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PROLOGUE

 Three years earlier

None could miss the family resemblance between the two women walking in the park. Their towering height—each well over six feet—their strawberry blonde hair, bits of gray marking one as the older, a similar athletic grace in their walk, all bespoke common genes. 

“So, Mother,” the younger said, “we really have to throw the dice for the big prize in three years? The Comporellians are getting that close to Earth?” 

“Afraid so, Eva. The latest signal arrived at lightspeed from a system about twenty-five light years away. If their ships still travel at around three-fourths the speed of light, they’re only six light-years away now. Meaning they would show up in about eight years. 

Eva frowned in concentration, working out the math. “Then we need to show them a world run by women, a stable matriarchy, so they will see us as civilized and cut us a better deal than the Indians got from Columbus.” 

“Yes, In this country, we need to take the White House in three years, get full control of Congress in five.” 

“With this new party you and Elizabeth got started out in Oregon, the Clean House party, I assume. 

“Yes, it will be organized in almost every state in a few months. The people we’re meeting this evening will be heading up the effort here in Minnesota. 

We’ve had a number of excellent gyms here for years, and they have produced a pool of over eighty thousand empowered women to lead the movement. We’ll try to elect a few more Congresswomen next year.” 

“Not me, I hope. Pregnancy and running for office aren’t a good mix.” Eva patted her tummy for emphasis. 

“Not yet, dear. Have your baby and do some good deeds as mayor of your town here,” she said, encompassing the Twin Cities suburb around the park with a wave, “and run on your record in three years.” 
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CHAPTER ONE

Peter Lansdowne walked down a sidewalk in Arlington, humming a happy tune on a fine October morning. He’d just deposited both daughters in the neighborhood elementary school and would have four or five hours of time at the computer before collecting the girls and walking them home. This was plenty of time online with the political pros in his working group, a prospect that had him, of late, tingling with excitement. 

Peter had been a political junkie since his days of teaching high school social studies. He had become the house-husband eight years ago when the first of their two daughters arrived, but one could do a lot of political analysis on the internet. 

On blogging and chat rooms sites where people just talked about women running the government, he avidly followed the development of the Clean House Party, a third party run by tough-minded women like his wife Julie. This year, with Megan starting kindergarten, Julie allowed him to accept a paid part-time position with the party on the understanding that videoconferencing and similar work at home would be the norm. 

Stopping at the supermarket on his way home, he picked up a few items for dinner and paused at the paperbacks rack when a cover caught his eye. Under the title, Hot Breeze in Jamaica, a slim, pale man wearing 18th century clothing backed up against a stack of burlap bags, confronted by a tall, tanned brunette with powerful arms and shoulders. The back cover blurb read, “Jude Rackstraw thought himself a proud, independent coffee planter on Jamaica’s Blue Mountain. He did not need a woman. Until the day he sailed for London with his crop on the Harsh Mistress, captained by Melanie Jackson.” The publisher appeared to have many popular romances along these women-in-charge lines. 

The country was still far from matriarchal – Peter figured that was a couple of generations away – but the neighborhood trended that way already. 

He entered the house and spent a few minutes doing the dishes, starting a load of laundry, and dusting the furniture. Turning on his computer, he made sure he could quickly access his PowerPoint files. The party’s Congressional operation, Clean House Improves Congressional Know-How (popularly known as CHICK) had put him a work group concentrating on winning Clean House seats in the House of Representatives. If none of the presidential candidates won a majority in the Electoral College, the House would choose the next President, something it had not done since 1824. 

The work group video conference began promptly at eleven, called to order by Patricia Goldstein. Seated at her desk, she came across as a brusque, fast-talking redhead, playing the alpha female role with ease. The eight other women in the group all seemed confident and assertive, but they would be betas today. Peter and the two other men were all acknowledged betas, vouched for by the women who ran their lives. “Good morning, people,” Goldstein began. “Today we will go through congressional races east of the Mississippi and pick the sixty most likely districts to prioritize our spending in. I’ll be convening the western states group in two or three hours, so let’s move quickly.” The others could be seen nodding; they knew the math: Clean House had won 97 seats in the midterm elections and would need to hold those and pick up about a hundred more to choose the president after the Electoral College deadlocked. 

“Just reviewing quickly,” Goldstein continued, “we’re looking for districts where our candidate for the House has a good expectation of a plurality sufficient to win against a Dem and a Repub. If it’s just a two-way race, we want sixty percent of likely female voters and forty percent of likely male voters. Male voter analysts, use our standard six slices for your demographics.” Adult males had been sorted by sexual attitudes toward women as machos, traditionals, mainstreets, gays, covert submissives, and overt submissives. 

Peter had analyzed for the states in his assigned area, Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, and North Carolina, the male demographics in their Congressional districts and recalculated the national distributions district by district. His co-worker for this area, Rita Minella in Maryland, had performed a similar exercise for the women voters. He and Rita had gone into the process without high expectations, thinking their macho and traditional percentages would run well over the national levels, other than in Maryland and Delaware. 

Nationwide about 55% of American men came out either as machos—rednecks who saw women as sexual objects to be conquered—or traditionals—who saw women as domestic subordinates. In the southern states, these two tallied over 60%. After they ran their raw data through a second level of analysis, they had been surprised to find prospects good for eight pickups as well as five Clean House congresswomen reelected. 

Rita had called him the day before, saying, “Hey, Pete, how are things across the Potomac? The governor says hi, by the way.” The Clean House governor of Maryland, Tracy Dunn, had been a very lively encounter for Peter when he’d first begun playing the online game Milady Rules, the role-playing game

designed to flush out covert submissives or betas like him. Rita, whom she knew from workouts at the S&S gym, was one of her main political operators. 

“Everything is fine here,” he answered, “and tell Gov. Dunn I said hi back. Ted still her driver?” Ted Doxiadis, a firefighter in Aberdeen, had been seduced along with Peter into Tracy’s avatar’s harem. 

“Oh, yes,” Rita chuckled, “he’s dropping hints that he’d like to be state fire marshal, but if a gov visits her fire marshal two or three times a week, the gossipers will go to town.” They got down to business after that, crunching numbers on the 37 elections for congressional seats in their five states. Rita was still trying to follow his calculations for North Carolina, where he figured some of their best prospects lay. “Run through this IRV thing they have down there one more time for me, Pete, as you put your video clip on the screen.” 

Peter launched a video-only presentation and narrated it. “Instant-runoff voting is a way of selecting a winner on Election Day when more than two candidates are running. After the voter marks her or his preferred candidate, the voter can then indicate who they think the second-best candidate is.” He ran through a hypothetical where the R polled 35 percent, the CH polled 32 percent, and the D

polled 31 percent. The CH candidate was second choice on three quarters of the D’s ballots and she received another 23 percent of the vote from that count while the R only received an additional 8 percent. The CH candidate was declared the winner with 55 percent of the vote to the R’s 43 percent. He flipped to a slide with the six male voter categories estimated in the Congressional districts. 

Outside the Research Triangle, North Carolina had more machos and traditionals than the national averages. The CH professionals generally wrote such districts off, but Peter had unearthed some surprising data in a couple of them. 

“Tomorrow I think we should spotlight just one race where IRV is really going to work for our candidate,” he finished up. “Do you think we should talk about Hollie Mae in the 5th or Susan in the 7th?” 

“You choose, Pete. I’m going to turn over the last half of the presentation to you. 

Your research has been outstanding and this will be your moment to shine,” she said. That had been yesterday and now his moment was approaching. The New England team had presented and the team for New York-Jersey-Pennsylvania was wrapping up their presentation. Goldstein called on Rita to begin the report for the upper south states. She presented the baseline demographic slices for female voters in the 37 districts. They just used three slices here: traditional

women who wanted men to run things, assertive women who knew they could run things better than men did, and the ambivalent middle. The ambivalents were most receptive to one of CH’s basic themes, that if two parties couldn’t run this country, perhaps it was time for a viable third party. 

In the more urban districts each of these three slices was about a third of the female voter base and Rita put up projected votes for CH candidates in each district. As she moved further south and west into the hinterlands, she found more traditional women and fewer assertive women, and prospects for a winning vote dwindled. Rita then ran the male voter analysis for Maryland and Delaware, home turf for her. An above-average share of submissive men in the Maryland 5th made this district a good prospect for picking up a seat. . 

“Now, for the other three states, Peter has analyzed the male vote and has run the numbers through a second layer of analysis in North Carolina. The results may surprise some of you. Peter, take it away.” Peter went through the Virginias first. 

The party was defending just one seat in a suburban district in Northern Virginia. 

Prospects for pickups were marginal in two districts, one in each state, and were dependent on a low macho turnout. He had factored in the opening dates of the deer-hunting season in each state to support a low vote from this demographic. 

“Now, down in North Carolina,” he continued, “they don’t elect the first-past-the-post in a three-way race, but they use instant-runoff voting to count alternative votes on the third-place finisher.” He put up his PowerPoint show and quickly covered the basics of this system. “Now, let’s look at the 5th District as an example of how this could play out next month. For starters, it’s a pretty redneck country.” He flashed the demographic slices for this Piedmont district: 23% macho and 42% traditional, with mainstreets holding at 10%. “But,” he continued, “the Democrats and the Republicans have been swapping this seat back and forth for years with negative campaigns that smell, even in the south. 

They hate each other so much that there is no way either side’s voters would give the other guy their second choice vote, not when we offer them Hollie Mae Cameron.” 

Peter flashed a picture of a solidly built woman of middle age wearing an apron. 

He followed this with a picture of a jar labeled “Hollie Mae’s Bar-B-Q Sauce.” 

“Bestselling brand in an area where barbecue is like a sacred rite,” he added. 

“Her name recognition is higher than either of the old party candidates. And here

is Clay Bob, her pass with the traditionals.” The next slide showed Hollie Mae with a slim man, a couple of inches shorter than her, wearing a race car driver’s jumpsuit. “Clay Bob was a promising young NASCAR driver, but he partied too hard and lost his racing credentials after a second DUI. Story is, Hollie Mae found him passed out by the road one night and took him home to sober him up. 

She kept him in her house for detox, meanwhile using some amorous persuasion on him. He’s still with her, stirring and bottling the sauce; she lets him put on his boots and go to the Saturday night dragstrips now, where he tells anyone and everyone that Hollie Mae saved his life.” 

“So she keeps him barefoot and in the kitchen,” one woman joked, “two out of three ain’t bad.” The other women all laughed. “But, Peter,” the jester continued, 

“doesn’t Hollie Mae still have to come out ahead of one of the old party candidates in order to get his second choice votes? What’s the strategy for that?” 

“That may depend on the top of the ticket,” he answered. “Do we know if Castle is going to do a stop at Fort Bragg yet?” Everyone there knew the life story of Elizabeth Castle, the governor of Oregon. West Point, Monterrey Language School for Afghan languages, married with one daughter. Trained “off the books and off the record” as “Eli” Castle for Special Forces before that branch was open to women. During the interminable war in Afghanistan she organized an elite squad of women soldiers who dressed in black burqas and went around as destitute widows. Her squad carried out a number of dangerous assignments, including scattering seeds of a variety of poppy once found only in Eastern Europe. This plant, called balta-magone, tended to invade the opium poppy fields and the black widows spread the word that it fetched a better price than opium, as well as having interesting side effects if brewed in tea—women who drank it became as strong as men. 

As the American commitment to the war was waning, Col. Castle’s squad happened to come across a hideout sheltering Ali Bin Sharif, the Al-Qaida leader who had set up the suitcase nuclear explosion on the Staten Island Ferry. The widows infiltrated this camp and ruthlessly dispatched the leader’s guards. They called for a helicopter evac, but another Taliban squad attacked the group just before the chopper could set down. Castle tried to shield Bin Sharif and push him into the safety of the chopper but a bullet passed through her left arm and into his brain. The firefight had been captured on video and streamed throughout the world. Al-Qaida and the Taliban were disgraced and turned into laughingstocks throughout the Arab world. Castle had, thanks to the sniper, 

saved the U.S. from an awkward situation that having a live Bin Sharif on their hands would have created. 

Surgeons were unable to reconnect the nerves in her left arm and she trained it to repose in front of her, much like Sen. Bob Dole had done some years before. 

Retiring from the service with multiple medals, Castle had returned to Oregon where she’d become the most politically wooed military person since Dwight Eisenhower. About her last dramatic adventure in Afghanistan, she had once said, “Sending a few smart, tough women after that guy earlier might have saved us thousands of lives and billions of dollars.” 

The question before the group was whether Gov. Castle could, by returning to Fort Bragg, the site of her Special Forces training, create a good coattail effect for Congressional candidates. “I don’t know how they are thinking over at CHIRP,” Pat Goldstein said, referring to the Presidential campaign organization, Clean House to Install a Real President. “It seems like they are focusing more on getting her in states she can carry, and North Carolina is still polling solid red for the top of the ticket.” 

“Sure, she may not carry North Carolina,” Rita rejoined. “But if she picks up four or five House seats there, thanks to this IRV ballot, that may be huge once the Electoral College deadlocks. Hollie Mae is not the only electable candidate we have down there. Can Peter have a few minutes to go through the others we like on a coattail effect?” 

Goldstein shook her head in negation. “Time constraints, sorry,” she said, “but it’s worth doing some tailored polling. If one of you two can fly down there and sign up a good polling outfit, I will alert CHIRP to keep a Fort Bragg option open. Let’s move on to the deep south states.” The group continued through groups of states for another hour, following the same format. As the meeting drew to a close, the tally board Goldstein’s assistant was keeping showed the top sixty districts for favorable prospects, only four of which were in Rita and Peter’s mid-Atlantic group. But five North Carolina districts had been circled with question marks. The meeting adjourned and Peter’s screen went dark. 

A moment later, Rita was on the phone. “Peter,” she began, “I was looking at my calendar for the next few days. There’s just too much stuff I can’t cancel to be able to fly down to North Carolina and back. Can you see any way you could get your wife to let you do it?” 

“It can’t hurt to ask, provided I can get someone trustworthy to pick up the girls after school. Speaking of which, I’ve got to get over there now to walk them back. I’ll look for some of the other fathers we know and ask. I should be back in forty minutes or so.” 

“OK, you do that, and while you’re gone I will check out some pollsters and also flights between Reagan and the airports in Charlotte and Raleigh-Durham.” 

They broke the connection and he headed out the door, walking briskly down the leafy streets. Julie had the car at school, of course. If he could find a way to make the trip, he would have to catch a cab to Reagan National Airport. 

Peter’s long strides got him to the school a few minutes before the bell. He looked for parents of Ellen’s second grade classmates as the best place to beg a favor. Bingo! Harry Redmond was coming up the sidewalk; he was a walker like Peter and his daughter Jennie was one of Ellen’s best friends. “Harry,” Peter said, “could you do me a huge favor in two or three days?” He made it clear that his request was contingent on Julie’s approval and her willingness to pick up the girls at the Redmonds’ house when she came home from Dominion Day. Harry worked at home as a potter while his wife worked at and owned a dental practice downtown. The kids loved making simple clay figures under his patient tutelage. 

He was quite agreeable, especially for a good cause like getting Liz Castle in the White House. 

