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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N TS
I knew that writing Volume II of the Third Party novel series would be
more challenging than Volume I. The story and plot are more complex
and I decided that Volume II had to stand on its own. That required
weaving sufficient background from the Volume I plot and characters
into the early passages and striking a delicate balance. It also meant that
I had to lean more heavily on my support team, particularly with respect
to editing.
Barb, Tom, Dave, Ed and Guy got the short straws and fought their way
through the early manuscripts. Heidi found missing ingredients,
particularly when it came to character development and what I call
“flavor.” Susan stepped up again regarding punctuation and syntax. As
with Volume I, Nancy gave the final blessing before I handed the
manuscript off to Tim at Wasteland Publishing.
I would like to give special recognition to Andy for assistance with
Illinois election law, to Rye for the cover design and layout and to Dawn
for her usual excellent typing support.
I am grateful to everyone for their help in making Volume II the best it
could be.

CHAP TER ONE
Writer’s block? This can’t be happening!
By his own calculations, Nat Carson had written over ten thousand
columns. At least half were under the Chicago Tribune’s banner and the
rest for his Springfield-based rag The Back Bench. The topics of his longago past as a beat writer fresh out of Northwestern’s Medill School of
Journalism covering the city’s West Side—scintillating debutante
sightings, riveting amateur sports team results, frightening man-bitesdog reports—had, to his great relief, fallen away quickly, allowing him to
cover education. Ultimately he’d found his true professional love:
lampooning the sleaze of City Hall. How he’d transitioned to
Springfield politics remained a bit of a blur, but it had led to the creation
of his own mini daily and blog. In the end, that was all that mattered.
Writing The Back Bench meant freedom from the editors who
always knew better, from the meaningless deadlines and, most
important, from the constant need to feed the bureaucracy with his
whereabouts and schedule. It didn’t hurt that his income had more than
tripled over the years, either.
So why, so many thousands of articles later, was he in this shroud of
mental impotence? It should be a snap to enlighten the world to the
crazy, upside-down results of the preceding day’s election with wit and
accuracy; a slam dunk to best the Trib, Sun-Times, and Daily Herald.
The political reading world was chomping to get another taste of Nat
Carson’s spin. Well, maybe not chomping, but at least waiting
expectantly for the insight that had separated The Back Bench wheat
from the rest of the chaff for over fifteen years.
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Nat pushed back from his desk. The laptop cursor throbbed at him
like his headache, but with a lot more guilt attached. Most days Nat
could go from his notes to pushing the print button before you could say
Meet the Press. As recently as Monday, on the eve of the election, he had
spun half a dozen stories about the candidates and their concluding
maneuvers along with pieces paraphrasing last-minute trash talk the
Democrat and Republican PR whores had thrown at him. And, to even
the score, some fluffier crap from the upstart E Party.
So what was up with this fucking writer’s block?
It was the most stunning upset in the history of Illinois politics. E
Party candidate Tom Robinson Jr. had been elected, in no particular
order, the state’s first Black governor, the state’s first third party
governor, and the state’s first Baseball Hall of Famer-turned-governor.
Yet, suddenly and inexplicably, for the first time since that goofy
freshman year class on existentialism, Nat was suffering from erectile
dysfunction of the brain.
Just start typing, asshole. Get over it.
Nat stared at his fingers hung poised over the keyboard, willing
them to hit the keys.
The E Party was only in its second election cycle, but had already
endured a tsunami of negative attacks from both the Democrats and
Republicans in attempting to become the country’s only effective,
competitive third party. In its short two-year existence, it had faced
every dirty trick in its opponents’ playbook of slanderous personal
attacks and Election Day mayhem, constantly vilified by the talking
heads on the right at Fox News and on the left at MSNBC. In the most
insidious and clever assault, its leaders, Alex “Atlas” Stein and Gen.
Samuel Huntington Smith, had been indicted in the matter of U.S. v.
Stein on bogus, politically induced tax fraud charges resulting in the
freezing of all of their personal accounts as well as the E Party political
funds.
Miraculously, E Party candidates for lieutenant governor,
comptroller, and treasurer had also won, and the party had increased its
presence in the Illinois legislature from fourteen representatives to
twenty-five, and eight senators to fourteen. Moreover, its first slates of
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legislative candidates in Pennsylvania, Iowa, and Indiana had all
managed to disrupt the majorities held by Democrats or Republicans in
those states.
Recount? You bet your ass! That was Nat’s prediction, anyway.
The Republicans would spare no expense to prove that their candidate
for governor had not lost by less than one tenth of one percent of the
vote from over four million cast.
This is your fifteen minutes of fame, buddy, Nat reminded himself.
Fire up the damn laptop and get going. Or better yet, it couldn’t hurt to
catch forty winks, maybe ’til 5 a.m. or so. Get a fresh start. He could still
crank out an edition by six. He’d done some of his best writing in the
wee hours, hadn’t he?
For once, it wouldn’t be at the end of an all-night binge.
*******
As Nat Carson was self-diagnosing his brain cramp and considering
a quick snooze, the assembled E Party celebrants at the Sheraton Grand
Chicago were inventing new adjectives to describe the moment.
