What is that word you have for the TSA, for airports? Racial profiling?”

Did someone feel Morton was too far to the right on that issue or to the left?
She passed a sign for the Farmers Market.  
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“And the people who hire agricultural workers, sometimes they look the 
other way, no?”

Which side of e-verify was she on?
At Salmon and Ninth, she saw a call for waitstaff in a Salmon Street Wine Bar 

window.

“You cannot blame Edouard and Mateo for what they did tonight. Sometimes 
it takes much longer to earn one thousand dollars.”

Was her issue the minimum wage?
She looped back around the statue of Honest Abe Lincoln and headed south. 

“But I do not think people expect the truth from politicians. Mama expects 
the truth from me.”

Was she fishing for some confession? Who would want to prove him 
dishonest? The Republicans? Fellow Democrats? A SuperPAC from either side?

“Do you have many lovers?” 

Another fishing expedition?
The Portland Art Museum advertised the dates for an upcoming exhibit by the 

French Master Monet. 

“I sang it because it is French, monsieur. Spanish is my native tongue. We 
spoke Spanish and English at home, but French to me is like a distant cousin.”

Greer instinctively knew there was something there, something to do with 
language, but she didn’t yet know what. A woman with a People’s Republic of 
Portland umbrella walked a precise-stepping Jack Russell, the dog completely 
unperturbed by the downpour. Greer thought that though we treated it lightly 
nowadays the ideological center of the Cold War had been Communism. The 
Cold War du Jour was terrorism. Was there a Spanish connection other than the 
2004 Madrid train bombings?

She passed a Mexican food cart: Paco Taco. 

“Though we are not Mexicans, we are foreigners, and there is a trace of the 
Arab race in our faces, is there not?”

Greer stopped dead in her tracks, not because she was hungry. Paco Taco 
didn’t serve a breakfast burrito. They weren’t open yet. Even if ignorant 
Americans had mistaken Mexicans for Arabs in the wake of 9/11, Michael 
Santore wouldn’t have made that mistake. He’d recognize the Spanish language 
when he heard it. Mateo a.k.a. Travis had looked like Robert De Niro, but the 
language he had spoken to Edouard was neither Spanish nor Italian. Was he 
Mediterranean? Greek? Turkish? Middle Eastern? 
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Come to think of it, during the financial crisis, the U.S. wasn’t exactly 
flooded with Spanish economic refugees. They’d try France and Germany first. If 
Edouard and Mateo weren’t economic refugees from Spain, what country had 
they fled? Which other countries had Senator Morton and his government 
meddled with? Iraq, Libya, Syria? Both Santore and Morton had remarked upon 
the mix of East and West in Perez’s facial features. And flamenco was a hybrid of 
East meets West. What if the lady were a tiger after all, or a tigress, or from the 
Tigris? 

In that moment of realization, the lady of Spain vanished into thin air. 
Greer called Forbes to arrange a meeting at his office. He was already there. 

She changed direction and ran toward the river.

She arrived only slightly less winded than Perez had pretended to be after her 
dance to gain access to Morton. Forbes was completing a phone call.

“Morton is in Seattle this morning,” said Forbes. “Okay. I’ll take care of it.” 
He hung up the landline phone. “That was my brother Harry.”
“I just had this crazy idea–” started Greer, catching her breath.
Forbes held up his hand to stop her. “You’ll never guess where the code for 

that little Trojan horse on Morton’s and Kaplan’s phones was written.”
“The Middle East?”
Forbes smiled. “Tehran.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The Handshake

When Walter Forbes picked up his brother Harry at Sea-Tac, Jane Greer did a 
double take. Genetics were an unpredictable thing. Though Walter and Harry 
shared the same parents, they had processed their common DNA in very 
different ways. Harry had Walter’s height, but he was a beanpole while Walter 
was more of a bear. Harry had been a mediocre basketball player who gave up 
halfway through high school. Walter had been a stellar defensive lineman 
through college until a cheap shot injury sidelined him for good. Harry had the 
leading man looks of a Hollywood P.I. or spy. Walter had the character actor 
face of an underworld kingpin or henchman.

Upon their arrival at Senator Morton’s house, Walter realized that Greer 
would get the chance to witness the temperamental difference between the 
brothers as well. Harry couldn’t understand why, with a matter of national 
security at hand, they all sat around a Mediterranean Teak wood table in the 
senator’s dining room waiting for George Kaplan to show up. 

“Shall we proceed?” asked the campaign manager, arriving fourteen minutes 
late and hopping mad.