With that hurdle cleared, Peter collected Ellen and Megan and started back home, chatting with them about their school days. Though Halloween was a good three weeks away, the girls were already thinking about costumes and pumpkins. He would not tell them about the after school adventure at the Redmonds’ house until the night before the event, as it was not a done deal until Julie said so. At home, he set them to doing their homework—even kindergarten gave homework these days—while he started making supper. 

The lasagna was sending its tempting aromas through the kitchen and dining room when Julie came in the front door a bit past five. The girls bounded toward the door and covered their mother with hugs. She took a few minutes with them, hearing the day’s tales from school and then settling them to get ready for dinner. 

Coming into the kitchen, she gave Peter a hard hug and a tongue-probing kiss, and then she sat down on a stool with a sigh. “Do we still have some of that pinot noir, hon?” she asked him. He nodded and poured her a glass. 

“Not a great day at school?” he asked her. 

“Seniors think seating charts suck--I don’t like to dictate where they sit, But fifth period Personal Finance, I had to, today. Just to move Stacy Killingsworth three rows away from this guy she’s been hitting on.” 

Julie heaved a weary sigh and took a long sip of the wine. 

“The girl jocks get a couple, three ‘study buddies,’ you remember, still works the same. Guys who take notes for them, do some homework for them, test review. 

Stacy--big girl, outside hitter on the volleyball team, lost one of her guys over the summer. Just transferred to Yorktown High without telling anyone, she was pissed this fall, but I hear a lot of it was her fault. She goes for weak guys, bullies them. So now she’s hunting for a replacement homework bitch, still acting like Cave Woman. Starts hitting on Josh Dupree, poor guy just cringes around her.” 

“Won’t be the first time we’ve said it,” Peter said, “Or even the hundredth. When you women finish taking over, you won’t all be angels. On balance, the angels-to-devils ratio will be better than it was with we men running things. But there will be evil women. 

“So, husband-beating won’t go up as much as wife-beating goes down,” Julie said. “I suspect that’s true, but it will be cold comfort to whoever Stacy hooks up with.” 

Peter took the lasagna out of the oven and tossed a salad. After he set the table, he picked up the wine bottle and gave Julie a questioning look. She nodded and he poured her a second glass, and then he gave himself about an ounce of wine in a glass of water. He resolved to get her as mellow as possible before bringing up the subject of travel. He called the girls to dinner and the family ate a relaxed meal together. 

After dinner, Julie took her wine glass into the living room and he followed. “All right, out with it, mister. I can still read you like a large print book and you have something you’re just itching to tell me.” She cuddled into him on the sofa and listened to his account of the meeting that day. He bragged about his analysis of the voting situation in North Carolina, stating honestly that a number of these

tough, experienced political professionals at CHICK had been impressed. Then he came to Pat Goldstein’s decision about the North Carolina districts and Rita’s call right after the meeting. “So,” she said as she set her wine glass down and took his hand, “this Goldstein says one of you two should fly down to North Carolina ASAP and Rita can’t go that soon and you think you could go if I let you. Right?” 

“Right,” he said, the words tumbling out of him as he related how Harry Redmond could tend to the girls until she could pick them up after school and take them to a kid-friendly restaurant and he could hop on a flight to Charlotte, leaving Reagan at 10:15 and meet the pollster Rita had vetted as the best for this work over lunch and work out the polling questions and be on a flight back that left at six and…Julie shushed him with a finger on his lips. 

“Mister Lansdowne,” she admonished, her dark eyes boring into his,“seeing Elizabeth Castle as our next President is as important to me as it is to you. If my smart little house-husband has figured out a clever way of increasing her odds, I think I can drive a few blocks out of my way to pick up our daughters to help that happen. Do you have a day picked out?” He told her that Rita had tentatively set up the meeting with the pollster for this Wednesday, two days from now. It had to move fast if they had a hope of getting Castle to go to Fort Bragg for a campaign appearance. “Then you’d better get up and call Harry right now,” she said, lifting her leg off his, “and book your flights.” 

Later, after they read bedtime stories and tucked the girls in, they were back on the sofa cuddling until Julie called it a day. They went upstairs and into the bedroom where Peter had to recognize her as the alpha. When she put on her gauzy little nightgown and tossed him the velcro’d shorts she wanted him to wear, he knew sleep was not next on the agenda. Her body was packed with dense, hard muscle hiding under a few pounds of superficial softness. Peter might be four inches taller and twenty pounds heavier, but Julie was—thanks to years in the S&S gym—just as strong and well-schooled in the use of her strength. The result was not body-builder bulk but sleek, efficient muscle. 

Millions of women had done what Julie had, making rape and wife-beating fall off the charts. 

“What if you were that boy in my fifth period, baby? Would you like a big ol’ six foot three girl friend keeping you in line? Would that turn you on?” Julie wrapped her arms around him and squeezed as she lightly bit his earlobe. 

“No, honey, I’d mostly be afraid of her. Not-ooof-turned on.” 

Julie tested him from time to time on this subject. He had been playing Milady Rules online when they’d first met; the point of the game was to lure covert submissive men into chat situations with dominant women who played towering amazons. Tracy Dunn’s avatar, a ripped 6’8” warrior, was a good foot taller than she was in real life. Peter’s character came up to her shoulder and had been one of her harem-boys until Julie’s amazon avatar won him in a poker game. 

“What about now, boy. Can you be hard for me and afraid of me at the same time?” 

“Oh…yes…milady. I adore…perfection of your…uh…body while I…ooo…fear the power in it.” And the perforated paddle you keep in your lingerie drawer, your Board of Education, I fear that, too. 

“Good boy,” Julie purred as she ripped off his shorts with one hand and pushed him back across the bed with the other. “I’m going to ride you hard now, so it’s on the sheets, wouldn’t want carpet burns on your back for your airplane ride.” 

She took the position over him and took him inside her. Peter experienced the joy of sexual surrender as he followed his wife’s pace and attended her progress toward climax, which would of course precede his. 
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CHAPTER TWO

On Wednesday morning, Peter squeezed into a center seat and buckled his seat belt back in coach class. The women sitting on either side gave him appraising glances. He nodded and then looked down, not wanting to meet their stares. He felt a bit nervous, traveling alone. Flying itself was familiar. The family had flown to Florida last spring and he had flown with Julie once or twice before that. He tried to think of the last time he had been outside Alexandria or Arlington all by himself, though, and realized he was coming up blank for all the years he had been married. 

The aisle seat woman was already engrossed in a paperback but the window seat wanted to chat. “Just going down for the day?” 

“Uh, yes, how can you tell?” he said, looking into her gray eyes for a moment and then dropping his gaze. 

“The ticket you’re holding doesn’t have any bag check stapled to it, and you just slipped that one briefcase under the seat, nothing overhead.” 

“You’re very observant, Ms., uh, Holmes, I presume? S. Holmes?” 

“No Sherlock here,” she laughed, “the name’s actually McLeod, Cathy McLeod.” She put out her hand and shook his the way a woman often seemed to shake a man’s hand these days, with a firm, testing pressure. 

“Peter Lansdowne,” he murmured, “from here in Alexandria. Or down there,” he amended as the plane lifted off the runway and climbed over the Potomac. 

“Mr. Lansdowne’s from Alexandria, where half the population does politics, and he’s wearing a Castle/Knox button on his jacket. I’m not all that political, I’m in banking,” she said, handing him her business card, “but I’m totally for Liz Castle as our next president.” She pulled an energy bar with the S&S logo on the wrapper out of her purse and tapped the logo. “And I do follow politics a bit, if you want to just chat about the local scene around Charlotte.” 

They spent the next hour talking about the election trends in the Carolina Piedmont, with Peter asking the questions and Cathy expounding with a depth consistent with her powers of observation. They talked about how the Clean House members of Congress voted at times with the Democrats and other times with the Republicans, depending on whose ideas made more sense on a given

issue. The conventional pundits opined that Clean House would go the way of every other third party or independent movement, from the Greenback Party to the Tea Party. Which was to fade away and be absorbed by one or the other of the major parties. For his part, Peter hoped the Ds and the Rs would continue savaging one another until they woke up one day to realize they were no longer fighting over who would govern, but who would speak for the patriarchal minority. 

Peter fell silent as the captain announced the descent into Charlotte, realizing that he had been talking more than listening. When the plane was on the ground and the passengers were gathering their stuff, Peter retrieved Cathy’s carry-on from the overhead compartment. She smiled her thanks and took out a pair of navy blue pumps. She exchanged the comfortable flats she had been wearing for the heels and said, “banker garb now, going straight to work. Say, what’s the address for your meeting?” He pulled the address for Arrow Market Research out of his jacket pocket and gave her a street number. 

“Downtown Charlotte, about five blocks from my bank. Don’t bother to rent a car, Mr. Lansdowne, save the campaign some money and ride with me. Plus, you’ll be out of the airport a half hour sooner.” 

He hesitated, picturing how Julie would react when she learned that he had accepted a ride from a woman he didn’t know. She took him aside as they walked through the terminal. “I can see you’re nervous, Peter. My husband is a good submissive like you and I imagine he would be nervous getting in your wife’s car. But believe me; nothing is going to happen except that you will be a bit early for your meeting instead of a bit late. I have to be at work--no time for dalliance.” He swallowed his misgivings and followed her to where her banker’s Buick was parked. 

As she drove through Charlotte toward the downtown, she asked him how long his meetings should run and when his return flight was scheduled. He figured the meetings with the Arrow people and a couple of Congressional candidates could run until 4 at the latest. His flight home left at seven. “Now, I can really make you nervous,” she said, “I can meet you for a drink at five and run you back to the airport at six.” He blanched and began mentally listing all the reasons this was a bad idea. She laughed and took out her pen at a red light. “Give me your wife’s cell phone number. I’ll text her from work and explain that I’d like her consent to take you to a bar where the good ol’ boys hang out; where we can

listen to how they react to the political ads on the television.” Peter licked his lips, recited Julie’s phone number and added the free periods when she was not teaching. 

Cathy McLeod dropped him off in front of a tall glass office building. “Now you have my cell number on my card. Be sure to call me when you’re finished here. 

If your wife has ok’d our get-together and you don’t call me, that could be trouble at home for you.” 

Peter agreed and, collecting his briefcase, stepped out of her car. As she drove off, he exhaled and wondered if this is what women who traveled alone on business had been putting up with for so many years in the past. Being looked over by strangers of the opposite sex, looking down or away so as to not meet those stares, fending off pickup lines if by chance one of them caught your eye—

it was nonstop stressful. 

Arrow Market Research was on the seventh floor. He pushed open the glass doors and was greeted by a male receptionist. He stated his business, a meeting with Meredith Fraser, and the receptionist buzzed someone in the back. Another man came out, introducing himself as Tom, Ms. Fraser’s secretary. The term

“secretary” had been making a comeback of late, now that it was an increasingly male occupation. Peter followed Tom to a corner office, where a tall redhead stood up and came around her desk. Her green suit was the same shade as her eyes. 

“Peter, such a pleasure to meet you. Did you have a smooth flight down?” They shook hands and he met her testing grip. “Here, sit down. Will you have coffee? 

Tom, fetch us two coffees, please.” 

Meredith asked about Rita up in Maryland, whom she knew from some past campaign work, and then about Julie. She must have Facebooked him before the meeting. He looked at a family photo on her desk. Meredith was standing with another woman, a brunette about her size, as a man sat in front of them with his arms around a pair of toddlers. “My partner, Caitlin, and our houseboy Larry, who fathered each of our daughters within four months of the other.” 

Peter nodded, not at all surprised. One of the consequences of female empowerment through S&S was a blurring of the line between lesbian and hetero sex. Strong women went back and forth in a casual bisexuality now, 

sometimes erotically aroused by wrestling one another even when they had a man at home. 

Meredith had Tom bring in the firm’s confidentiality language for contract purposes, as well as a list of other clients in this and the last election for conflict-of-interest clearance. Everything looked good. They were doing some polling work for the Observer, the local newspaper, for a referendum on education funding, and for the lone Clean House incumbent Congresswoman, a Duke professor who had been elected from a Research Triangle district. Peter opened his laptop and forwarded to Meredith the contract language Rita had emailed him subject to Arrow qualifying. “If you want to print this out, we can sign it now,” he said. 

She raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Are you telling me the party apparatchiks at CHICK have given you the power to sign this contract?” 

“Yes,” he sighed. “I may be just a guy, but I have been working for matriarchy for ten years, lady, ever since I met Liene Vanags.” He figured dropping the name of the billionaire CEO of the Alphem Company, parent of the S&S gyms, the Milady Rules game developer, and who knows what other operations, would work. It did. 

“All right, let’s do it,” she said, putting her signature on the last page with an old fountain pen and sliding the paper across her desk to him. “What is it you want us to find out for you?” So Peter started to fill her in. Where the CH candidates for the House stood in their races now, especially with the various male voter demographic slices. As first choices and as alternate choices. Whether a Castle campaign stop at Ft. Bragg would create a coattail lift for their candidates, and how much in each district. And the right preliminary questions to ask during polling, to sort the interviewees into their demographic slices. 

Meredith suggested they work on a polling approach through lunch, and they could eat in a private club at the top of the building. She took them to a curtained booth and they continued talking shop as they ate. He ordered a pulled pork sandwich, noticing that Hollie Mae’s sauce was on the menu even in this upscale joint. As he focused on shaping the polling questions, he was enjoying being on an equal footing with a sharp professional woman. 

Meredith copied her handwritten notes on her I-pad and crumpled the paper, then

put the wad in her purse. It would go into a secure shredder in the Arrow offices rather than be entrusted to the restaurant trash collecting. “I’ll send this down to Tom now,” she said, “and he should have a draft ready for our final review by the time we’re back downstairs. If we have coffee first.” 

As they rode back down the elevator, she told him that Tom would be contacting their telephone pollers to line up people to work over the weekend; Arrow should have the raw data crunched and ready by Tuesday. He mentioned that he had contacted the candidates for House seats about coming in that afternoon for a quick meeting; Hollie Mae Cameron and Susan Hardesty were the only ones who had been able to accept the invite on the very short notice. Meredith said a small conference room was available for their use; she would pop in and say hello to each while she worked on refining the phrasing of the poll questions. 

Hollie Mae was the first to arrive, around two o’clock. She stood six feet in her flat shoes and had what used to be called a strapping frame filling a gingham checked dress. She appeared to be in her 40s, with brown hair in a country-looking braid and piercing blue eyes. She gave Peter a powerful handshake and introduced Clay Bob, standing beside her. He had her campaign bio but asked her to go over the main points of her life story again. She had earned her degree in physical therapy at Western Carolina U., up in the mountains, and had met her first husband when he came in with a shoulder strain. 

“Jerry Joe was about my size and a good lookin’ guy, cookin’ in a nice restaurant,” she said in her country drawl. “I reckon I was a bit stronger than him before I started goin’ to the S&S gym, and of course a lot stronger after. How we used to carry on in the bedroom, mercy! He never gave no sign about havin’ a heart problem, but he just up and died on me one night. We had started the sauce business with his special recipe and I carried it on for a few years while I was a widow. I’ve kept my PT license and worked a couple days a week in a clinic so wasn’t doin’ all that much sauce business.” 