Governor-elect Thomas “Jackie Jr.” Robinson, the celebrated baseball
superstar, was thinking about how different this experience felt from,
and yet was reminiscent of, winning the division championship. To his
right, Atlas, the E Party’s founding father, was feeling a gamut of
emotions centered around a lifelong career in resolving large-scale
episodes of post-traumatic stress—a career that had allowed him to save
literally thousands of lives. Tonight, he sat reflecting on how far they’d
come on this unpredictable, impossibly arduous, yet wonderfully
uplifting journey. Across the room, Atlas’s partner-in-crime, General
Smith, a highly decorated veteran responsible for all E Party ground
troops, was feeling the letdown of exultation born of the cessation of
hostilities. At his side, Julie “K.C.” Covington-Stein, Atlas’s bride and
long-ago staffer on the winning side of Kennedy beats Nixon, was finally
giving into the pent-up, complex range of emotions she’d been carrying
with her like a constant companion.
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Nothing in their collective psyche could ever have anticipated the
emotional high of the E Party’s victory in the Illinois governor’s race, the
remarkable culmination of a three-year journey to demonstrate to the
entire country the potential benefits a third party could bring to an
empty, dysfunctional political system.
The final vote tallies had not been confirmed until just short of 3
a.m. It was now approaching sunrise. Champagne, e-mails, texts, calls,
tweets, and the outpouring of emotions had been flowing non-stop for
hours.
*******
When the final tally for governor was tabulated at Cook County
Democratic Headquarters, the remaining diehards and staffers still
assembled held a collective pregnant pause with the same thought: Was
it a win or a loss?
For the second consecutive biennial campaign, the party’s grip on
the Illinois General Assembly had loosened. Prior to the advent of the E
Party, they had held unassailable majorities in both the House of
Representatives and in the Senate for over a generation. They were now
reduced to numbers formerly attributed to the lowly Republicans: 25
out of 59 seats in the Senate and 54 out of 118 seats in the House. It
seemed an eternity since those numbers were 33 and 67, but in actuality,
such dominating totals were only a few years in the rearview mirror.
Heading into election night, the Democrats held all six statewide
offices. Within seven hours of the polls closing, they had barely hung
onto attorney general. The E Party now boasted four out of six, and the
Republicans had, inexplicably and tragically, captured the patronagerich secretary of state slot. No one in the room could recall a time when
the Democratic Party of Illinois had held only one statewide office.
Heading into the weekend before the election, the polls had shown
their candidate for governor running second to the Republican in a tight
three-way race. Surely, the prowess of the Democrats’ Election Day
machinery would make the difference. But, under the category of “ours
is not to reason why,” their party chairman—the all-powerful Speaker of
4
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the House, David Kennedy—had orchestrated a last minute, seventytwo hour, no-holds-barred campaign to elect the E Party candidates for
governor and lieutenant governor.
Their local political leader, Cook County Democratic Party
Executive Director Danny Ryan, had deployed every available resource,
human and financial, in an attempt to honor the Speaker’s unorthodox
demands. And though it might not have been his to reason why, Ryan
couldn't help but wonder what the hell had just happened.
The question on everyone’s lips at headquarters remained: Was it a
win or a loss?
*******
While Democrats throughout the Land of Lincoln were playing
mental seesaw and the E Party was embracing the still reverberating
thrill of victory, the Republicans were adamantly refusing to
acknowledge the agony of defeat. They were in possession of the same
vote tallies as the entire Internet-connected world. They could add them
backward, forward, and sideways. And as long as two plus two equaled
four, Robert Allen, their candidate for governor, would have 3,582 fewer
votes than Tom Robinson.
Elizabeth DiMaggio, their leader and mastermind, had bet the
ranch, the enchiladas, and her party’s unborn children on an Allen
victory. Every penny and every second had been dedicated to ensuring a
Republican would take up residence in the governor’s mansion for the
next four years.
Scott Grusin, their national party chair, had similarly committed
untold resources. For five consecutive presidential campaigns, Illinois
had been as blue as the Mediterranean. Grusin had viewed Robert Allen
as a critical link to twenty electoral votes in the next contest for the
White House.
Three thousand five hundred eighty-two votes, DiMaggio kept
repeating to herself. Less than one-third of a vote per precinct and too
many decimal points to the left to correctly pronounce. On the worst
election morning-after of Elizabeth DiMaggio’s political life, she could
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not begin to contemplate raising the five million or more it would take
to challenge the results. She had no clue as to why or how, but Speaker
Kennedy had stolen, had hijacked, another election. One way or
another, she and her party would get the answers and reclaim their
stolen property.

6
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Ever since Danny Ryan had been anointed executive director of the
Cook County Democratic Party, he and Nancy Rae Mitchell, his most
trusted and cherished accomplice, had celebrated après election in
exactly the same fashion. Once all the tallies were verified and the staff
released, they’d open the first bottle of Chivas Regal and trade
hyperbole of once and future victories, then open a second bottle, which
would be handed back and forth until one of them passed out. The one
who remained upright was responsible for making certain the “loser”
was safely situated before securing a cab home.
