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Pat drove slowly, her eyes scanning the narrow Georgetown streets. The cloud-filled sky was dark; streetlights blended with the carriage lamps that flanked doorways; Christmas decorations gleamed against ice-crusted snow. The effect was one of Early American tranquillity. She turned onto N Street, drove one more block, still searching for house numbers, and crossed the intersection. That must be it, she thought—the corner house. Home Sweet Home.

She sat for a while at the curb, studying the house. It was the only one on the street that was unlighted, and its graceful lines were barely discernible. The long front windows were half-hidden by shrubbery that had been allowed to grow.

After the nine-hour drive from Concord her body ached every time she moved, but she found herself putting off the moment when she opened the front door and went inside. It’s that damn phone call, she thought. I’ve let it get to me.

A few days before she’d left her job at the cable station in Boston, the switchboard operator had buzzed her. “Some kind of weirdo insists on talking to you. Do you want me to stay on the line?”

“Yes.” She had picked up the receiver, identified herself and listened as a soft but distinctly masculine voice murmured, “Patricia Traymore, you must not come to Washington. You must not produce a program glorifying Senator Jennings. And you must not live in that house.”

She had heard the audible gasp of the operator. “Who is this?” she asked sharply.

The answer, delivered in the same syrupy murmur, made her hands unpleasantly moist. “I am an angel of mercy, of deliverance—and of vengeance.”

Pat had tried to dismiss the event as one of the many crank calls received at television stations, but it was impossible not to be troubled. The announcement of her move to Potomac Cable Network to do a series called Women in Government had appeared in many television-news columns. She had read all of them to see if there was any mention of the address where she would live, but there had been none.

The Washington Tribune had carried the most detailed story: “Auburn-haired Patricia Traymore, with her husky voice and sympathetic brown eyes, will be an attractive addition to Potomac Cable Network. Her profiles of celebrities on Boston Cable have twice been nominated for Emmys. Pat has the magical gift of getting people to reveal themselves with remarkable candor. Her first subject will be Abigail Jennings, the very private senior Senator from Virginia. According to Luther Pelham, news director and anchorman of Potomac Cable, the program will include highlights of the Senator’s private and public life. Washington is breathlessly waiting to see if Pat Traymore can penetrate the beautiful Senator’s icy reserve.”

The thought of the call nagged at Pat. It was the cadence of the voice, the way he had said “that house.”

Who was it who knew about the house?

The car was cold. Pat realized the engine had been off for minutes. A man with a briefcase hurried past, paused when he observed her sitting there, then went on his way. I’d better get moving before he calls the cops and reports a loiterer, she thought.

The iron gates in front of the driveway were open. She stopped the car at the stone path that led to the front door and fumbled through her purse for the house key.

She paused at the doorstep, trying to analyze her feelings. She’d anticipated a momentous reaction. Instead, she simply wanted to get inside, lug the suitcases from the car, fix coffee and a sandwich. She turned the key, pushed the door open, found the light switch.

The house seemed very clean. The smooth brick floor of the foyer had a soft patina; the chandelier was sparkling. A second glance showed fading paint and scuff marks near the baseboards. Most of the furniture would probably need to be discarded or refinished. The good pieces stored in the attic of the Concord house would be delivered tomorrow.

She walked slowly through the first floor. The formal dining room, large and pleasant, was on the left. When she was sixteen and on a school trip to Washington, she had walked past this house but hadn’t realized how spacious the rooms were. From the outside the house seemed narrow.

The table was scarred, the sideboard badly marked, as if hot serving dishes had been laid directly on the wood. But she knew the handsome, elaborately carved Jacobean set was family furniture and worth whatever it would cost to restore.

She glanced into the kitchen and library but deliberately kept walking. All the news stories had described the layout of the house in minute detail. The living room was the last room on the right. She felt her throat tighten as she approached it. Was she crazy to be doing this—returning here, trying to recapture a memory best forgotten?

The living-room door was closed. She put her hand on the knob and turned it hesitantly. The door swung open. She fumbled and found the wall switch. The room was large and beautiful, with a high ceiling, a delicate mantel above the white brick fireplace, a recessed window seat. It was empty except for a concert grand piano, a massive expanse of dark mahogany in the alcove to the right of the fireplace.

The fireplace.

She started to walk toward it.

Her arms and legs began to tremble. Perspiration started from her forehead and palms. She could not swallow. The room was moving around her. She rushed to the French doors at the far end of the left wall, fumbled with the lock, yanked both doors open and stumbled onto the snow-banked patio.

The frosty air seared her lungs as she gulped in short, nervous breaths. A violent shudder made her hug her arms around her body. She began to sway and needed to lean against the house to keep from falling. Light-headedness made the dark outlines of the leafless trees seem to sway with her.

The snow was ankle-deep. She could feel the wetness seep through her boots, but she would not go back in until the dizziness receded. Minutes passed before she could trust herself to return to the room. Carefully she closed and double-locked the doors, hesitated and then deliberately turned around and with slow, reluctant steps walked to the fireplace. Tentatively she ran her hand down the rough whitewashed brick.