“Everybody in the county knew about Clay Bob here, how he loved getting’ into the shine till he couldn’t stand up, all his DUIs and losin’ his NASCAR card and all. So I’m drivin’ home around midnight on a back road when I see this pickup kinda crunched around a big ol’ oak. I yank open the door and it smells jes’ like Uncle Roy’s still right after the revenuers busted it. Clay Bob kinda tumbles out along with his mason jar. I figure he musta passed out and his foot slud off the gas pedal ‘cause he hadn’t hit the tree that hard. I threw his scrawny ass over my

shoulder and tossed him in my car. I phoned my cousin Herman, with the tow truck; told him to get out of bed and haul Clay Bob’s truck to his shop.” 

“I knew how the detox business works and figured Clay Bob needed the twenty-eight days, in a secure place he couldn’t run off from but not with the law getting’ involved. So I take him to my place and take off his stinkin’ clothes and put a leg iron around his ankle, chained to a bedpost. Next morning I call a couple of his kinfolk and let ‘em know where he is and is goin’ to be for a while. 

I sleep out on the couch a couple of nights while he’s goin’ through the DTs, and get the doc in the clinic to write me a ‘scrip or two for meds to settle him. And then I start him in on my own kind of therapy, which got pretty physical, didn’t it, honey-pie?” She elbowed her smaller companion and prompted him to speak up. 

“Yes, ma’am, it did and it still does,” Clay Bob beamed. “Only reason I’m here

‘stead o’ dead or rottin’ in a cell is Hollie Mae’s sweet lovin’.” 

“After that month, Clay Bob was doin’ pretty well at seein’ things from my point of view,” Hollie Mae continued, “so when I told him he needed to stay right on my place all the time and not be drivin’ around past them bars and bootleggers, he came ‘round to agreein’ with me. So I put him to work makin’ and bottlin’ the sauce while I market it around, and that’s how we revved up the business about ten years ago. After two or three years, I got him checked out and he qualified as a recovering alcoholic. So then I let him drive again, just little bitty trips, and after a while I let him go to the Saturday night drags. With Clay Bob by my side, I got this sauce business to the point we got four people on the payroll, two in the plant and two marketing. When this new party started up here, I figure y’all make a ton of sense compared to the others, and I up and get elected to the county commission on the Clean House ticket. So now, I want to go to Washington, Dee Cee, and help straighten out the mess this country’s in.” She sat back with a big smile, and Peter could picture her winding up a stump speech in the classic manner. 

“Hollie Mae, your story is terrific!” Peter exclaimed. “Now let’s look at how you’re selling it.” She spread some flyers and radio ad texts on the table along with a breakdown of her votes for the Catawba County Commission in the last election. 75% of the female voters, 48% of the males on the first ballots. After IRV pickups from the third-place Democrat, she had won with an impressive 68% of the total vote. He brought up her campaign website and scrutinized the

photos as well as the bio details. “The main thing is not to scare the men who will vote in the other counties,” he told them, “Catawba is just one-fifth of the whole district and you aren’t as well known in the rest. Keep projecting a soft maternal image,” he counseled, as he preferred a kitchen picture of her with a stirring spoon and a pot over the one with a rolling pin and a pie crust. 

“Do you have a picture of you in a clinic smock doing physical therapy?” She shook her head and Clay Bob made a note to do that. Peter tossed out a suggestion for a TV commercial of her doing shoulder therapy on a man in an Uncle Sam outfit. 

“Now, let’s just imagine Elizabeth Castle coming into the state. How is she seen with the country boys, and would appearing with her help you or hurt you?” 

That’s what the polling was going to find out, he reflected, but it was always good to double-check poll numbers against the gut reactions of a candidate. 

“A few smart, tough women…to help her clean this country’s house? My instincts tell me the menfolk would be willin’ to give her and me a chance, at least for one term. At least half of ‘em would.” 

Meredith came in to say hello, and to say that Susan Hardesty was now here. 

Everyone stood up and Peter shook hands with Clay Bob and started to do so with Hollie Mae. But she reached around and gave him a hug that, for a half second, hinted at the power in her arms. “Soft and maternal for the voters,” she said with a twinkle in her eye, “thanks for your help, Peter.” 

Meredith, having chatted a bit with Ms. Hardesty, walked out with the Camerons. A black woman came in, dressed in a stylish blue business suit. Susan was a razor sharp trial lawyer who had fallen out with her professional society over her being open to some tort reform bills. She had been elected to the state senate for two terms as a Democrat but when the party started recruiting a more tractable liberal to run against her in the primary, she had switched to Clean House and won her last election with her best numbers yet. They shook hands and Peter observed that she was about five feet four, and even in heels was about the shortest woman he had met today. He knew she had gone to Harvard Law and was not surprised that her voice was cultured, her diction was crisp, and her grooming was impeccable. 

“This is the second time I’ve seen you, Mr. Lansdowne,” she said, “the first

being at the Tarheel Turkey Classic final game in Raleigh ten years ago. My niece was playing point guard for the local team that lost at the buzzer. What’s become of that blonde that beat us in the last second? I saw where she starred at Stanford and then played a bit in the WNBA.” 

“Eva? Well, she, like you, is running for the House of Representatives now, out in Minnesota. If all goes well, you may be colleagues next January.” 

“Well, let’s hope for that. She’ll be another member for me to look way up at, like Hollie Mae who left just now. I know you’re wondering what a little lady like me is doing in the party of the amazons. This is me with my husband Ralph,” she said, showing him a campaign flyer, “who is four inches taller than me and twenty pounds heavier. Believe me, he is every bit as submissive as you are.” He blushed, realizing she had Facebooked him and knew how he compared with Julie. “Oh, I always check out a potential juror before selection. And you are here, from CHICK, as my jury, yes?” 

“I wouldn’t say jury, Ms. Hardesty. The party group working the House thinks, based on the numbers I already crunched for them, that you have a good chance of winning next month. The issue is whether there are outside factors they could bring into play to up your odds. And party of the amazons? You won’t see that in any stuff CH national puts out. Now, Hollie Mae may need to present herself in a way that doesn’t make all the male voters scared of her muscles. While you may need to present yourself in a way that doesn’t make them scared of your intelligence.” 

She studied him for a minute. “You toss out several threads in a short paragraph, Mr. Lansdowne. I can see the campaign sent someone competent. As to scaring the good ol’ white boys? I always want that type on my juries.” She fluttered her eyelashes like a coquette. “I can play them like a fiddle, and I always know when to hide my light under a bushel basket. As to numbers, tell me what it takes to turn on the money pipeline. My district was gerrymandered to protect a Democrat Congressman ten years ago and most of the Republican voters were pushed up to the next district north of mine, to bolster the Republican member sitting then. So I will finish first or second, and I will get over half of the second choice votes from the weak Republican. Most of his other ballots will be left blank for second choice. I figure to go 45% on first choices to his 40% and bump over 50 on the IRV count. Here’s my own polling.” She pushed a sheet of paper across the table. “Your last teaser was outside factors. Do you have anything to

put on the table today?” 

He looked into her dark glittering eyes for a few seconds. “This is on the cusp: Liz Castle at Fort Bragg, with time for videos with N.C. candidates. Boost you or hurt you?” 

She stared back. “Are you kidding? Huge boost. I would pull enough crackers off my opponent to cruise in if I had a good spot with Castle. Might not even need IRV. You can’t imagine how many funerals we’ve had for troops killed in these dumb-ass wars lately.” 

He confirmed that Arrow was set to start polling the state to gauge that coattail effect and if it checked out, CHIRP would schedule Castle and CHICK would start pumping money into the most promising districts. They chatted about debates and she took out her slim notebook and booted up a segment from a televised debate last week. Susan was laser-sharp in her points while her main opponent, the incumbent, stumbled and looked uncertain. He was a balding, pot-bellied white tobacco farmer who was trying to dodge another scandal this year. 

Prompted to describe her career in the law, Susan gave the thirty second version. 

“Old main street firm hired me fifteen years ago on the strength of the Harvard degree and law review record plus a double affirmative action score, for race and gender. I made partner in record time, after winning some big product liability cases. I had some class action cases in federal court,” mentioning an automobile manufacturer and a pharmaceutical company. In Congress, “I would hope to be in the Senate once we have a seat open up, sit on Judiciary and grill those Supreme Court nominees. But I understand why we need the numbers in the House next January, so I agreed to run in this district.” 

Peter had not thought things through to this stage in terms of a long-term Clean House plan. Susan clearly had a formidable intellect as well as the courtroom skills to know how and when to hide it. He began gathering the papers she had given him and she stood up to make her departure. “Goodbye, Mr. Lansdowne; have a safe flight back home. I do hope to hear from you or someone from CHICK again before Election Day.” 

As they were leaving the small conference room, they met Meredith, who asked him to take a look at the refined polling questions. After he had accepted the wording for the questions, he was done with his business at Arrow. He sent

Cathy McLeod a text inquiry and she called him back a minute later. 

“Julie and I had a nice chat an hour ago,” she told him, “and she said absolutely yes, I can ply you with strong drink and have my way with you!” She laughed. 

“Teasing, of course. But she did text me her ok, which I’m forwarding to you now. It’s four-twenty now, I’ll pick you up out in front of the building you’re in, in about fifteen minutes. All right?” 

He got in her car and she drove off out of the downtown district. “I know a tavern in a near suburb, not too far from the airport, where you can grab a bite to eat and we can listen to the guys talk about politics.” As she drove through the city, he asked her about the public perception of Senator Knox, Castle’s running mate. “Everyone knows he and his first wife divorced after he had an affair with that personal trainer in a fitness club up there in Washington. Y’all have done a good job of keeping the second Mrs. Knox out of the press; only in my gym do I hear rumors of the kind of training she does on her husband these days.” 

The Panther Pit had a long oval bar in the middle, which was actually formed in the shape of a football. Pictures of the local NFL team’s occasional days of glory hung from the walls. The place was clearly a guy refuge. Cathy knew that the hour between 5 and 6 was a weak one for ESPN and the other sports stations, and the televisions around the bar would be on the newscasts for that hour. In the parking lot, she slipped off her suit jacket and put on a Panthers cardigan. 

“You’re ok in your sport coat,” she told him, “Let’s just put your Castle pin in your pocket and loosen your tie and you look like any other guy stopping off after work for a cold one.” She adjusted his appearance as stated and mussed his hair a bit. They went in and found a pair of empty barstools as the local news began on the screens. 

They ordered drinks, and then she leaned over to whisper in his ear. “I’m going to powder my nose and make a call or two on the cell for a few minutes—

wouldn’t want my presence to inhibit any of the guys from speaking their minds about the candidates.” She took her purse and headed off to the back of the bar. 

A couple of guys took the next stools down and ordered Buds. Peter nodded to them. “How ya doin’ tonight?” he said. “Say, who’re the Panthers playing this weekend?” 

“Tampa,” the nearer one said, “gonna be tough. Spread has us down ten. You

from around here?” 

“Virginia,” he answered, “flying back tonight.” He hoped he wouldn’t have to admit his ignorance of pro football. Julie thought it was a silly sport and didn’t let him watch the games. 

The newscast broke for two minutes, which meant four 30-second commercials, all for political candidates or issues. Two men and then two women candidates made their pitches for various offices: governor, state attorney general, etc. Only one of the women was a Clean House nominee, for governor. During her spot, the guy sitting next to Peter turned to him and asked, “Y’all got skirts runnin’ for everything in Virginia like we do this year?” 

“Seems like there’s more than usual, yeah,” he said vaguely. 

“I remember when Kay Hagan beat Liz Dole for Senator back in ’08,” the other man said, “folks were sayin’ it was a big deal, both parties nominated women. 

Now we got this third party, Cream House or whatever, and that’s all they run is women candidates.” 

“No, Scott, that ain’t so. They put up a guy for state legislature where I live, I know. I met him at the mall. And he said there’s other guys runnin’ in his party, too.” The party had in fact sought out obedient husbands with political credentials. Such candidates, perhaps ten percent of all CH nominees, were enough to blur the perception that this was the party of women only. 

“Well, it’s mostly skirts,” Scott said, “and they want to raise taxes, they aren’t denying that.” The weather portion ended and the station went into another round of commercials. “Hey, check this one out,” he elbowed his friend as a Susan Hardesty spot started. Her district included some Charlotte suburbs and cable carried the city’s stations further out to the rural areas. Susan made a pitch for a true balanced budget with modest tax increases and realistic spending cuts, spelled out. 

“I’d like to balance her,” the friend said. “She reminds me of how I take my coffee. Hot, black, and sweet.” 

“Maybe you can get lucky,” Scott said as the men guffawed. “She’s got billboards up in your town.” 

“Oh, she’s running against ol’ Homer Budgeford then, he’s my Congressman. 

Sure hated to see him takin’ cash from that Chinese company. Only one who won’t raise taxes is the Republican, what’s-his-name. He won’t win but I gotta vote for him anyway.” 

“Then your second scratch matters.” 

“Yeah, and I don’t know whether I would bother with it.” 

They fell silent as Elizabeth Castle came on the screen. The producer had lightened her imposing presence with a light message. The gist was that if she could get Oregonians to agree on some basic and long overdue reforms (the spot cut to a cartoon of a group of cats being herded by a woman in a green beret), then she could get all Americans to come together on what needed to be done. 

There was no explicit reference to her wartime heroics, but the Green Beret was sufficient for these guys. They nodded and raised their beer glasses to the screen. 

“Smart, tough lady there,” Scott said as his friend nodded. Peter, who was eating his hamburger, raised his glass, too. The commercial practically scripted itself in his mind. Elizabeth Castle raising Susan Hardesty’s hand up outside Fort Bragg, and saying “send me a few more smart, tough women like this one.” 

Cathy appeared, making a show of folding up her phone and apologizing for how long she had been on it. Sitting on her stool, she nodded to the other two men and took a sip on her cocktail. The news was getting into the sports segment and she joined the men in lamenting the news that a Panthers linebacker was hurt and would miss the Tampa game. She was a genuine NFL fan and engaged the guys in a knowledgeable analysis of the team’s defensive problems this year. 

Another round of political commercials rolled between the local and the national newscasts. The two guys did not react to the commercials with as much gusto once Cathy was there. They watched the news for a few more minutes. At a quarter to six she said they should get started toward the airport. As they drove off, she said to him, “nice little place for picking up guys for a quickie. I’ve done that now and then when I knew my husband needed a night off. I imagine Julie does that once in a while, too.” 

“If she does, she doesn’t tell me about it,” he said, stiffly. 

“No, she wouldn’t have to,” she said. She pulled up to the curb at the terminal and gave his leg a squeeze while she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. 

“You’re a cute guy, Peter, and she’s got a nice prize in you. Go home and good luck with your work.” 

Three hours later, a taxi brought Peter to his house and he saw Julie had left the light on over the front porch, just like he did when she had evening duties at school. She was reading on the sofa as he came in and sat beside her. “Here’s my traveling man, home at last,” she said after she finished kissing him. “Hungry? 

The girls and I didn’t finish all the pizza we ordered and we took a couple of slices home for you.” 

“No, I had a burger and a beer in Charlotte before I left; I’m probably over my daily calories already.” 

