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PART TWO

The Trojan Horse

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Previously on The Catalonian Candidate

“I’m not that keen on the idea of hacking the computers of political candidates 
digging for dirt,” said Walter Forbes.

“I knew you wouldn’t be. I only want you looking at one candidate’s 
computers. I want you to do for Guy Morton what you already do for me,” 
Valentina Pontano Sternwood said.

He didn’t want to make a misstep here. “Could you be a little more specific?”
“I want you to attend to his vulnerability.”
---
Senator Morton asked Forbes, “What do you need from us to convince 

George we can use you?”
“We need to read both of your smartphone software configurations and forty-

eight hours.”
“I’m not giving them my phone,” said Kaplan.
“What’s wrong, George?” Morton laughed. “You have something to hide?”
---
George Kaplan said, “I still need to change and get the senator downstairs in 

eleven minutes. Since you spotted the chauffeur, could you grab the speech from 
him and come right back up? I’ll be happy to make sure your words get read.”

Michael Santore thought for a moment. “Sure.”
“Good man!” said Kaplan. He took out his smartphone and punched in a 

password to display an ID that the campaign used like an e-wallet for internal 
security. “Chauffeur’s name is Travis. Just have him scan this and he’ll give you 
the speech.”

---
Michael Santore realized he was blindfolded, gagged, bound hand and foot, 

cold, soaked, and now frightened. He had been kidnapped.
---
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She leaned in until her eyes were inches from his and then looked at him. 
Her lips were so close to his that he could feel the breath of each word on them: 
“Shall we proceed, Mr. Kaplan?”

CHAPTER TWELVE

Don't Trust this Horse

‘O unhappy citizens, what madness?
Do you think the enemy’s sailed away? Or do you think
any Greek gift’s free of treachery? Is that Ulysses’s reputation?
Either there are Greeks in hiding, concealed by the wood,
or it’s been built as a machine to use against our walls,
or spy on our homes, or fall on the city from above,
or it hides some other trick: Trojans, don’t trust this horse.
Whatever it is, I’m afraid of Greeks even those bearing gifts.’

Virgil, The Aeneid Book II

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Wrong Man

“My name is Michael Santore.”
The woman rose abruptly and stepped back. She looked from one captor to 

the other. She seemed uncertain what to do next. That’s when Santore spotted 
the machete in her hand and thought his situation could go one of three ways. 
They could use him as a hostage to get to Kaplan. They could let him go. They 
could lop off his head to cover their mistake. 

“How do I know you’re telling the truth?” the woman asked, her voice 
attempting bravado, her body language less assured.

“My wallet is in my pants,” said Santore. “You’ll find my ID in there.”
She glared at Travis. 
“He’s Kaplan,” said the chauffeur. “He had Kaplan’s phone.”
“Kaplan gave me his phone so that I could pick up the senator’s speech,” 

Santore said.
The other guy moved to the corner of the storage space to Santore’s left 

where his clothes were balled up. He took out the wallet and looked at the ID.
“Michael O. Santore,” the other guy confirmed. Santore took some comfort 

hearing the third captor speak English. Although English-speakers were as adept 
as non-English speakers at committing senseless acts of violence, he was less 
squeamish about being shot than beheaded.

“I am soooo sorry,” apologized the woman. She dropped the machete. Travis 
and the other guy hastily took off their robes and scarves. It relieved Santore to 
see their faces. Beneath the robes, they dressed like Portlanders. Hoodies, jeans, 
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running shoes. But Santore flinched when they drew box cutters from their jeans 
and came at him. 

“Let me do that,” said the woman. She took the box cutter from Travis and 
knelt to cut the duck tape securing Santore’s legs. The other guy freed his wrists. 

Santore broke down in tears. It surprised everyone, Santore most of all. His 
upper body heaved with sobs. He felt the woman’s hand on his cheek. Her face 
was close, but his eyes now avoided hers, a boy far too old to cry.  

“Did we hurt you?”
He felt compelled to answer the question correctly, which involved taking 

stock. The blow to the back of the head must have hurt, but he had lost 
consciousness so quickly that he could no longer recall it. There was a 
generalized ache in his head when he came to. That had been crowded out by 
so many other sensations. Numbness in his wrists would go away. The gut 
punches had hurt, but the pain didn’t last. He was still cold and wet, but he 
wasn’t injured. At the moment, his prevailing emotion was more of relief than of 
injury. 

“I’ll live,” Santore said. 
Saying those words and not having them immediately contradicted filled him 

with such a rush of relief that he repeated them. “I’ll live.”  
This time he could see through his tear-filled eyes that the woman looked 

relieved. He needed that confirmation for him to fully believe it. 
He tensed again as the door clattered open. The storage space flooded with 

light. 
“Don’t shoot!” Santore cried reflexively, now fearing a trigger-happy SWAT or 

special ops team more than his benign captors.
As he rose from his chair, hands in the air, Agent Butterfield, the retired 

marine with whom Santore had worked to arrange security for the evening’s 
event, approached.

He handed Santore a bath towel. “Dry yourself with this.”
It seemed an obvious statement, but under such confounding circumstances, 

simple instructions were very helpful.  
“Thank you,” said Santore.
Butterfield ordered the other guy to give Santore his tux. He obeyed. 
“We’ll give you some privacy to get dressed. Pee in one of the buckets. Open 

the door when you’re ready.”  
Butterfield shepherded the captors out of the unit and closed the door. 

Santore removed his wet underwear, tossed it into one of the empty buckets, 
dried himself with the towel, and put his tux back on, minus the tie. He’d 
thought of Butterfield’s words about the bucket as a suggestion, but as his body 
unclenched, his bladder followed orders. He remembered the dinner and 
looked at his watch. A couple of hours had passed. He’d missed the evening’s 
speakers but might still get back in time for some schmoozing.

When he opened the door, he was face to face with George Kaplan for the 
second time that evening. The campaign manager, now appropriately dressed for 
the fundraising dinner, couldn’t have looked more out of place here.      

“Are you all right?” asked Kaplan.
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Santore nodded.  
“I’m awfully sorry about this.”
Stepping into the bracing February air, Santore’s mind raced to make sense of 

his surroundings. The harsh light came from the headlights of three Chevy 
Suburbans. His eyes adjusted enough to find the faces of his captors standing by 
their stretch limo. They looked contrite. The woman had put her robe back on, 
probably for modesty’s sake, but not the headscarf or veil.  

The whole absurd scene now struck him funny. He started to laugh.
The other guy, who appeared to be in his mid-thirties and of the same 

uncertain ethnicity as Travis, sheepishly approached Santore offering up his 
hand. “I am Edouard. I hope I didn’t hurt you.” 

Santore had completely forgotten his compromised hand. Edouard grasped it 
firmly. Santore winced. Edouard released it instantly and backed away.

“I’m sorry,” he said.   
“No hard feelings,” said Santore.
“I am Mateo,” said the chauffeur formerly known as Travis. He didn’t offer his 

hand after witnessing Edouard’s error but held it up in a little friendly wave. 
“Sorry about the water, too.”

“All dry,” Santore said.
The woman approached him but could not look him in the eye. “I am 

Desiree. Forgive me.”
“Forgive me,” mocked Edouard. She lunged at him and fought like a cat. 

Edouard protected his eyes and groin until Mateo could pin her arms behind her 
back. “You always come up with these hare-brained schemes,” she spat. “Why 
can’t you make an honest living?”