For a long time now, bits and pieces of memory had intruded on her like wreckage from a ship. In the past year she had persistently dreamed of being a small child again in this house. Invariably she would awaken in an agony of fear, trying to scream, unable to utter a sound. But coupled with the fear was a pervading sense of loss. The truth is in this house, she thought.

*   *   *

It was here that it had happened. The lurid headlines, gleaned from newspaper archives, flashed through her mind. “WISCONSIN CONGRESSMAN DEAN ADAMS MURDERS BEAUTIFUL SOCIALITE WIFE AND KILLS SELF. THREE-YEAR-OLD DAUGHTER FIGHTS FOR LIFE.”

She had read the stories so many times, she knew them by heart. “A sorrowful Senator John F. Kennedy commented, ‘I simply don’t understand. Dean was one of my best friends. Nothing about him ever suggested pent-up violence.’”

What had driven the popular Congressman to murder and suicide? There had been rumors that he and his wife were on the verge of divorce. Had Dean Adams snapped when his wife made an irrevocable decision to leave him? They must have wrestled for the gun. Both their fingerprints, smudged and overlapping, were found on it. Their three-year-old daughter had been found lying against the fireplace, her skull fractured, her right leg shattered.

Veronica and Charles Traymore had told her that she was adopted. Not until she was in high school and wanted to trace her ancestry had she been given the whole truth. Shocked, she learned that her mother was Veronica’s sister. “You were in a coma for a year and not expected to live,” Veronica told her. “When you finally did regain consciousness you were like an infant and had to be taught everything. Mother—your grandmother—actually sent an obituary notice to the newspapers. That’s how determined she was that the scandal wouldn’t follow you all your life. Charles and I were living in England then. We adopted you and our friends were told you were from an English family.”

Pat recalled how furious Veronica had been when Pat insisted on taking over the Georgetown house. “Pat, it’s wrong to go back there,” she’d said. “We should have sold that place for you instead of renting it all these years. You’re making a name for yourself in television—don’t risk it by raking up the past! You’ll be meeting people who knew you as a child. Somebody might put two and two together.”

Veronica’s thin lips tightened when Pat insisted.

“We did everything humanly possible to give you a fresh start. Go ahead, if you insist, but don’t say we didn’t warn you.”

In the end they had hugged each other, both shaken and upset. “Come on,” Pat pleaded. “My job is digging for the truth. If I hunt for the good and bad in other people’s lives, how can I ever have any peace if I don’t do it in my own?”

*   *   *

Now she went into the kitchen and picked up the telephone. Even as a child she had referred to Veronica and Charles by their first names, and in the past few years had virtually stopped calling them Mother and Dad. But she suspected that that annoyed and hurt them.

Veronica answered on the first ring. “Hi, Mother.

I’m here safe and sound; the traffic was light all the way.”

“Where is here?”

“At the house in Georgetown.” Veronica had wanted her to stay at a hotel until the furniture arrived. Without giving her a chance to remonstrate, Pat rushed on. “It’s really better this way. I’ll have a chance to set up my equipment in the library and get my head together for my interview with Senator Jennings tomorrow.”

“You’re not nervous there?”

“Not at all.” She could visualize Veronica’s thin, worried face. “Forget about me and get ready for your cruise. Are you all packed?”

“Of course. Pat, I don’t like your being alone for Christmas.”

“I’ll be too busy getting this program together even to think about it. Anyway, we had a wonderful early Christmas together. Look, I’d better unload the car. Love to both of you. Pretend you’re on a second honeymoon and let Charles make mad love to you.”

“Pat!” Disapproval and amusement mingled in her voice. But she managed one more piece of advice before hanging up. “Keep the double locks on!”

Buttoning her jacket, Pat ventured out into the chilly evening, and for the next ten minutes she tugged and hauled the luggage and cartons. The box of linens and blankets was heavy and ungainly; she had to rest every few steps on the way to the second floor. Whenever she tried to carry anything heavy her right leg felt as though it might give way. The carton with dishes and pans and groceries had to be hoisted up to the kitchen counter. I should have trusted the movers to arrive tomorrow on time, she thought—but she had learned to be skeptical of “firm” delivery dates. She had just finished hanging up her clothes and making coffee when the phone rang.

The sound seemed to explode in the quiet of the house. Pat jumped and winced as a few drops of coffee touched her hand. Quickly she put the cup on the counter and reached for the phone. “Pat Traymore.”

“Hello, Pat.”

She clutched the receiver, willing her voice to sound only friendly. “Hello, Sam.”

Samuel Kingsley, Congressman from the 26th District of Pennsylvania, the man she loved with all her heart—the other reason she had decided to come to Washington.
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Forty minutes later Pat was struggling with the clasp of her necklace when the peal of the door chimes announced Sam’s arrival. She had changed to a hunter green wool dress with satin braiding. Sam had once told her that green brought out the red in her hair.

The doorbell rang again. Her fingers were trembling too much to fasten the catch. Grabbing her purse, she dropped the necklace into it. As she hurried down the stairs she tried to force herself to be calm. She reminded herself that during the eight months since Sam’s wife, Janice, had died Sam hadn’t called once.