The next day, no matter how late it was, or how fierce the hangover,
they would complete their ritualistic celebration with a trek to Leo and
Heather’s Irish Deli for greasy whatever and talks of vacations
contemplated but never taken.
In the early years, the party included Danny’s wife, Shannon. But
that was before Danny had succumbed to the celebratory Scotch before
Nancy Rae, presenting a scenario even the most understanding wife
might question. It was one thing for the Ryans to entertain the beautiful,
sexy Nancy Rae Mitchell on their couch in an alcoholic stupor, but
entirely another not to know exactly where her husband had slept—or,
potentially, with whom. One thing had eventually led to another. Danny
Ryan was now free to wake up wherever it suited him.
This year’s designated bout of inebriation had more or less ended
in a tie. With a groan, Nancy Rae awoke at headquarters with her head
face down on a cold steel table, her nose bent in an interesting shape. If
her head didn’t hurt so much, she’d be elated. Somehow she’d avoided
the bed of chip and pretzel residue that Danny had apparently been
7
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using for a mattress on the floor. They’d never even made it home last
night…correct that, this morning. With the closest coffeehouse too far
to navigate given the pounding in her head, she nudged Danny awake
with her foot. To hell with tradition. This was an emergency. An
emergency that called for warm Diet Coke and leftover pepperoni pizza.
At least until they made it to the deli.
The charm of Leo and Heather’s Irish Deli is that it has none.
Dating back to the zenith of Chicago’s meat packing district, it occupies
the same South Side corner where the first draft was poured and the first
plate of C&C—“Chicago’s finest corned beef and cabbage”—was
served. Fourth-generation owners and wait staff represent the only
changes to an otherwise perfect blend of comfort food and locals. Other
than the Irish whiskey—the seasoning of choice in most of the dishes—
the fact that Leo and Heather’s had become a favorite haunt of the
Democratic Party chieftains, including visiting national luminaries, was
its worst kept secret.
It was also where Danny Ryan had held patronage court for many
years on alternating Tuesdays and Fridays, dispensing jobs and
mediating disputes among rival Democratic committeemen. The
infamous Shakman decrees, a series of legal rulings to limit city-wide
political corruption, had allegedly ended patronage—at least the kind
that was openly bartered at Leo and Heather’s and other neighborhood
joints across the city. With insiders now wearing more wires than
watches, the shake-of-the-hand and the report-for-work-on-Monday
verbal contract had morphed into clandestine exchanges much further
down the political food chain.
Nancy Rae well remembered her first meeting with Danny Ryan at
Leo and Heather’s. She was the foster child of a precinct captain and
had, in short order, demonstrated the cunning and tenacity the party
coveted. Wielding her uncommon beauty like a sword, Nancy Rae had
been projecting a come-hither sex appeal at an age when most young
women were still stuffing their training bras. To his credit, Danny
instantly grasped the untapped intellect and hustle that belied her
relative youth. That had been almost twenty years and umpteen plates
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of C&C ago. Now they were each other’s best friend and confidant, and
they had a silent pact to serve and protect, no matter the cost.
The short cab ride from headquarters this morning was absent of
small talk. Even hungover, Nancy Rae was formulating her agenda,
saving it for their time in their customary corner booth.
Once the waitress had taken their orders and they had mugs of
steaming jet fuel and a full pot in front of them, she began.
“Danny, you made a promise to me last year. At this very table, as I
recall. I have been waiting patiently for this day. It’s time for you to
honor your commitment.”
Danny moaned. “Are you kidding? Now? My head feels like it’s
being crushed by an anvil.”
Nancy Rae felt a twinge of remorse. But only a twinge. “Too bad.”
“So…what…? Are we getting married?” Danny’s words mocked,
but his eyes shone.
“No,” she chuckled lightly, “and don’t change the subject.”
“Okay, okay, I give,” said Danny, pouring his second cup of coffee.
Nancy Rae plowed on. “I’m determined to make you crunch some
brain cells here. On the other hand, I hadn’t figured on your sleeping on
the floor.”
Danny shook his head and closed his eyes in pain. “Last thing I
remember is that great decision to finish the bottle in one ginormous
swig before carting you off. Next time, remind me that ‘waste not, want
not’ does not apply to a four-shot equivalent of 80 proof. Either that, or
at least remind me to sweep the floor before we crack the seal on the first
bottle.”
Nancy Rae grinned.
“Listen, Danny,” she said, and her tone was suddenly serious. “I
really just want to say thank you.”
Danny looked at her curiously.
“Okay,” he said. “I’ll bite. For what?”
“Just…thank you,” she said. “For always looking out for me. You've
never sold me short. Not ever.”
“That there’s a heavy line, Rae. Care to expand…expound…fill me
in?”
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Nancy Rae smiled sweetly. “Happy to. But not until we take off.”
Danny put his mug down heavily. “Come on, Rae. I’m not prepared
for riddles today.”
“Take…off,” Nancy Rae repeated slowly. “You know, as in the trip
to Mexico we’re taking a week from Saturday. I bought the tickets right
after Tom Robinson announced for governor. Come on, tell me you
don’t need to get away.”