“You’re one to talk,” Edouard countered. 
“You said people did this for kicks. You said they got enjoyment out of it! I do 

not see any enjoyment here.”
Santore thought of telling her that her role in the abduction had given him 

pleasure but thought better of it. “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” he said.
“You didn’t even set up the credit card payment right,” she said to Edouard. 

“All this was for nothing!”
“Check on that,” said Kaplan to an assistant. 
The assistant instantly went over to talk to Edouard.
Santore felt a hand on his back. “The senator would like a word with you,” 

said Butterfield.
Butterfield led him to Guy Morton’s Suburban. Santore slid into the back seat 

beside him, and Butterfield closed the door leaving the two men alone. 
“What are you drinking?” asked Morton.
This unanticipated private meeting with the senator seemed more surreal 

than the abduction.
“Scotch and soda?”
Morton made two scotch and sodas from the mini bar as he spoke. “Here’s 

the story. It was our third fundraiser of the day, probably the twelfth, thirteenth of 
the week, and that was just that week. You can imagine what it’s like listening to 
this old man blather on and on reusing the same focus-group-tested bullet points 
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in various combinations at three meals a day and cocktails. Hell, I’m a 
politician, I’m in love with the sound of my own voice, but can you imagine 
what it’s like to be my campaign manager? That evening, the TV was tuned to 
some cable news show and one of those deplorable hostage videos came on. 
George said to me, ‘Guy, sometimes I would willingly trade places with one of 
those poor bastards if it got me out of a fundraiser.’”

Santore sipped his drink.
“What with George’s birthday coming up, and what with George being a 

man who has everything, I thought to myself, ‘Self? What is it George would like 
more than anything?’”

Santore smiled.
“I remembered meeting that charming young woman somewhere in central 

Washington. We hit three separate harvest festivals that day, so I can’t remember 
where, but it was a lovely October day. I remember that much. Sunny, mid-
sixties. I was in shirt-sleeves. I genuinely like farmers. They’re good people. I’d 
say they are closer to the earth than we are, but the way we’ve complicated our 
farm bill over the decades, they have to pay more attention to our D.C. 
shenanigans than mother nature. And those poor migrant workers who sweat 
and toil to get those lovely, ripe, delicious Washington apples from those 
orchards to our tables: I like them too. I know most of them can’t vote, but while 
they’re here, they’re part of the community.”

“I’ll drink to that,” said Santore, who relied upon a fair number of 
undocumented workers for inexpensive labor himself. They clinked glasses.

“I asked that young woman if she had a family. She said yes. I asked her if 
her family owned a farm. I was pretty sure that I knew the answer, but I did ask. 
She came from a family of pickers. Since it was late October, I wondered if there 
were more crops to pick after apple season. She confessed to me that there 
wasn’t much work.

“I wished her family luck, and would have left it at that, but before I could, 
she told me that during the winter her family worked as extreme kidnappers. 
Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

“Not before tonight,” said Santore. 
“Neither had I,” said the senator. “She immediately produced a postcard for 

her business with one of those QR codes on it. Just out of curiosity, I went to her 
website, and I won’t say that I was shocked, but I was surprised.” 

Santore nodded.
“The menu listed various kinds of bindings, hands only, hands and feet, 

gagged or un-gagged, tossed in the trunk or tossed in the back seat, evasive 
maneuvers, light shock, sleep deprivation, water boarding, fully clothed or 
stripped to the skivvies, mild punishment. She explained they were careful not 
to cross over into sexual gratification because that put them in competition with 
prostitution. That could get them in trouble with organized crime.

“Ordinarily, I would have squirreled that little episode away as an amusing 
campaign anecdote had George not expressed a preference for abduction over 
fundraisers. Today’s his birthday, and he already has enough ties. 
Unfortunately…”  
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“No harm done,” said Santore. “Now we both have a story to tell.”
“After the election,” Morton suggested.
“Of course.”

“And that’s all there was to it,” Santore told Walter Forbes and Jane Greer as 
they sipped iced tea on the private boat deck of his Lake Oswego McMansion.

“Thank you for seeing us,” said Forbes. 
“No worries,” said Santore. “I’m behind Morton one-hundred-percent.”
As far as Forbes could tell, Santore had faithfully explained his participation 

in the hostage video that Greer found on Kaplan’s YouTube account with a 
customized search on his phone’s IP address. Though Forbes believed Santore’s 
story, he didn’t believe that’s all there was to it.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Trojan Horse

That Saturday, roughly forty-eight hours after their first meeting, Walter Forbes 
and Jane Greer arrived at Senator Morton’s campaign office fifteen minutes early 
so that they could set up their presentation. There were five chairs set up instead 
of four. 

“Try not to get pissed off with Kaplan,” said Greer. 
“Try not to flirt with Senator Morton,” said Forbes.
She shook her head in disbelief.
“You don’t have to pretend,” he said. “He’s a pretty charismatic guy.”
“Did it occur to you that I might have been testing him?”
Forbes laughed. “How did he do?”
“He doesn’t chase every woman who shows interest.”
“That’s good to know.”
“But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t done it once or twice.”
A blonde who looked like a billion bucks in a pair of sunglasses that cost a 

few hundred and an elegantly tailored black pant suit that set her back a few 
thousand more, breezed into the room and immediately took charge.

“Hello, Walter,” she said, shaking Forbes’s hand. “How are you, Jane?”
“I’m well,” Greer said. “And you?”
Before Forbes could ask how they knew each other, Valentina Pontano 

Sternwood slipped her sunglasses into her purse and said, “Thank you for calling 
me last night and sharing your concerns about the security breaches and taking 
orders from Kaplan.”

“I thought you should know as soon as possible that this might not work out,” 
said Forbes.

“I appreciate that,” she said. “It’s George Kaplan’s job to win elections. It’s 
your job to see that he doesn’t lose his candidate. I know you’re not political. 
Neither am I.”

“Then why–” Forbes started.
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“We’re not asking you to vote for Senator Morton. We’re not asking you to 
campaign for him, but statistically speaking, his voting record aligns with the 
values of the majority of voters in this country, not just a couple hundred 
thousand left-wing and right-wing true believers angry enough to brave sub-zero 
temperatures and ice storms in Iowa and New Hampshire. With the financial 
support we’re prepared to offer him, and with George Kaplan handling his 
messaging, Morton’s capable of staying in the race at least until all primary 
voters have had their say. That may be why you and Kaplan don’t get along. He 
is a politician. But, if Morton doesn’t get caught with his pants around his 
ankles, and the country doesn’t get spooked by terrorist attacks into voting out of 
fear, trust me. We could do worse.”

George Kaplan and Guy Morton entered the room. Kaplan seemed surprised 
to see Mrs. Sternwood, too. 

“Hello, Guy, George,” she said, shaking their hands. 
“So glad you could join us,” said Kaplan, dripping with insincerity. “Shall we 

proceed?”
Forbes caught Greer grinning when she heard Kaplan utter the punchline 

from the backfiring practical joke. Forbes pressed play on his laptop and the 
video of Michael Santore and the latex dominatrix began to play on the flat-
screen.