On the last step she realized that she was again favoring her right leg. It was Sam’s insistence that she consult a specialist about the limp that had finally forced her to tell him the truth about the injury.

She hesitated momentarily in the foyer, then slowly opened the door.

Sam nearly filled the doorway. The outside light caught the silver strands in his dark brown hair. Under unruly brows, his hazel eyes looked wary and quizzical. There were unfamiliar lines around them. But the smile when he looked at her was the same, warm and all-embracing.

They stood awkwardly, each waiting for the other to make the first move, to set the tone for the reunion. Sam was carrying a broom. Solemnly he handed it to her. “The Amish people are in my district. One of their customs is to carry a new broom and salt into a new home.” He reached into his pocket for a salt cellar. “Courtesy of the House dining room.” Stepping inside, he put his hands on her shoulders and leaned down to kiss her cheek. “Welcome to our town, Pat. It’s good to have you here.”

So this is the greeting, Pat thought. Old friends getting together. Washington is too small a town to try to duck someone from the past, so meet her head on and establish the rules. Not on your life, she thought. It’s a whole new ball game, Sam, and this time I plan to win.

She kissed him, deliberately, leaving her lips against his just long enough to sense the intensity gathering in him, then stepped back and smiled easily.

“How did you know I was here?” she asked. “Have you got the place bugged?”

“Not quite. Abigail told me you were going to be in her office tomorrow. I called Potomac Cable for your phone number.”

“I see.” There was something intimate in the way Sam sounded when he mentioned Senator Jennings. Pat felt her heart give a queer twist and looked down, not wanting Sam to see the expression on her face. She made a business of fishing in her purse for her necklace. “This thing has a clasp that Houdini couldn’t figure out. Will you?” She handed it to him.

He slipped it around her neck and she felt the warmth of his fingers as he fastened it. For a moment his fingers lingered against her skin.

Then he said, “Okay, that should stay put. Do I get the Cook’s Tour of the house?”

“There’s nothing to see yet. The moving van delivers tomorrow. This place will have a whole new look in a few days. Besides, I’m starving.”

“As I remember, you always were.” Now Sam’s eyes betrayed genuine amusement. “How a little thing like you can put away hot-fudge sundaes and buttered biscuits and still not put on an ounce . . .”

Very smooth, Sam, Pat thought as she reached into the closet for her coat. You’ve managed to ticket me as a little thing with a big appetite. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“I made a reservation at Maison Blanche. It’s always good.”

She handed him her jacket. “Do they have a children’s menu?” she asked sweetly.

“What? Oh, I see. Sorry—I thought I was paying you a compliment.”

Sam had parked in the driveway behind her car.

They walked down the path, his hand lightly under her arm. “Pat, are you favoring your right leg again?” There was concern in his tone.

“Just a touch. I’m stiff from the drive.”

“Stop me if I’m wrong. But isn’t this the house you own?”

She had told him about her parents the one night they had spent together. Now she nodded distractedly. She had often relived that night in the Ebb Tide Motel on Cape Cod. All she needed was the scent of the ocean, or the sight of two people in a restaurant, their fingers linked across the table, smiling the secret smile of lovers. And that one night had ended their relationship. In the morning, quiet and sad at breakfast, on their way to separate planes, they had talked it out and agreed they had no right to each other. Sam’s wife, already confined to a wheelchair with multiple sclerosis, didn’t deserve the added pain of sensing that her husband was involved with another woman. “And she’d know,” Sam had said.

Pat forced herself back to the present and tried to change the subject. “Isn’t this a great street? It reminds me of a painting on a Christmas card.”

“Almost any street in Georgetown looks like a Christmas card at this time of year,” Sam rejoined. “It’s a lousy idea for you to try to dredge up the past, Pat. Let go of it.”

They were at the car. He opened the door and she slipped in. She waited until he was in the driver’s seat and pulling away before she said, “I can’t. There’s something that keeps nagging me, Sam. I’m not going to have any peace until I know what it is.”

Sam slowed for the stop sign at the end of the block. “Pat, don’t you know what you’re trying to do? You want to rewrite history, remember that night and decide it was all a terrible accident, that your father didn’t mean to hurt you or kill your mother. You’re just making it harder for yourself.”

She glanced over and studied his profile. His features, a shade too strong, a hairbreadth too irregular for classic good looks, were immensely endearing. She had to conquer the impulse to slide over and feel the fine wool of his overcoat against her cheek.

“Sam, have you ever been seasick?” she asked.

“Once or twice. I’m usually a pretty good sailor.”

“So am I. But I remember coming back on the QE 2 with Veronica and Charles one summer. We hit a storm and for some reason I lost my sea legs. I don’t ever remember being so miserable. I kept wishing I could be sick and have done with it. And you see, that’s the way it’s getting to be for me now. Things keep coming back to me.”

He turned the car onto Pennsylvania Avenue. “What things?”

“Sounds . . . impressions . . . sometimes so vague; other times, especially when I’m just waking up, remarkably clear—and yet they fade before I can get hold of them. I actually tried hypnosis last year, but it didn’t work. Then I read that some adults can remember accurately things that happened when they were as young as two. One study said the best way to recapture the memory is to reproduce the environment. Fortunately or unfortunately, that’s something I can do.”