“We’re here today because the senator may have found a needle in a 



Cantwell / THE CATALONIAN CANDIDATE / 67

haystack,” said Harry.   
“Cut to the chase,” said Kaplan.
“Excuse me a moment,” said Morton. He got up from the table, coming back 

a minute later with a tumbler of ice and a dark liquid that Walter thought looked 
more like bourbon than cola. 

Harry looked to his brother uncertainly as Kaplan took a big swig of the 
drink. Walter smiled and shrugged. He didn’t take the meeting as seriously as 
Harry did. Having identified the hack and given Kaplan and Morton clean, 
highly-protected phones, he’d done his job. The fact that the hack had come 
from outside the country made it a greater threat to national security than to the 
campaign.

“Here’s why it’s important that you re-establish contact with Desiree Perez,” 
Harry continued. “It has always been U.S. policy to deter Iran from developing a 
nuclear weapons capability. Before administrations were willing to address the 
issue through diplomatic channels, the only options on the table were military.”

“You brought me out here for a history lesson?” asked Kaplan.
“I didn’t bring you out here at all,” said Morton, taking a sip from his pint of 

IPA. He’d offered beer to Walter, Harry, and Greer, but they had opted to go with 
water. Walter had considered having one but thought that would be 
disrespectful to Harry and Greer, who were taking this seriously. “I told you this 
wasn’t related to the campaign.”

“If Forbes and Greer are here, it’s related to the campaign,” said Kaplan.
Morton smiled at Walter. “You see where we stand?”
Walter smiled and nodded.
Harry continued. “The only way we could hit their testing facilities was with 

bunker busters. The president didn’t like that option. Their computer system was 
hardened like ours. So we went after their scientists’ phones exactly the same 
way their hackers went after your phones. It took five years for the Iranians to 
figure out what we were doing, and our objective was successful, but now it 
appears that they’re using our hacking techniques on us.”

“Great,” said Kaplan, “the NSA is writing code to help the Iranians spy on 
us.”

“It didn’t take me five years to figure it out,” said Walter, unable to resist 
needling his brother. “It took me about five hours.”

Harry cleared his throat and continued. “Our challenge was getting around 
the security measures the Iranians took to prevent being hacked. We did it with 
a two-step process. When Edouard and Mateo had physical access to your 
phone, Mr. Kaplan, they were able to install the spy software directly. Since 
Desiree Perez never had physical access to your phone, Senator, she had to get 
you to visit her extreme kidnapping site to neutralize your security measures.”

“I didn’t download anything from the site,” said Morton.
“That’s the whole point of the hack. You don’t have to, all you have to do is 

visit,” said Harry.
“And she never got around to installing the spy software because why? 

Because she forgot?” asked Morton.
“You’re not the only officeholder who’s been targeted this way,” said Harry. 
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“We know of six other cases. In one case, twenty-two months passed between 
the installation of the security override and the completion of the hack. The 
point is, you’ve given us the chance to regain the upper hand here. The senators 
and House members who’ve been hacked in the past could never remember 
what infected site they’d visited. The chance that you remember the woman who 
placed it on your phone and were able to connect her to the two men who 
hacked Kaplan’s phone, I’d say that’s one in a million.”

“Did you flunk math?” asked Kaplan. “If six other people were hacked, it’s 
one in seven.”

“It’s better than that for me, bro,” said Walter. “I’m batting a thousand here.”
“Boys,” Greer admonished.
“And you think that if I re-connect with Desiree Perez she’ll do exactly 

what?” asked Morton.
“We think she’ll complete the handshake to install the spy software,” said 

Harry.
Kaplan laughed. “I’ll bet you’d love to shake her hand again.”
Greer glared at Kaplan who seemed chastened, then resentful at being 

chastened.
Walter hid his smile as Harry continued, “That would give the FBI probable 

cause to question her and access her computers. That could help us disrupt 
whatever Iran is planning in the United States.”

“As I told Mr. Forbes and Ms. Greer here. I doubt that she’s involved,” said 
Morton. “She may be able to connect you with the two gentlemen who are, but 
you should be able to get that through her phone metadata.”

“No calls were ever made from that phone,” said Harry. “One text message 
was sent to your number. It linked to a video.”

Harry lifted his tablet and showed Morton the key frame of a YouTube video. 
It showed Desiree Perez dressed in a peasant blouse and skirt, a sort of Gypsy 
costume, standing against a faux wood-paneled wall, perhaps in her trailer. 
“Will playing it jog your memory?” asked Harry.