“Shall we proceed, Mr. Kaplan?” the woman in the video said.
“My name is Michael Santore.”
The woman rose abruptly and stepped back. The screen went black.
“Where did you get that?” Kaplan asked. “I deleted that from my phone the 

moment I saw it.”
Forbes looked to Greer to answer him.
“You deleted it from your phone, but not from your YouTube account.”
“I can explain,” said Morton.
“I beg your pardon, Senator.” Mrs. Sternwood looked from Morton to Forbes 

and Greer. “It’s my understanding that Mr. Forbes and Ms. Greer caught Mr. 
Kaplan’s oversight in time. Is that correct?” 

Forbes looked to Greer to answer.
“That’s correct,” she reassured Kaplan. “I assumed it posted to your account 

by mistake, so I deleted it. It wasn’t public, and apparently the other candidates 
haven’t gotten around to hacking your personal accounts yet. We spoke with 
Michael Santore and confirmed that you have nothing to worry about from his 
side, but there’s something else we need to show you.”

Images of Kaplan’s and Morton’s phones appeared with two colored bars 
beneath each. 

“The top bar,” said Forbes, “shows how the memory is allocated for audio, 
apps, images, video, operating system, free space. The bottom bar shows how 
the memory should be allocated given the size of the files on your devices. 
You’ll note the discrepancy in free memory space.”

“What’s the takeaway?” asked Morton.
“You’re both pretty good about steering clear of dodgy websites and email 

attachments,” said Forbes. “But there’s another way devices get compromised.”
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An etching representing the Trojan horse appeared on the screen.
“My best guess, until I get back a line by line code analysis, is that you 

contracted a Trojan horse file. These don’t try to replicate their way onto our 
devices. Either someone we trust puts them there, or we invite them in 
ourselves. Mr. Kaplan’s operating system was compromised on February ninth. 
That’s the date the video was uploaded from his phone. That’s the date he loaned 
his phone to Michael Santore. I don’t think Santore tampered with it.”

“You won’t be handing off your phone to anyone in the near future, will you 
George?” asked Morton.

“That leaves us with your phone, Senator.” said Forbes. “Your operating 
system was compromised October tenth. Santore told us that you mentioned 
meeting the woman in that video at a harvest festival. Would that date be about 
right?”

The senator looked to Kaplan. 
“It would,” said Kaplan.
“What’s the damage?” Morton asked.
“There’s no indication that they’ve done much of anything yet,” said Forbes. 

“I’ll have a better idea when the code analysis is finished. Until then, we’ll give 
you a couple new phones to use.”

Mrs. Sternwood rose. Everyone followed her lead. “George, as far as the PAC 
is concerned, we need the level of internal IT security that Mr. Forbes can 
provide. Since we’re prohibited from coordinating campaign efforts, he won’t be 
reporting to you, nor will he be telling your campaign what to do. Are you 
comfortable with that?”

Kaplan didn’t look comfortable, but he said he was. 
Mrs. Sternwood nodded, bid her farewells, and left the meeting. 
Morton turned to Forbes. “What do you need from us?”
“What can you tell us about the woman in the video?” asked Greer.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I Love a Parade

Senator Guy Morton was fuzzy on the date and location of the harvest festival 
where he met the woman in the video. It had happened on one of the first stops 
George Kaplan had scheduled as Morton's new campaign manager. It surprised 
Jane Greer and Walter Forbes to hear this cynical New York political-operative 
speak so enthusiastically about the virtues of small-town parades. 

Kaplan explained that he had learned the hard way that you couldn’t win an 
election with a candidate who lacked sex-appeal. Guy Morton had it. And there 
was no better showcase for a candidate with sex-appeal than a parade. The 
single best thing about parades was that you could draft off the good will 
without the risk of arousing resistance to ideas. All your candidate had to do was 
smile and wave.

In agricultural communities, harvest of the local crop served as the catalyst 
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for celebration. On this bright October day, everyone from seniors who were 
mobile enough to arrive in wheelchairs to babies who came in strollers or 
strapped to their mother’s breast lined Main Street to honor the Cripps Pink 
apple.

Guy Morton’s Cadillac convertible followed a float adorned by several of the 
prettiest young women in the county, all vying for the locally-coveted title 
derived from the fruit’s registered trademark name: Miss Pink Lady. When 
Kaplan, who followed the senator’s car on foot, noticed the smile disappear from 
Morton’s face, his mind quickly switched to crisis mode. 

Nobody came to a small town parade or fair without a camera, smartphone, 
or tablet. A planted protestor could run toward his candidate’s vehicle with some 
placard, shout something abusive at him, and the candidate would momentarily 
lose his cool. The photo would be snapped, or the video captured. The 
candidate’s true feelings about the message on the placard would show. That 
photo or video would be widely and strategically disseminated through the 
media, both terrestrial and social, the parade’s goodwill would be negated, and 
his candidate would lose the news cycle.

This time, the problem wasn’t a protestor. The only men in the parade 
wearing dark suits had blocked one of those lovely young Miss Pink Lady 
candidates who had jumped her float and tried to approach the senator’s 
vehicle. When they quietly explained to her that she couldn’t get any closer, she 
tried to get around them, which led to the men grabbing her arms to restrain her, 
which led to the woman kicking at their legs to free herself.

As Kaplan noticed the mood of the crowd shift from placid enjoyment to 
bewilderment, he walked as briskly as he could to the front of Morton’s Cadillac.

“What’s the problem?” he asked Agent Butterfield.
“She wanted to give Senator Morton a gift.”
What the –? He said, “Let her.”
He hated the optics. Any photos or video of that lovely young señorita, for 

that’s how she was dressed, smiling at his candidate was campaign gold with 
male voters. Instead, his candidate had lost his smile.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir,” replied Butterfield. 
As the woman continued to kick at the men holding her arms, another agent 

moved in to grab her feet. They quickly made their way through the crowd. 
Some booed the security men for their manhandling of the woman. Some 
cheered their zero tolerance approach to the breach of parade protocol.

Kaplan watched the agents and the woman disappear. He knew the woman 
had posed no threat and that Butterfield’s men had no choice. He and Butterfield 
had dueling objectives. Kaplan wasn’t terribly concerned whether Guy Morton 
lived or died. He could always find another candidate to lead to victory. 
Butterfield couldn’t care less about Morton’s re-election so long as he didn’t get 
killed on his watch.

Morton’s glance toward Kaplan said, What the hell was that all about?
He shrugged.
Senator Morton faced the crowd and resumed his smiling and waving.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Superior Genetics

Fairs were all about superior genetics. The one that followed the parade featured 
some livestock contests and the all-important Pink Lady apple competition. 

If you had a fine specimen like Guy Morton, you could foster subconscious 
associations with the prize-winning flora and fauna simply by handing out the 
ribbons.

George Kaplan would never let Morton judge one of the competitions but 
had data to show that the runners-up didn’t hold a grudge against his candidate 
even if a bitter rival won the top prize. Morton was equally impressed with 
award recipients at all levels and led the applause for everyone who entered.

The competitions gave the campaign’s ground team the opportunity to comb 
the crowd and actively recruit just the right audience members for the stump 
speech. The campaign manager saw this as Morton’s opportunity to practice 
navigating that unpaved stretch of the road to the White House known as the 
Iowa State Fair. Candidates who fared poorly in that atmosphere of straight talk 
and hay bails seldom brought home the bacon. 