Danny looked at her with big raccoon eyes.
“Yeah,” said Nancy Rae. “Exactly. Plus, you promised me a postelection vacation. I expect you to honor that promise.”
“Stephanie,” Danny called to the waitress, “we’re gonna need lots
more coffee here.”
*******
While Nancy Rae Mitchell had been busy delousing Danny Ryan of
pretzel crumbs with Scotch tape, the dwindling E Party celebrants had
concluded that champagne and caviar was not the breakfast of
champions. On a whim, their political guru, Mark Stone, had whispered
an inspired suggestion to Atlas. Then, all it took was a nod and a phone
call.
Lou Mitchell’s, on Chicago’s Near West Side, is to breakfast what
Leo & Heather’s is to Irish fare. Since its opening in 1923, Lou’s loyal
customers could not remember ever seeing a "Closed For Private Event"
sign posted on the door during the breakfast rush hour. Today, that
changed.
For the past two-plus years, Lou Mitchell’s had been home to
regular clandestine information exchanges between Mark Stone and Nat
Carson. From the day Mark had slipped Nat the dossier on the first
group of E Party legislative candidates, the passing combination of
Stone to Carson had scored many editorial touchdowns. Mark’s welltimed news tips had also resulted in a welcomed bump in The Back
Bench’s subscriber base.
Today, nestled in adjoining back booths, Illinois Governor-elect
Tom Robinson and the original E Party cadre were honoring a self10
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imposed cell phone abstinence in a sop to their brains. In a sop to their
stomachs, they were ingesting the best omelets, toast, potatoes, and
coffee ever.
The group was unusually subdued. Contemplating the journey
completed? Resisting notions of the adventure ahead? It was their
resident public relations genius, Lisa Boudreau, who fired the first shot
heard round the table. “So...now what?”
They all laughed as the bubble of silence above their heads popped.
Atlas, more prone to action than contemplation, pointed a finger at Lisa.
“Exactly. Now what?”
“Don’t ask me why,” said the General, “but I was just running the
second Gulf War through my head. The Bush team spent all that energy
deliberating and then executing the war, but when the victory was upon
them it was as if they hadn’t prepared for the inevitable.”
“Well, I certainly hope the Robinson administration isn’t facing the
task of nation building,” K.C. said.
“Amen to that,” said the General. “I know we’ve just won the
political battle. But honestly, I’ll be damned if I’ve thought much about
the long-term mission ahead.”
“I’m betting none of us have,” Atlas said. “Let’s face it. Until
Speaker Kennedy called last Thursday and offered to put Tom over the
top, well, we didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell. I’m dying to know
what he had to do to swing the election our way.” He held up his hands.
“Then again, maybe I don’t want to know. How much time do we
have?”
“Well, without the benefit of a copy of the State Constitution, I
believe the governor of Illinois is inaugurated on the second Tuesday in
January,” Mark said. “Let’s call it two months.”
“Two months, eight weeks, fifty-six days…who knows?” said Atlas.
“What I do know is that I’m fried. I’m guessing all of you feel the same
way. Physically and mentally. So here’s what I suggest. We all take the
next two weeks off. K.C. and I are long overdue for our belated
honeymoon. As in, don’t call. Don’t text. Don’t tweet. Don’t even think
about us.”
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“Great plan,” said Mark. “But that’s not how it works. Not in reality.
Whether we like it or not, we are now on the clock. Under the
microscope. All those clichés times ten. Anyone willing to venture an
over-under on the number of press inquiries on Lisa’s iPhone in the
ninety minutes we’ve been incognito?”
“So the E Party goes rogue?” Atlas inquired. “What’s the downside
if we drop off the face of the earth for a couple weeks?”
“Well, one thing’s for sure,” said Lisa, “it’s never been done.
Winning campaigns take about two minutes to reboot before they start
spinning their victory. Political honeymoons last only so long. Of late,
that time seems to have shrunk to the size of a sound bite.”
Atlas elbowed Tom Robinson. “Governor? What’s your pleasure?”
“I assume you mean other than sleeping for the next seventy-two
hours,” Tom said. “I haven’t even thought about being governor, if that’s
what you’re asking. Based on this conversation, I may ask for a recount if
the Republicans don’t.”
“How about ‘make no decision before its time,’” said K.C., “as long
as we’re running with the clichés. Especially while hungover, sleep
deprived, and unprepared. The only real problem I’m hearing is that the
press needs its usual quantity of red meat. Beyond that, I think John Q.
Public doesn’t care what we do until Tom is sworn in.” She turned to
Lisa. “What do you think, Lisa? How do we feed the beast? And do we
have to?”
“Screw the press,” said the General. “Sorry, Lisa. But in the military
they pushed us to leak crap at every turn. We’re at war and the media
prima donnas act as if they’re entitled to know the plans in advance.
Twenty-first century war—the ultimate spectator sport. Bull…shit!
One thing that’s worked for the past two years is that we handled those
assholes strictly on a need-to-know basis. Why should that have to
change?”