“Well, come upstairs, then, I want you in bed before you tell me all about the women you’ve met today.” As they went up toward the bedroom, she added that they had been invited to dinner at Liene Vanags’ house that Saturday. “You’ll have to find a baby sitter, of course, go through your list tomorrow after school.” 
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CHAPTER THREE

Eva Vanags grunted as she finished her reps with the lateral pulldowns. Their exercise room was next to their kitchen and she could smell the coffee Randy had put on to brew. She took a pull on her water bottle and moved on to the bench press. It was still at 230 from her workout yesterday. Sometimes Randy moved it down to his lesser weight and forgot to put it back. 

Running for Congress while you still had to run a city made for long, exhausting days. She had fallen asleep the instant her head hit the pillow last night and had slept hard until the alarm had jarred her awake. Randy got a night off from his marital duties; he could benefit from the occasional break, for sure. But Eva worried that she might start feeling horny as she woke up and hit her stride today. She was her mother’s daughter in terms of size, strength, and sexual appetite, and neither of them did horny very well. 

Randy put a mug of coffee on the table for her and set a printout of her daily schedule beside it. Eva usually had some coffee and skimmed the day’s news before she showered and came back for a full breakfast. She toyed with the notion of hauling him into the shower with her but then stuck to her first notion that he needed the day off. She loved Randy, and because she loved him, she did not expect him to meet all her needs. That could be hazardous to a man’s health. 

She did have a secretary and a deputy mayor at city hall, both good subs. 

Perhaps the grinding schedule would have a tiny bit of slack for a quickie there. 

Yes! 11:00-11:30, meet with deputy m. re budget. If she got to Congress, Clyde would have to run the city next year. He was a quick study and good at multitasking, so he should be able to service her in that half hour and absorb budget numbers at the same time. 

Eva smiled her thanks at Randy as he brought his cup in and sat next to her in the breakfast nook. As she had matured, she came to appreciate that the male ego was a hardy specimen and that he could replenish his plucky spirit regardless of how many times she dominated him. He was still at heart the quarterback who had led the University of Minnesota to the Rose Bowl and then, playing on a sprained ankle, rallied the team to come from behind against Oregon State. QB

for the university but tight end on her team. 

That was how they had met, at a banquet to honor the Twin Cities’ greatest athletes that year. Eva had led the Lynx to a WNBA championship . After

sparking Stanford to NCAA titles in her sophomore and senior years, she had been drafted by the Minnesota pros. She’d persuaded them to trade draft picks for Shennice Dennison, her high school teammate, at point guard, and in their second year playing together, the team won it all. She and Randy had struck up a lively conversation at the banquet table, and she asked him out for dinner the next day. People got used to seeing the 6’5” power forward and the 5’11” 

quarterback out together, and their wedding was more a public celebration than an oddity. Her pregnancy gave her a graceful out from the WNBA the next season, and their son was born around the time she had been elected mayor of one of the larger suburbs. She had been able to reduce the municipal government’s carbon footprint by three-fourths without raising taxes. And now she was running for Congress to bolster the Castle-Knox ticket. And to hurry along the progress toward matriarchy worldwide. 

Eva finished her coffee and asked Randy to just fix a light breakfast today as she was scheduled to appear at a service club’s breakfast meeting in a restaurant. She showered and came back in her robe as Randy was settling little Carl into his booster seat. She bent down and kissed her two-year-old son . She smoothed back his blonde curls; he seemed to be getting her hair rather than his father’s dark brown locks. She thought a moment about the world he would grow up to inhabit. She would give him a sister soon, she hoped, to grow up with him and help him learn his place. A sister sired by a sperm bank donor as she had been, to have all her height and muscle. It was nice that the first child of a marriage be naturally conceived, as her sister Vanessa had been. Vanessa! She was coming to town next week, a big campaign boost for Eva. “Randy,” she said, “how many tickets are we getting for Vanessa’s movie premier?” 

“Sixteen, I think, babe,” he said. “Think we need more?” 

“Oh, yeah, my volunteers, donors, endorsers, can you work on getting like forty more?” she asked and he nodded. 

Vanessa Vanags had become the real deal in Hollywood. She got an Oscar nomination for Mary in Edinburgh, along with tons of critical acclaim, but the Academy didn’t often give a new face the top nod. Two years later, she did score her Oscar for Doctor et Ux, a story about a player on the beach volleyball circuit who has a series of romantic failures with guys taller than she is, and then she finds her true love when she opens up to the 95% of the male population shorter and weaker than her. They marry, he works to help put her through medical

school, and their romance lights up the screen. 

Her new picture, The Black Widows, was a fictionalized treatment of Elizabeth Castle’s war experiences in Afghanistan. Vanessa and her Alphem-owned production company had opted to open it in the Twin Cities because that was where her kid sister Eva was running for Congress. Her appearance in the Twin Cities would spark a media frenzy and give Eva, by her side throughout the visit, tons of free publicity. 

Eva’s driver Gary picked her up at twenty to eight and drove her first to a factory gate where she worked the line as the day shift came on. She shook hands and handed out her campaign cards, done up to look like sports trading cards but showing her in a business suit and touting her civic accomplishments. Only her logo, the two Vs as parts of her name, in a basketball net, recalled her athletic glory. She had led the league in dunks in both her seasons and the artist had adroitly suggested a slam-dunk with the logo. 

From the factory she was whisked to the Rotary breakfast meeting. The club was hearing each of the three candidates on successive weeks, so she would have a few minutes to develop her themes. “Neither of the old parties has a sensible plan to balance the budget,” she began. “Only Clean House does. We have had the specific dollar spending cuts out there program by program for several weeks now, as you can tell by the din the lobbyists have set up. My opponent Mr. 

Swenson keeps sounding the same old worn out theme his Republicans have been sounding for twenty years: cut more taxes, cut some vague, unspecified waste—which they not only haven’t done, but instead they also keep finding new places to waste money in. Mr. Schmidt, for the D.F.L., agrees that some taxes may have to go up, although he is vague about which ones while we are very specific, and he is just as vague on where to cut spending, if anywhere. The unions that pull his strings are against most of the cuts on our list. If you want more of the same old political persiflage this country has been suffering from for twenty, thirty, forty years, keep voting for the tired old parties that got us there. If you think it’s time to open the windows and clean house, vote for the new party that lays it on the line.” 

She held up the single sheet of paper she had passed out around the tables, specifying which taxes would go up and where spending would be cut. 

“Persiflage” was a ten-dollar word for bullshit, which CHICK had tested in focus groups and found positive. “Old” parties rather than major parties were

also a big talking point. She got a decent applause after deftly fielding several questions about the CH budget plan and then moved along to her next stop. 

On the way to a newspaper editorial board meeting across town, she mused that the budget talk had done a nice job of drawing attention away from gender issues that might be harder sells, especially to male voters. When Eva got to Congress, she intended to revisit Title IX with the Department of Education. Boys were just not going out for sports teams as much these days, and that was limiting opportunities for girls. She felt co-ed teams as the primary varsity unit was a good way to go for many sports like basketball and soccer. 

After two more campaign stops she then went to City Hall to run her municipal government for a couple of hours. By text she reminded her deputy mayor, Clyde Fuller, to bring some alternative personnel strategies to their meeting so they wouldn’t have a tempest in a teapot. “Teapot” was a code word they used to plan sexual liaisons. She sent her secretary Oliver another text, similarly coded, so that he could prepare an audio cover for her brief encounter with Clyde. 

CHICK had reminded Eva that anything she did could be videotaped with surveillance equipment. Opponent research could dig through her past as well. 

Just last week, a candidate down south, that barbecue sauce woman, had to deal with an old tape showing her leading her man around with a chain and a leg iron. 

It had backfired because the story came out that she had been doing an alcoholism intervention, but it still served as a reminder that the Internet was a land mine for any candidate to step on. Eva had been careful, at the university and in the league, to be very discrete in her seductions, and nothing had been thrown at her yet. 

She paused at Oliver’s desk as she approached her office. He confirmed that it had been swept for bugs that morning. He handed over a disc with her and Clyde’s voices spliced together, talking budget words like FTEs, overtime, and contingency funds. Clyde came in promptly at eleven and they went through next year’s solid waste budget very quickly for about ten minutes. Then she raised an eyebrow and pointed to the closet. Clyde went in the closet first. Eva set up and started the recording as she unbuttoned her jacket and took off her blouse at her desk. She unzipped her skirt and walked to the closet. Clyde would deal with her pantyhose, her least favorite part; his fingers were as deft as his tongue. 

Closing the door, Eva grabbed his butt to hoist him up to a kissable elevation. 

Then she pushed him down to his knees and pressed his face into her bush. It was way too rushed for her tastes, but that was life on the campaign trail. She got a decent climax from his tongue and brought him off with her fingers when she pulled him back up and pressed his smaller body against the back of the closet. 

“Oh, yes, Ma’am,” he gasped as he came into a handkerchief. “Thank you!” 

Letting him go, Eva opened the closet door enough to let some light in so he could find his clothes. It was three minutes to noon. She went into her mayoral bathroom to douche and work her pantyhose back on as he brought her blouse and suit over. “Thank you, Clyde,” she whispered in the bathroom, “and Randy thanks you, too.” He stood on tiptoe to kiss her before she stepped into her heels and reapplied her lipstick. They both knew he would need a new mistress if she won and turned over the city administration to him. Emily, the police chief, seemed the most likely candidate so far. 

Out in front, Oliver had her afternoon schedule ready. “Oh, take some air spray to my closet, Olly; it has a kind of musty spell today.” Her secretary, who had taken his own turns in her closet, gave her a wink as he looked for the canister. 

Eva walked down the halls feeling much better as she headed off into a busy afternoon of campaigning. Tonight Randy would give her his main male apparatus and she would feel fully satisfied, for the day. 
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“Thank you, dear,” Liene Vanags said to her husband Mark as he cleared the table of the dessert dishes. “That was a delicious cobbler.” She patted his behind and said to Julie, “I must be getting soft in my old age; I don’t wear them out as fast as I used to. I offered Mark a second three-year marriage contract when the first one was up, and he’s been with me five years now.” Her strawberry blonde hair was now showing some grey, and a few more wrinkles around her eyes also signaled she was on the downhill side of her fifties. But her big body looked as fit and powerful as ever. The dinner had been just for the three of them, and they had talked about the campaign as well as reminisced about ten years ago. Peter had brought up Susan Hardesty’s surmise about a few states being left as safety valves for patriarchy and Liene confirmed it. “We’ve planned on leaving Utah, of course, and probably New Hampshire and Arkansas, not running Clean House candidates there. Other countries are doing likewise; Canada is leaving Newfoundland and the Yukon, the Aussies Tasmania, and so on.” 

Raquel Adams, the former headmistress at Dominion Day, came up in the conversation. “I eased her out,” Liene said, “as the major donor to the school; I had the leverage to do that. It was because of what she did to you at her New Year’s Eve party, Peter. I had no problem with her birching you, and I thought her midnight orgy idea was rather amusing. But assaulting you like she did—

even if it lacked the requisite forcible penetration to be considered rape, it was assault, a lesser crime—showed very poor judgment on her part.” Julie smiled her thanks to Liene. Those first few months of the new year at the school had been chilly as far as her contacts with the former headmistress had been concerned. “She is now superintendent of a public district somewhere in Texas,” 

Liene added, “where I hope she is using better sense.” 

She beckoned Julie and Peter to follow her into the living room, where she settled them on either side of her on the couch and draped her long, thick, muscular arms over their shoulders. Like an anaconda, Peter thought. “You two gave me some good ideas when we met ten years ago and several good insights since then. I have all sorts of expensive advisors and consultants now, but I still like to think of you as my friends and good counselors.” Julie snuggled into Liene’s side and Peter, still a little apprehensive of her great strength after those years, willed himself to relax a bit. “A very few people know what I’m about to share with you tonight, and while it is all going to come out soon, I ask you to keep it strictly confidential for now.” They agreed and she began. 

“Back in the late Nineties, when we had just seventy-five S&S gyms, I thought it might be a good idea to start tracking the medical histories of a number of our customers. We knew the main effects of the water with balta-magone: increased lean muscle formation, increased bone density, and increased libido. But what else was it doing in a woman’s body? We never sold it at retail, just gave it out in the gyms as part of the dues, and I wasn’t too worried about the FDA making an issue about it. But I could worry just a little, you know.” 

“We signed up a thousand women, all agreeing to have annual physicals on our tab, and we got copies of their results. Twenty-five years later, 981 of those women are still around and participating, working out and drinking their S&S

water. Their ages now range from 45 to 70. A morbidity rate of 1.9% for that kind of population is considered pretty good. The benefits of regular exercise and avoiding obesity would be expected to show up in less heart disease and stroke, less diabetes, and so forth. You still see cancers of some sorts—leukemia, pancreatic, skin cancers, and so forth. But...” She paused for dramatic emphasis. 

“There’s one type of cancer that hasn’t shown up once in a thousand women in twenty-five years.” She moved her hands down to touch Julie’s breast and Peter’s nipple. 

“Breast cancer?” Julie gasped. “Balta-magone prevents breast cancer? Liene, that’s incredible.” 

“I didn’t say prevents; the scientists haven’t figured out how it would interact with mammary cells to have that effect.” Liene corrected. “It’s what they call a correlation, not a cause and effect.” 

“So you have scientists analyzing this data?” Peter asked. “Are they going to publish something?” 

“Yes, they have written a paper which has had two peer reviews and is about to have a third,” she replied. “Then it will be published in the New England Journal of Medicine. Once it has been submitted for publication, word will start to circulate all over the medical community and eventually all over the world.” 

“The demand for S&S water will be intense,” Julie said, thinking. “Will you start selling it in stores?” 

“No! Just drinking the water without doing the strength and wrestling training is pointless. Even if there is a black market for our water bottles, we have to do our

utmost to see that it is used as intended.” 

“Then the pressure to open more gyms will be intense,” Peter said. “How many do you have now and how many women can they serve?” 

“Ten thousand gyms in this country,” she said, “and the largest ones can handle maybe a thousand women each. That’s doing both strength and wrestling in big classes instead of one-on-one, and doing classes at all hours instead of just at the more convenient times of day. Right now we can in theory serve up to ten million women, but realistically more like six million. We could build more gyms, buy other fitness chains and convert them, but we’re still limited by the number of trainers we can turn out. Your old boot camp in the Blue Ridge, Julie, our first, is now one of twenty locations for training the trainers, and they’re all going full tilt.” 

“It’s not like a hundred million women will all be demanding a gym and water next month,” Julie said. “It takes time for a new idea to circulate throughout society. ” 

“That could buy time for expanding the gym network.” Peter agreed. “But do you have enough plants? I had the impression it was a shy plant found here and there in Eastern Europe, hunted by the sort of gleaners who find ginseng in this country.” 

“So it was when I was a girl,” Liene said, “but now it is widely cultivated and is one of the leading cash crops in the Baltic region. But there is lots of demand in Europe and Russia, too; we have been building gyms there as fast as here. The Afghan farmers have now just about dropped opium to produce balta-magone, which I hoped would add to the supply side. But now word has gotten around to women in China, Japan, Korea, India…the Australians, who have moved further toward matriarchy than the US, have been forced to keep paying more for their plants. We have agricultural scientists testing many locations for places it will grow well.” 

“I see another problem,” Peter said slowly. “As all these millions of women power up, won’t they run out of covert submissive men after a while?” 

“In less than three years,” Liene said matter-of-factly. “We’ll be targeting main street and traditional men in our training from now on. Modern women will continue to spend on beauty for seduction and strength for bedroom domination. 