Kaplan couldn’t have been more pleased by the turnout for the stump 
speech. Everyone on the campaign crew dressed like the locals so that they 
could fill in audience gaps, like seat-fillers at awards shows, but the media team 
was wary of using this technique except in emergency situations. You wanted 
authentic, weather-worn faces and clothes that had been worn and washed 
more than once. Not only had Morton’s team nailed the right demographic mix, 
but they’d arranged attendees in a pleasing color palette. One could always 
count on the fifty shades of denim blue, but this audience offered up a pleasing 
array of complementary reds and whites to boot.

The camera crew captured plenty of footage of Morton talking to the farmers 
with an expression of genuine candor and concern on his face. They also caught 
dozens of reaction shots of character-lined faces nodding in agreement. 
Campaign commercials were built on such moments.

Kaplan declined the offer for Morton to coronate Miss Pink Lady. He didn’t 
object to the event being sexist. He wasn’t worried about Morton being equally 
congenial with Miss Congeniality. Unfortunately, the final hurdle was the talent 
competition. In the past, Kaplan had caught candidates yawning and looking at 
their watches during interpretive dance routines and cringing at off-key country 
cover tunes. 

Since Miss Pink Lady was a big deal for the locals, the fair organizers had 
scheduled the lesser contests around it to avoid poor turnouts. Kaplan and 
Senator Morton, with little else to do, thanked their hosts for their hospitality and 
made their way past the main stage toward the exit. 

Kaplan had forgotten about the minor skirmish during the parade and was 
ready to chalk up the campaign stop as a success. Then, Senator Morton stopped 
and put his hand on Kaplan’s shoulder. Kaplan followed Morton’s gaze. Standing 
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there backstage, ready to make her entrance, was the señorita whom security 
had ejected from the parade.  

The emcee announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome our next 
Miss Pink Lady candidate who comes to us all the way from the city of 
Barcelona, in the beautiful Catalonia region, our very own lady of Spain, Miss…
Desiree…Perez!”

“One moment,” Morton said.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

The Flame-Colored Bird

As soon as Senator Guy Morton expressed interest in the young woman’s 
performance, the event organizer who had already bid them farewell seized the 
opportunity to escort the senator and George Kaplan to the VIP section. A pair of 
primo seats in the front row beside the judges awaited. 

Upstage right, a thirty-something-year-old man in black trousers, black 
pointed boots, and a white shirt, began to ripple his fingers across the strings of 
his guitar. Kaplan recalled that this was the first time he’d laid eyes on the man 
who called himself Edouard.

Once Kaplan had successfully set the scene for Walter Forbes and Jane Greer, 
he sent Senator Morton back in to continue the narrative, for while Morton 
couldn’t recall where or when the event had occurred, what happened next was 
seared into his memory.

The señorita who had been ejected from the parade stood center stage in 
perfect stillness. Her eyes were closed, her face devoid of expression. She wore 
a version of the traditional traje de flamenco: a full length dress of bright red 
with white polka dots, form fitting from the bust to the hips, long sleeves. During 
the parade, during her struggle, Morton hadn’t seen her as anything more than a 
garden variety pretty girl in a costume, the kind you’d find in any parade in 
America. He now had the chance to see what he had missed.

He remembered reading a magazine article once that said a truly beautiful 
face was the most average of faces. The more average the features, the more 
broadly appealing they were. Ironically, it was the variation in people’s features, 
their individuality, that made them ordinary. 

Forbes noted that Morton remarked, as Santore had, on the woman’s Eastern-
Western features. He described her face as being “the best of both worlds, or the 
most average, which is to say, it wasn’t average at all.” 

On the cue of the rippling guitar, she slowly, deliberately turned to face away 
from the audience. She wore flowers in her hair, fastened in the back in a bun. 
The dress, which shaped but concealed most from the front, was cut in a V-
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shape at the back to reveal her shoulder blades, lay bare her back, and guide 
one’s eyes to points south. The dress accentuated her tiny waist and the curve of 
her hips. It had been carefully cut to lay out the topography of this feminine 
form before it gave up its cling and flowed freely from her knees in ruffles to the 
floor. And if her dress didn’t sufficiently call attention to her shape, the pose she 
struck did.

Her arms slowly rose like wings as she turned, gracefully maneuvering her 
elbows and wrists, just as birds sometimes did to dance with the air. In profile, 
the position of her arms, her arched back, thrust her full breasts forward. As her 
hands closed on the castanets, she reminded Morton of a rattlesnake ready to 
strike.

As she completed her turn, this first guided tour of her body, her raised arms 
once again lowered to frame her face. Her long-lashed eyes were closed. Her 
face, expressionless when she had started, now spoke volumes.

Morton was quick to acknowledge that he wasn’t the ballet fan that his wife 
Selina was. She had taken classes as a little girl. He appreciated the athleticism 
of the dancers, acknowledged the skill and hard work that went into their art 
form. He just couldn’t comprehend the language. He intuitively understood the 
language of flamenco.

When the ballerina lifted her arms in a graceful arch above her head, it 
seemed to say, admire this tableau. When the flamenca lifted her arms, she 
seemed to say, admire this body. While the ballerina lifted on pointe to 
transcend the bonds of gravity, the flamenca showed her earthiness, slamming 
her peasant heels to the floor. The ballerina mimicked the graceful white swan. 
This was a wild, flame-colored bird. And make no mistake, this was its mating 
dance.

In the midst of it all, Desiree did something that caught Morton completely 
off guard, its effect all the more striking because he had no idea how she did it. 
In a flash, her bold gray eyes opened. When they did, they were fixed directly 
on his.

The guitarist shifted from his rippling to percussive strumming, and Desiree 
began to play the castanets at breakneck speed. Her feet, their modesty hidden 
by the ruffles of her long skirts, began to strike the floor with force.

The tempo of the music hastened. She threw off her castanets and began to 
clap her hands above her head. Morton could hear her labored breathing, her 
occasional grunt. She lifted her skirts, throwing them from side to side.

The tempo picked up yet again. She began to twirl. The effect was thrilling. 
Morton’s pulse quickened and his respiration hastened in sympathy with hers. 
He could almost feel her body heat as she hastened toward her climax.

Edouard strummed his final chord and raised his hand in the air. Desiree’s 
body stopped, but her skirts continued to twirl around her. Though her arms and 
legs didn’t move, her breasts still heaved as she caught her breath. She was 
bathed in sweat, her arms still held above her head in a gesture of surrender, her 
head thrown back. She was spent.

The mostly male roar was startling. Morton jumped to his feet in enthusiastic 
applause. Kaplan stood and clapped, too. And Desiree managed to do it again. 
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She opened her eyes. They were fixed squarely on Morton’s. She curtsied to him 
alone, lowering herself almost fully to the floor in submission.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Miss Pink Lady

George Kaplan prompted Guy Morton to depart quickly between acts so as not 
to be delayed out of false propriety once the next Miss Pink Lady candidate took 
the stage. The emcee, noting their movement, vamped long enough for them to 
leave. The security entourage reconvened to see the senator safely to his waiting 
convoy. 

They had nearly made it to the gate when a woman’s voice called out, 
“Senator Morton!”

The moment Morton heard it, he somehow knew who it was. He stopped 
and turned.

She ran toward him clutching her shoulder bag. The security men were 
prepared to intervene once again, as they had at the parade, but then the 
woman, breathless, stopped, bent at the waist, her hands on her knees, to catch 
her breath. Senator Morton walked toward her. He knelt beside her, putting his 
hand on her back.

