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ONE TO GO

CHAPTER 1
Tom Booker watched the numbers descend, his confidence growing with each passing floor that no one else would board before he reached the garage. 8â€”7â€”He tugged the collar of his green polo under his blazer, and smoothed down his unruly hair. He wanted to look good for Janie. 6â€”5â€”
Ding
.

The elevator stopped, the doors opened, and Robert “Bat” Masterson entered. Tom's heart leapt to his throat. Masterson was the third named partner in Smith, Hale and Masterson, one of the most prestigious law firms in the nation's capital and, at over 500 lawyers, one of the largest.

Approaching sixty, Mastersonâ€”tall, tan, with patrician featuresâ€”looked at least ten years younger. Except for silver tinges over each temple, his hair remained as thick and black as it appeared on campaign billboards lining the roads of Fort Worth twenty years earlier. Masterson's nickname derived from the renowned Dodge City gunfighter who at one point served as Wyatt Earp's deputy, and was popularized by a '50s TV show. Masterson, who claimed Bat was his ancestor, loved the image of the tough lawman, and didn't discourage the press from referring to him as a gunslinger when defending his white-collar clients.

Since Smith had died decades earlier and Hale recently retired, Masterson was the most senior of senior partners.

“Good morning,” said Masterson. “Mr. Hooker, is it not?”

“It's Booker, sir.” He'd only spoken to the man once before,
during the reception for new associates held shortly after he'd joined the firm.

He saw Masterson was wearing the official SHM Saturday casual uniform: tan slacks, loafers, polo shirt, and navy-blue blazer. When Tom dressed that morning, he'd briefly considered foregoing the uniform for more comfortable jeans, but thankfully hadn't succumbed.

“Yes, of course,” said Masterson. “And in which department do you now find yourself, Mr. Booker?”

“Corporate, sir.” The firm's policy required new associates to rotate through four or five legal specialties during the first two years, the theory being the rotation would allow both the new lawyer and the firm to find the best fit. The newbies also had to do a pro bono stint so the firm could meet its bar obligations to the poor and downtrodden without pulling time away from attorneys billing at much higher rates.

“Maybe we'll see you in WC soon.”

WC was shorthand for white-collar litigation. Most in Washington considered Masterson, a former US attorney general and Texas governor, the best white-collar defense counsel in town, if not the whole country. The voters had booted Bat's former boss out of the Oval Office two years earlier, and Bat's name was on the shortlist of potential challengers for his party's presidential nomination to take on the new incumbent two years hence.

“Heading for the library?” asked Masterson. He was about to touch the button for the second floor.

Tom could easily lieâ€”the chances of Masterson missing a lowly associate over the next several hours were virtually nil. But the key word was “virtually.” “No, sir. Got to pick up my daughter for a short field trip.” He added quickly, “But I'll be back in a couple of hours to make up the time.”

“Family's important, of course.” His expression left no doubt that Masterson believed time spent by an associate on a Saturday morning doing anything other than cranking out billable hours
cost the most senior partner money, and therefore was by definition not important.

The elevator reached the lobby, and Masterson exited. “See you this afternoon, Mr. Booker.”

“Of course, sir.”

The doors closed. Tom took a deep breath, then punched the already-lit
G
button, willing the elevator to drop the last two floors before anyone else came aboard.

Once in the garage, he jogged to the silver Lexus GS 430. Almost five years old, it had been his one extravagant purchase when he'd been hired by SHM out of Georgetown Law.

He started the engine and drove quickly up the ramp and out of the garage, almost hitting two young men in suits and ties. Both gave him the finger. Lobbyists, thought Tom. They still wore ties on Saturdays.

The annoying warning chime began as soon as he turned onto M Street, and he buckled his seat belt with one hand as he turned south onto New Hampshire. He glanced at the dashboard clock.
Shit
. Gayle was going to kill him.

After catching the fourth red light, he reluctantly pulled out his phone. Talking on a cell while driving was technically against the law in the District, but everyone knew if the law were strictly enforced, the federal government and the businesses of all those who made a living off it would screech to a halt. Besides, he was stopped at a light so he wasn't technically driving.

When he heard the connection, he grimaced, knowing what was coming next.

“Where the hell are you? Janie, Angie, and two other seven-year-olds are standing here in my kitchen, waiting for you.”

“Sorry, Iâ€””

“Just how do you expect to drive here, pick them up, and get them back to the Air and Space Museum in less than forty-five minutes?”

“O'Neal needed the buy-sell agreement beforeâ€””

“
I don't care!
It's always something. Always putting your work and yourself before family.”

The response shot from his mouth before he could stop it. “One might consider sleeping with our daughter's pediatrician putting yourself before family.”
Damn. Remember, pause, then speak. Pause, then speak
.

“You son of a bitch.”

