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The President’s Table


A short story by Jenny Bond


Washington DC


February 1941


Iris stood by the window in the Yellow Oval Room looking over the balcony towards the South Lawn and beyond to President’s Park. When she began working at the White House eight years earlier she hadn’t believed she would ever take that view for granted. But she realised, sipping her martini, that she hadn’t looked beyond the White House in years.


‘You look very pretty tonight, McIntosh.’ The president startled her as he approached.


Iris turned suddenly, her cocktail lapping precariously against the sides of the glass. He offered her a cigarette.


As he lit it, he observed, ‘Gazing out the window like that, it’s as though you’re expecting someone.’


‘Just the guest of honour, sir.’


‘What do you think of Eleanor’s actor friend?’ the president asked.


‘To be honest, sir, I’ve not spent a great deal of time with Mr Woollcott, but he’s a character, that’s for sure,’ Iris remarked with a grin. ‘And he’s certainly got Mrs Nesbitt on the hop.’


‘Well, you have to admire him for that,’ Roosevelt said wryly. ‘Party games at two in the morning, theatre types carousing in the corridors … I wish I’d thought of such a ploy during my first term.’


Iris laughed quietly then paused for a moment before continuing. ‘But I admire him too, I suppose. He’s reinvented himself successfully so many times.’


‘You two have quite a bit in common then?’ Roosevelt commented, examining her over his pince-nez.


Iris lowered her eyes towards her glass, her cheeks reddening. She had never been a comfortable recipient of praise, especially from the president. Then, from the corner of her eye, she noticed the door opening. As she turned, Roosevelt wheeled around in his chair. He touched her arm affectionately and moved off to greet the guest. Iris stared at the doorway for a moment, finally exhaling when she heard Monty Chapel’s familiar baritone.


He stood just out of sight. Despite the low murmurs in the room, Iris could hear him talking to Fields, the head butler, who was framed in the doorway. She heard Bill Dickey and Red Rolfe mentioned. What was it about men and baseball, she wondered. Monty was the president’s unofficial envoy to the British prime minister, yet he still dreamed of playing for the Yankees.


When Monty finally entered, he scanned the room, seeking her out – offering a wink when he found her. Welcomed by the president and handed a drink, Monty bid Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s lanky Secretary of War, a cursory hello, followed by Missy, the president’s secretary. He eventually made his way to Iris.


‘Well, look who the cat dragged in,’ Iris said, attempting to remain composed.


‘You didn’t think I’d miss this, did you?’ he replied. He leaned in and gave her a lingering kiss on the cheek. Iris closed her eyes, taking in the lemony scent of his skin. ‘You look gorgeous, kiddo.’


‘If I’d known you were coming …’ She smiled and raised an eyebrow. Then she placed her hands on her waist, hoping to show off her new purchase to its best advantage. The gold Elizabeth Hawes cocktail dress had cost her a week’s pay.


‘A surprise?’ he asked.


‘A nice surprise,’ she murmured, leaning her forehead briefly against his shoulder.


In truth, Monty’s arrival was no surprise. Iris had suspected he might be here tonight. Secrets were impossible to conceal in the West Wing. Roosevelt’s staff were so attuned to one another that it hadn’t taken Iris long to discover the subterfuge.


‘You flew four thousand miles over the Atlantic for scrambled eggs?’ Iris asked.


Monty laughed. ‘Where is he?’


‘He doesn’t come to cocktail hour,’ Iris answered. ‘Woollcott is loyal to Mrs Roosevelt.’


‘Wise as well as witty,’ Monty commented dryly. ‘Have you seen his show yet?’


Iris shook her head. ‘I’m going tomorrow night with the president and Mrs Roosevelt.’


Monty lowered his glass from his lips slowly, comically agog. ‘The Boss is going to the theatre?’


‘Reluctantly,’ Iris explained with a smile. ‘He said, “Lincoln’s experience should be a message to all theatre-going presidents.” Mrs Roosevelt is dragging him along nonetheless.’


Monty nodded, then he looked at Iris curiously. ‘Scrambled eggs?’


‘Woollcott refuses to eat Mrs Nesbitt’s meals any longer. He’s only been here four days … Her cooking isn’t that bad.’


Monty raised his eyebrows. ‘Not that bad? You’ve been here way too long.’


‘Anyway, he’s been ordering his meals from the Willard and paying to have them delivered. Mrs Nesbitt is insulted and Mrs Roosevelt, of course, sees it as shamefully wasteful. Hence, the scrambled egg supper tonight.’


‘You know they’re the only thing Mrs R can cook.’ Monty placed his glass on a table and removed his cigarette case from his uniform.


‘Really?’ Iris said.


‘She used to do it all the time in the early days – at Albany, during the first campaign, or when we were hammering out the New Deal,’ Monty continued. ‘Mrs Roosevelt nicknamed her Sunday suppers “Scrambled eggs with Brains”.’


As the clock chimed seven, the butler ushered the gathering into the Family Dining Room. A copper chafing dish sat on the sideboard. Alongside the dish rested a basket of eggs, a copper bowl, a whisk and wooden spoon, a small jug, a dish holding a meagre amount of butter, and a crystal condiment set. Five Chippendale-style chairs had been placed around the table.
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