“I know I brought it up,” Lisa said, regretting it, “but this is not a
conversation I’m ready to have today. I agree with the General that
we’ve had a successful, albeit unusual, run with the press. I’d like to keep
it that way until we can’t anymore. General, you’ve given me a great idea
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for a diversionary tactic. Mark, do you think Nat Carson can be coaxed
to join us for breakfast?”
“Coaxed?” Mark echoed. “He’ll come in his boxers.”
E-MAIL
To: Atlas, K.C., General, Mark
From: Lisa Boudreau
Sent: 11/6 3:00 p.m. (CST)
Subject: Carson Interview
Tom and I thought the interview went particularly well, especially
the part about “don’t call us, we’ll call you!”
Wishing everyone well on their downtime and their travels.
Looking forward to Thanksgiving with Team Atlas in Aspen.
*******
THE BACK BENCH
“If you let it slip, we catch it”
November 7
In modern political America, victorious candidates
for higher office spend the morning-after hitting the
train stations in a ceremonial thanking of the
mushrooms. And, of course, under the lights of TV
cameras all too willing to help spread the manure. This
is generally followed with a sweep of the morning
shows, providing an equally ceremonial victory lap of
sound bites to an allegedly adoring public.
As it turns out, Governor-elect Tom Robinson
took his victory lap at Lou Mitchell’s over freshsqueezed, eggs, and toast before heading off on a much
needed and deserved respite with family and friends.
Before taking his leave, he and E Party public
relations maestro Lisa Boudreau granted me a brief
13

T H I R D

P A R T Y

interview. The full exchange is posted on the blog.
Below are excerpts of our discussion:
Back Bench: Tom, Mr. Governor-Elect. Let me
offer my congratulations. Are you as stunned as I am by
the election results?
Robinson: I don’t know if stunned adequately
describes the moment. With all that the E Party has
been through, no one could have predicted this
outcome.
Back Bench: The most obvious question is,
what’s next? Something tells me you are not heading to
Disney World.
Robinson: (chuckling) You know, I always
wanted to use that line. It would have meant my team
had just won the World Series and I was voted MVP.
Any major leaguer would kill to cash that daily double
ticket. Actually, I’m heading to Texas for a week or two
of R&R. No phones, no Blackberry. In fact, the entire E
Party leadership team has declared a two-week
sabbatical. Don’t call us, we’ll call you.
Back Bench: Can’t say I blame you. The past
months certainly had to have taken their toll.
Robinson: It was especially tough on my friend,
Alex Stein, aka Atlas. He was warned up front that
things would get ugly if he found success with his third
party idea. But that was some kind of ugly. The man’s
entire body of work, not to mention his integrity and
reputation, was this close (gesturing) to, how would you
say it…well…extinction. This is his victory, not mine.
The entire E Party operation is due to his vision and a
small, but very mighty, army. And, let’s not forget, he
afforded me the chance that allowed me to climb down
off the ledge following a deliberate campaign of vicious
rumor-mongering.
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Back Bench: Come January, you’ll have a new
address at the governor’s mansion in Springfield. What
happens to Atlas—and General Smith?
Robinson: Probably the same thing they’ve been
doing their entire lives. They’ll find a mission and bring
it home. For my sake, I hope that mission continues to
be the E Party. There are great things to be done.
Back Bench: To that end, what do you see as your
priorities?
Robinson: That was actually one of the topics at
breakfast today. I think it was Lisa Boudreau who put it
out there. Now what? And the thing is, I don’t know for
sure. Obviously there are a variety of tough issues to
confront and we’re already on the clock. You know how
strongly I believe in the team concept, Nat, so
assembling a team that can find a winning formula is
critical. But you also have to appreciate that during its
short existence the E Party has attempted to redefine
victory within the confines of American politics. After
what this state has been through, ethics and civility will
dominate the culture of my administration. During the
campaign, I was reminded about a saying that President
Reagan had on his desk to the effect that you can do
great things if it doesn’t matter who gets the credit.
That’s what the E Party is about and that’s what the
Robinson administration will be about. Sure, I’d love to
see the Getting to 21 program become a reality as soon
as possible. But unless we rebuild the government’s
team and get that “we” mentality working, I can’t see
where any other priorities make sense.
Back Bench: Pardon me for stepping on your
toes, Governor, but that sounds pretty Pollyannaish.
There’s an entrenched bureaucracy that chews up and
spits out the best-intended politicians.
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Robinson: There’s a scary thought. And for that
reason alone, I don’t see rushing the process. The
collegiality I’m talking about is not a creature of the
inauguration. I’ve got a four-year contract. That, to me,
is a workable time frame.
Back Bench: Fair enough. But you still have to
turn on the lights day one.
Robinson: I’m pretty sure that will happen. We’ll
regroup in a few weeks. One thing I can guarantee.
Politics as usual stops at the door to the capitol. Too
many of our elected officials forget where the campaign
ends and where governing begins. We will not hire to
the polls nor govern to the polls. I think it was the first
Mayor Daley who said ‘Good government is good
politics.’ Somewhere along the line, we’ve turned that
one on its head.
Back Bench: Thanks for your time, Governor. I’m
sure the entire state of Illinois joins me in wishing you
great success.