“Take it easy,” he said softly. “Just breathe.”
“I–  I–” she tried to say something but was hyperventilating. She reached out 

a hand to steady herself, and Morton took it.
“Get some chairs,” said Kaplan.
As Morton focused his attention on Desiree, chairs appeared beneath them. 

The two of them sat, and Butterfield handed the senator an emptied popcorn 
bag. Morton helped her place it over her nose and mouth. 

“Just breathe into the bag,” he said.
She did. Morton appreciated that the taller security agents and volunteers 

encircled them to shield them from gawkers. Morton kept an assuring right hand 
on Desiree’s back and continued to hold her left hand. How warm and soft it 
was.

After an intense forty-five seconds or so, her body stopped convulsing so 
violently. She regained her breath and lowered the bag but did not raise her 
head.

“Are you crying?” asked Morton, his lips almost to her ear so as not to 
embarrass her.

“I am sorry,” Desiree whispered between sobs. “Go. I embarrass you. I will 
be okay.”

He melted. “If it’s all right with you, I think I’ll stay a moment until I know 
you’re all right.”

“I am – soooo – ashamed.”
“Oh, honey, don’t be ashamed.”
He tried to lift her chin with his hand. She leaned in to sob on his right 
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shoulder as instinctively as a baby girl seeking out her mother’s breast. She 
started to pull back. He put his right hand to the back of her head (how soft her 
hair was) holding her in place. 

“I will get mascara all over you,” Desiree said to his chest. 
“I’ve got plenty of clean shirts,” he replied.
“I wanted so much to please you, and I made so many mistakes.”
“If we’re going to discuss your performance, I think we should be introduced. 

I’m Guy Morton.” 
“Desiree Perez.”
“Well, Desiree. About your performance. You’ve got me there,” he said. “You 

were terrible. I should know. I used to dance flamenco in college.” 
She looked up at him, surprised. “Really?”
He leaned in to her ear. “Naked flamenco.”
“No way,” she protested, placing her palm on his chest and giving him a little 

push.
“With a rose between my teeth. Scout’s honor.” He held up his right hand in 

a scout salute.
“Do not tease me.”
“It was part of hell week when I was a fraternity pledge,” he confessed. “But 

keep that to yourself, okay. If that got out, I’d never live it down.”
“Cross my heart,” she said, and did.
“I loved your dance. Everyone loved it.”
“Whether everyone loved it, I do not care, but it means very much to me that 

you did.”
“If I were a betting man, I’d say you were a shoo-in for Miss Pink Lady.”
“Then it is a very good thing that you are not a betting man. One, I score 

much higher with men than women for some reason. There are three women 
and two men judging this year. Two, I scored a zero for the parade because I did 
not finish.”

Morton felt guilty. “I’m sorry about that.”
“Did you really like my dance?”
“I really did.”
Her eyes lit up. Morton was touched by how much his compliment meant to 

her. It was as though no one had ever paid her a compliment before. 
“Do you think I am good enough to study for real somewhere?” she asked.
Morton heard George Kaplan cough, or thought he did, and took it as a 

signal to switch back into politician mode. He was careful about the next 
statement he issued.

“You should, of course, talk to your parents about that, but you can tell them 
that you have my endorsement.”

“Thank you!”
“Not that my opinion should carry much weight.”
“But it does. My mother loves you. Always has.” 
“I hope I don’t lose her vote,” he said.
“We would very much like to be allowed to vote for you one day.”
She got up, and he rose, too. She waved her hand before her face. “Wow, I 
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really stink.”
Morton wrinkled his nose a bit, whiffing the air. “Is that you? I thought it was 

the cattle tent.”
She 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.

“But that’s not the whole story, is it?” asked Greer.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

The Cease-Fire

Jane Greer’s question hung in the air, and Senator Guy Morton held her gaze as 
they sat facing off in Morton’s campaign office.

Forbes was tempted to break the silence, but Greer had asked the question. 
He couldn’t read her mind. Perhaps the length of Morton’s silence was the 
answer she sought.   

“Do you know what day it is?” Morton asked.
Greer hesitated for a second before saying, “Saturday.”
Morton smiled. “You paused. That’s good. Do you know why so many 

members of the House and Senate fly back home on the weekends?”
“Would you like me to speculate or would it be easier for you to tell me?”
His smile broadened. “In the old days, and I’m not old enough to remember 

them, I’m told we used to stay in D.C. over the weekend. We’d socialize with 
our colleagues from across the aisle. By the time I was first elected to Congress, 
the aisle was a militarized zone. It had become more important to defeat the 
other party than to achieve anything our own party valued. We could no longer 
fraternize with the enemy. So, to avoid the tension of accidentally stumbling 
across the enemy in the wild, more and more of us adopted the convention of 
vacating the war zone. When I asked you what day it was, you had to stop for a 
second and think about it. Combatants in a war zone find it very difficult to 
distinguish one day from another. From a rest and recuperation standpoint, it 
would be more practical to remain in D.C. than to fly home every weekend, but 
if both parties didn’t honor the cease-fire, it would soon break down, and would 
you really trust an elected representative who couldn’t tell you what day it was?”

“Point taken,” said Greer.
Senator Morton rose and said, “I’m going home to see if the plants are still 

alive. You’re welcome to come with me if you like, but it’s time for me to get out 
of here.”
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Greer and Forbes accompanied Senator Morton on the drive back to his 
Seattle residence. His story about what had happened next at the fair 
corresponded closely with the version he had told Santore.

“Desiree Perez never actually handled your phone?” checked Forbes.
“No,” replied Morton. “We use an app for internal ID security that also reads 

QR codes.”
“And your browser didn’t start issuing alerts when you accessed the 

kidnapping site?”
“It did not.”
“Senator,” said Greer, “we really appreciate your candor.” 
“I appreciate your help in getting to the bottom of this.”
“We checked your browser history for the extreme kidnapping site. The site’s 

been taken down and we couldn’t trace the registrar,” said Forbes.
“A couple things come to mind about this woman’s story,” Greer said. “You 

told us about a chance meeting with a woman from a family of migrant 
workers.”

“Correct,” said Morton.
“And even though she was young, her face was sunburned, and she was 

wrinkled far beyond her years.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“That’s right, you didn’t. And you didn’t mention her unwashed, dried-out 

hair.”
“Her hair was soft.”
“Or the thick calluses on her hands,” added Forbes. 
“Her hands were soft.”
“While I know you’re telling us the truth,” said Greer, “I’m not certain that 

Ms. Desiree Perez was completely honest with you.”
Guy Morton sighed. “And you think I can’t tell when someone’s lying to me.”
Greer retreated. “I didn’t say–”
Forbes said, “The story she told you doesn’t explain why she hacked your 

phone.”
“I realize that, but my gut tells me you’re mistaken if you think she was 

behind it. I’m not saying that she wasn’t duped by the man she was with, the 
one who called himself Edouard.”

“Then help us here,” said Greer, “because based on what you’ve told us, I 
don’t understand how you can be so sure of that.”

Morton nodded. “I know, but that wasn’t the only time we met.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

The Mediator

After Guy Morton spoke with Michael Santore on the night of the kidnapping 
debacle, one of Morton’s assistants drove Santore back to the hotel. Morton 
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joined Kaplan and the assistant. Edouard and Desiree were still engaged in a 
heated argument in their incomprehensible language with Mateo acting as 
referee. 