“I still think it’s a lousy idea.”

Pat gazed out the car window. She had studied street maps to get a sense of the city and now tried to test herself on the accuracy of her impressions. But the car was moving too swiftly, and it was too dark to be sure of anything. They didn’t speak.

The maître d’ at Maison Blanche greeted Sam warmly and escorted them to a banquette

“The usual?” Sam asked after they were seated.

Pat nodded, acutely aware of Sam’s nearness. Was this his favorite table? How many other women had he brought here?

“Two Chivas Regals on the rocks with a splash of soda and a twist of lemon, please,” Sam requested. He waited until the maître d’ was out of earshot, then said, “All right—tell me about the last few years. Don’t leave anything out.”

“That’s a tall order. Give me a minute to think.” She would eliminate those first few months after they had agreed not to see each other, when she’d gotten through the day in a fog of sheer, hopeless misery. She could and did talk about her job, about getting an Emmy nomination for her program on the newly elected woman mayor of Boston, about her growing obsession to do a program about Senator Jennings.

“Why Abigail?” Sam asked.

“Because I think it’s high time a woman was nominated for President. In two years there’ll be a national election and Abigail Jennings should lead the ticket. Just look at her record: ten years in the House; in her third term in the Senate; member of the Foreign Relations Committee; the Budget Committee; first woman to be Assistant Majority Leader. Isn’t it a fact that Congress is still in session because the President is counting on her to get the budget through the way he wants it?”

“Yes, it’s true—and what’s more, she’ll do it.”

“What do you think of her?”

Sam shrugged. “She’s good. She’s damn good, as a matter of fact. But she’s stepped on a lot of important toes, Pat. When Abigail gets upset, she doesn’t care who she blasts, and where and how she does it.”

“I assume that’s also true of the majority of the men on the Hill.”

“Probably.”

“Exactly.”

The waiter came with menus. They ordered, deciding to share a Caesar salad. And that was another memory. That last day together Pat had made a picnic lunch and asked Sam what salad she should bring. “Caesar,” he’d said promptly, “and lots of anchovies, please.” “How can you eat those things?” she’d demanded. “How can you not? It’s an acquired taste, but once you have it, you’ll never lose it.” She’d tried them that day and decided they were good.

He remembered too. As they handed back the menus, he commented, “I’m glad you didn’t give up on the anchovies.” He smiled. “Getting back to Abigail, I’m amazed she agreed to go along with the documentary.”

“Frankly, I’m still amazed myself. I wrote to her about three months ago. I’d done a lot of research on her and was absolutely fascinated by what I uncovered. Sam, how much do you know about her background?”

“She’s from Virginia. She took her husband’s seat in Congress when he died. She’s a workaholic.”

“Exactly. That’s the way everyone sees her. The truth is that Abigail Jennings comes from Upstate New York, not Virginia. She won the Miss New York State beauty contest but refused to go to Atlantic City for the Miss America pageant because she had a scholarship to Radcliffe and didn’t want to risk wasting a year. She was only thirty-one when she was widowed. She was so in love with her husband that twenty-five years later she still hasn’t remarried.”

“She hasn’t remarried, but she hasn’t lived in a cloister either.”

“I wouldn’t know about that, but judging from the information I’ve gathered, the vast majority of her days and nights are strictly work.”

“That’s true.”

“Anyhow, in my letter I wrote that I’d like to do a program that would give viewers the feeling of knowing her on a personal level. I outlined what I had in mind and got back about the frostiest rejection I’ve ever read. Then a couple of weeks ago Luther Pelham phoned. He was coming to Boston specifically to take me to lunch and wanted to talk about my coming to work for him. Over lunch he told me the Senator had showed him my letter; he’d already been mulling over the idea of a series called Women in Government. He knew and liked my work and felt I was right for the job. He also said that he wanted to make me a regular part of his seven-o’clock news program.

“You can imagine how I felt. Pelham is probably the most important commentator in the business; the network is as big as Turner’s; the money’s terrific. I’m to kick off the series with a documentary on Senator Jennings and he wants it as fast as possible. But I still don’t know why the Senator changed her mind.”

“I can tell you why. The Vice President may be on the verge of resigning. He’s much sicker than people realize.”

Pat laid down her fork and stared at him. “Sam, do you mean . . .?”

“I mean the President has less than two years left in his second term. How better to make every woman in the country happy than by appointing the first woman Vice President?”

“But that means . . . if Senator Jennings is Vice President, they almost couldn’t deny her the nomination for President next time.”

“Hold on, Pat. You’re going too fast. All I’ve said is that if the Vice President resigns, there’s a damn good chance he’ll be replaced by either Abigail Jennings or Claire Lawrence. Claire is practically the Erma Bombeck of the Senate—very popular, very witty, a first-rate legislator. She’d do an excellent job. But Abigail’s been there longer. The President and Claire are both from the Midwest, and politically that isn’t good. He’d rather appoint Abigail, but he can’t ignore the fact that Abigail really isn’t well known nationally. And she’s made some powerful enemies in Congress.”