I know you wondered, Peter, why I insisted that Julie become physically dominant over you when you would have accepted her rule anyway. Bedroom dominance has to be a no-exceptions policy in every woman-man couple with S&S training so that our women can rule their men with or without the submissive syndrome.” 

“Oh, Liene, there are sad problems and there are happy problems,” Julie exclaimed. “This is as happy a problem as I have heard of in years. We should celebrate!” 

“Yes, my dears,” Liene said, “you are right. Shall I have Mark bring some champagne?” 

“Oh, I was thinking more along the lines of a game of Cowgirls Roundup,” the younger woman said brightly. Peter groaned, audibly. This was a game Julie sometimes proposed as a wager on the tennis courts during a mixed doubles match. Whichever man was on the losing side or made the most unforced errors was taken to a more private site and put between the two women. They stoked his desire to a fever pitch and then put him down on his back where one mounted his manhood and the other sat on his face. The women might play with each other’s upper bodies while humping the male under them and demanding his attention to their pleasures. It was a powerful incentive to strive for tennis excellence for the men. Julie had in this manner shared Peter with her colleague Kelly and some other tennis players on a few occasions, and it had been fun, albeit strenuous fun, underneath them. But with Liene, who had treated Peter to some rough sex when they’d met ten years ago and who had not touched him since, he found some trepidation in this prospect. 

“Oh, Julie, I am truly moved. That is a most generous offer from you. But did I hear a groan from somewhere?” 

“No,” Julie said, decisively. “You aren’t going to be wussy about this, are you, Peter?” 

He shook his head, meeting Julie’s hard stare and yet knowing she would not put him in harm’s way. She flashed a victorious smile at him. 

“That’s settled, then.Would you mind slinging my husband over your shoulder and leading us to a suitable room?” In a moment Peter was doubled over one of Liene’s broad shoulders, hanging upside down as Liene led Julie up the stairs to

her bedroom. Liene stood by her bed, dangling Peter off the floor while Julie undressed him. 

Next, Liene looked in her closet and came out with a pair of western hats, souvenirs of a trip to the Montana ranch, which had become the second trainer boot camp. The women donned their hats and took everything else off. Julie instructed Peter to play his role as a bull calf well and try to evade them. 

“Just don’t make me a bum steer.” he joked, as he started feinting and dodging. 

If this is what turned Julie on tonight, he would give it his best shot. 

The women trapped him after a couple of minutes of laughing pursuit and carried him to the spacious bed. Julie sat on her husband’s legs and played with his penis until he was well aroused for her, and then she mounted him. She beckoned Liene to come to the other end, and the big woman lowered her sex on his face. He could still hear them talking as they commenced slowly grinding on him. “Oh Liene, what amazing breasts you have,” Julie said, “so big and still so high and firm to my touch.” 

“Still, after all these years.” Liene chuckled. “It turns out that balta-magone has the additional effect of maintaining the spring in ligaments, like the Cooper’s ligament that holds up our breasts. Your grapefruits look good enough to eat,” 

she continued, “and I think I’ll just nibble a bit on that pretty little aureole.” 

Peter was aware of Liene shifting forward above his face and then Julie squirming with new pleasure as she bounced up and down over his captive manhood. The women continued their Sapphic pleasuring of one another while they rode him to their respective climaxes. 

“Oh Liene,” Julie sighed as she recovered from her orgasm. “You are the most amazing woman. Your vision and leadership are changing this country and the whole world. I know Elizabeth Castle is wonderful and will be a great President, but it is you who should be running things!” 

“Thank you, my dear,” Liene said as she panted toward her climax, “but I could not be President here. As your husband would tell us, if he could talk, the Constitution requires the President to be born in this country, and I was not. I have three daughters who have been, though, and we shall see what the future brings for them.” 

Peter could hear the women talking above him, their voices distant as if they

were in the next room. Though it had been ten years, his tongue knew the way to Liene’s g-spot and tried to stay locked on the target. 
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The limousine slowed, approaching the cinema and edging through the crowd of photographers. “Here we go, ‘Va,” Vanessa said. “Ready for the limelight, Hollywood style?” 

Eva snickered, looking out at the crowd. “Those guys must be hot in their parkas, Van,” she said. “They probably think Minnesota is next to the North Pole.” It was in fact a fine mid-October evening with some leaves still hanging on the trees, showing their fall colors. 

“All they know is southern California,” Vanessa said, giving her makeup one last touch. “They were all renting jeeps with studded tires out at the airport.” 

The limo stopped at the curb and Vanessa stepped out first, quickly turning back to give Eva and Randy a hand before too many pictures had been taken. The sisters stood together, resplendent in their gowns, as the cameras kept flashing their lights in the darkness. They had chosen shoes to take them to identical six foot six elevations. Vanessa’s burgundy gown with one shoulder bare and a trailing train had been made by one of her designers and would no doubt be thoroughly discussed by the fashionistas for a while. Eva did not have such resources in the Twin Cities and had been rescued by her mother, who had overnighted a cerulean blue gown she had worn to a Kennedy Center gala several years ago. 

The ideal of female beauty had shifted in recent years. The willowy models with fragile-looking bones and pencil-thin arms, fitting into size twos, were no longer in demand. Today’s Beautiful Woman had solid bones and full arms and legs, none more so than the statuesque sisters now being relentlessly photographed. 

The supermodels of years past were now all toiling away in S&S gyms, adding bone and beef to meet the changing tastes. 

Eva did much better than expected in the comparison. While she was just conventionally pretty, the close family resemblance and similar stature seemed to transfer some of Vanessa’s radiant beauty to her younger sister. Putting her arm through Vanessa’s, she whispered, “Can we accidentally step on a couple of paparazzi and crush them?” 

“Not here, dear,” Vanessa whispered back. “Maybe on some of the low rent freelancers in L.A., I would say yes. But these guys are mostly regulars or

stringers for major publications.” The women, trailed by Randy in his tux, walked slowly up the red carpet to the theater entrance where they were joined by the director, the co-stars, and other studio people. Inside, Eva waved to as many of the sixty-some people on her invitation list as she could see, making them feel like tinsel town insiders for a moment. 

“Are the film critics here tonight, or have they already seen the movie?” Eva asked as they settled into their seats, surrounded by the studio entourage. 

“Yes and yes,” Vanessa said. “They had a private screening this afternoon and had access to the director afterward. But most of them like to share the audience experience before they put the finishing touches on their reviews. And of course I have to be available for their questions after the show. A lot of reviews aren’t finished until midnight on a premiere day.” The lights went down and the film began. It was a tightly plotted adventure, not an actual biopic of Elizabeth Castle but loosely based on her Afghan experiences. 

After the movie ended and the critics had asked their questions of the star, the party went back to the limo. Vanessa was going to spend the night at Eva’s house, and the limo passed through the police barricades set up to keep the photographers away from Eva’s block. The sisters and Randy went inside and Randy settled accounts with the babysitter while the ladies kicked off their shoes and relaxed with a drink. “I was just thinking about Milady Rules earlier today,” 

Eva said, “and I was wondering if our characters ever met. I just can’t recall now.” Vanessa could, and she reminded Eva of the one occasion their avatars’

paths had crossed; her character had paid Vanessa’s wizard for a teleportation back to her harem. 

“What merry mayhem we made as the pirates of the Tumescent Deep.” Vanessa laughed. “Me, your basketball coach and your principal and that D.C. cop. 

Whatever became of them all?” 

“Coach Green is still at Dominion,” Eva said, “doing what she loves and turning down offers from bigger schools and colleges all the time. I hear the cop is running for Congress in Maryland, so maybe I’ll see her in January. Ms. Adams left Dominion a year or two after I graduated for a job in Texas, and I don’t know what’s become of her since then.” 
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CHAPTER FOUR

Peter felt very upbeat as he walked home from the school that Wednesday morning. His face, puffy and bruised on Sunday, was back to normal. Julie had even allowed him to watch the Charlotte-Tampa game as a reward for being a good sport about the bedroom game. He had received good news from Arrow Marketing in Charlotte last night and was going to call Pat Goldstein at CHICK

as soon as he got home. Rita in Maryland had been copied on the e-mail from Arrow. She had texted him to take the good news to CHICK right away. 

He put in a vid call to Goldstein while simultaneously transmitting the file to her. 

She came on screen, looking distraught and angry. “Yes, Peter?” she snapped. 

“Castle coat tails are worth between seven and nine percent to all our candidates in North Carolina if she can do Fort Bragg and cut spots with them, Ms. 

Goldstein,” he said quickly, “polling data going to you right now.” 

“Good, I guess, I’ll look at them as soon as I can. We’re in damage control right now, though.” She proceeded to elaborate. “Candidate down in Texas, running for a State Board of Education seat on our ticket, had been a little careless taking her boy friends into the woods for rough sex. Some teenage kids, good at camouflage and stealth, had been taping her play times for a couple of years and sold the tapes to her Republican opponent. A five minute U-tube is going around the world this morning, here’s a bit of it.” She sent him a video of a woman birching a man’s bare ass and then mounting him. 

The woman raised her head and Peter gasped. It was Raquel Adams! “The tabloid rags are going crazy already. One of them already has a headline set: Amazon Nymphos Beat & Bully Love Slaves.” I’m sure they have written more inaccurate headlines than that one, Peter thought to himself but prudently did not verbalize. “Nobody thinks those rags have any real news, but as the first Clinton campaign learned the hard way, sometimes they launch a story that gets legs and goes mainstream media. The prosecutor down there is talking about filing assault charges if any of her boy friends come forward.” 

“Our thoughts on spin right now are that most people drive a powerful car without hurting anyone, the few that do hurt someone with their cars are charged with crimes. And many people get more powerful bodies without hurting anyone, but the few that do hurt others with their strength should be charged with crimes. But the opposition is going to egg the press to ask our candidates if

they have stopped beating their husbands yet, that sort of thing. Listen, I got to go.” 

“Wait, wait, Pat!” he shouted, forgetting and using her first name. “I just heard something, straight from Liene Vanags, that may defuse this situation. Give me twenty seconds!” 

“Go.” 

“The water you gals drink at the S&S gyms, builds your muscle and all that—it prevents breast cancer, too. Alphem’s had a team of scientists tracking a thousand women for twenty-five years, and not one has had breast cancer.” 

“What scientists? Where?” The woman was suddenly alert and giving him her full attention. 

“I think she said Columbia Medical School. You would have to call her to get the specifics. Oh, and she swore me to secrecy on this; they aren’t quite ready to publish the study yet.” 

“Let’s see how much heat we can bring to bear to get something public; we need to get something out there to divert the media pack from the feeding frenzy they are about to launch. Someone else here is sending out a flash to all female candidates, alerting them to keep their husbands from talking to the press for a day.” 

Peter would never know just how many buttons were pushed and how hard, but late that afternoon, as he was preparing to cook supper in the kitchen, his PC

beeped an alert and he switched on to a news conference from New York. A graying, avuncular man in a white lab coat was being introduced to a crowded press conference as Doctor Cavendish. Cameras flashed and elbows jostled and Peter suspected that the handful of sober reporters who covered science and health issues were outnumbered by the shabby, braying pack working the Amazon Nympho angle. 

Dr. Cavendish put up a pair of slides on a screen, which duplicated a handout summary of the 25-year study. “As you can see, the effects of long term ingestion of water infused with the balta-magone herb in a 1:1000 ratio, taken in conjunction with a structured exercise program, have been set forth in a longitudinal survey. That this plant emits an enzyme that causes estrogen to

mimic the lean muscle building property of testosterone is already known. The same enzyme stimulates bone density formation to support the increased muscle mass, and consequently the onset of osteoporosis in aging women, which should have been around 5 % in the over-55 portion of this sample, was 0.2 %. The onset of other conditions that occur in middle age are set forth in the general population and in the study population. Many conditions, such as diabetes, hypertension, myocardial infarctions, and cancers of the skin, blood, and uterus, occur but at lower rates than in the general population. The significant finding is that the onset of breast cancer, which ought to be around 65 out of 1,000 of the women in this sample size and age, is zero. Questions?” 

The first hand up was from one of the well-dressed science reporters, from the Times. “Dr. Cavendish, have you been able to analyze the molecular interaction and isolate the metastasizing agent in the mammary zone?” The doctor turned to the mostly female set of colleagues behind him. A leader type shook her head and he turned back and conveyed the negative answer. 

One of the shabby pack raised a hand. “Doc, what’s this finding about increased libido? Is there something in this water that makes women sex crazy?” 

Cavendish had been prepped for this sort of question and fielded it smoothly. “If you have coupled with a healthy young woman and a less than healthy young woman recently, sir, you may have noticed that the healthy one had more of an appetite for sex. A situation I hope you were ready for.” The room tittered as the sleaze journalist blushed. “The complete program at the S&S gyms, with the water, the strength training and the cardio exercises, results in very healthy women,” Cavendish continued. “A rigorous test would compare our study population with a thousand equally healthy women who do not ingest this water. 

Although it is difficult to find women this healthy who are not going to S&S

gyms, we have found some and have estimated the uptick in libido from the water to be minimal, in the range of two or three percent. Next question?” 

This last exchange seemed to deflate the attack pack. As a prominent health blogger asked Cavendish about the osteoporosis findings, Julie came into the kitchen and slipped her arm around Peter’s waist. She nibbled his earlobe and whispered, “Liene called me this afternoon. Can’t believe Adams keeps letting her lust trump her common sense. L said you did good to tip off the CHICK

folks, by the way.” 

They watched the press conference wind down, after which a CHIRP

spokeswoman came to the mike. She announced that Douglas Castle, Elizabeth’s husband, was on his way to New York and would be making a statement and press conference early the next morning. 
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Eva had risen early that morning and had gone to her weight room for her daily strength training. Vanessa was already there, pumping reps on the lat pull downs. 

“Morning, Van,” she said, “I thought you’d be going through the movie reviews on the ‘net. Did you sleep well?” 

“Sure did, ‘Va,” her sister said. “That young man we took home with us is the best boy in the lighting crew; he’s right in the credits that way, and I found out that he is a very good boy indeed. Another mouth for breakfast, if you don’t mind. I figure to skim the reviews over coffee and breakfast. And how did you sleep?” 

“Great,” Eva grunted as she began her bench presses. “I took Randy tantric-style and fell asleep on him. Brought him off just a few minutes ago when I woke up. 

Tantric yoga is great—Coach Green taught us a bit more than basketball our senior year.” 

After their workouts, the sisters went to the breakfast nook. Randy had coffee on and was feeding baby Carl at the table. Vanessa cooed and fussed over her nephew. “Oh, he’s just sooo cute, ‘Va! I think when the girls are a bit older, Max and I may make a naturally parented baby like this.” 

“Really?” Eva raised an eyebrow. “I thought you had Max vasectomized.” Max, the screenwriter Vanessa had met in London and married, was six inches shorter than her and had not been involved in the conception of the two daughters. They owed their paternity to the sperm bank which, as Vanessa put it, enabled the continuation of the Vanags big-girl genes handed down from their Comporellian ancestor brought here almost two centuries ago. Eva would use the same bank when it was time for Carl to have sisters. 