In other news…

16

CHAP TER THREE
The tradition dates back to Roosevelt’s defeat of Hoover in 1932.
At a particularly tumultuous moment in American history, the chairman
of the Democratic National Committee invited the chairman of the
Republican National Committee to a post-election détente. A modicum
of one-upmanship was expressed, yet the occasion was not to gloat, but
rather discuss the need to place national priorities above political
bickering.
Over the years, a biannual post-election “discussion” between the
two parties’ leaders has become a ritual. The event usually takes place in
either New York City or D.C., with an occasional detour to L.A. The
losing chairman is afforded the choice of location, and the winner, by
custom, pays the tab. No matter how vicious the rhetoric during the
campaign, the respective party leaders well understand it is never too
early to plot the course for the next election cycle. They, more than
anyone else, understand the necessity of perpetuating the two-party
system.
It was a mid-term election with a Democrat occupying the White
House; it would have been aberrational for the Republican not to host.
Mid-terms are generally brutal to the party of 1600 Pennsylvania
Avenue. Therefore, it was RNC Chairman Scott Grusin who greeted his
guest, DNC Chairman Eddie Cobb, in a private room at one of New
York City’s most exclusive clubs.
Chairman Scott Grusin is as cool and smooth as the underside of a
pillow. Fourth-generation from one of Philadelphia’s mainline families.
Graduated at the top of his class with an MBA from the Wharton School
of the University of Pennsylvania. Chairman of the family’s
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manufacturing conglomerate at the age of thirty-seven following his
father’s untimely death. Distinguished by his inventive management
style and impeccable insight, particularly during board meetings.
The Grusin family had a reputation for unbridled, competitive
aggression in the business arena, and young Scott had not disappointed
in that regard. During his stay at the helm revenues grew tenfold; profits,
a staggering twentyfold. By the time he handed his proxy over to his
children, Grusin Industries had become a member of the Fortune 100
privately held companies.
Scott Grusin’s segue from the family dynasty coincided with his
ascendency within the Republican Party. Shortly after assuming the
reigns of the party, however, he realized that the demands of a dual
chairmanship were insurmountable. He had worked a lifetime of magic
at Grusin Industries. Under the circumstances, his goal was to direct any
magic left in the wand toward political pursuits.
DNC Chairman Eddie Cobb was another matter altogether. Where
Grusin exuded class, Cobb exuded crass. Grusin’s competitive drive had
always remained within the boundaries of conservative business ethics,
even as he was exploding the family business. Cobb’s creation of a West
Texas oil drilling equipment monopoly was the product of every
unseemly maneuver this side of not quite indictable. On those occasions
where the line was crossed and charges threatened, Cobb’s undeniable
political acumen always managed to carry the day.
Strange bedfellows? Perhaps. But Grusin and Cobb got along
famously. Party chairmen, not unlike presidents, understand and
appreciate all too well the pressures their successors and competitors
constantly face. It’s easy to cast aside methods when there is a shared
madness.
The first round of drinks was devoted to friendly banter about the
outcome of the congressional races. Grusin gloated over taking the
House. Cobb congratulated his adversary, not so subtly reminding him
that in the face of an extended recessionary cycle, wars from which the
public had long ago grown tired, and the endless venomization from Fox
News, the Republican gains were underwhelming. His Democrats still
held the Senate and the number of governor slots changing colors had
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also been minimized. Grusin countered. Cobb’s president scored the
lowest mid-term polling grades of any commander-in-chief in decades.
The second round of drinks was devoted to bashing the media and
cursing how much money campaign ads cost.
“Those duplicitous assholes,” Cobb spat, his southern accent
dripping. “Bastards decry the state of campaign advertising, then charge
premium rates and laugh all the way to the bank. By the next election,
they’ll be Facebooked and Twittered to oblivion. I tell y’all what, too. I’ll
be first to shovel dirt on their graves.”
The third round of drinks accompanied T-bones the size of Texas,
thus allowing a sidestep of Cobb’s usual commentary about the
“pathetic things that Yankees serve for steaks.” Grusin ordered steamed
vegetables as his side. Cobb ordered his usual complement of arterycloggers. Grusin held back a comment, well aware that Cobb didn’t take
well to criticism.
Cobb couldn’t wait to start chewing on the E Party. “So, what do
you make of them sons-a-bitches E Party?”
“What I make of them depends upon what game your Speaker
Kennedy is playing in Illinois,” Grusin chewed back. “Liz DiMaggio tells
me we can easily pick up that governor’s seat. That is, if your guy doesn’t
intervene on Robinson’s behalf.” He tossed a card on the table. “Here’s a
palm card to prove it. Never thought I’d see the Democrats in Illinois, of
all places, passing palm cards with a third party candidate as their
headliner. So, you tell me, Eddie. What should I make of it?”
“Whoa, brother.” Cobb held up his arms. “Don’t shoot when
there’s no white left in my eyes. You and I are both the cowboys here.
It’s Kennedy who’s turned renegade. I’ve been all over the E Party. If
you haven’t noticed, their counsel’s stiletto heels are tattooed all over
my ass since their funds were impounded.” He leaned across the table,
lowered his voice, and extended his finest Cheshire cat shit-eating grin.
