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Chapter 13 
Politics and Pills
September 9, 2022

“At Milford Mill?” Michelle snapped into the phone. “Is this a joke?” She sat up straighter in the office chair and tossed her brunette ponytail off her shoulder and down her back. Glancing out her open office door, she saw Colleen along with Buddy Miller waiting there for her attention. Michelle grinned and waved them in before continuing on the phone. “Please tell him I’m expecting our debate to take place in Annapolis.” She energetically gestured toward the chintz-covered chair in front of her desk, and her father silently took a seat there. “Yes, let me know what he says. This should have been settled a month ago.” As if it had burned her hand, Michelle dropped the cell phone onto her writing pad and scooted around her desk to hug Buddy.” 
“I hope you don’t mind,” Colleen said, her hands deep in the pockets of her denim skirt. “Your dad was in the lobby asking for you and I just brought him up.” 
“I would have minded if you’d done anything differently.” Michelle propped herself on the edge of the desk opposite her father as Colleen disappeared into the hallway. 
“Pretty girl,” Buddy began.
“She is. Smart too.” A crack of late summer thunder boomed, and rain suddenly smacked the small window behind the desk chair. “Wow. Where did that come from?” Michelle turned her upper body to look at the fire hose-like display at her window. “More importantly, you. You seem happy and relaxed, so what brings you here today, Dad?” 
“I took Chloe to Johns Hopkins for some tests.”
“Oh no. What’s wrong with Chloe?”
“Chloe’s fine, really. At this point in the pregnancy, her doctor suggested some routine tests. So, I thought Hopkins. They’re the best, you know. And I stopped to see my long lost daughter. Spur of the moment sort of thing.” Buddy crossed his legs and laced his hands behind his head. “It’s been two weeks since you were at Nampara. It’s been a while since I’ve even been in the city.” 
“A while since you were in the city? Who was mayor when you were last in Baltimore, William Donald Schafer?” 
“Not that long,” Buddy chuckled. “But long enough. And I miss you, Chell. Me, Little Carlos, Chloe, Mike D, we see you maybe once a month.”
A memory flashed into Michelle’s mind, her son at five, when she first took him to her father’s estate, him running with the big dogs on the beach, him playing and talking to them as if they were all brothers. “How is he, Dad, my Little guy?” 
“He’s all right, I guess.” Buddy said it with a shrug. “He hasn’t run away lately. But he rarely talks to me these days, or to any of us much.”   
“Oh, Dad, it works both ways. I miss all of you too. Three more months, and it will be over. Please, just help me to keep it all together till December.” Her father closed his eyes and nodded. “By the way,” Michelle crossed her arms over her chest, “I need to talk with you about Mike, not here and now, but later.” 
“Um, okay,” he said. “You’re under a lot of pressure right now, aren’t you? I can see it in your eyes.” 
“Ugh. You wouldn’t believe it. I was just on the phone with their people. Wilshire wants to hold our debate at some clubhouse in Milford Mill.” 
“What a dumb ass that guy is. I wouldn’t put him in charge of a dog fight, let alone make him a Senator.” 
Michelle laughed in spite of her father’s grim expression. “I can play games too,” she said. “I insisted on Annapolis. They’ll compromise and come back with the University of Baltimore, where it was last time. That’s what I really want anyway.” She tipped her head to the picture of the U of B Edgar Allen Poe statue on her wall. 
“Oh my God,” Buddy said laughing. “You’re as sneaky as your old man.”
“I’m looking forward to the actual debate.” Michelle walked back around the desk to her chair as another blast of rain hit the window. “It’s no different than when I’m arguing a case. And how many times have I done that? I talk to the judge through the jury. And I’m talking to my base through that camera.” 
“And that’s where you either win or lose,” Buddy whispered.
“Oh,” she said, “I never lose.”  
*
Buddy was out Michelle’s office door and maybe thirty seconds down the hall when Robert Stark took his place, his long index finger pointing at her. The wide smile crossing his face suddenly reminded Michelle of the master of ceremonies in Cabaret. “Hey, we got us a debate,” he bellowed, further likening himself to Joel Grey. 
I’m going to start keeping that damned door closed and locked. Michelle returned Stark’s caricature-like smile and again dropped her pen on the desk pad. “Hi, Bob,” she said with what enthusiasm she could muster. “I see you already know about my debate news. Did somebody from Wilshire’s staff call you?” 
“They did. They did, just now.” Without the guest chair being offered, Stark danced into her office and sat. “So, are you ready? Are you pumped?” 
“Yeah. Pumped.” Michelle opened her desk drawer and dropped into it the yellow pad she had been writing on. “This may come as a shock to you, but I’ve been a practicing trial attorney for fifteen years. Did you know that?” 
“Sure. Of course.” 