“I did, but it was one of those reversible vasectomies. I can have his valve turned whenever I want.” She turned her attention to the PC next to the table and started surfing through reviews of The Black Widows. Eva was studying the day’s campaign schedule which Randy had printed out and set by her coffee. Her smart phone suddenly beeped and demanded her attention. It was an urgent bulletin from CHICK, the national campaign committee. 

“Van,” she said, “I have to get on the PC right away. Randy, get over here and watch this with me; they are saying all female candidates have to keep their

husband or other guys away from the press today. Apparently some bombshell has just gone off and reporters may be hounding our men for comments.” The three of them gathered around the screen while baby Carl flicked spoonfuls of oatmeal on his tray. 

“That’s Adams, all right,” Vanessa said as Eva nodded. “Looks like she really stepped in it this time.” 

“Randy,” Eva said, “put messages on your cell and the land line, that you are not reachable for a while. Screen your incoming calls and let the message handle calls from anyone you don’t know.” As Randy turned to comply, Vanessa dialed her Max in California and woke him up. While the actress was not running for office, she was a prominent celebrity and would be a good target for the attack journalists in L.A. 

The next morning, the same people gathered in front of the television in Minnesota. Vanessa’s film crew had returned to Los Angeles, the best boy included, all basking in a flurry of four-star reviews of the film. Vanessa stayed over another day, making a surprise appearance at a couple of Eva’s campaign stops but mostly hanging out with her nephew. Randy had lain low as instructed and had avoided a few calls from people they knew to be reporters and from people they did not know. They had watched the Cavendish press conference yesterday afternoon and, along with millions of others, were anxious to see what Doug Castle would say now. 

Douglas Hurd-Castle was introduced by a spokeswoman from CHIRP and stepped up to the podium. He was the same age, 56, and same height, five-eleven, as his wife, who was campaigning in the southwest that day. His enthusiasm for steelhead fishing in Oregon, and for wind surfing with their daughter Amy, was well-known. 

“Yesterday,” he began, “a story broke about a woman who was overpowering one or more men and apparently assaulting them, and many have speculated if such episodes are common with women who have become stronger. I believe such episodes to be the acts of an aberrant individual and not commonplace. I am married to a woman who, with just one good arm, is still stronger than I am. 

She was for many years an officer and a gentlewoman in the Army. While she is no longer an active officer, I am here to assure you that she is still a gentlewoman and a gentle woman with me. 

“Elizabeth has usually made the major choices for our family and I follow her; not because she is stronger but because I know she is smarter and wiser. She has so much intelligence and common sense that she can make the best decisions for three hundred million people, in fact. She should be the next President. 

“Yesterday, I learned, along with all of you, that thanks to the exercise program and special water my wife has been using for years, she will never face the risk of breast cancer. Nor will our daughter. I am profoundly grateful to the S&S

gyms for bringing this about. In my opinion, a real man would encourage his women to get on those programs and, if she becomes stronger than him, to live with it. Only a wimp would insist that his wife and daughters continue to run the risk of breast cancer, for the sake of his ego.” 

Hurd-Castle then accepted questions from the audience. He politely but firmly stated that the marital bedroom was off limits, and after that there were very few questions. The real purpose of the conference, as Eva recognized, was not to answer questions but to generate sound bites. “A gentlewoman and a gentle woman” would resonate. “Real men would encourage their women” might get traction, too. 

“This was good,” Vanessa said, with approval, wise in the ways of studio publicity. 

“For the campaign, yes,” Eva agreed. “My Randy, your Max, anyone questioned by the press now has his ready-made talking points. I’m just wondering how Mother and Alphem can possibly build enough gyms now.” 

The videophone buzzed and they looked at the screen, expecting their mother to be calling. It was, however, the third sister, Viola, calling from London. “Good afternoon, little sister,” Vanessa called out, conscious of the time lag from her days in London. “Little sister” was a family laugh. Viola had filled out from a stringbean adolescent to be the only daughter surpassing their mother in size. 

She topped out at 6’5 ¾” and 215 with the low body fat of an active athlete. 

Viola had brought double gold back from the Olympic rowing events that summer, one for crew and one for single sculls. She had broken the seven-minute mark for heavyweight single skulls while still at Dominion and continued to lower the women’s record while rowing for Harvard. Her Olympic time of 6:35 had set a new record for either gender and had beaten the men’s gold medalist that year by four seconds. She was now in the second year of a Rhodes

scholarship at Cambridge. 

“Hey, Van, hey, ‘Va,” Viola called out as she now saw both sisters in the monitor. 

“Exciting times, eh? I’ve been catching the feeds from the U.S political season over here, what’s going on?” 

“Remember Ms. Adams at Dominion, Vi?” Eva said. “She left after your freshman year, I think, took a job in Texas. She got taped roughing up some guys in the woods and the tabloids and blogs were all set to do a number on amazon nymphos. Mom had this breast cancer research just about ready to go public and the campaigns used it to preempt the Adams scandal. Could have been a meltdown for Clean House, now things look good again. You look good, too, what’s up for you tonight?” 

Viola had her long hair down and a cowl sweater; together they concealed her upper traps and broad shoulders to soften her formidable appearance. Her face, like Eva’s, was pretty enough. “I’m off to catch the first screening of The Black Widows here in Cambridge,” she said. “Figured I might get some journos or bloggers after me for a quote, seeing as my oldest sister is the star and evidently up for her second Oscar. Got a heads-up for me?” 

“Quote your sister,” Vanessa said, “to the effect that a lot of the serious films are released the last few months of the year and that it’s way too early to talk about a best pic favorite. But how about the past day? Any journos bugging you for quotes about our men?” 

“One guy stuck a vid cam toward me this morning and asked if I beat up my boy friends,” Viola said. “I gave him our usual gentle giantess routine and said I wouldn’t push any guy around unless he looked big and tough enough to be a challenge.” Her sisters nodded, both familiar with the scene. “I liked that gentlewoman and gentle woman line Mr. Castle had.” 

“It’s good,” Eva agreed, “but what about boyfriends? Has your Cliffie followed you to England?” Harvard had converted Radcliffe College to a men’s college several years ago, in an effort to keep the male percentage of the undergraduate enrollment at 25 percent. 

“Yeah, he’s taking some courses at a redbrick university down towards London. 

He’s coming up tonight to go to the cinema with me. Hey, how’s your election campaign going, ‘Va?” 

“Our numbers look good,” Eva said, “we didn’t do any polling during this last hectic day in the national media. How about politics in the U.K.?” 

“Tories are putting off calling an election as long as they can,” Viola said, “but they’re hanging on to the last few months of patriarchy by doing so. If the USA joins Australia and Canada on the matriarchal side, the Lib Dems should sweep and Diana Dashwood will be the P.M. next year.” Britain’s centrist third party, the Liberal Democrats, had been an easy takeover for the empowered women of the country. Eva and Vanessa exchanged a knowing smile. Every time another major nation joined the matriarchal camp, the world moved that much closer to a successful meeting with the man-hungry women of Comporelli when they arrived a few years hence. 

“Oh, and it looks like football—soccer, to us—should be integrated next year, too. Chelsea and Man U are both looking at some women midfielders.” The term integration had been revived in sports, not for race but for gender. Viola’s rowing was not the only sport where female athletes were doing just as well as men. A woman golfer had won the U.S. Open in 2018 and tennis was under pressure to drop separate men’s and women’s competitions. The sisters soon ended the call and went about their respective days. Vanessa had to fly back to California that morning, Eva had a full slate of campaign stops, and Viola’s movie date had shown up. 
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Peter had set his system to record Douglas Castle’s press conference while he took the girls to school. On his return home, he ignored the message flashers while he watched the conference. Then he reviewed the messages in order to decide which callback he should make first. Julie sent kudos from school. Rita in Maryland said bravo. Dinah Green said three-pointer, high five. Pat Goldstein said something about someone at CHIRP to call, re North Carolina. That was the first call to return. 

“Ms. Goldstein? Peter Lansdowne here, getting back to you.” 

“Peter! You can have Castle at Fort Bragg end of next week if you get right on it with the schedulers at CHIRP. Here’s your contact: Allison Hartnell at this number.” He recorded the number, then punched it in. The woman’s face came on the screen: blonde, middle aged, reading glasses hanging on a cord below her chin. 

“Lansdowne? The guy from CHICK?” He nodded. “The Gov has three appearances planned in the upper Midwest on October 26, a week from today. I can pancake them into two, early in the morning, and get her on a plane from Rochester, Minnesota to Fayetteville, North Carolina by early in the afternoon. 

She does her speech on military preparedness near the Special Forces training grounds. Then, Goldstein tells me, you want her to cut spots with individual House candidates?” He nodded again. That’s fourteen House districts CH has a candidate in. I gotta get her back up in the air by 4:30 to fly her to the evening event. That means we won’t have much time for each spot, maybe 45 minutes for the whole bunch.” 

Peter could do the math, too. Castle would have about three minutes with Hollie Mae, three minutes with Susan, and three minutes with each of twelve other candidates, ten women and two men. No time for rehearsals, the first take would be the only take from which each campaign would make a 30-second and a 15-second tv spot. “So, yeah,” Hartnell continued, “that means fourteen scripts for the Gov to look at on the way to Fort Bragg. Who’s your coordinator down there?” 

“CHICK doesn’t have a coordinator in every state,” he said. “A woman in Maryland, Rita Minella, and I cover a five state region down to N.C.” 

“So, which of the two of you is more up to speed on these fourteen candidates?” 

“Well, that would be me,” he said, reluctantly. 

“Tag! You’re it, sport. Start writing scripts, and have them here first thing Monday. Oh, and plan to be in Rochester early Friday morning. You’ll be sitting next to the Gov on the plane, back grounding her on each candidate and walking her through each script. You’ll take care of the camera crew at Ft. Bragg, of course. Ciao, Peter.” She ended the conversation and his monitor went dark. 

His next action was not to start writing scripts, but to text Julie. She would see the message between her classes. His instincts told him he would not be able to catch a same-day flight out to Rochester early enough and that he would have to go there the night before. Under these circumstances, he had to assume Julie would allow him to take the trip while she handled child care again. Within an hour, she confirmed his assumption. Then he began drafting scripts. 
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CHAPTER FIVE

Peter looked off into the most distant neon lights in Rochester as the hotel courtesy van pulled up to the lobby entrance. Julie had been concerned about his being on his own for an evening, before he caught up with the hopefully-next-President and her entourage the next morning. He had promised to stay in his hotel room and call her from there. 

He entered the hotel and filled out the registration forms at the front desk. The desk clerk handed him a plastic key card, saying, “if you need anything and I’m not here, I’ll be working in the lounge. The bartender went home sick an hour ago, and I’m covering for him until closing. Which I hope comes soon, as I don’t really know bar very well.” Peter nodded and headed down the hall. The key card simply would not work in the door slot. He tried it several times, slow, fast, etc. He gave up and went back to find the desk clerk. 

He found the clerk behind the bar, taking drink orders from a group of women who had just come in. Peter caught his eye and waved his faulty key card. The man nodded and indicated that he would attend to the problem as soon as he could finish making this round of drinks. 

A woman detached herself from the group and slid into a barstool next to where Peter was standing. “Hey there, handsome, can I buy you a drink?’ she asked. He declined her offer, saying he was on a no-alcohol diet just now. “Diet? Skinny guy like you?” She slipped a hand around his waist and felt his midsection through his shirt. “No fat around your middle at all. But if you can’t do serious drinking, how ‘bout a Diet Coke?” 

“Ma’am,” he said nervously, “the only reason I’m in this bar tonight is that my room key doesn’t work and he—“pointing to the beleaguered bartender, who was looking up the recipe for some exotic cocktail—“needs to fix it.” 

“Aw, what a shame,” she said, “mine works just fine.” She tapped her card on the bar and then pushed it down over his card, sliding the plastic surfaces suggestively. “I’m Evelyn; what’s your name, handsome?” 

How can it be hard to communicate a simple message like no, I’m not interested, he thought. “I’m…uh…”, as he tried to think of a good name other than his own name. Suddenly a new voice entered the conversation from behind and above them. 

“Peter Smith, as I live and breathe! Did you bring me any barbecue sauce, Mr. 

Smith?” 

He turned around and looked up into the laughing eyes of Eva Vanags. She gathered him up in a rib-shifting hug and kissed him on the cheek while glaring at Evelyn, who moved off and rejoined her group. Eva whispered in his ear: “I know your last name is Lansdowne now, but that clumsy pickup artist doesn’t need to know that.” She set him back down on his feet as he mouthed a silent thank-you to his tall blonde rescuer. 

The bartender had finished the drinks for the group and came up to Eva and Peter, looking to the charismatic woman. “A glass of the house red wine,” she said, “after you fix my friend’s room key. Come back and join me for a bit after you drop your stuff,” she said to Peter, “I’ll be at a quiet table in the corner, far from the madding crowd.” She winked as he moved off with the bartending clerk. 

Once in the room, Peter left a voicemail message for Julie, knowing she would be asleep by now. It was eleven here and midnight on the east coast. He returned to the lounge without apprehension. Eva had set aside her prurient interest in him ten years ago, and he had seen her at a few parties at Liene’s house over the decade with no indication of any sparks. 

Eva waved from a table in a quiet section of the lounge. “I ordered a glass of wine for you, too, Peter, but plan to pour half of it into mine. Two ounces of wine can’t hurt your calorie count that much. And you must have a bit in your glass so we can toast to our success next month.” They clinked their glasses together and said in unison, “To a Clean House!” 

Eva asked what had brought him out here to the prairies, and learned that he was out to brief Elizabeth Castle on House races in North Carolina so she could cut TV spots with each candidate. By coincidence, that was why Eva was overnighting in Rochester, to get a spot cut with Gov. Castle the next morning. 

The CHIRP schedulers had the candidate joining some Iowa farmers for breakfast and making a speech on agriculture policy, then up here to give a speech on health care costs at the Mayo Clinic. 

Eva had done a campaign dinner not far from Rochester (her district stretched south from Twin Cities suburbs into the countryside) and would meet with her

video crew for breakfast to rehearse for the shoot with Castle. 

They chatted a bit more and then agreed it was time to call it a day. “I’ll walk you to your door, Peter,” she said, glancing at the group of women at the bar, “to make sure you don’t get hassled anymore.” When he had opened the door, and turned to say goodnight, she pulled him up for another powerful hug and kissed him on the lips this time. “Tell Julie, if she ever needs any more cowgirls for a roundup, I’m certainly available,” she said with a wicked grin as she let him down. He scurried into the room and closed the door with a trembling hand. 

Then Peter had a flashback, recalling life when he was in his twenties, before Liene outed his latent submissive side, before he met Julie, who demanded his surrender. Remembered how women acted early in this century, and in the twentieth, when men were still stronger. Women hadn’t cowered, then, they had handled bigger and stronger men with psychology. If he applied himself, he could do as much. 
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Eva woke up at her normal early hour and pulled on her shorts and cross-trainers with a Lynx t-shirt. The exercise room at the hotel had some decent strength machines that could be set high enough for her. As she started her bicep curls, she smiled at the recollection of saying goodnight to Peter. After all these years, it was still fun to play mind games with her old teacher. And he had been altogether too relaxed around her. A man his size should be afraid of her, even if he knew that she would respect his wife’s claim on him. 