“Then you believe Luther Pelham wants the documentary to let people see Abigail in a warmer, more personal way?”

“From what you’ve just told me, that’s my guess. I think he wants to generate popular support for her. They were pretty cozy for a long time, and I’m sure he’d like to have his dear friend in the Vice President’s chair.”

They ate silently as Pat mulled the implications of what Sam had told her. Of course it explained the sudden job offer, the need for haste.

“Hey, remember me?” Sam finally said. “You haven’t asked me what I’ve been doing these past two years.”

“I’ve been following your career,” she told him. “I toasted you when you were reelected—not that I was surprised. I wrote and tore up a dozen notes to you when Janice died. I’m supposed to have a way with words, but nothing sounded right . . . . It must have been very bad for you.”

“It was. When it was obvious Janice didn’t have much time, I cut my schedule to the bone and spent every possible minute with her. I think it helped.”

“I’m sure it did.” She had to ask: “Sam, why did you wait so long to call me? In fact, would you ever have called me if I hadn’t come to Washington?”

The background sounds of the other diners’ voices and the faint clinking of glasses, the tempting aromas of the food, the paneled walls and frosted-glass partitions of the attractive room faded as she waited for his answer.

“I did call you,” he said, “a number of times, but I had the guts to break the connection before your phone rang. Pat, when I met you, you were about to become engaged. I spoiled that for you.”

“With or without you it wouldn’t have happened. Rob is a nice guy, but that’s not enough.”

“He’s a bright young lawyer with an excellent future. You’d be married to him now if it weren’t for me. Pat, I’m forty-eight years old. You’re twenty-seven. I’m going to be a grandfather in three months. You know you would want to have children, and I simply don’t have the energy to raise a new family.”

“I see. Can I ask you something, Sam?”

“Of course.”

“Do you love me, or have you talked yourself out of that too?”

“I love you enough to give you a chance to meet someone your own age again.”

“And have you met someone your own age yet?”

“I’m not seeing anyone specifically.”

“I see.” She managed a smile. “Well, now that we have everything out in the open, why don’t you buy me that nice gooey dessert I’m supposed to crave?”

He looked relieved. Had he expected her to badger him? she wondered. He seemed so tired. Where was all the enthusiasm he’d had a few years ago?

An hour later when he was dropping her at home, Pat remembered what she’d been meaning to discuss. “Sam, I had a crazy phone call at the office last week.” She told him about it. “Do people in Congress get much hate mail or calls?”

He didn’t seem especially concerned. “Not that many, and none of us takes them very seriously.” He kissed her cheek and chuckled. “I was just thinking. Maybe I’d better talk to Claire Lawrence and see if she’s been trying to scare off Abigail.”

Pat watched him drive away, then closed and latched the door. The house reinforced her feeling of emptiness. The furniture will make a difference, she promised herself.

Something on the floor caught her eye: a plain white envelope. It must have been slipped under the door while she was out. Her name was printed in heavy black lettering that was sharply slanted from left to right. Probably someone from the realtor’s office, she tried to tell herself. But the usual business name and address were missing from the upper left-hand corner, and the envelope was of the cheapest dime-store sort.

Slowly she ripped it open and pulled out the single sheet of paper. It read: “I TOLD YOU NOT TO COME.”
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The next morning the alarm went off at six. Pat slipped willingly out of bed. The lumpy mattress had not been conducive to sleep, and she had kept waking, aware of the creaking, settling sounds in the house and the thumping activity of the oil burner as it snapped off and on. Try as she would, she could not dismiss the note as the work of a harmless eccentric. Somebody was observing her.

The movers had promised to arrive by eight. She planned to move the files stored in the basement up to the library.

The basement was dingy, with cement walls and floor. Garden furniture was stacked neatly in the center. The storage room was to the right of the furnace room. A heavy padlock on its door was grimy with the accumulated soot of years.

When Charles had given her the key, he’d warned, “I don’t know exactly what you’ll find, Pat. Your grandmother instructed Dean’s office to send all his personal effects to the house. We never did get around to sorting them.”

For a moment it seemed as though the key would not work. The basement was damp, with a vague smell of mildew. She wondered if the lock had rusted. She moved the key back and forth slowly and then felt it turn. She tugged at the door.

Inside the storeroom, a stronger smell of mildew assailed her. Two legal-size filing cabinets were so covered with dust and cobwebs she could barely determine their color. Several heavy cartons, haphazardly piled, stood next to them. With her thumb she rubbed at the grime until the labels appeared: CONGRESSMAN DEAN W. ADAMS, BOOKS. CONGRESSMAN DEAN W. ADAMS, PERSONAL EFFECTS. CONGRESSMAN DEAN W. ADAMS, MEMORABILIA. The inserts on the file drawers read the same: CONGRESSMAN DEAN W. ADAMS, PERSONAL.

“Congressman Dean W. Adams,” Pat said aloud.

She repeated the name carefully. Funny, she thought, I really don’t think of him as a Congressman. I only place him here in this house. What kind of Representative was he?