“As if I had anything to do with the tax fraud case filed by the
Department of Justice against Stein and General Smith.”
“You’re telling me that the Democratic Speaker of the House in
Illinois is off the reservation? And you know nothing about the crap they
pulled to get Robinson elected?”
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“On my mother’s grave.” Cobb raised his right hand as if in court.
“Nothing.”
“I’ll need a little more than your mother’s grave on this one, Eddie.”
Cobb nodded. “And I can get you there right quick,” he said. “I
assume y’all plan to file an election challenge.”
Grusin shook his head. “Not likely. In Illinois, any margin over two
hundred votes is virtually impossible to overcome. Least that’s what Liz
DiMaggio tells me. And Robinson leads by over three thousand.
“Three thousand five hundred and eighty-two, to be precise,” said
Cobb. “Like I said. I’m all over this.”
“Well, you may be all over it,” Grusin said, “but this is not the land
of hanging chads. If David Kennedy made this happen, we can’t forget
that the Illinois Supreme Court is his wholly owned subsidiary. Given
that, I’m not inclined to waste the five-plus million dollars DiMaggio
tells me the recount could cost.”
“Now listen here, Grusin,” said Cobb, pointing his finger with the
enormous golden longhorn ring. “I’m telling you that will be the best
five mil you ever spent. First of all, if you don’t challenge, the
redistricting map that gets drawn could be devastating for both of us.
Second, my gut tells me you’ll win.” Cobb gave his gut a hearty pat.
“And this baby ain’t never wrong!”
“Eddie,” Grusin said, suddenly sober. “I’m telling you this. If we
contest the election—and by the way, I concede that having a
Republican governor in control of the redistricting map would be worth
risking five million—then you had better be light years away. Or Atlas
Stein and his chain-dog counsel Elaine Richards will hunt you down and
have you drawn and quartered. And I cannot—repeat cannot— afford
to be associated with your business-as-usual nonsense.”
Eddie put on his best Texas Hold’em poker face. “Light years it is,”
he agreed. “But this is a significant and timely opportunity, Grusin. And
I suggest there are plenty of other ways to slow down this E Party
juggernaut. Things we’d better get to asap or live to regret. Starting with
redistricting.”
*******
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As soon as he was convinced that Cobb was out of earshot, Scott
Grusin relished a spontaneous outburst of uncontrolled belly laughter
emblematic of both his great performance and the undisputed
domination of his foe that evening. The Republican accomplishments
during the election were undeniably compelling. The people had
spoken, their mandate was clear, and Grusin had used the occasion to
lodge a proverbial stick in Chairman Eddie Cobb’s eye. Their biennial
gathering had produced agreement on a number of key political issues,
including a plan to decimate the E Party.
It would be an all-out, take-no-prisoners assault, the likes of which
had never been contemplated, even in the scummiest annals of
American politics. Best of all, Cobb had made it abundantly clear that he
was working to hand the governorship of Illinois over to the
Republicans. Frankly, Scott didn’t care how or why, as long as it was
Cobb’s fat, greasy fingerprints, not his, that would mark the crime.
*******
As soon as he stepped out of Scott Grusin’s lair, Eddie Cobb lit a
fresh cigar, savoring both it and his flawless performance at dinner. He
had dominated his foe one hundred percent. Talk about shoving the
proverbial stick up his opponent’s you-know-what! The icing on the
cake was their collaboration on some of the more sticky political issues,
including a plan to flatten that damn E Party and to control the
decennial redistricting process.
Eddie rubbed his hands together at the thought of such an all-out,
take-no-prisoners assault. One that would give free rein to his truly
dazzling abilities as a political assassin. It’s what made American politics
so great. Best of all, he was about to unleash his inner James Bond to
perpetrate the subterfuge that would change the world as they knew it.
Regrettably, the brilliance of his sophistry would, by necessity, never
come to light.
*******
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After her most recent mission impossible, a herculean three-day
effort to transpose Democratic votes for governor to the E Party
candidate, Tom Robinson, Nancy Rae Mitchell found herself reflecting
on the past twenty-plus years, more than twelve of them as girl Friday
(aka the Black Pearl) to Danny Ryan, as though she were contemplating
retirement. In fact, she was. At least from politics.
Operation E Party—that was how she still thought of it—was the
stuff of political legends. But now it was over. Still, the facts were
indisputable. In the twenty-three precincts for which she and her team
had responsibility on Chicago’s South Side, Robinson had, on average,
tallied an astounding 75 percent of the votes cast. These were
Democratic Party strongholds where anything less than an 85 percent
plurality for the Democratic candidate is justification to neuter the
committeeman.
With the benefit of the Ryan imprimatur, Nancy Rae had parlayed
her political relationships into an annual, seven-figure lobbying gig. In
its simplest form, lobbying is about generating votes favoring the client’s
desired outcome. And if there was one thing the Black Pearl understood,
it was how to apply her cunning and seductive ways to achieve success.