“Then you also know that my presenting to a crowd of people, at least half of them hostile to me, will not be a novelty. It’s what I do . . . Bob.” 
“Look, I understand, Michelle.” Stark leaned forward in the chair and laced his fingers together in front of him. He was suddenly Joel Grey, backstage, and chatting with a fan. “My guys and I are going to write you up some notes. You’ll be ready and you won’t be blindsided.” 
Michelle’s face was a picture of frustration riding on a cauldron of suppressed anger. “You can do that if you like. But I will write up my own notes.”  
“Please.” Stark surprised her by lowering his voice to something close to a whisper. “Let me go over those notes. Then I’ll know: A, that you’re truly connecting with your base. And B, I can predict just where Wilshire is going to go after you.”
“You think I’m not up to that? Is that what you’re saying? If it is, I’ll fire your ass right now.” 
“Nooo! This is what we do, Michelle. It’s what you’re paying us for.” 
Michelle opened the desk drawer, looked at the yellow pad, and slammed the drawer shut again. “Fine. Today is Thursday. Have your version of the notes to me by close of business, Monday.” 
“Oh, you’ll have them. No problem.” As he stood and backed toward the still open door, Stark tried to revive the toothy smile he had entered with. He didn’t totally succeed. 
The Joel Grey version of Stark paced with mincing steps down the carpeted hall. Three feet from the elevator door, he straightened, quickened his pace and morphed back into Robert Stark of Stark and Associates. With a bing, the door opened, and young Jason stepped out of the elevator. He was banged to the wall without a glance or acknowledgement of any kind from Stark. 
*
“Shut that door and lock it,” Stark said, brushing past Mick Luby in their room’s side chair. Luby had the door locked in seconds. Don Willoughby pushed his chair from the small desk and waited. “Put on the TV,” Stark snapped. 
“Judge Judy’s on about now,” Luby said as he grabbed up the remote after two long strides. 
“I don’t give a fuck what’s on. Just turn it up loud.” 
Luby bumped up the sound and took a seat on the edge of the bed. Stark began to march like a soldier on guard duty between Luby and Don Willoughby at the small desk. “Jesus, the optics here,” Stark said, more to himself than to the others. “Just the optics of this thing. We need to find an edge for him.” 
“Don’t worry about Gary,” Willoughby ventured back. “He’ll kick her ass.” 
“You still don’t get it, do you? Look at her and look at him.” Stark refused to acknowledge  either of the other men. “We need something big, a game changer, that he can slam her with. Think.” The back and forth marching continued. “If we don’t have something lethal, Wilshire might as well stay home and play with his old wang.” 
“I’ve got some things,” Don Willoughby said, his eyes down as he scribbled on some hotel letter head. “I have some things. I just need to firm them up.” 
Silence, other than Judge Judy berating the neighbor’s dog, silence. In a barely audible bass, Mick Luby began to sing. “Listen to the candidates debate . . .” 
“Be quiet, Mick,” Don said, without glancing up from his scribbling. 
“Talk about it, laugh about it, when you have to choose . . .” 
“Come on. Shut up.” 
“Any way you look at it you . . .” 
“Please. Just shut up!”   
***  
Janine spotted her white robe on the floor next to the bedroom door. She slipped from under the white comforter, tiptoed over to retrieve it and sat back down on the bed. “You didn’t take any pills, did you?” she asked, shaking out the rumpled robe. “You’re supposed to take them an hour before we do anything.” 
Longing. 
Though unable to articulate just why, Eugene Gary Wilshire felt a longing, not only for his new, younger wife, but for some information of substance in his campaign. The entire Gary’s Our Boy election team had sweat blood throughout August, looking for an opening, for any chink in the seemingly impervious armor of Michelle Ibanez. Even Stark, his mole on the inside, found nothing. Now, in September, any feedback he got on the electoral race seemed ephemeral, all of it based on personal vignettes, rumors, snippets of overheard conversation. 
“Take this guy Steve Kramer,” Wilshire threw out the statement to Janine sans any segue. “He can go on for an hour, boring me with what he’d heard said at the Moose, or some bull roast, or in some bar. He says our people are seeing me as a sort of savior, holding back the hordes of the socialist left.” 
“Well, isn’t that good?” For the second time that morning Janine threw her long legs over the side of the bed and sat up. Her eyes continued to scan the carpet and the bedroom in general for the rest of her clothes.   
“It is good, baby, but all that’s just talk. Too close to election day to depend on hearsay.” 
Janine lay back down with her hands behind her head on the pillow, a motion which Wilshire found incredibly hot. But then she ignored him, which he found terrifying. 
For lack of anything else to say, he went on with his original thought. “Truth is, the only time Kramer stops talking is to suck down another beer,”
“Help me look, will you? Where’s my bra? That was my most comfortable bra.”  