“No need,” said Morton. “I remember.”

CHAPTER THIRTY

Looks Like Someone Has a Crush on You

Senator Guy Morton picked up the story from the day after the kidnapping. 
The Senate was back in session, and he was back to work and his wife 

Selina. Unlike Morton, who considered his home turf to be Washington State, 
Selina was in her element in D.C. The senator would never have entertained the 
idea of running for president if he had the kind of job satisfaction that his wife 
had. She was able to pick and choose her interests. Her skills as a lobbyist 
worked just as well in the not-for-profit sector, and she enjoyed helping people 
who weren’t already well off.  

Early in his career, Guy Morton had enjoyed crafting legislation. In this 
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polarized political environment, he could not escape the realization that 
legislating had become a symbolic exercise. As long as neither party controlled 
the House, the Senate, and the Executive Branch, no significant legislation 
would pass. Unless the party controlled five Supreme Court justices, no passed 
legislation would go unchallenged. When the right was in the majority, the 
House crafted legislation that tossed red meat to their base. The older senators 
had been advised by their doctors to cut back on red meat, so the strict Paleo 
diet of House bills was balanced with nutrition from the other basic food groups. 
House members couldn’t be perceived as eating a balanced diet, or they might 
face a primary Paleo challenger armed with a bigger club who could get the 
voters more red meat.

 For Morton, whose political views were right down the middle, where the 
majority of the country’s voters were, the House, whether vegans or Paleos 
ruled, was increasingly frustrating. Maybe that frustration had led him to 
Desiree. Maybe if his wife hadn’t forgotten where she’d left her reading glasses, 
he could have put Desiree out of his mind.

“What are these?” Selina asked.
It was getting late. Morton sat on the living room sofa listening to Bizet’s 

Carmen as he marked up a floor speech for the morning.
He looked behind him and saw Selina holding the castanets that Desiree had 

given him. 
“Castanets. A gift from a constituent,” he replied. “Did you lose something in 

my jacket pocket?”
He wondered if he’d done something to make her suspicious.  
“I was looking for my new reading glasses,” she said. “I thought you might 

have mistaken them for yours.”
He couldn’t let on that he was concerned. He returned his attention to his 

work. “Try the medicine cabinet. You leave them there sometimes when you’re 
reading labels.”

He heard the clicking of the castanets behind him, which meant she’d untied 
the ribbon, which meant she would see Desiree’s note. He turned to look at her. 
She held the castanets above her head, much like Desiree had. She clicked them 
again and said, “Olé!”

He smiled. He thought perhaps that the note had slipped out into his pocket, 
but out of the corner of his eye, he saw that it had fallen to the floor. 

“Do you mind if I borrow them tomorrow?” she asked. “I’m visiting a second-
grade magnet school music program. The kids may like them.”

“Sure,” he said, pretending to return his attention to his work. He’d recover 
the slip of paper when she went to check the medicine cabinet.

He felt a tickle at his neck when he heard her say, “Aw, that’s sweet. Looks 
like someone has a crush on you.”

He turned around again. She’d picked up the note and read it. She handed it 
to him. His pulse quickened as he pretended to read it: Carry this close to your 
heart, and call me when you love me. And the phone number.

“Go figure,” he said, casually setting down the note.
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Selina left the room. A few seconds later, he heard her voice echo from the 
bathroom. “Found them,” she called.

He was genuinely surprised that his initial feeling of relief gave way to 
annoyance. Why had it never crossed Selina’s mind to be jealous?

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

I Have Been Thinking About You

“No answer,” said Kaplan’s assistant when Morton asked whether she’d heard 
back from Ms. Desiree Perez. “I’ve left your message several times.”

“Just put her through if she calls.”
Two days after the kidnapping, in the spare seconds Morton had in his office 

between a meeting with Monsanto and a floor vote, he had failed to come up 
with legislation to ease the lives of undocumented workers. He knew such 
legislation would never pass, but he had thought of a program for one 
undocumented worker. At this point in the re-election campaign, there was 
some work for energetic young high school and college students to go door to 
door with issue questionnaires. These students received cash payments at the 
end of the day. It wasn’t much, but because it was so short-term, it seldom rose 
to the threshold of mandatory tax reporting. Morton thought of it as something 
easier on your hands than picking fruit or cleaning toilets in a church.

This evening as he climbed into his Chevy Suburban for the drive home from 
Capitol Hill, he decided to call Desiree himself. 