“So we’re all square now?” Kaplan asked his assistant.
She said that they were and went back to her vehicle. 
“What’s the argument about?” asked Morton. 
Apparently, Kaplan hadn’t been aware of Morton's approach because he 

started at the sound of his voice.
“Nothing. We’re all paid up. Let’s go.”
Kaplan started back toward the mini-motorcade but Morton didn’t move.
“I’ll go when you tell me what the argument’s about.”
“There was a problem with the credit card you used to pay for this little 

entertainment expense.”
“That’s odd. I got a receipt and order confirmation.”
“Yeah, well, apparently they never completed the tax information for their 

merchant account. So their software accepted the payment, but the deposit 
didn’t go through. At least, that’s what that Edouard character said. Of course, he 
also said it was two thousand dollars,” said Kaplan.

“It was one thousand dollars.”
“That’s what the woman said. Anyway, we got them a thousand dollars cash. 

Now they’re squabbling over how to split it.”
Morton looked over at them. Edouard and Desiree were still going at it.
Morton smiled. “I think I can settle this.”
“Don’t.”
The senator waved Kaplan off and approached the trio. Kaplan stayed behind 

and lit a cigarette. “Gentlemen, Ms. Perez. I apologize for the problem with the 
credit card. That’s a first for me.”

“Your credit card was not the problem,” said Desiree. “Edouard’s tiny brain 
was the problem.”

“Well, as long as we’re agreed on how much we owe you, I’m happy to offer 
my services as mediator. Of course, I’ll need your business tax ID first to make 
sure everything’s legit. Don’t want to get myself in trouble with the IRS.”

“We’re good,” said Edouard, offering his hand.
Morton shook it. Mateo shook his hand, too. 
Edouard and Mateo retreated to the limo, and Morton would have retreated, 

too, but Desiree remained behind. 
“I am sorry about this,” said Desiree.
“It wasn’t your fault,” said Morton.
Kaplan came over. “Shall we proceed?” He put his hand on Morton’s back 

and tried to ease him toward his vehicle. 
“Just a minute,” said Morton.
“We’re kind of exposed here,” said Kaplan, looking up at the streets 

surrounding Sullivan’s Gulch, the natural gash in the Northeast Portland terrain 
into which mankind had inserted I-84, the MAX train line, and this place. “I 
don’t know how long it takes around here for a mini-convoy of black Chevy 
Suburbans and a limo parked outside a self-storage facility to strike someone as 
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odd.”
“Give us one minute,” Morton insisted. Kaplan took a drag from his cigarette 

and gave them some space.
“The error was all ours,” he continued. “You were fine.”
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-ONE

Do I Look Dangerous to You?

 It would have been the easiest thing in the world for Senator Guy Morton to 
clarify that one of his assistants would drive Desiree Perez home.

Instead, he asked, “Where do you live?”
“Washougal,” she said.
“Washougal?” Morton wasn’t sure what answer he’d expected. 
“I know, it is too far. You are busy. I will take the bus.”
Morton guessed that Washougal, Washington was about twenty-five miles 

from Portland. 
“Don’t be silly. It will take forever to get there by bus. I don’t even know if 

you can get there by bus at this hour.”
His words hurt her. She looked away. “I know that I am silly, but I also know 

that I can get there by bus. And it won’t take forever. It will take a couple of 
hours, but I have nothing else to do tonight.”

“I’ll have someone drive you.”
She looked disappointed. “No, thank you.”
George Kaplan was back. “What’s the hold up?”
Morton wasn’t about to let Perez take the bus home: not at this hour. If she 

didn’t accept a ride from an assistant, he doubted that she’d accept cab fare. And 
if she did, he didn’t trust her not to pocket the fare and take the bus anyway. He 
weighed his options. She’d already accepted an offer from him to drive her 
home. He was scheduled to spend the night at the hotel and fly back to D.C. 
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from Portland first thing in the morning. He remembered how much he’d 
enjoyed their conversation at the apple festival.   

“Come to think of it,” he said to her, “I don’t have anything else to do tonight 
either.”

What a smile she gave him.
“I’m going to drop off Ms. Perez,” Morton said to Kaplan. “I’ll see you back at 

the hotel.”
The senator expected an argument from his campaign manager. Instead of 

exploding, Kaplan merely seethed. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?” 
The senator didn’t answer. He wasn’t asking. He was telling. 
Kaplan shook his head. “Fine. See you in the morning.” He tossed his 

cigarette to the ground and rubbed it out with excessive force.   

Agent Butterfield’s stony face didn’t betray what he thought of the idea. He 
located a metal detector wand and gave Desiree Perez a quick scan.

She didn’t like this. “Do I look dangerous to you?”
“No, Ma’am,” he said.
 The driver, another security agent, held the rear door open for her. She got 

in. Butterfield did the same for Morton on the passenger side, then climbed into 
the front to ride shotgun. A bulletproof transparent shield offered the passengers 
in back additional protection and privacy.

As they pulled up the ramp out of Sullivan’s Gulch, Morton noticed a distinct 
change in Desiree’s disposition. She ignored him and looked out the window, 
distracted, distant.

“Is something the matter?” Morton asked.
She didn’t answer.
They drove for a few minutes before he asked again. “Did I do something–”
“I do not know what I did to make you mistrust me.” She wouldn’t look at 

him. 
“I trust you. Agent Butterfield was just doing his job.”
“He did not check Mr. Santore when he got into this car.”
She had a point. Butterfield hadn’t scanned Santore. 
“You’re right,” he said. “He didn’t scan Santore. I apologize.”
She looked at him, but her smile did not return.
“Is there something else?” he asked.
He could see that there was, but she seemed to be struggling whether to give 

it voice.
She said, “I do not understand why people pay for such things.”
“You mean the kidnapping?”
She nodded. 
“Me neither,” he said. “You’d be surprised what people pay for.”
“I have never done this before. And I cannot do it again.” She looked at him. 

“It is wrong.”
“You mean giving people a little excitement? Inflicting a little pain? There are 

men who enjoy it. I don’t, but you have to understand it’s stressful to be in 
George’s position. You always have to be in control. People can call him at any 
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hour of the day or night with a problem, and he has to be prepared to address it. 
I wanted to relieve him of that sense of control for the evening. If things had 
gone as planned, you would have witnessed the biggest laugh, the biggest sense 
of relief you’ve ever seen in your life.”

“Such a laugh is worth one thousand dollars?”
When the question was put so bluntly, the senator was almost too ashamed 

to answer, but he did. “Yes, to some people, it is. You can’t judge it by what 
happened tonight. Things got screwed up. You saw how quickly Santore forgave 
you. Once he understood what was happening, he laughed. If it had been 
George, he wouldn’t have been so afraid. He would have recognized you. He 
would have got the joke sooner.”

“It wasn’t the fear on Mr. Santore’s face that made it wrong,” she said. “It was 
the other look.”

“What other look?”
She looked out the window again as the limo took the ramp onto I-84 East. 

“Can we talk about something else?” 
“Of course.” He took a couple of seconds to switch gears. “So how long have 

you lived in Washougal?”
“A few months, I suppose. Since after the late apple harvest. We have lived 

many places. We do not keep track. We go where there is work.”
“How long have you lived here in the States?” he asked. 
“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.” 