Assign Nancy Rae Mitchell a legislator on a particular piece of
legislation and, no matter how complex or controversial the issue, you
could be sure her record of scoring the vote would remain intact.
Nancy Rae looked at her phone, surprised to see how much time
had passed. She ordered another glass of sauvignon blanc from the cute,
attentive bartender in the airport lounge and took a long appreciative
swig. She didn’t often get time to herself, but found she required more
and more of it to balance the rest of her crazy life. She thought back to
when the E Party was in its formative stages and seemingly so
vulnerable. How Danny Ryan had asked her to obtain its source code
from the handsome, winningly honest Tom Robinson. Speaker David
Kennedy himself had tasked Danny with identifying the E Party’s brain
trust and, even more important, their financial backers. Danny, in turn,
had naturally tasked Nancy Rae.
Though Nancy Rae well understood strategies necessary for
conquering your run-of-the-mill male legislator, she’d been completely
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flustered about how to approach a nationally beloved sports icon. Her
decision to transform herself into Nicolette Lawson, reporter for the
National Politics Quarterly, had been an inspired choice. Too bad the
whole thing had been an utter failure. A fiasco, in fact.
Not only had she failed to secure the information the Speaker so
desperately coveted, the outcome had landed her in a year-long funk
bordering on depression. Tom Robinson was unlike any person she had
ever known, and the world in which he traveled was unlike anything she
had ever experienced. He was unwaveringly compassionate toward the
common man and had a zest for life that her kind abhorred and worked
to destroy. His caring and devotion to the betterment of young Black
ghetto kids had been nothing short of inspirational. Knowing Tom had
made Nancy Rae more aware of her own duplicitous nature…and more
aware that, like a coat she’d outgrown, that nature might not fit so well
anymore.
When, she had asked herself on a daily basis since then, had
“Illinois politics” and “inspirational” had seats at the same table—or on
the same planet? Lincoln’s era? Certainly not during the reigns of the
recent string of governors currently wearing orange prison jumpsuits.
Her keen intellect only exacerbated things. As Nicolette Lawson,
Nancy Rae had easily been drawn into fascinating and scintillating
conversations with Tom Robinson on topics with context and meaning.
After three months as a satellite circling the man’s intellectual universe,
how was she supposed to return to the day-in, day-out land of “Hey,
doll, watta you say?” “Just fuck doze guys!” and “I don’t give a shit how
you do it. Just get ’er done!”
Nancy Rae remained adamant, however. There would be no
keeping her down on the Cook County political farm. And she was
determined to repay Danny Ryan’s loyalty and kindness by taking him
along.
Speaking of…where was Danny anyway? The flat screen at O’Hare
gate C-14 flashed: FLT. 936 BOARDING IN 14 MINUTES.
I never should have agreed to let him meet me at the gate.
Nancy Rae checked her cell phone and the boarding sign for any
new input. Her emotions alternated between nervous-angry and
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anxious-excited. Either way, whatever happened, she was leaving. They
both knew it. She planned to start over. She’d made that very clear. She
wanted her partner-in-crime to share the journey with her. She couldn’t
have been clearer on that either.
Suddenly, there was a voice over her left shoulder.
“Hey, good-looking. Imagine meeting you here.”
Danny Ryan’s hackneyed wit was a bald attempt to avoid a scolding
at his down-to-the-wire arrival.
It worked.
*******
Atlas Stein’s instructions to Liz had been honored to every exacting
detail. She’d been his assistant for over forty years, but only very
recently, following his unexpected elopement and marriage to K.C., had
she seen his romantic side. Workaholic bachelor into his early seventies
finally marries his college sweetheart after the death of her husband.
Who could blame him for jumping in feet first? Atlas, more than anyone
she knew or could imagine, deserved such a Hollywood ending.
He’d laid it out to her in his usual concise fashion. “Watch the
Hitchcock classic To Catch a Thief. Think about the honeymoon Grace
Kelly would choose to have with Cary Grant. Create an unforgettable,
luxurious, and romantic escape. Spare no detail and certainly no cost.”
With the exception of a picnic overlooking the Mediterranean
outside Cannes, trying to channel Grace Kelly was no easy task. But,
with the benefit of a week of advance work in the French Riviera under
her belt, Liz had dug into the research like the librarian she had planned
to be before Atlas had met her all those years ago and invited her to
become part of his team. She knew that in this case she would exceed his
and his bride’s expectations.
The yacht she booked was appointed with every comfort known to
royalty. It had sailed on schedule with a staff of thirty, trained and
dedicated to indulging their guests’ every whim and fantasy, 24/7. The
chef was five-star caliber, as was the sommelier and wait staff. There was
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an on-ship concierge. The yacht docked in the Maldives and used the
Hotel Du Cap as their land base.
She imagined Atlas and K.C. filling their days with sightseeing,
deep sea fishing and diving, and unmitigated relaxation. She pictured
their evenings, the on-board helicopter whisking them off to enjoy
unique, romantic repasts of the local’s finest offerings and venues.
Despite his staggering wealth, she knew that Atlas had never ever
indulged in this level of luxury before. What better time than now when
he was celebrating his marriage to the love of his life and the political
coup of the millennium?
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