She picked up immediately. “Yes, Guy?”
“Oh, hi, Desiree. I’ve been trying to reach you.”
“You have not.”
“My campaign manager’s office called you several times.”
“I did not give my phone number to your campaign manager. I gave my 

phone number to you.”
“Look, Desiree, I’m a very busy man.”
She put on a pompous voice. “Busy important man!” 
“Anyway,” he said, “I thought of some work that you could do.”
He began to explain the job, how much it typically paid. He acknowledged 

that it wasn’t much. She cut him off mid-sentence.
“I have been thinking about you.”
He paused. “I’ve been thinking about you, too.” 
“I have been thinking about your mouth.”
He didn’t respond immediately, at least, not verbally.
“I have been thinking about how you taste, about how your hand felt on my 

breast. I remember the way you smelled that night. Don’t ask me how, I just do.”
No audible response.
“I remember the sound you made when I sat in your lap. It was sort of…sort 

of a low, animal growl,” she laughed. “Like a tiger! Grrrrrr. No, that is silly.”
Her laugh brought a smile to his face.
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“I have a confession,” she said. “I am afraid that it would shock my priest, but 
you are a man of the world, so I hope you will understand.” 

He did not answer.
“I did something that I swore I would never do. I feel guilty.” 
“I don’t know if I’m the person you should be telling this,” he finally 

managed.
“I murdered Mama so that she would not stop me from taking you as my 

lover.”
Dead silence at both ends.
“I am kidding. Guy, you are so serious. I had you that time, no? I would never 

murder Mama.”
“Phew.”
“I started doing something when I think about you. At night, I have started to 

touch myself…down there…in that special way, you know? I do it when I 
remember how it was to be with you, when I remember the way you looked at 
me. Should I feel ashamed? Do I embarrass you when I speak like this?”

He didn’t respond. 
“Hello?” she said.
“No, you should not feel ashamed,” he replied. “You do not embarrass me.” 
She laughed. “I have never talked dirty on the phone with a man before. Is 

that what I was doing? Was I talking dirty?”
She knew damned well what she was doing, he thought.
“I am not good with words. I know that you are very good with words, so 

you will find mine clumsy, but I do not believe it is dirty to talk this way if two 
people love each other. Do you talk this way with Selina?” 

He wasn’t prepared for the question. He took a moment to gather his 
thoughts. “Selina and I talk very freely, Desiree. We’re both dedicated to public 
service. We take an interest in each other’s work. My analyst assures me that we 
have a healthy, mutually beneficial relationship.”

“What did you tell Selina about me?” she asked.
He paused. “I didn’t tell her about you.”
“Will you tell her about me tonight? Will you tell her about this call?”
“I won’t tell her tonight.”
“Why not?” 
“Because I think it would upset her. You said that your father sometimes held 

things back from your mother.” 
“Yes, that is true, but even though he sometimes didn’t tell her things, 

sometimes she knew. And, oh, how they would fight, and how they would make 
love after they fought! Are you afraid to fight with Selina?”

“The purpose of my call was to see if you were interested in earning a little 
money…”

“Would your wife believe you if you told her that?”
“I hope she would because it’s the truth.”
“Then she is a fool.” 
WTF?
Desiree laughed. “Why are we still talking if that is why you called? Did I not 
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make it plain that I was not interested in your crappy job? Did I not make that 
clear to you? I am interested in you. And if you cannot tell Selina, tell your 
analyst. Tell him that you are interested in me, too.”

“Tell her,” he corrected. “My analyst is a woman.”
“Of course!”
What’s wrong with a woman shrink, Morton wondered. 
“Tell her that you met this woman. And you had no intention of falling in 

love with her. You just did. Tell her that you are afraid. Please don’t leave out 
how much I frighten you. Because, Guy, love is something that you cannot 
control. You cannot legislate it. It is not up for a vote.”

“You think very highly of yourself,” he said.
She did not respond. And as soon as he said it, he regretted it. Her silence 

stung him. He quickly gave in. “I’m sorry.”
Silence from her end. Why had he insulted her? “I said, I’m sorry.”
Now he had a right to be angry. She needed to grow up. She said nothing, 

nor did she hang up. And though the Chevy Suburban pulled in front of his 
Georgetown townhouse, neither did he.

“You think me naïve,” she said, with great womanly assurance. “But I am not 
naïve, Guy. You may think that I forgot what I wrote on that note. If I asked you 
to take the castanets from your breast pocket and play them for me, you could. 
And if you forgot what the note says, take it out and read it. I know you have it 
with you.”