Except for the formal picture the newspapers used at the time of the deaths, she’d never seen even a snapshot of him. Veronica had shown her albums filled with pictures of Renée as a child, as a young woman at her debut, at her first professional concert, with Pat in her arms. It hadn’t been hard to guess why Veronica had kept no reminder of Dean Adams around.

The key to the files was on the ring Charles had given her. She was about to unlock the first one when she began to sneeze. She decided it was crazy to try to examine anything in that cellar. Already her eyes were itching from the dust. I’ll wait until it’s all in the library, she thought. But first she would wash the outside of the cabinets and get the worst of the dust off the cartons.

It turned out to be a messy, exhausting job. There was no sink in the basement, and she trudged repeatedly upstairs to the kitchen, bringing down a pail of sudsy hot water and returning a few minutes later with both water and sponge blackened.

On the last trip she brought down a knife and carefully scraped the identifying labels from the cartons. Finally she removed the inserts from the fronts of the file drawers. Satisfied, she surveyed her work. The cabinets were olive green and still in decent condition. They would fit along the east wall of the library. The cartons could go there too. No one would have any reason to think they hadn’t come from Boston. Veronica’s influence again, she thought wryly. “Don’t tell anyone, Pat. Think ahead, Pat. When you marry, do you want your children to know that the reason you limp was that your father tried to kill you?”

She had barely time to wash her hands and face before the movers arrived. The three men on the truck hauled in the furniture, unrolled carpets, unpacked china and crystal, brought up the contents of the storage room. By noon they had gone, manifestly pleased with their tip.

Alone again, Pat went directly to the living room. The transformation was dramatic. The fourteen-by-twenty-four-foot Oriental carpet with its brilliant designs of apricot, green, lemon and cranberry against a black background dominated the room. The green velvet love seat stood against the short wall at a right angle to the long apricot satin sofa. The matching high-backed wing chairs flanked the fireplace; the Bombay chest was to the left of the patio doors.

The room was well nigh a restoration of its former self. She walked through it, touching the tops of the tables, adjusting the angle of a chair or lamp, running her hands over the fabric of the upholstered pieces. What was she feeling? She couldn’t be sure. Not fear exactly—though she had to force herself to pass the fireplace. What then? Nostalgia? But for what? Was it possible that some of those blurred impressions were memories of happy times spent in this room? If so, what else could she do to retrieve them?

*   *   *

At five minutes to three she stepped out of a cab in front of the Russell Senate Office Building. The temperature had dropped sharply in the last several hours and she was glad to enter the heated foyer. The security guards passed her through the metal detector and directed her to the elevator. A few minutes later she was giving her name to Abigail Jennings’ receptionist.

“Senator Jennings is running a little behind,” the young woman explained. “She has several constituents who stopped in to see her. It won’t be long.”

“I don’t mind waiting.” Pat selected a straight-backed chair and looked around. Abigail Jennings clearly had one of the most desirable of the senatorial offices. It was a corner unit and had a feeling of airiness and space that she knew was in short supply in the overcrowded building. A low railing separated the waiting area from the receptionist’s desk. A corridor to the right led to a row of private offices. The walls were covered with framed news photos of the Senator. The small table by the leather couch held pamphlets explaining Senator Jennings’ positions on pending legislation.

She heard the familiar voice, softly modulated by the faintest touch of a Southern accent, easing visitors out of an inner office. “I’m delighted you were able to stop by. I only wish we had more time . . . .

*   *   *

The visitors were a well-dressed sixtyish couple, effusive in their thanks. “Well, at the fund-raiser you did say to stop in anytime, and I said, ‘Violet, we’re in Washington, let’s just do it.’”

“You’re sure you’re not free for dinner?” the woman visitor interjected anxiously.

“I only wish I were.”

Pat watched as the Senator steered her guests to the outer door, opened it and slowly closed it, forcing them out. Well done, she thought. She felt her adrenaline rise.

Abigail turned and paused, giving Pat an opportunity to study her closely. Pat had forgotten how tall the Senator was—about five feet nine, with a graceful, erect carriage. Her gray tweed suit followed the lines of her body; broad shoulders accentuated a taut waistline; angular hips ended in slender legs. Her ash blond hair was cut short around the thin face dominated by extraordinary china-blue eyes. Her nose was shiny, her lips pale and undefined. She seemed to use absolutely no makeup, as though trying deliberately to understate her remarkable beauty. Except for the fine lines around her eyes and mouth, she looked the same as she had six years earlier.

Pat watched as the Senator’s glance came to rest on her.

“Hello,” the Senator said, moving quickly toward her. With a reproachful glance at the receptionist she said, “Cindy, you should have told me that Miss Traymore was here.” Her chiding expression turned rueful. “Well, no harm done. Come inside, please, Miss Traymore. May I call you Pat? Luther has recommended you so highly I feel I know you. And I’ve seen some of the specials you’ve done in Boston. Luther ran them for me. They’re splendid. And as you mentioned in your letter, we did meet some years ago. It was when I spoke at Wellesley, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, it was.” Pat followed the Senator into the inner office and looked around. “How lovely!” she exclaimed.