After working out and showering, she met with her video crew in the hotel restaurant. While Fred, the makeup guy, worked on her eyebrows and her base, she asked the crew leader, Priscilla, about height adjustments. “The Gov doesn’t care to wear more than three inch heels,” Pris said, “which take her to six-two. If you wear flats, you’re only three inches over that, and I can shoot from an angle that minimizes that diff.” Eva accepted flat shoes. Then they talked about colors on her suit and accessories. She wanted a red suit but Pris shook her head. “Bad psych,” she said, “to wear a stronger power color than the leader you want to follow into Washington. Stay with blue.” 

Eva was able to get red in the scarf she would wear to mask the size of her neck and shoulders, and a blouse that would look white on television. She told her driver Gary to pull the choices from the wardrobe trunk and put them in her room, while she finished breakfast. 

Dressing in her room, she found two red scarves laid out across the bed; a solid one and one from college days with the Stanford pine tree set out in tiny iterations. Thinking of her upcoming encounter, she smiled and chose the Stanford scarf. She dressed and did her own lipstick, then summoned Fred in for a last minute check. He stepped on the footstool he always carried when he worked on her, and put a brush through her hair a few times. 

In the lobby, Eva found Gary, who brought the car around to the entrance and drove her to the filming studio near Mayo. Eva had only paced around a minute or two when the candidate’s entourage pulled up to the curb. A female security person stepped out of the van first, scanning the crowd, and then nodded for the candidate to emerge. Gov. Castle then stepped out and walked to the door of the studio where Eva had come out. Castle gave the younger woman a hearty one-armed hug and they went up the steps to the studio, from which the security

person then barred the trailing media. 

“Vanags!” Governor Castle hooted once they were inside. “How good to run into a Stanford jock! I’ve been looking all over for someone dumb enough to bet against my Ducks this season.” 

“Heard you got some big girls to come to Eugene,” Eva jibed back, “tall enough not to drown in the puddles once it starts raining up there. I guess the Cardinal may win by two or three instead of twenty or thirty this year.” 

“Five bucks a game? Double for the PAC-12 playoffs?” Castle proposed. Eva nodded and they shook hands on it. Moving closer, she whispered, “Any news since Sirius?” Eva shook her head in negation. The last message from the Comporellian trading mission had come as they passed the star Sirius, about eight light-years away. Six years to get here, some time to build a wormhole station outside the orbit of Pluto, still, time was running out. 

Eva had first met Castle on a backpacking trip into the Wallowas some years ago when Liene had flown out to assess the feasibility of dropping some major funding into Clean House and electing the party’s first governor. The war hero and the magic-touch entrepreneur had bonded within minutes, and Eva had listened raptly as the older women talked about matriarchy over the campfires in the Oregon mountains. 

Elizabeth was the first fully terrestrial woman to hear Liene’s story of her origins and the Comporellian problem, and of the urgent need for Earth to present a matriarchal face to the man-hungry females of Comporelli. They agreed that not a word of this situation could get out and that matriarchy had to be sold on a more common-sense basis. 

What Congress needed to do was balance the budget, plain and simple. The hard choices it took to get there required a lot of deafness to the lobbyists, and for that reason both of the old parties had to be pushed aside. Eventually, the opposition should coalesce into a single party of the patriarchy, with a base in those few states that would be allowed to remain as enclaves for the traditionalists. It would take Clean House a while to bring the national debt down to manageable levels, and by that time, matriarchy would be here to stay, in this country and around the world. 

Years later, Eva could still remember the smell of those campfires as she and Liz

Castle went into the studio to tape her spot. Priscilla positioned the two of them just right and switched on the teleprompter as Castle looked straight into the camera. “I have known Eva Vanags from her college days, before she won Olympic gold, before she brought a WNBA title here to Minnesota, and before she made her city so efficient it runs for a year on what used to be a month’s worth of energy. If I am going to set this country back on course, I need straight shooters like Eva to take my back. The two old parties have left Congress looking like a toilet bowl that hasn’t been cleaned in a couple of months. Send Eva Vanags to Congress and let’s clean this house!” With her good right arm, she raised Eva’s left arm high. Pris swung the camera around to focus more on Eva during the time Eva’s voice would be dubbed in with the disclosure language. 

Pris nodded approval and cut the lights. They stepped outside where the Governor’s handlers were waiting to whisk her off to Mayo for the health speech. 
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Peter awoke from a dream in which he had taken Julie’s perforated paddle out of her hand and thrown it into the fireplace. Physically impossible but interesting symbolism. He went out to the hotel cafe, not caring if Eva or the lewd Evelyn were about. He would answer heavy flirting with dignified indifference, they way women used to do. But he had no encounters to test his new resolve. After breakfast, he returned to his files in the room. Fourteen candidates with backgrounds to digest; he knew Liz Castle’s powers of concentration and focus were the stuff of legend, but still. 

Someone at CHIRP had sent him Castle’s schedule for that day and he saw that she would be taping a spot with Eva in five minutes. He figured Eva had surely left the hotel, so he gathered his papers, checked out, and caught the airport shuttle. There, he watched on television as Castle gave her speech on health care in front of the Mayo Clinic entrance. She went over the major cost containment ideas that had come out of universities and nonpartisan think tanks, to hold down costs of the Bush prescription benefit and the Obama general scheme. Those ideas had crashed and burned in the constant partisan strife in Congress. Only in the last two years had any progress been made, and that was because Clean House had become a viable third party with enough members in the House and the Senate to break deadlocks. The woman was an extraordinary communicator through the medium of television, and he shivered at the prospect of sitting beside her for two hours, briefing her on the North Carolina candidates. 

A few minutes after she ended her speech, a limousine pulled up to the general aviation area and a group of women stepped out. Peter recognized Elizabeth Castle amid her security people and clipboard-carrying aides and followed the group toward the boarding area, credentials in his hand. The plane was a jet made to carry about a dozen passengers. When Peter climbed up and entered the cabin, he saw he was the only male aboard except for a uniformed steward. An aide collected him and brought him up toward the front, where everyone was stowing their carry-ons and coats overhead. Gov. Castle was stepping out of her shoes, which the steward knelt to collect, and was rubbing her feet on the carpet. 

She was still taller than Peter, but just by an inch or so. 

The aide introduced them and Castle extended her hand, saying “So this is the clever Peter Lansdowne, who has persuaded my CHIRPers to bring me back to Fort Bragg.” 

Her handshake was firm and her hazel eyes seemed to be peering right into his soul. He said something trivial like what an honor to meet her, which she somehow made him feel was the most fascinating speech she had ever heard. 

She had him take the window seat, so her longer legs could enjoy the aisle. She ran her good hand through her hair, dark chestnut with a few gray streaks, cut to shoulder length for the campaign, and looked at the stack of file folders he was bringing out of his briefcase. 

“A lighter minute or two before we begin, Peter. Fear not: I will concentrate with intensity on each of your candidates once we’re up in the air. But your life story is not as public a commodity as mine, and I would know a bit more about you first. Do I understand that you met your wife while you were both teaching school?” He acknowledged that this was so. “And one of you had been in the military previously?” He said that was Julie. “Air Force, a first lieutenant? And what did she do in the AF?” 

“Contracts and procurement, ma’am. At various bases here and there, but a lot at Andrews and the Pentagon her last couple of years.” 

“If this election comes out right, I’ll need some good civilians with that kind of experience in the Pentagon next year. We need to ease some of our trough-feeding contractors out of the picture, so the services can do more in-house.” She had him write down a name, the advisor on defense issues who would be on the transition team in the event of a successful election. 

“And you two have a modern marriage, I imagine.” 

“Ma’am, my wife makes the decisions for our family, but she allows me to pursue some courses where I have a particular talent. I know matriarchy will be a better form of government, but I hope it doesn’t write off the potential contributions of half the human race the way patriarchy used to do.” 

“Rest assured, Peter, the matriarchy on my watch will not waste anyone’s talent. 

The pendulum will not swing all the other way.” 

As the plane lifted off, he looked at his stack of folders and then at her. She nodded and he opened the first one on the tray table. Lucas Abercrombie, one of the two men running for the House on the CH ticket. The first qualification for every male candidate was the competence of the controlling spouse. Lucas’ wife was the president of a college in the district and a long-time member of the S&S

gym. He had been a Republican member of the state legislature when they met and began dating. He was one of the more prominent members to defect to Clean House when the party had started running candidates. A local columnist and blogger wondered if his conversion may have resulted from a little arm twisting at home. 

Castle studied the information on Lucas in the dossier, photograph, height, weight, same on the wife, age, children by the previous marriage, interests. She studied the script that would be on the teleprompter, her lips moving silently. She changed a word in the script, underlined the staging notes (Lucas should stand on a four inch riser to be even with her) and handed it back to Peter. She looked at the photo one more time to lock down what she would recall when Lucas’

minute came around. 

Peter was glad she liked his script with just a word to change. She couldn’t use her well-known line about a few smart, tough women with the male candidates. 

He had substituted some rhetoric about men and women working together to right the ship of state, language that suggested more equality of the sexes than he imagined the Clean House women actually believed. He pulled out the next folder, which was Hollie Mae Cameron’s. He had decided that alphabetical order was the only neutral way to schedule the candidates. 

Castle studied the information on Hollie Mae and Clay Bob with the same two minute intensity, and then went over the script, this time with a smart, tough woman reference. Peter bit his tongue, suppressing his urge to add some detail so as not to disturb the Governor’s powers of concentration. She nodded and handed the folder back without changes. 

An hour later, she handed Amber Young’s folder back to Peter and stretched. She pulled her nerveless left arm out with her right hand and then settled it back. 

“Maybe we can find an extra couple of minutes for this Hollie Mae to give me some shoulder exercises. I have a P.T. back in Salem who does my shoulder a couple times a week, but I can’t drag her on the campaign trail.” After looking at twelve subsequent folders, she remembered that Hollie Mae was a physical therapist from a two minute study an hour ago. 

“She would be thrilled to do that, Governor. She has a spot running where she fixes a shoulder on her guy, dressed up in an Uncle Sam costume, stars and stripes outfit and all.” 

“I bet that’s cute. Oh, that reminds me: I’m going to put on a sling for this busted wing of mine, a sling that’s also decorated with stars and stripes. When we have photo ops like the front gate to Fort Bragg in the background, they want me to wear it. So when we stand up, I want you to tie it behind my neck. For now, though, I’m going to take a 45-minute power nap. Put your seat back, too.” A minute later the woman who would be President was asleep. She slept soundly for the allotted time, her shoulder leaning into Peter’s when the plane banked for a turn. An aide across the aisle awakened her about a half hour out of Fayetteville and handed her some cards for the speech on defense policy she was to give that afternoon. 

“I could give this speech without notes or teleprompter,” she said as she opened her laptop. “Spend twenty-four years in the Army and you see so much waste every day.” She scrolled through the speech she would soon be giving outside the front gate to Fort Bragg, tweaking a phrase here and there. Peter took out his notebook and typed the revisions to the scripts for the candidate spots. Meredith had found a studio for filming the spots, just a couple of blocks from the gate. 

Elizabeth concluded her revisions and closed her notebook. She turned to Peter and asked, “I would guess you don’t leave home often. Do you miss your Julie?” 

He nodded with gusto. “I miss my Doug, too. He is covering for me in Chicago tonight, at Wrigley Field. Can you believe those Cubbies?” 

Peter shook his head. The Chicago Cubs, America’s erstwhile lovable losers, had won the National League pennant and gone to the Bronx to beat the Yankees in the first two games of the World Series. Now the series shifted to the friendly confines of North Chicago and most of Illinois was fairly agog. Baseball was the one sport that seemed to have very limited prospects for integration. The female elbow and shoulder joints still hinged differently than the males and the overhand throwing motion was less effective, even when strength was equal. 

Professional softball attendance was rising but baseball could still tap into a hundred and fifty years of American history. In the waning days of October, politics still had to compete with the World Series and Halloween for public attention. 

Elizabeth shifted topics as the plane began its descent into Fayetteville. “What did you think of the last debate?” she asked him. 

He told her that she had totally outscored the opponents, especially on foreign

policy where they, as members of the Senate, should have an advantage. “When you pointed out that you had met Peng Xiang twice and mentioned her thoughts on which direction China would be taking in the future, both McKinsey and Russo were just dumbfounded.” Peng Xiang was the architect of the plan to unify Taiwan with the mainland and to open the Chinese political system on a state-by-state basis, starting with the states next to Taiwan and Hong Kong. She was widely expected to become the first chairwoman and next leader of the country. Castle, like other west coast governors, had gone to China on trade missions and had made the most of those opportunities. 

“Well, I couldn’t say in the debate that I hope they grow more of their own balta-magone in China,” she smiled. “They have been buying most of what Afghanistan can export; those fields I worked so hard to convert from opium to our muscle-weed. But I wasn’t talking about debating points. When this whole thing started seventy years ago, the experts said Nixon beat Kennedy on debating points. I mean, how did I come across to the male voter? Threatening? 

Matronizing? My people have analyzed focus groups, but I’d like to hear your take on it.” 

Peter thought back to the debate, which he and Julie had watched at home. “I think, ma’am that everyone could see you were much smarter and more logical than McKinsey or Russo,” he said, “and you had many opportunities to do a verbal smackdown on either of them, going for the sound bite and galvanizing your base. But you didn’t, you just restated your points in simpler language. You reminded me of my best teacher in elementary school, Ms. Robinson for third grade. I trusted her to guide me through all this scary new stuff and guide me to fourth grade. I think many guys remember a teacher like that and would associate you with similar feelings of trust and reassurance.” 

“Thank you,” she smiled, “my best teacher was in second grade. I agree that galvanizing the base is something we have seen altogether too much of lately. 

I’ll keep trying to inspire the center.” As the plane began its final approach, the steward brought Elizabeth her blue pumps, freshly polished, and the sling for her arm. 

Once the aircraft had taxied to its stop, Elizabeth slipped the pumps on her feet with a sigh, and stood in the aisle. She handed Peter the sling and told him how to position it around her left arm. When he had tied it off behind her neck, he started to step back for a better look. But she put her right hand behind his back

and pulled him in for a hug and a kiss on the cheek. He looked up into her hazel eyes, now twinkling with warmth. Praise for work well done, it was. 

A limo whisked Castle and her aides and security people off to Fort Bragg. Peter took a taxi to the studio, near the gate. He met the camera operator, Stephanie, and her assistant, Mike, and gave them the few revisions to the scripts that would go on the teleprompter. All the candidates were in the front row of Castle’s audience a few blocks away. 

He wandered over to the outer edge of the audience, standing in a parking lot outside the fence. A general, the commander of Special Forces training, was introducing Castle with stories of their training days together thirty years ago. 

He had given the current trainees the afternoon off and many of them were in the audience, chuckling at the anecdotes. 

When Castle stood up, she began with a story about how the general, as her classmate back in the day, had drawn K.P.—kitchen patrol—on the day of the Super Bowl, and kept the trainees laughing. She segued straight into her policy speech by noting that the military now contracted out so many functions that even mess halls were run by contractors and the wonderful training experience of boot camp K.P. had been lost. 