“I don’t know what you want from me,” he said.
“I want to be with you. Do you not want to be with me?”
“I can’t marry you,” he said.
“That is not what I asked. We both know what we want. Good-bye for now, 

mi amor.”
Butterfield opened the door so that Morton could step out. She had been 

wrong about the castanets. One of the second graders Selina had allowed to 
play them had fallen in love with them. Selina had apologized for letting her 
keep them but knew he would understand when she showed him a video of the 
delighted young child playing them. Desiree was right about the note. He still 
had that with him.

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Fifty-Seven Candles

That evening, the senator and his wife dressed for a concert and post-concert 
charity event at the Kennedy Center. On the way there, Selina was the one who 
spoke candidly about how challenging her day had been. She took full 
advantage of their long, trusting relationship. He took advantage of it, too. He 
enjoyed the ease of being a good listener. It was easy with someone you knew 
so well. He was comfortable that nothing Selina would say could blindside him. 
That was their bond. That was part of what a comfortable marriage was all 
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about.
His partnership with Selina had always been rock solid. They had seen many 

D.C. marriages crumble around them. There was something about D.C. that was, 
like Hollywood, toxic to marital stability. He didn’t know whether to blame the 
men or the women.

He had claimed his trophy wife early. Though gravity had the same effect on 
Selina’s body as it had on everyone’s, she logged enough hours at the gym and 
ate carefully enough to make sure she didn’t put on weight. She ran with the 
wives of other senators, lawyers, lobbyist friends. And she knew how to dress to 
defy the toll of gravity on her body as her facelifts mitigated its effect on her 
face. She was one of those women who always had, and, with care, always 
would look amazing.

Selina could still turn the heads of other men. Maybe she no longer turned 
the heads of very young men, but she still held the attention of men her age and 
older. That’s the attention Morton needed to occasionally see in the eyes of his 
colleagues to remind him how lucky he was. 

An evening in Selina’s world put things in perspective for him. He knew how 
to function in this world. It was this ability that convinced him, along with every 
other senator, a good percentage of congressmen and governors, and who 
knows how many billionaire businessmen, that the face he saw in the mirror 
when he shaved belonged to the next president of the United States. Catching a 
glimpse of his wife in that mirror beside him reinforced that conviction: she 
made an even more convincing First Lady.

When they returned home and got ready for bed, he kissed her goodnight. 
He had no doubt what he would do the following morning. He would shred 
Desiree’s note. He would delete her number from his smartphone. He would 
extinguish the flame as easily as he had the two candles representing the five 
and the seven on his last birthday cake. 

He went to sleep untroubled by the thought that if his cake had sported fifty-
seven candles he would not have been able to extinguish the flame with one 
blow.

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

The Rebellious Bird

Senator Guy Morton climbed into the back of his Chevy Suburban the following 
morning and checked his messages on the way to Capitol Hill. Opportunity 
knocked in the form of a text message from Desiree. It included a YouTube URL 
and the letters XOX. He would use this opportunity to thank her for sending him 
the video, tell her that her attentions flattered him, and explain that there was no 
way that he could arrange for them to be together. He had lots of practice at 
letting people down easy. But first, he was obliged to watch the video.

He pressed play, Desiree’s face took up almost the entire frame as she set up 
her laptop computer to record a video. She scurried back to her position, framed 
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against a faux wood-paneled wall. He took in her peasant blouse and skirt, a 
Gypsy costume. A familiar orchestral accompaniment began, and Desiree Perez 
sang the “Habanera” from Bizet’s Carmen in a pure but not perfect mezzo 
soprano voice.

There was a reason he had chosen to listen to the opera the night after the 
kidnapping. These were the words that Desiree had started to sing to him on that 
drive back to Washougal. He’d looked up the words that she felt but did not 
think. Now that he knew what they meant, there was no denying that her 
interpretation had been spot on. The meaning came through loud and clear.

Love was a rebellious bird. It couldn’t be tamed. It couldn’t be beckoned. 
Love, like a Gypsy, obeyed no laws. You may love me, but I may not love you. 
You may not love me, but I may love you. And if I love you, you better beware.  

She knew how to couple her coquettish delivery with seductive, sensuous 
movement. 

When you think you’ve captured the bird, it escapes. When you think it will 
never return, it does.

She blew a girlish kiss to the camera, ran over to the laptop, and reached in 
to press stop.