Tom took a deep breath. Excellent chance Janie was within earshot, and the last thing she needed now after seven months of dealing with her parents' break-up was another fight. He lowered his voice. “Look, I'm almost to the Roosevelt Bridge. Can you take her? I can meet you at the museum entrance and take the handoff.”

“My daughter's not a football. Besides, David and I have plans. If you're not here in fifteen minutes, maybe I can persuade Rosie to take them.” She ended the call.

My
daughter. The change from
our
daughter to
my
daughter several months earlier had not gone unnoticed. Gayle, Janie, and Dr. Daveâ€”he insisted his patients and their moms call him Dr. Daveâ€”lived in Tom's former house in Arlington, while Tom now called a cramped, one-bedroom apartment in the Adams Morgan area of the city home. Adams Morgan was known for its eclectic charm, a string of the best Latino restaurants in the city, and the violent drug culture along its borders.

Rosie was Rosie Battaglia, Gayle's sister. She, her husband, Gino, and their young daughter, Angie, lived east of Connecticut Avenue in upper Northwest DC near the Maryland line, the fancy-schmantzy part of the city.

The previous evening, Janie had invited Angie for a sleepover. Tom wished the sleepover had occurred at Angie's; it would've made his trip from downtown much shorter.

The last light before the bridge. One car in front of him, an ancient beige Buick with Ohio plates. The light turned yellow.

“Go, go!” But instead of speeding up, the sedan slowed down, then stopped at the intersection. Tom pounded the steering wheel
with his fist. He checked the dashboard clock again. No way was he going to make it in time.

He could feel his face flush as his frustration escalated. He glanced at the glove compartment.
Just a sip to take the edge off?

The light changed. He hit the gas, tailgating the Buick, barely avoiding knocking up against its bumper.

When he rounded the curve, he saw flashing lights on the bridge, an accident backing up traffic to a standstill.
Shit
. His deadline only a few minutes off, he considered abandoning the drive to Arlington, calling back, and begging Rosie to take the girls. He could intercept them at the museum.

Or, he could try the Memorial. What the hell? Maybe Gayle would give him a grace period.

He pulled around the Buick and drove south along the river, then made the turn onto the bridge and headed west across the Potomac, quickly sliding into the passing lane where a single yellow line separated him from oncoming eastbound traffic.

In the far distance, he saw a green Dodge minivan heading toward him from the western entrance to the bridge. Rosie had a green minivan. Could Gayle have sent the kids off with Rosie early? Why didn't she call him?

He dug out his cell, glanced down, and scrolled to her number. He'd developed a system where he held the phone up at eye level with his right hand so he could still keep his eyes on the road.

He punched in the text:
on Mem bridge. Did they leave?
He hit “Send.”

The minivan was getting closer. He remembered Rosie had tied an orange ribbon on her antenna so she could spot her car in a parking lot. A red Ford pickup truck in front of the minivan wove back and forth in its lane, making it difficult for Tom to see the Dodge's aerial.

He heard the
chime
, and glanced down to read Gayle's message.

Yes. Couldn't wait. R not happy. Meet at A & S
.

Great. Why couldn't sheâ€”?

His thoughts were interrupted by screeching tires and and blaring horns.

He looked up and saw he'd drifted into the oncoming lane, heading straight for the green minivan.

He jammed his foot on the brakes and cut hard right.

Instead of responding, the Lexus spun like a Frisbee across the pavement, first crashing head-on into the front of the minivan, then ricocheting into the rear of the red truck. The truck hit the curb hard at an odd angle. It flipped up into the air, appeared to hover for a long moment before landing upside down in the middle of the road. The impact of the collision knocked the minivan up onto the sidewalk where it glanced off a light pole, then rolled up onto its two right tires. Teetering next to the bridge rail, it was about to flip into the Potomac.

A split-second image of a dirty orange ribbon filled his brain.

In a flash, he saw Janie's face pressed up against the van window.

Then he saw nothing.

CHAPTER 2
Full consciousness arrived a split-second ahead of the searing pain and the smell of smoke. Looking past the deflated airbag, he saw that the windshield, though shattered, remained mostly intact. Thank God for safety glass. Through the windshield's cracked mosaic, he was able to make out the crumpled hood of the Lexus mashed into a light post.

He conducted a visual check of his limbsâ€”all were accounted for and appeared to be attached and functioning. The crash had twisted his bucket seat so he was now facing the passenger side where the car's impact with the light post had collapsed the roof to knee height.

The flipped-over red truck was the source of the smoke. The truck's cab had been crushed to a level almost even with the truck bed. The smoke rose from the truck's undercarriage.

Except, it wasn't rising.

He smelled the smoke, saw it pluming from the truck, but it didn't move; the dark vapors appeared frozen, as if he were viewing a photo of the smoke rather than the smoke itself.
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