A long walnut console desk held a delicately painted Japanese lamp, an obviously valuable figurine of an Egyptian cat, a gold pen in a holder. The crimson leather chair, wide and comfortable with arched arms and intricate nailheads, was probably seventeenth-century English. An Oriental carpet had predominant tones of crimson and blue. The flags of the United States and the Commonwealth of Virginia were on the wall behind the desk. Blue silk tieback draperies softened the bleakness of the cloudy winter day beyond the windows. One wall was covered with mahogany bookshelves. Pat chose a chair nearest the Senator’s desk.

The Senator seemed pleased at Pat’s reaction to the office. “Some of my colleagues feel that the shabbier and more cluttered their offices appear, the busier and more down-to-earth their constituents will think they are. I simply can’t work in confusion. Harmony is very important to me. I get a lot more accomplished in this atmosphere.”

She paused. “There’s a vote coming up on the floor within the hour, so I guess we’d better get down to business. Has Luther told you that I really hate the idea of this special?”

Pat felt on safe ground. Many people resisted programs about themselves. “Yes, he has,” she said, “but I honestly believe you’ll be pleased with the result.”

“That’s the only way I’d even consider this. I’ll be perfectly honest: I prefer to work with Luther and you rather than have another network decide to produce an unauthorized story. But even so, I wish the good old days were here when a politician could simply say ‘I stand on my record.’”

“They’re gone. At least, they are for the people who count.”

Abigail reached into her desk drawer and pulled out a cigarette case. “I never smoke in public anymore,” she observed. “Just once—once, mind you—a paper printed a picture of me with a cigarette in my hand. I was in the House then, and I got dozens of irate letters from parents in my district saying I was setting a bad example.” She reached across the desk. “Do you . . . .?”

Pat shook her head. “No, thanks. My father asked me not to smoke till I was eighteen, and by then I’d lost interest.”

“And you kept your word? No puffing away behind the garage or whatever?”

“No.”

The Senator smiled. “I find that reassuring. Sam Kingsley and I share a great distrust of the media. You know him, don’t you? When I told him about this program, he assured me you were different.”

“That was kind of him,” Pat said, trying to sound casual. “Senator, I suspect the shortest way to go about this is for you to tell me exactly why the idea of the program is so abhorrent to you. If I know in advance what you find objectionable we’re bound to save a lot of time.”

She watched as the Senator’s face became thoughtful. “It’s infuriating that no one is satisfied with my personal life. I’ve been a widow since I was thirty-one years old. Taking my husband’s place in Congress after his death, then being elected myself and going on to the Senate—all of it has always made me feel I’m still partners with him. I love my job and I’m married to it. But of course I can’t very well tearfully describe little Johnny’s first day at school because I never had a child. Unlike Claire Lawrence, I can’t be photographed with an army of grandchildren. And I warn you, Pat, I will not allow a picture of me in a bathing suit, high heels and a rhinestone crown to be used in this program.”

“But you were Miss New York State. You can’t ignore that.”

“Can’t I?” The incredible eyes flashed. “Do you know that shortly after Willard’s death, some rag printed that picture of me being crowned Miss New York State with the caption “And your real prize is to go to Congress for the South?” The Governor almost changed his mind about appointing me to complete Willard’s term. It took Jack Kennedy to persuade him that I’d been working side by side with my husband from the day he was elected. If Jack hadn’t been so powerful, I might not be here now. No, thank you, Pat Traymore. No beauty-queen pictures. Start your special when I was a senior at the University of Richmond, just married to Willard and helping him campaign for the first seat in Congress. That’s when my life began.”

You can’t pretend the first twenty years of your life don’t exist, Pat thought. And why? Aloud she suggested, “I came across one picture of you as a child in front of your family home in Apple Junction. That’s the kind of early background I plan to use.”

“Pat, I never said that was my family home. I said I had lived there. In point of fact, my mother was the housekeeper for the Saunders family and she and I had a small apartment in the back. Please don’t forget I’m the senior Senator from Virginia. The Jennings family has been prominent in Tidewater Virginia since Jamestown. My mother-in-law always called me Willard’s Yankee wife. I’ve gone to great effort to be considered a Jennings from Virginia and to forget Abigail Foster from Upstate New York. Let’s leave it that way, shall we?”

There was a knock at the door. A serious-looking, oval-faced man in his early thirties entered, wearing a gray suit with a faint pin stripe that accentuated the leanness of his body. Thinning blond hair carefully combed across his pate failed to conceal his bald spot. Rimless glasses added to the middle-aged effect. “Senator,” he said, “they’re about to take the vote. The fifteen-minute bell just went off.”

The Senator stood up abruptly. “Pat, I’m sorry. Incidentally, this is Philip Buckley, my administrative assistant. He and Toby have put together some material for you—all sorts of stuff: press clippings, letters, photo albums, even some home movies. Why don’t you look them over, and then let’s talk again in the next few days?”

Pat could do nothing except agree. She would talk to Luther Pelham. Between them, they must convince the Senator that she could not sabotage the program. She realized Philip Buckley was studying her carefully. Did she detect a certain hostility in his manner?

“Toby will drive you home,” the Senator continued hurriedly. “Where is he, Phil?”

“Right here, Senator. Keep your shirt on.”