Peter found a high enough vantage point to scan the front row where the candidates were sitting. He recognized Hollie Mae Cameron from the back and guessed that the balding man between her and a blonde woman was Lucas Abercrombie. The blonde should be Ms. Abercrombie as Clay Bob was sitting on the other side of Hollie Mae. This was according to plan. He had asked a CHIRPY in the advance party to put place names on the front row of folding chairs in the alphabetized order. He had been afraid that the candidates would straggle in randomly and disrupt his carefully planned schedule, but now he envisioned an orderly column marching behind Hollie Mae and Mrs. 

Abercromie to the studio. From his perspective, the best march down the streets of Fayetteville would have been behind Elizabeth Castle, but Petra Schneider, her chief of security, had vetoed that. The candidate would have to ride the several blocks back to the studio in the limo. 

A line in Castle’s speech brought enthusiastic applause, and as the front row stood and cheered, Peter could see that Hollie Mae stood half a head taller than Abercrombie, and his wife also topped him by a few inches. They were wearing

heels, then, and would be easy to follow down the street. He drifted away from the crowd and wandered back to the film crew. “Looks like the candidates all put on their Sunday best,” he told Stephanie and Mike. “We have the four inch riser ready? We’ll need it for the first guy and several of the gals that will be on later.” 

Half an hour later, they started filming. Castle stood with each candidate in front of a green wall, which would become the front gate of Fort Bragg on the actual video. Stephanie recorded each take on a separate disc, which she would hand to Peter to take to the back room. There, he and a CHIRP technician would splice in the background and copy the master on a hard drive on Stephanie’s computer. 

The technician would view the finished product to be sure it was of broadcast quality and then burn a fresh copy for the candidate. Peter would take the new disc out to the candidate and spouse and wish them a safe drive home and a good set of buys for the television stations they were using. They were running between three and four minutes per take, so the precious hour of Castle’s time looked as if it would suffice. 

Peter wanted to do a little something special when he gave Susan her disc. After he put the disc in her hand, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a cellophane packet of soda crackers from the diner next door. “A little snack for the drive back home, Ms. Hardesty,” he said with a grin. 

“My favorite snack,” she said with a grin of her own. She gave him a kiss on the cheek before taking her husband’s arm. “See you in Washington next January, Mr. Lansdowne.” 

Before Stephanie handed Peter the disc of Castle’s spot with Amber Young, the last candidate, a crew of CHIRP handlers were hurrying the Governor into the limo. It was a quarter past four and Elizabeth Castle would be back in the air by 4:30 as the scheduler had decreed. Peter would be in Fayetteville another hour, tying up loose ends, before he could go out to the airport and catch his flight home. 
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CHAPTER SIX

Halloween. Julie and Peter Lansdowne were acting like most parents of young children, watching their daughters trick or treat from the sidewalks in their Arlington neighborhood. The girls had dressed up as gladiatrices, Ellen with toy shield and sword and Megan with a net and trident. The girls reached a walkway at the same time as a pair of boys coming from the other direction. Ellen raised her shield and glared at the boys, dressed as cowboys. They stepped back and let the girls go up to the front door first. Julie squeezed her husband’s hand, proud of their assertive daughter. 

The family returned home shortly after dark and the girls spread their candy loot on the table for parental inspection. One piece only could be eaten that night and then getting ready for bed. Peter took them upstairs and read a bedtime story. It was a children’s life of Khutulun, the Mongol princess who wrestled her suitors and always bested them, keeping their horses and sending them away. He came downstairs to see Julie watching the baseball game on the TV. “Hey, Mr. New England guy, come here and watch the Yankees get beat by the Cubs again,” she said, patting the cushion next to her. They cuddled and watched as the fans in Chicago get into frenzy as the Cubs grabbed the lead. 

After the sixth inning, a new commercial came on. A pair of hands shuffled a deck of cards and dealt out five cards, face down on a green surface. “Elizabeth Castle wants us to bet the house that she can slash our national defense budget to the bone and not put you in danger of terrorist attacks,” the narrator began. “And she wants a Congress full of green, inexperienced women to rubber stamp her plan.” The hand started turning up cards. The first one showed a plane hitting the World Trade Center. The second showed a masked man shooting an automatic weapon at a crowd of people in a mall. “It’s still a dangerous world out there. If you bet the house with Clean House, you may not have a house much longer.” A second voice recited that this ad was paid for by the Committee to Defend America, not affiliated with any candidate, as the visual continued to turn up cards and flash scenes of terrorist actions. 

“That was creepy,” Julie said, “what’s going on, Pete?” 

“I would guess that we just saw the military-industrial complex flexing its muscle,” he said. “Our polling has been showing us in good shape to take the House, and a possibility that Castle may even get a majority in the Electoral College. The opposition must be seeing similar numbers in their polling, and

have decided they better take us seriously at last. If they have pumped in the kind of money they can tap into, they’ll run that spot a gazillion times over the next week and probably have an audio version for a radio buy too.” Sure enough, the same spot ran twice more before the Cubs closed out the ninth and swept the Yankees. 

After the game, he checked his computer and saw an urgent bulletin from CHICK. “Meeting tomorrow at 11 am at Alphem Co. in Arlington, VA re: gambler spot. Attend live if possible, by videoconference otherwise.” He told Julie as they got ready for bed that he would take a bus over to the Alphem building tomorrow morning. The phrase he hated the most was the “green, inexperienced women” part. It was certainly true that none of his North Carolina protégés had much experience with the corrupt mess that Congress had become. 

“Don’t fret, baby,” Julie murmured in his ear, “wait and see what Liene has to say tomorrow morning. Let me take your mind off that stuff tonight.” She rolled her husband on his back and proceeded to distract him. 
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Peter walked the block from the bus stop to the Alphem building and took the elevator to the large conference room on the seventh floor. He recalled this room from a meeting on game development for Milady Rules ten years ago. This time, instead of casually clad game developers, the room was filling with well dressed political professionals. He recognized a number of the women from CHICK

videoconferencing and took a seat next to Rita from Maryland. The women and handful of men he didn’t know were, he assumed, from CHIRP. 

As Liene Vanags approached the podium, all chatter stopped and the room fell silent. “Good morning,” she said into a microphone, facing the vidcam. “I will assume everyone has seen the gambler spot by now. Once the Clean House campaign laid out the details, in dollars and cents, on how the federal government could run on a balanced budget, it took no special powers of precognition to know this moment would come. The defense contractors are speaking, in a very loud voice. We have had people in the right offices in a number of these companies, sending us the dollar amounts each company has anted into this pot. We have had a sixty-second spot by Governor Castle ready to roll once she could recite some of those contributions. Here it goes.” 

Announcer: “Governor Elizabeth Castle.” 

Castle: Hello. I’m sure many of you have seen the ad that attacks me as a gambler with America’s security. Ads sponsored by something called the Committee to Defend America. I was wondering who all was on this committee; I spent many years defending America and they didn’t ask me. [pause] Well, I found out. This committee consists of the fat-cat defense contractors who are afraid I’ll put them on a diet. They got twenty million from Lockheed Martin last week. Of course, that’s chump change compared to the overruns on the new F-24

fighter. Another twenty million from Boeing. Petty cash next to the Air Force refueler contract. General Dynamics, Raytheon, the list goes on and on. But who’s counting? There’ll be time enough for counting when the dealing’s done

—next Tuesday. Boys, I did appreciate all the good stuff you made for the Army and the other branches. But I’m serious about that diet. You all need to get

leaner, smarter, and tougher. The new Congress and I will start getting you back in shape. [fade with paid-for statement]

“We’re going out with a major buy on television and the social networks for this spot, over the next three days,” Liene continued. “We know they will be attacking with direct mail and robocalling in all the districts with a lot of defense contractor employment.” She put up a slide with the hundred counties with the most military contracts. Peter saw his home area, southeast Connecticut, pop up on the screen. He was not surprised, as General Dynamics” Electric Boat division in Groton, continued to build most of the Navy’s submarines. Liene followed with a slide of the 120 most promising House districts CHICK had identified. The overlap with defense-contract counties was discouraging. 

“From Marietta, Georgia to Everett, Washington, we can expect the military-industrial complex to be attacking our candidates ferociously in the next few days,” Liene said. “So, you folks at CHICK are going to have to go all out to elect your candidates. It’s going to be an ugly week. But remember this: if it doesn’t happen this year, it will soon. Matriarchy is inevitable. In the meantime, let’s lighten up with this exchange my daughter Eva had out in Minnesota yesterday.” Liene clicked a few seconds of the Castle plug for Eva with the comparison of Congress to an uncleaned toilet bowl. Then a u-tube clip followed, of a young male looking up at her and asking. “Mayor Eva, how often are you supposed to clean the toilet bowl?” Everyone had a hearty laugh. Now that many men were doing the housework for their women, jokes about “guy-opia”, their inability to see dirty spots obvious to women, were making the rounds. 
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Five more days until the election. Then the shrill cacophony, directed at the last few undecided voters, would finally subside. Defense contractors had been joined by realtors against any limits on deducting mortgage interest, seniors groups against any changes to social security, and many other interest groups willing to balance the budget on everyone else but them. 

Peter and Rita were going over their 37 Congressional races for the umpteenth time. The five Clean House incumbents seemed to be doing all right. They were not vulnerable to the “green, inexperienced” attack line. At the most optimistic point they had visions of picking up fifteen new seats. As the barrage of negative campaigning continued against the party, they moved several races into the tossup or uphill battle categories. 

“It’s that last lousy weekend before an election,” he said to Rita on the vidphone. 

“No baseball, no Halloween, nothing but football between the citizens and their brainwashers. Are the Ravens at home this week?” She confirmed that Baltimore did have a football game that Sunday. “Panthers are on the bye week,” he said. 

“Our undecideds in North Carolina will be watching less TV.” Their polling in that state was fluctuating madly and their seats picked up projections dipped as low as two from a possible high of nine. All he could do was send money for air time for the Castle plugs with each candidate, and hope. 

Finally, Election Day was here. Peter would vote at the girls’ school. He had coffee at a nearby diner after depositing his daughters while he waited for the polling space to open. When it did, he waited for the initial line of voters, more women than men, to be processed. Most obedient men in relationships would have received absentee ballots and given them to their partners to be mailed in. 

Julie did not make Peter do that, understanding how involved with politics he was that year. 

After he voted, he went home and looked for busy work, anything to distract the mind. Waiting through Election Day makes some of the most agonizing hours for candidates and their workers. He walked the girls home, started supper, tried his best not to look at the clock slowly ticking toward six. Julie got home a bit after five. She had voted and then stopped at a liquor store. She pulled a bottle of Jack Daniels out of a paper bag and said to him, “you can have a week to get back to your weight. Tonight, if we are going to see history being made, you get

to toast it, mister.” 

Julie had decided she liked the new, more assertive Peter. She did not retire the Board of Education, but hinted that it would stay in the drawer unless he were ever unfaithful to her. 

After supper, Julie decreed that the girls could stay up past their bedtimes to watch TV with mom and dad, since this might be a night that would long be remembered. The first two states in, Indiana and Kentucky went for McKinsey, the Republican. This was no surprise to Peter or to the talking heads on the networks. More importantly, from his perspective, the networks were calling for a new Clean House Congresswoman from each state. So, they were up plus two from some pretty red states. 

NBC was showing these pickups with a yellow color, while CNN was using purple. With red and blue well established for the old parties, there had been a lively debate over a color for Clean House. Yellow was the third primary color, while purple was the blend of red and blue. Julie decided NBC had the better choice and left the TV there. 

Little Megan fell asleep over her coloring book before the east coast states began to come in. When Peter came downstairs after tucking her in bed, Julie was squirming excitedly as the networks started calling states on the seaboard and some yellow started showing. Maine and Maryland went for Castle and it looked as if Connecticut might, too. Peter was sure no candidate would get an electoral majority that night and was much more anxious about the House of Representatives. Clean House had picked up a seat each in Massachusetts and Connecticut, two in New York, both seats in Maryland that Rita had concentrated on. North Carolina would be a while coming in. They had to determine who finished third before they could go back and tally the second choices of those voters. 

By eleven o’clock, they had started to count votes on the west coast and most of the eastern half of the country was in. Excluding North Carolina, it looked as if Clean House had picked up between forty-four and forty-seven House seats east of the Mississippi. CHICK’s goal of sixty seats here would not be met. Castle, McKinsey, and Russo each had about a third of the electoral votes. 

Peter and Julie had fallen asleep cuddled together around midnight. He woke to

an insistent ring on his cell phone. It was Susan Hardesty calling from North Carolina. He could hear the sounds of jubilation in the background as she shouted over the din. “Peter, we’re rolling down here. I’m in with the IRV tallies, looks like eight of us are in! Hollie Mae, Amber, Lucas, all for sure, and four, maybe five other districts are looking good. You done good, man! OK, I have to go now.” 

Wow, he thought, if we end up gaining 53 or 54 seats east of the Mississippi, and the west comes in strong, we might take the House. A yawning Julie turned off the TV and told him it was time for them to go to bed. 
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By Friday the picture was coming into focus. Each candidate had between 160

and 180 votes in the Electoral College. Castle led the popular vote with 39%, which someone noted was what Lincoln received in the four-way election of 1860. Clean House had become the largest party in the House of Representatives with 181 seats, well short of a majority of 217. But a simple majority in the House was not what the 12th Amendment required. Each state would cast one vote as its delegation decided, and the first candidate to be supported by 26

states would be the next President. 

Now it became clear why CHICK had concentrated so much effort on states like Delaware and Montana with just one Representative. Around twenty-two states had just elected delegations that were majority Clean House. But several other states had an even number of Representatives, two or four, that were split, half for Clean House and half for one of the old parties. Those states would have to pass in the voting unless someone came forward to break the deadlock. 

Over the weekend, the impasse was broken. The talking heads on the Sunday morning political broadcasts had all said in one way or another that this wasn’t the America of 1824 any longer, and that the whole world needed to know who the next President was going to be. A Congressman from New Mexico announced that he would abstain from voting in the caucus so that the newly elected Clean House member could cast the delegation’s vote. By Monday, three other states had followed this example. Everyone sighed in relief and began preparing for the inauguration of Elizabeth Castle as the next President of the United States. 

About the author

Trevor Bruhn is the pen name of a west coast writer who has some participatory experience of election campaigns. He has also played several of the massive multi-player on-line role playing games such as Everquest®, Vanguard®, and Lord of the Rings Online®, where the gender of a character does not affect physical attributes such as strength, dexterity, or agility: a player can create a female character who has as much of these as a male character. Dominion Vote, like Dominion Vegas, set about six years later, are what-if speculations about the social consequences if the differential in physical strength and prowess between genders were somehow removed. 

A Note of Thanks

Thanks for buying this little tale and for reading it. The third party that got the most traction in U.S. politics, the Populists, did so from a base of grange halls and workingman’s taverns in the 1890s. I posit a third party arising from a similar base, a coast-to-coast network of women-only fitness centers. Whimsical speculation with a light whiff of femdom, to be sure. But we cannot keep governing by gridlock, and once women finish taking over the economy, a process well underway, they will have to look at our government. Comments are most welcome. 

Jennifer Fitzgerald and her Mother Spider company were a great help in bringing this book to light, Kayla Perales got the whole idea expressed with her cover. 

The story also posits a cure for breast cancer and a huge decline in domestic violence against women. Thanks, also, to all the organizations and people who work toward these worthy ends. 

--T.B. 
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