Senator Morton knew that the economic downturn that created so much 
hardship in the States had devastated Europe, especially Spain, but he hadn’t 
met anyone who’d gone through Spain’s decline first hand. 

“There was no more money so there was no more building. Papa chose to 
come to the States. He said your government would spend money. He said you 
would not let your economy go down the tubes. America was not afraid to 
borrow borrow borrow. But things did not work out as he planned. The federal 
stimulus money came with many strings. It was much different from buying a 
politician or two in Catalonia. The local politicians were afraid that if they hired 
Papa the feds would find out, and they would lose the money. Mama tried to 
assure him that everything would be all right, but I do not think she understood 
what he was going through. He told Mama and me not to worry. That was Papa’s 
way.”

She looked straight ahead. “But I could see that he was frightened. So many 
Americans were out of work too that the contractors had to be careful. Though 
we are not Mexicans, we are foreigners, and there is a trace of the Arab race in 
our faces is there not?”

She put her face closer to his, turning it from side to side so that he could 
take it in. She was close enough for him to feel the pull of her gravity.

“Perhaps a trace,” he said.
“At least the politicians who awarded the contracts thought so. What is that 
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word you have for the TSA, for airports? Racial profiling?”
He nodded, slowly realizing that the conversation he thought might be a 

pleasant diversion was turning into a referendum on everything that was wrong 
with America, much of which he had voted for.

“The contractors who received money from the government became extra 
cautious about not hiring undocumented subcontractors, especially people who 
appeared to be from countries the United States armed forces were fighting.

“Papa tried everything that he could think of. And when he could think no 
more, he died of a heart attack. You must never tell anyone this, but I think that 
he ended his own life. I found an empty pill bottle by his bed stand. I do not 
know how many pills he took, but I put it back in the medicine cabinet to hide it 
from Mama. He died when she was away on a church outing, when Papa could 
be sure I would discover his body. I think he trusted me to protect Mama from 
the truth.

“Papa was the one who joked about setting up an extreme kidnapping 
business with Edouard after reading a newspaper article about such a business 
succeeding in Detroit. Edouard could not always tell when Papa was joking and 
when he was serious.” She sighed.

Morton was touched by her bittersweet expression.
“Edouard and Mateo, they are both strong. And the people who hire 

agricultural workers, sometimes they look the other way, no?”
Morton gave what he thought was a noncommittal nod.
She said, “You cannot blame Edouard and Mateo for what they did tonight. 

Sometimes it takes much longer to earn one thousand dollars.”
“I don’t blame any of you,” he said. 
She nodded. 
He asked, “Have you been able to find work here?”
“Ah, your laws prevent me from doing many jobs, and Mama prevents me 

from doing what is left. I could join my cousins picking fruit, but Mama says 
no.” Desiree laughed. “Sometimes the ways of the old country are hard to let go, 
no?” 

Morton smiled.
“No. That is wrong,” she said. “That gives the impression Spain is old-

fashioned. It is not. Compared to the United States many cities are far more 
modern. No offense.”

“None taken.”
“Mama and Papa came from traditional families. Mama keeps telling me, 

‘Desiree, your great asset is that God made you beautiful. Do not squander your 
youth. Guard your beauty and a good man will provide for you as your father 
provided for us.’” 

Though Morton had no way of knowing whether her impersonation of her 
mother was accurate, he found it charming just the same.

She rolled her eyes. “Well, I do not know if I am beautiful. It is true, I am still 
young. Maybe in addition to being young I am secretly lazy, no? Anyway, I let 
Mama convince me that I should not join my cousins in the orchards. She fears 
what the sun will do to my face, what picking will do to my hands.”
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She leaned slightly in to the senator and placed her hands in his.
“So you see my laziness has kept my hands soft.”
The senator often shook hundreds of hands a day without a second thought. 

This was different. “Indeed it has.”
She laughed and withdrew her hands. “And it has kept me so poor that when 

I have three hundred dollars in my pocket as I do tonight, it puts thoughts in my 
head. Perhaps it is better to have a little sun on my face and a few calluses on 
my hands than to think such thoughts.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I Am Not a Stranger

“So how do you and your mother get by?” Senator Morton asked.    
“We live not far from the church. Mama walks there every day,” said Desiree 

Perez. “She is proud enough not to accept money for cleaning people’s houses, 
but she is devout enough not to let pride keep her from cleaning the House of 
God. The church pays her a little. She would not accept at first, but the priest 
told her that the church had a budget for a cleaning service. If she would not 
accept it, he would have to hire one. A few times, when money got so tight that 
we ran low on food, I did some things to earn money that Mama would not 
approve. I told her the money came from Edouard and Mateo, but really…is it 
wrong to lie like that? To Mama?”

“You realize you’re asking a politician.”
“True, but I do not think people expect the truth from politicians. Mama 

expects the truth from me.”
“Sometimes you have to tell little white lies in order to do what’s best for 

everyone.”
“I wonder if it is wrong to hide the truth from her as Papa did. There were 

times he would come home late at night and say he had been out with the boys. 
When I was old enough to understand such things, I sometimes doubted him. 
Mama doubted him, too. He thought his lies would protect her.   

“Maybe if Papa had told her when he could no longer provide for us as he 
once had, maybe if he had not been so proud…”

She grew silent.
“I’m sure he did what he thought was right, too.” Morton said. “It’s not 

always so easy to know. Sometimes I don’t know.”
“What do you do?”
He laughed. “If I told you the truth, it might disillusion you.”
“Maybe illusions are not so good.”
“Maybe not, but I’d be the wrong one to ask about truth and marriage.”
“Why do you say that? Are you not married?”
“Oh, I’m married.”
“I do not understand.”
“I think you understand part of it. I’ll bet you never had to work too hard to 
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attract boys.”
She smiled.
He said, “It may be hard to believe now, but when I was young, I never had 

to work very hard to attract girls.”
“It is not hard to believe.”
“I don’t remember how I got started in student government, but I discovered I 

had a talent for getting elected at a fairly early age. I would have had to work 
much harder to succeed in sports.”

“You are lazy?” 
“No. The elections came easy, but I worked once I was elected. I liked doing 

things for my fellow students. When I was at U-Dub a visiting poli-sci professor 
told us that the most successful leaders placed public adoration above private 
relationships. I called him on this. He referred me to what my history texts said 
on matrimony among the ruling classes. Successful leaders always selected their 
partners for strategic alliances, never because of love. Of course, not all leaders 
did this. But, leaders who married for love were far more prone to have their 
reigns end badly. 

“I wasn’t conscious of taking that professor’s words to heart, but perhaps I 
did.”

He paused a moment. She said, “But you must have fallen in love. You said 
you are married.”

“Jeannie was a fellow student, and she fell in love with me. She wasn’t the 
first, but she was different. The girls before her tired of me when I didn’t return 
that love. I can’t tell you why Jeannie didn’t tire of me, or why I didn’t tire of her. 
I don’t know how much of my decision to marry her was based on her father’s 
clout in Olympia and how much was based on love.”

“If you did not know for sure, you did not love her,” she said.
“Maybe not. After I won my second election and started representing my 

district in D.C., I put far more effort into my work than our relationship. Then 
Selina came along. She was a tech sector lobbyist.”