Morton had thought the lyrics of the song fanciful when he first read them. 
Whether it was what Desiree had intended or not, he now saw this little 
performance of hers as a challenge. He couldn’t honestly say that he loved this 
young woman, but now he was certain that he could have her. And as far as the 
love part went, you didn’t get as far as he had in public office by shying away 
from a challenge.

Morton arrived at his office and turned his legislative problem-solving mind 
to the task at hand. Desiree had said that she wanted to be with him, and now 
he wanted to be with her. What else did she want? She and her mother needed a 
place to live. Where would that be? For a moment, he thought of Seattle. He 
went there on weekends to escape the Capitol. Selina did not. 

Once the campaign began, he’d be spending his weekends in primary and 
caucus states. Once he was elected president (no serious contender for that 
office permitted himself to think in terms of if), he would not be able to escape 
the White House. 

Though housing costs in Georgetown were at a premium, there were still 
parts of the D.C. metro where banks were willing to cut deals to clear the 
remnants of the housing boom and bust off their books. He made a few phone 
calls and found a two-bedroom condo in a stable, largely Hispanic community, 
a reasonable commute to the White House and Capitol Hill via Metro. There 
were churches nearby, so Mama would be happy.

There would have to be a reasonable monthly stipend besides a place to live. 
That coincided with the problem that he would have limited time for Desiree. 
What would she do with her days? She had expressed an interest in pursuing her 
dance training. Surely there was some dance academy around town where she 
could do that. He could probably arrange a scholarship that would include 
living expenses and tuition through a bogus arts endowment from a private 
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campaign donor. That would serve as a plausible source of income.
None of these discrete tasks were out of line with what a congressman or 

senator might do to help a constituent in need or gain cooperation on a piece of 
legislation. He figured he was safe as long as none of his staffers worked on 
more than one piece of the puzzle. It was only connecting the dots, performing 
all of these actions on behalf of a single constituent, that could get him into 
trouble. Once he was satisfied that he held the right cards, and that the house 
he’d built with them was reasonably earthquake proof, he called Desiree again 
to go over the offer with her. 

The sadness in her voice broke his heart. 
“And all the time I thought you loved me. What you wanted was a whore.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

If You Can Ever Find Her

Senator Morton finished his story. He paused a moment and took a sip of beer to 
allow the others gathered around his dining room table to digest it. Walter 
Forbes looked from person to person to take stock. This was all old news to 
George Kaplan. He took out his uninfected smartphone and checked for 
messages. Harry seemed suspicious that the senator had left something out. Jane 
Greer appeared to regret her role in forcing the senator to recall things he might 
prefer to forget. 

“Of course, I tried to call her back,” Morton said. “She never answered her 
phone again. I accepted an invitation to speak at a high school district in 
Vancouver so I could go by the trailer park again. The manager remembered 
renting the unit to two Hispanic gentlemen. Probably Edouard and Mateo, but 
they went by different names, likely other aliases. I couldn’t track them down. 
He was unaware of any women, either someone Desiree’s age or an older 
woman living there.”

“I’m sure you checked with the people who ran the Miss Pink Lady contest,” 
said Greer.

“I didn’t put the FBI on the case, but short of that…” said Morton.
“If we can locate her would you be willing to contact her again?” asked 

Harry. “It would really help us if you could somehow coax her into completing 
the handshake.” 

Senator Morton finished his beer and smiled. 
“I think you should,” said Kaplan, putting down his phone. 
Walter’s eyes widened. Morton turned his attention to his campaign manager.
“I know you don’t think she was involved in any of this,” said Kaplan. “In 

terms of the campaign, my concern has always been recordings of those two 
phone calls hanging out there. I know we have a strategy to deal with them if 
they come out, but I like this better. If there’s any area where we unfairly 
underperform the Republicans, it’s national security. If you’re right about Desiree 
Perez, if it was all an innocent misunderstanding, there’s no harm done in 
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leaving things on more amicable terms. But if you’re wrong, we’re golden.”
“How so?” asked Morton.
Harry followed Kaplan’s lead. “If she hacks you, you’ve disrupted an Iranian 

sleeper cell on U.S. soil, The FBI goes in. We get the info we need. The NSA 
can’t acknowledge that we played a part in this, but the FBI leaks like a sieve. All 
of a sudden you're James Bond.”   

“Risking your life to prevent a domestic terrorist attack trumps empty 
promises to carpet bomb terrorist training camps any day,” said Kaplan.

Morton laughed. “Okay, I’m game. That is, if you can ever find her.”
“That won’t be hard,” said Greer.
Walter smiled with pride at his protege, though he didn’t have a clue what 

she was thinking.
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