The cheerful voice came from a barrel-chested man who immediately gave Pat the impression of being an overage prize-fighter. His big face was beefy, with the flesh beginning to puff under small, deep-set eyes. Fading sandy hair was abundantly mixed with gray. He was wearing a dark blue suit and holding a cap in his hands.

His hands—she found herself staring at them. They were the largest she had ever seen. A ring with an onyx an inch square accentuated the thickness of his fingers.

Keep your shirt on. Had he really said that? Aghast, she looked at the Senator. But Abigail Jennings was laughing.

“Pat, this is Toby Gorgone. He can tell you what his job is as he drives you home. I’ve never been able to figure it out and he’s been with me for twenty-five years. He’s from Apple Junction too, and besides me, he’s the best thing that ever came out of it. And now I’m off. Come on, Phil.”

They were gone. This special is going to be sheer hell to make, Pat thought. She had three solid pages of points she’d wanted to discuss with the Senator and had gotten to bring up exactly one. Toby had known Abigail Jennings since childhood. That she put up with his insolence was incredible. Maybe he’d answer some questions on the drive home.

She had just reached the reception area when the door was flung open and Senator Jennings rushed back in, followed by Philip. The relaxed manner was gone. “Toby, thank God I caught you,” she snapped. “Where did you get the idea I’m not due at the Embassy until seven?”

“That’s what you told me, Senator.”

“That’s what I may have told you, but you’re supposed to double-check my appointments, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Senator,” Toby said genially.

“I’m due at six. Be downstairs at quarter to.” The words were spat out.

“Senator, you’ll be late for the vote,” Toby said. “You’d better get a move on.”

“I’d be late for everything if I didn’t have eyes in the back of my head to double-check on you.” This time the door slammed behind her.

Toby laughed. “We’d better get started, Miss Traymore.”

Wordlessly, Pat nodded. She could not imagine one of the servants at home addressing either Veronica or Charles with such a familiarity or being so unconcerned about a reprimand. What circumstances had created such a bizarre relationship between Senator Jennings and her oxlike chauffeur?

She decided to find out.
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Toby steered the sleek gray Cadillac Sedan de Ville through the rapidly gathering traffic. For the hundredth time he brooded on the fact that Washington in the late afternoon was a driver’s nightmare. All the tourists in their rented cars who didn’t realize that some of the streets became one-way on the dot of four created havoc for the people who worked here.

He glanced into the rearview mirror and liked what he saw. Patricia Traymore was all right. It had taken all three of them—himself, Phil and Pelham—to talk Abby into agreeing to this documentary. So Toby felt even more than usually responsible to see that it worked out.

Still, you couldn’t blame Abby for being nervous. She was within an eyelash of everything she’d ever wanted. His eyes met Pat’s in the mirror. What a smile that girl had! He’d heard Sam Kingsley tell Abigail that Pat Traymore ha d a way of making you tell things you never thought you’d share with another human being.

Pat had been considering what approach to take with Toby and had decided the straightforward one was the best. As the car stopped for a light on Constitution Avenue, she leaned forward. There was a chuckle in her voice as she said, “Toby, I have to confess I thought I wasn’t hearing straight when you told the Senator to keep her shirt on.”

He turned his head to look at her directly. “Oh, I shouldn’t a said that first time you met me. I don’t usually do that. It’s just I knew Abby was uptight about this program business and on her way in for the vote, and a bunch of reporters were going to be all over her about why she wasn’t going along with the rest of the party—so I figured if I got her to let down for a minute it’d do her good. But don’t misunderstand. I respect the lady. And don’t worry about her blowing up at me. She’ll forget it in five minutes.”

“You grew up together?” Pat prodded gently.

The light turned green. Smoothly the car moved forward; Toby maneuvered into the right lane ahead of a station wagon before answering. “Well, not exactly that. All the kids in Apple Junction go to the same school—’cept, of course, if they go to parochial school. But she was two years ahead of me, so we were never in the same classes. Then when I was fifteen I started doing yard work in the rich part of town. I guess Abby told you she lived in the Saunders house.”

“Yes, she did.”

“I worked for the people about four places away. One day I heard Abby screaming. The old guy who lived opposite the Saunderses’ had taken in his head he needed a watchdog and bought a German shepherd. Talk about vicious! Anyway, the old guy left the gate open and the dog got out just as Abby was coming down the street. Made straight for her.”

“And you saved her?”

“I sure did. I started shouting and distracted him. Bad luck for me I’d dropped my rake, ‘cause I got half chewed to rags before I got a grip on his neck. And then”—Toby’s voice filled with pride—”and then, no more watchdog.”

With one hand, Pat slipped her tape recorder out of her shoulder bag and turned it on. “I can see why the Senator must feel pretty strongly about you,” she commented. “The Japanese believe that if you save someone’s life you become somehow responsible for them. Do you suppose that happened to you? It sounds to me as though you feel responsible for the Senator.”

“Well, I don’t know. Maybe that did happen, or maybe she stuck her neck out for me when we were kids.” The car stopped. “Sorry, Miss Traymore. We should a made that light, but the jerk ahead of me is reading street signs.”
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