“And you fell in love with her?”
“She said she saw me in the Senate, not the House of Representatives. At 

first, I thought she was crazy. Still, she persisted. I’d like to think that I left 
Jeannie and married Selina because I wanted to help more people, my entire 
state instead of one congressional district. I can’t rule out that I did it to feed my 
ego. 

“When I told Jeannie I was leaving, it broke her heart. In the past, I’d known 
girls to get upset when I was ready to break up before they were, but I was 
surprised how much I disappointed Jeannie. I was surprised how hurt she was. 
Maybe Selina and I are both more pragmatic. Maybe we both understand that 
love and politics don’t mix.”

“Now you have doubts?” she asked.
“I doubt that I’m qualified to say what’s right and wrong in marriage. It’s hard 

enough to know if I’m doing the right thing for the people.”
“Why is that?”
“You see, when you run for higher office and broaden your constituency, you 
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have to say and do things outside of your comfort zone. There wasn’t a huge 
difference between representing my state district in Olympia and representing 
my congressional district in D.C. When I began to campaign statewide there 
were far more people to represent. Far more competing interests. I had to 
change my position on a number of issues that I once felt very strongly about. 
And I began to get angry letters from constituents who had once been my 
strongest supporters. Those constituents felt betrayed.”

“You had to do these things to help more people,” she said.
He nodded. “And because Congress and campaigning are both full time jobs, 

I had to rely on a campaign manager to tell me where to go and what to say. 
And these men and women see the world through different eyes. Public servants 
look for win-win. For campaign managers, it’s always win-or-lose. It’s never 
comfortable trashing members of your own party in the primary. And you can’t 
stand on your record in the general election. You have to do whatever it takes to 
crush your opponent. And when you refuse to do something you think is 
stooping too low, your campaign manager is there to remind you that you’re 
doing it for the people. Placing your dignity above their best interest is vain and 
selfish.”

“I would never blame you for saying things to win an election,” she said.
“You’re kind for saying so. And maybe you’re right. Maybe I’ve just gotten too 

comfortable again. And George would kill me if he heard me discussing this 
with a stranger.”

“I am not a stranger,” she said. “I am Desiree. And George is not here.”
“I appreciate that, but I shouldn’t say more.”
“I will not tell anyone. Cross my heart,” she said, and did.
“George would say you could be wearing a wire.”
She smiled. “Do you think I am wearing a wire?”
“No, but I can’t take that chance.”
She seductively stripped off her robe, revealing the latex dominatrix costume 

beneath. To the extent that the headroom and spacious open configuration of the 
Chevy Suburban allowed, she lifted her arms above her head, as she had when 
dancing the flamenco, presenting her body for his inspection. She turned to face 
the back, placing one knee on the seat and straightening her leg, leaning 
forward so that he could trace the curve of her back down to her thighs and her 
stiletto-heeled boots.

“Where would I hide one?” she asked. Then it occurred to her. “In my robe?”
She presented it to him. He placed it in his lap. He knew that he shouldn’t 

share his thoughts about running for president, but he had wanted to confide in 
someone beyond his inner circle for some time, and she seemed such a 
sympathetic listener. Maybe the drink he had at the hotel coupled with the one 
he had with Santore had tipped the scales on his good judgment.

“About five months ago, I met with some wealthy business leaders who were 
shopping for a presidential candidate who could keep the federal government 
open for business without giving away the store. Since I started my political 
career representing a district in Yakima County, I was once a Republican. Of 
course, I had to become a Democrat to pick up King and Jefferson Counties in a 
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statewide race, but a fair number of Republican voters stuck with me.
“These business leaders introduced me to George Kaplan. In addition to 

running my re-election campaign for the Senate, he’s showing me around 
Colorado, Florida, Nevada, Ohio, and Virginia. These are the states that I can 
win by just being myself. They’re also the states that swing the presidential 
election.

“George could never be president, but when it comes to knowing what 
people want to hear, the man’s uncanny. To become the Democratic nominee, 
I’m going to have to sound like a true progressive, which I’m not. I’ll be 
promising a hell of a lot more than I intend to deliver. And some nights, like 
tonight, George’s words leave a bitter taste in my mouth.”

“I do not think less of you, sir.”
“This is just between friends, okay. You’ll have to call me Guy.”
“Guy,” she said, “I do not think the words you say or the promises you make 

are important to your voters. I think they can tell you are a decent man, that you 
have their best interest at heart. I am a good judge of character. You may not 
think so seeing me with Edouard and Mateo, but I know them for who they are.”

“Thank you for the vote of confidence. I really need it after the speech I gave 
tonight.” 

“In some ways, we are alike. Sometimes I, too, promise the people more than 
I am willing to give. I know that when I dance, and when I sing, it has an effect 
on men. You saw me dance. Did you find this to be true?”

He didn’t answer, but his smile did. She already knew the answer.
“When you watched me dance the flamenco, did you notice that I did not 

look at the audience?”
“I imagine it takes a great deal of concentration.”
“That is what you would imagine, but in truth that is why you practice. By the 

time you perform, almost everything is muscle memory. There is another reason 
that I do not look at the audience. It is why I listen to Mama on this. I do not 
always listen to Mama. You probably knew that too, no?”

“I confess that I was beginning to suspect it.”
“My teachers told me that there were many who could learn the movements 

of the dance. There are many singers who can produce the notes. But, as you 
said, some people are born with a shape that is pleasing to the eye. Some 
people are born with the proper anatomy to produce sounds that many find 
pleasing. Once you have these, what separates the successful artists from the 
unsuccessful ones must come from here.”

She looked him straight in the eye and put her hand over her heart. She was 
absolutely sincere about this. No question.

“The movements of flamenco are very sensual, and the dance has a sequence 
to it. It starts out very slowly and with great control. You must think of the 
sequence as an act of love. When I dance for you, I give myself to you. In the 
beginning, I disrobe before you. I lift my arms in surrender to you. I invite you to 
look. I conceal nothing from you. I thrust forward my breasts. Do you like my 
breasts? I thrust forward my– hips.” She made herself laugh. “I turn. This is my 
back. This is my ass. Do I shock you when I say such things? Shall I stop?”
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Next on The Catalonian Candidate:
Valentina Pontano Sternwood slipped her sunglasses into her purse and said, 

“Thank you for calling me last night and sharing your concerns about the 
security breaches and taking orders from Kaplan.”

“I thought you should know as soon as possible that this might not work out,” 
said Forbes.

“I appreciate that,” she said. “It’s George Kaplan’s job to win elections. It’s 
your job to see that he doesn’t lose his candidate. I know you’re not political. 
Neither am I.”

“Then why–” Forbes started.
“We’re not asking you to vote for Senator Morton. We’re not asking you to 

campaign for him, but statistically speaking, his voting record aligns with the 
values of the majority of voters in this country, not just a couple hundred 
thousand left-wing and right-wing true believers angry enough to brave sub-zero 
temperatures and ice storms in Iowa and New Hampshire. With the financial 
support we’re prepared to offer him, and with George Kaplan handling his 
messaging, Morton’s capable of staying in the race at least until all primary 
voters have had their say. That may be why you and Kaplan don’t get along. He 
is a politician. But, if Morton doesn’t get caught with his pants around his 
ankles, and the country doesn’t get spooked by terrorist attacks into voting out of 
fear, trust me. We could do worse.”
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