Annoyed at the change of topic, Wilshire continued with his own agenda. “Anyway, Willoughby is supposed to be here at ten.” 
“Oh God. I can’t deal with that man.”  
“And he better have something concrete to tell me, baby.” 
 “I’ll be in the bathroom. Let me know when he’s gone.” 
“By the way, hon, I’m out of the pills,” he called out to her disappearing form in the doorway. “I told the doctor, but he hasn’t written a new prescription yet.” 
Doorbell. 
Wilshire put on his Tony Soprano bath robe but let it ring three times before he moved from the bedroom, across the living room and to the heavy, wooden front door. He squared his wide shoulders and then opened it. 
On the top step, Don Willoughby, stood ceremonially straight. The back of his blue blazer was to his host. He stared across and down the newly paved street. “Amazing,” the tall, white-haired man quipped, “when we were kids, this – and all along Route 40 – this was farmland. With cows and stuff.” 
“When we were kids Dwight Eisenhower was the goddamned President. So what? I called you over here to talk about what’s happening right now.” 
Willoughby then turned to face his boss and followed the shorter man through the door and into the darkened, ornate neo-classical living room. Once ensconced on the couch, Willoughby went through one of his personal rituals, straightening his paisley tie, putting on his glasses and smoothing back the full head of white hair. Knowing too well that his boss abhorred reading from any electronic device, he slid a sheaf of printed pages from the inside pocket of the blue blazer. 
Without speaking, Wilshire walked around the couch. He let himself plop into the leather recliner across from Don and waited. 
“Uh, Gary . . .” 
“What?”  
“Can you at least close your legs?” 
“Aw, Don, am I getting you all hot and bothered?” A silent beat passed before Wilshire did cross his legs and adjust his robe. “Talk to me,” he ordered. 
“Good news.” Don Willoughby then stretched forward and handed off the pages. “We finally have poll data, and it’s all in your favor. You can go into that debate knowing you’re on top.” His boss didn’t look up from the pages. “You’ve got this, Gary.”  
Wilshire remained silent. He took his time, slowly drawing a fat index finger down each column of numbers. 
“The tide is turning,” Don intoned. 
Nothing. 
“That’s it, take your time. Absorb those results. The Eastern Shore, Carrol County, Middle River, Arbutus – you’re golden there, man, always have been.” Don gave it a moment of silence as the index finger continued its slow journey over another page. “But now we’re seeing other areas like Catonsville and Hunt Valley turning our way. Hunt Valley, for God’s sake!”  
Gary Wilshire refused to respond because he knew how much the other man wanted him to. He focused on the pages in his left hand and moved his lips as if engaged in a secret conversation with them. His body inched forward in the recliner. He continued the game, carefully edging that right index finger down each page. He held the paper reverently, as if he’d found a map to the Sierra Madras. “Who did this?” He asked the question without looking up. 
“Who did it?” 
“The research – the poll, idiot. Who did the work?”  Wilshire’s eyes remained on the pages. 
“Oh. Weinberger and Snyder. They’re the best, you know.” 
The answer brought no visible acknowledgement.   
“It’s objective reporting, Gary. They’re meticulous. They’re damn good.” Don waited a full minute before frustration forced him to speak again. “The election is seven weeks away, Gary, and we’ve got this in our pocket. It’s as close as you can get to a sure thing.” 
Don was stunned at the speed with which the big man then shot up out of the black leather chair. Wilshire was on his feet before the pages landed in a heap on a side table. A then smiling Wilshire escorted his subordinate to the front door and opened it. “You been talking to people on the street?” he asked as they both edged out onto the top step and into the warm September sun.  
“Every day.” 
“That’s good. That’s good.” He clapped a wide hand onto Don’s shoulder and squeezed before backing through the door. “I’ll call you.” 
In the house, he made sure the front door was closed, pushing it tight with both hands. He turned on his heel and traversed the entire living room in four giant steps. 
Breezing through the hall, he reached out his right hand to have his fingers rub again across the brass wall plaque as he passed. MVP Milford Mill High School Football 1969. He once more took comfort in the feel of those magic runes on his fingertips. 
Eugene Gary Wilshire continued through the bedroom with all the swagger a barefooted sixty-nine-year-old man in a bathrobe could command. He rapped playfully on the door of the master bath. “Don’s gone, baby.” 
Seconds passed before the door opened a crack. Janine’s manicured nails proffered a red, plastic pill case. 
“Here,” he heard her say on the other side of the wooden door. “I found two Viagra.” 
He accepted the plastic case and the door closed. He shook it in his hand for the satisfaction of hearing the pills jiggle inside. Then he turned and opened his wife’s lingerie drawer, tossed the pill case into it and smiled. 
“Maybe later,” he whispered to himself, closing the drawer. “I don’t need’em now.”      



   
